
MORAL PURPOSE

DRIVING CHANGE
IN OUR SCHOOLS



abcde fghijk lmnop qrstu vwxyz

COPYRIGHT

Copy this the Right Way 
You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it along 
for free to anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its 
original contents or digital format. Please do pass it along and make many 
copies. We reserve the right to bind it and sell it as a real book.

We Care But You’re Responsible
This whitepaper is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific 
advice. Please be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any of the 
ideas. The author disclaims all and any liability to any persons whatsoever 
in respect of anything done by any person in reliance, whether in whole or 
in part, on this white paper.
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JOHN CORRIGAN is an expert in helping individuals to bring 
their whole of mind to their daily life and increase their 
effectiveness and the effectiveness of those around them.

This expertise scales from the individual to the team to the 
organisation.

Developed from the premise that education no longer 
prepares us to live well in the modern world, how DO we live 
well?  First, shift our attention to rewire our brains.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Second, focus on the wellbeing of others.  Third, organise how we lead teams so as to 
empower and transform.

John’s first degree is in Mathematics and he has an MBA from INSEAD.  He has been an officer 
in the Parachute Regiment and a wireline logging engineer (taking measurements in drilled 
oil and gas wells) in various parts of the world, before entering the corporate sector via 
strategy consulting and corporate planning. 

John’s interest evolved into change management in organisations where the employee-
client relationship forms a major part of the value produced including leading the turnaround 
in a major professional firm.

John has had a strong interest in how education has shaped our capacity to engage effectively 
with the world around us and set up Group 8 Education in 2003 to help in the transformation 
of our education systems.

To learn more visit:
www.gr8education.com and www.johngcorrigan.com 
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 “
MORAL PURPOSE

Moral purpose is the intention to make a positive difference in the lives of individuals 
such as employees, clients or society as a whole1.

Practically all educators say that their purpose in teaching is to make a positive 
difference in the lives of their students.  Each educator has a moral purpose.

However, moral purpose is about both ends and means and although the end 
espoused by most educators is the same the means that they use to achieve it can 
be quite different and, in fact, educators can produce ends that are quite dissimilar 
from what society might currently need.

Education is going through a major transformation and what is emerging has the 
potential to develop young people to be confident, collaborative, creative and 
ethical, life-long learners.  Just what society needs to face up to an uncertain future.

This emergent form of education (that we call interdependence) has an implied 
moral purpose both in its end – as described above – but also in its means.

Making these means explicit and developing pathways for staff to move towards 
them from their different starting points is fundamental to this transformation 
taking place successfully.

  Learning is at the heart 
of what schools are 

about … Ultimately, the 
goal must be to ensure 

that every student’s 
learning, development 

and experience is of 
the highest quality, to 

enable all young people 
to flourish, both in 

today’s society and in an 
uncertain future.  That is 

the moral purpose.

Louise Stoll2
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Although our brains are complex, massively connected 
and dynamic, it is useful to think of the brain as having 
three layers: reptilian, mammalian and human – each 
with distinct, evolution-formed functions – fight/flight 
and automatic responses in the reptilian “brain”, feelings 
and long-term memory in the mammalian “brain” and 
higher order functioning comes with the human “brain”.  
This evolutionary layering mirrors the sequencing of brain 
growth in the womb, through childhood and into adulthood 
and, although our brains are 95% complete by the age 
of about six, they are not fully developed until our mid-
twenties.

Up to the age of about ten it is the childhood mind that 
controls our organism and this mind state is based on the 
more primitive parts of the brain.  The childhood mind 

is self-centred, impulsive, can only handle simple tasks, 
responds to reward and punishment, is overwhelmed by 
emotion (once triggered), has no ability to imagine a future 
different from today and is cautious about engaging with 
the world.

The adult mind state begins to emerge as a distinct mind 
after the age of ten and is based on the whole brain.  This 
mind state brings self-awareness, the ability to expand 
self-awareness through higher order learning, the ability 
to socialise, the ability to imagine and plan to achieve a 
future different from today and monitor how we are doing, 
the ability to manage our emotions and impulses and put 
off gratification, and the ability to make choices.  All this 
emerges and matures through to our mid-twenties.

A BASIC MODEL OF 
EDUCATION

EDUCATION AT ITS MOST BASIC IS THE PROCESS OF LEADING THE CHILD OUT 
OF THE CHILDHOOD MIND AND INTO THE ADULT MIND.
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Leading the child out of the childhood mind and into the 
adult mind is the basic dynamic of education.  With such a 
dynamic there are three possible outcomes:

1. Prevent the emergence of the adult mind.  This is the 
form of education that we call OBEDIENCE. 

2. Allow the childhood mind to persist into adulthood 
(which then becomes the red zone) and develop the adult 
mind in parallel (the blue zone).  This is CONFORMANCE.

3. Allow the childhood mind to fade away and develop 
the adult mind as the only mind state.  This is 
INTERDEPENDENCE

THREE FORMS OF EDUCATION

Obedience dominated the 19th century and the early 
part of the 20th.  Conformance has dominated post the 
Second World War but is now beginning to make way for 
Interdependence.
The shift from one form to another is not clear cut but a 
gradual shift over time.

This overlapping of the three forms of education combined 
with the age range of educators in schools and their 
individual experiences leads to there being up to four 
distinct mind states in evidence in schools.

moral purpose - 07



We should be aware that, in the past, there have been a very small number of 
educators who have practiced predation, exploitation, ‘grooming’ of young people 
for immoral purposes.  It would be naive to say that none exist today despite both 
awareness and preventative measures being at much higher levels, yet no system is 
foolproof.

Within healthy mind states we can observe four different types: Blue, Blue-Red, Red-
Blue and Red.  It is the Blue Zone mind state that is implied – and ultimately necessary 
– for the transformation to interdependence to fully take place. 

DIFFERENT MIND STATES

“A Character 
is that which 

reveals moral 
purpose, 

exposing the 
class of things 
a man chooses 

and avoids.

Aristotle 
(384-322 BC)
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The schooling system we have all been through has 
over-emphasised focused attention

As well as the red and blue mind states we also have two ways of engaging with the world, which is typical of split brain 
animals.  We can view the world in a global, external way – this is the way an animal stays alert for something new 
coming into its awareness, a predator for example – and we can view it in a detailed, very local way where we can exploit 
or manipulate our immediate surroundings.

These different ways of engaging with the world are triggered by the way we pay attention.  Vigilance, alertness and 
sustained attention all trigger the global view, focused attention triggers the more local view.

The global view
The global view expects to come across people, events and 
things that are new and takes them in its stride allowing 
new information to flow into the brain to create new 
connections and, gradually, a new world view.  It is the 
global view that allows us to empathise and so connect 
with others, and to imagine a future that is different from 
today.  When operating in this global view we are able to 
control red zone triggering.
We can direct the global view internally – how are we 
feeling about this new event – as well as externally – how 
is someone else feeling about what is happening or about 
what I am saying.

The local view
Our ability to do detailed, routine work is made possible 
because the local view creates a static model of the world 
for itself and from that it can create routines, rules and 
automatic responses.  The local view expects things it 
comes across to fit into this static model.
When the local view is triggered by new people or events 
our brain immediately begins to categorise and compare 
the new with what we already know.  During the process 
of doing this we stop seeing and hearing the outside 
world - we are listening to ourselves instead - so that our 
connection with another is perceived to be limited.  
If the new experience does not fit into our static model, we 
reject it – often triggering the red zone, with anger and fear 
being the dominant emotions. 

WHY FOUR MIND STATES AND NOT JUST TWO?
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THE FOUR MIND STATES
The four mind states arise from the various combinations that are available to us from the 
childhood and adult minds in combination with how we respond to new events.

If we respond to new events with our fight/flight mechanism and we keep this on or on a 
hair trigger, then we operate essentially all of the time in our red zones and we have the 
characteristics of a child:  self-centred, impulsive, only able to  handle simple tasks, we 
respond to reward and punishment, emotion (once triggered) is overwhelming, we are not 
able to see the bigger picture and we are defensive in engaging with the world.

If we respond to new events with the local view (in the blue zone) but what we see does not 
match our self view then our red zones will trigger.  If what we encounter is familiar to us then 
we will continue in the blue zone.  In an uncertain world we will operate more often in the red 
zone than the blue zone.

If we respond to new events with the global view directed internally then we can accommodate 
dissonance without our red zone triggering.  Yet our red zones are still there, albeit dormant.  
We will tend to operate in the blue zone a lot of the time only dropping into the red zone 
through tiredness, stress or major dissonance.

If we respond to new events with the global view directed externally - towards other people - 
then we can accommodate dissonance and we will gradually cause our red zone to fade away 
so that we can operate in the blue zone all of the time.

When we operate in the blue 
zone we are self-aware, we 
have the ability to expand 
self-awareness through 
higher order learning, we 
have the ability to socialise 
and connect with others, we 
are able to imagine and plan 
to achieve a future different 
from today and monitor how 
we are doing, we can manage 
our emotions and impulses 
and put off gratification, and 
we are able to make choices.
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Research5 suggests that about 5% of educators operate in the blue zone today.  
Such educators are fully focused (via the external global view) on the wellbeing 
of their students and this causes the students to focus on the educator’s 
wellbeing by going out of their way not to disappoint or let down the educator. 
This reciprocity of concern is the basis for genuine collaboration.  There are few 
if any discipline problems and students engage in the work that is set.  If the 
educator is technically able (also likely) then outcomes will be above average.

Discussions with school principals would suggest, anecdotally, that around 
5-10% of staff may operate largely in the red zone.  Classes are difficult, some 
students are disengaged and disruptive, others simply disengaged.  Those 
students who are engaged do so because of interest in the content.  Issues 
with students and parents may escalate taking up senior leader time.  Student 
outcomes will often fall below average. 

It is probably the proportion of blue-red versus red-blue that determines the 
overall performance of the school.  Those with a blue-red mind state will be 
more proactive and will get on better with their students and colleagues.  Where 
the option is available it is these who best fill most middle leadership positions.

Educators with a red-blue mind state are resistant to change and will often 
complain about the existing situation, but without doing anything constructive 
to improve it.

WHAT DOES THIS 
MEAN?

“Schools, school 
systems, and  

educational change 
advocates cannot 

be indifferent to or 
evasive about just what 

the  moral purpose of 
educators should be.  

From the standpoint of 
sustainability, the heart 
of that purpose ought to 
be learning – something 

that is itself sustaining 
– and not just any 

learning, but learning 
that matters, spreads, 

and lasts a life time.

Sustainable Learning - 
Hargreaves and Fink6
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We can create a blue zone culture in three ways:

Personal practices such as meditation (which will help 
quieten the red zone), mindfulness (which will help us develop 
the internal global view) and ‘meeting’ (which will help us 
develop our external global view – ‘Slow Art’3 and ‘unhurried 
conversation’4 are examples of this)

One-to-one practices designed to stimulate and enhance the 
ability to operate in the blue zone and change how individuals 
listen and respond to each other - cognitive coaching explicitly 
develops the coach’s capacity to stay in the blue zone whilst 
using practices and processes to bring and hold the coachee 
in the same state

Team practices that are designed to be collaborative and 
appropriate for the purpose (e.g. meeting versus conversation 
versus workshop) create the conditions for participants to 
operate increasingly in the blue zone as they engage in 
meaningful work, that has a larger purpose and is in an 
environment of trust.

CREATING A BLUE ZONE CULTURE
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Personal practices

Mindfulness practice (which often incorporates meditation practices) is topical in schools and so 
can be adopted quite readily through external providers or through websites and apps that provide 
various techniques.  

Coaching (one-to-one practices)

Helping leaders and staff to operate more and more often in the blue zone as a basis for developing 
a collaborative culture is most easily achieved through formal and informal coaching.  Getting this 
underway is a key step.  Senior leaders should lead the way and be coached first and then learn to 
coach others.

Team practices

There are too many meetings in schools both from the point of view that existing meetings are 
often ineffective – thus meeting time is wasted -but also from the point of view that meetings are 
used when conversations (to build trust and understanding) and workshops (to resolve or answer 
key questions) would be better used.  Meetings are ideal for taking decisions, coordination and to 
maintain momentum in projects and other group activities.

Training leaders to choose the right mode and then how to run each mode well is the key step.

HOW DO WE GET THIS MOVING?
“A Moral 

purpose has 
a tendency 
to become 

stronger as 
humankind 

evolves … in 
evolutionary 
terms, moral 
purpose has 

a predestined 
tendency to 

surface.

Michael Fullan7
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Some quick queStionS?
Some quick questions to ask yourself and your colleagues 
1. What it would mean to have a blue zone culture throughout the school, a culture of 

collaboration?

2. What impact would it have if team activities were being well lead and educators were 
learning collaborative techniques to use in the classroom?

3. What qualities do you value in your people now and how well do they align with building 
a blue zone culture?

4. How are you inspiring your blues and blue-reds to step up and lead their colleagues into 
the future?

For more information contact 
John Corrigan

on +61 418 432 316 or 
jcorrigan@gr8education.com  

WE ARE 
AT A CRUCIAL 

POINT IN HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT. 

 WE CAN MOVE FORWARD 
WITH COURAGE OR WE 

CAN RETREAT BACK 
INTO ANXIETY.  

THE CHOICE 
IS OURS. 
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