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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.

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 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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The Programme for International Student Assessment1 (PISA) assesses year 9 students in 
Mathematics, Reading and Science.  It does so in a way that assess how well participating 
students can apply the knowledge they have in new ways.  This is a good proxy for the skills 
required in the 21st century – not simply memorisation but application.

Since 2000, Australia’s results have shown persistent declines in all three domains.

At the same time, real funding for schools has grown at a rate of 2.7% per year from 2005 to 
2015 whilst student FTE (Full Time Equivalents) numbers have grown at the lower rate of 1.1% 
over the same period2.

Although funding is always an issue it is not the root cause of this decline. 

Is it teacher competency?

EDUCATION IN DECLINE

 Far too many 
students around the 
world are trapped in 

a vicious cycle of poor 
performance and 

demotivation that 
leads only to more 

bad marks and further 
disengagement from 

school.

Andreas Schleicher, 
OECD’s Directorate for 

Education and Skills.
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teacheRs’ cOmpetencies aRe deveLOping...
Australia is heavily invested in developing its teachers3

Teachers and principals in Australia report strong access to and support for teacher 
development programmes and significantly fewer unmet professional development 
(PD) needs than the TALIS average in every category measured.

In Australia, teachers report almost universal access to PD opportunities (97%). Most 
teachers (75%) report not having to bear the cost of their PD and more receive a time 
allowance (79%). 

Despite the lower average impact (see sidebar), more than three-quarters of teachers 
in Australia reported a positive impact in the development areas of subject knowledge 
and understanding, curriculum knowledge and pedagogical competencies.

If growth in teacher competency is fine, is it student motivation? Or even teacher 
motivation?

Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire. For 
the mind does not require filling like a bottle, but rather, like 
wood, it only requires kindling to create in it an impulse to think 
independently and an ardent desire for the truth.

Plutarch

But teachers do not always 
see a positive impact on their 
teaching

In Australia, fewer teachers 
than the TALIS average report 
that their PD experiences had 
a meaningful impact on their 
capabilities. This is particularly 
evident in individualising 
learning, teaching students 
with special needs, and 
teaching cross-curricular skills 
such as problem solving and 
approaches to developing cross-
occupational competencies for 
future work, where nearly twice 
as many teachers (between 
37% and 42%) report little or 
no impact from their PD on 
their teaching, compared with 
the average for TALIS countries 
(20% to 23%).
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In the context of education, rewards 
or end results such as marks or grades, 
and punishments, such as detentions or 
humiliations, are referred to as sources of 
extrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation is understood to mean the 
desire to take on a task simply because it is 
enjoyable and interesting, rather than for a 
reward.  Students are motivated to study and 
engage in course work because it stimulates 
them instead of simply completing an 
assignment to receive a good mark.

Extrinsic motivation, at best, works for simple 
tasks but is counterproductive for anything 
complex, anything that uses the skills that we 
now want children to learn.  In fact, extrinsic motivation hurts intrinsic motivation - punishing or 
rewarding people for doing something removes their own innate desire to do it on their own.

If reward is no longer working effectively and the full range of punishments are no longer available 
then what remains is the development of intrinsic motivation.  When intrinsic motivation matches 
with interesting content we can just let students go, they may need guidance but the motivation 
is there.

When the content is uninteresting – but a necessary step to where they want to go – then coaching 
is key, to help the student build commitment and energy – courage – to take the necessary steps 
forward.

SO, WHAT IS MOTIVATION?

 You are capable of 

more than you know. 

Choose a goal that 

seems right for you 

and strive to be the 

best, however hard the 

path. Aim high. Behave 

honourably. Prepare 

to be alone at times, 

and to endure failure. 

Persist! The world 

needs all you can give.

E. O. Wilson, world’s 
leading expert in the 

study of ants
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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, each with distinct, 
evolution-formed functions.  Fight/flight and 
automatic responses are 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 being 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.

Education at its most basic is the process of leading the child out of the childhood mind and into 
the adult mind.  

SO, WHAT IS MOTIVATION?

 Intelligence plus 
character that is 

the goal of true 
education.

Martin Luther 
King Jr
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Such a basic model of education has three possible 
outcomes:

1. Never let the child out of the childhood mind - 
this was 19th century education for the bulk of the 
population which used punishment as extrinsic 
motivation

2. Allow the childhood mind to persist into adulthood 
and develop the adult mind in parallel which is 
the dominant system post-WWII and uses reward 
to partially develop the adult mind [“blue zone”] 
and punishment to keep the childhood mind [“red 
zone”] alive but in check, again largely extrinsic 
motivation

3. Allow the childhood mind to fade away and 
develop the adult mind fully which requires the 
nurturing of courage – the capacity to stay out of 
the red zone – which is the basis, along with curiosity, for intrinsic motivation in adults.  It is this form of 
education that is struggling to emerge 

We are in transition:

• From - the form of education that creates two mind states using reward and punishment, both of which 
are independent of the mind state of the teacher;

• To - the form of education that creates a fully developed young adult which is highly dependent on the 
mind state of the teacher.  It needs an adult operating in the blue zone to fully form another adult mind 
and help the childhood mind to fade away.

It is making this shift that will be central to reversing the decline in education and, fortunately, we 
already know teachers who do this and what they do is eminently learnable.

WE ARE IN TRANSITION

 All children 
start their 

school careers 
with sparkling 
imaginations, 

fertile 
minds, and a 

willingness to 
take risks with 

what they think.

Sir Ken 
Robinson
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Outstanding teacheRs
About 5% of teachers are outstanding 5.  This means that, on average, a successful adult will 
have had two such teachers during their own schooling.

Such teachers have no discipline problems and deliver above average outcomes as students 
feel intrinsically motivated to do their best.

What are they doing?

An outstanding teacher pays full attention to a child free of any judgement or comparison to 
any other child.  Then, whatever the child says or does the teacher responds with kindness (‘a 
desire to increase happiness’) and compassion (‘a desire to decrease suffering’).

This is the Christian practice of Encounter, the practice that made Christianity so revolutionary 
when it emerged 2,000 years ago to become one of the world’s great religions.  This is the  
practice that builds courage in the child and reduces the red zone in the adult practicing it.

Children value this experience with the teacher so much because, from a biological point of 
view, this is the ideal environment for them to grow into adulthood – that’s why they want it 
to continue and will go out of their way to ensure this. 

Children remember such teachers their whole lives.

Note that the practice of Encounter is different from the case of the very 
competent teacher who has good relationships with their students.  In this case, 
most of the time, students will do as they are told, are compliant and, although 
the teacher responds with kindness to them, they know, at the back of their 
minds that if they step outside a certain boundary the teacher’s response will 
NOT be a kind one.  Encounter, and its benefits, is not taking place.

I’ve learned that 
people will forget what 
you said, people will 
forget what you did, 
but people will never 
forget how you made 
them feel.

Maya Angelou, 
American poet, 

memoirist, and civil 
rights activist

Love is a better teacher 
than duty. 

Albert Einstein.
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What is mOtivatiOn ReaLLy?
Intrinsic motivation - the motivation that matters if we want to address the decline in 
education - has two components to it, curiosity and courage.

Curiosity is intrinsic to being human and is evident as soon as a baby can reach out a hand or 
focus its eyes.  Without anything to stifle it, curiosity will be a mainstay of intrinsic motivation.  
However, curiosity can be stifled, intentionally or not.

Unintentionally, it can occur because curiosity leads to suffering.  For example, a baby 
touches something hot and won’t touch anything that looks like that again.  Intentionally, 
curiosity can be stifled by punishment or, less obviously, by the offer of a reward.

The second component of intrinsic motivation only emerges with the adult mind (blue zone), 
this is courage.  Courage is the ability to keep going when things get hard or ambiguous or 
boring.  Courage means not letting the red zone (childhood mind) trigger but staying at our 
best and moving forward despite obstacles.

Courage can neither be willed nor argued into existence.  It grows and develops through the 
attention of adults around the child, adults practicing Encounter, however they may be doing 
it.

Extrinsic motivators stifle the emergence of courage by their conditional nature.  Courage 
emerges through an unconditional regard, or acceptance or respect, for the emerging young 
adult.

With courage, a stifled curiosity can be re-lit, and the combination – courage + curiosity – will 
be the foundation for long-term growth into successful adulthood.

Developing courage is a key role for any parent and is central to effective 
teaching for the 21st century.

A teacher affects 
eternity; they can 
never tell where their 
influence stops.

Henry Adams,
American historian

The true sign of 
intelligence is not 
knowledge but 
imagination.

Albert Einstein.
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and it is nOt just students...
We have all been brought up through an education system 
that has given us two mind states - a red zone and a blue 
zone.

Teachers work in an environment that was designed to 
create these conditions in the first place and, arguably, are 
most affected by them today.

Having an active red zone in a pressured environment is a 
recipe for prolonged red zone activation and the mental 
and physical health effects that that entails.

At the same time, being in a red zone mind state is 
absolutely NOT what students need and more and more 
widely they reject it, creating a vicious circle of more stress 
for the teacher.

The practices that build courage, and the blue zone, in 
students are also the practices that help manage and 
reduce the red zone in the adult practitioner.

We can improve student motivation and reverse the 
decline in education at the same time as improving 
teacher physical and mental health.

We need to talk about health and 
wellbeing and recognise that high stress 
and poor mental health are common in 
our schools.

Rob Nairn, 
Executive Director  of the Australian 

Secondary Principals Association 5

It is impossible to support the social and 
emotional health of young people, if we 
as teachers do not attend to our own 
emotional health.

Nick Haisman-Smith, 
Chief Executive, Family Links and 

the Nurturing Schools Network 6
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meditatiOn, mindfuLness and encOunteR
There is no standard definition for meditation but it usually 
refers to focus meditation and this helps us to reduce 
internal triggering of the red zone and has been well-
researched 7 – it is a good thing to do.

Similarly, there is no standard definition of mindfulness 
but it usually refers to awareness mindfulness, being aware 
of the feelings and sensations in our bodies and awareness 
of what is around us.  Mindfulness helps us to reduce 
– and modulate – external triggering of the red zone.  
Again, the benefits have been extensively researched8 and 
mindfulness is a very good thing to do.

Where meditation and mindfulness are solitary practices, 
encounter is a social practice that allows us to reduce, 
modulate and ultimately eliminate red zone triggering.  
Despite its powerful effect, there is little, if any, research9. 
However, we see its effects through outstanding teachers, 
very effective leaders and coaches and in high performing 
teams.

The three practices grow progressively in difficulty 
and effectiveness.

If you want to conquer the anxiety of life, 
live in the moment, live in the breath. 

Amit Ray, 
Indian author, and 

spiritual master

Mindfulness is a way of befriending 
ourselves and our experience.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the Center 
for Mindfulness at the University of 

Massachusetts Medical School, where he 
developed the Mindfulness-Based Stress 

Reduction program, or MBSR
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In our current education systems, highly competent teachers combine 
Technical Skills (pedagogy, subject knowledge, student management) 
and Formative Assessment (feedback, challenge, stretch) which allows 
them to stimulate student learning within a school context, this is well 
understood.

An outstanding teacher has these capabilities but also the capacity to 
practice Encounter which stimulates both the student’s learning in a life 
context as well as opening the teacher to innovating in their practice.

It is through the development of this third set of competencies that any 
teacher can build their capability to the ‘outstanding’ level and have a 
lifelong impact on their students.

Holding high standards without providing a warm environment is 
merely harsh. A warm environment without high standards lacks 
backbone. But if you can create a combination of high standards 
with a warm and supportive environment it will benefit all students, 
not just the high achievers.

Lee Jussim, 
professor of Social Psychology at 

Rutgers University

REFRAMING TEACHER PRACTICE
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HOW DO WE GET THIS MOVING?
Recognise that student motivation is 
inspired by teachers

Extrinsic motivation is failing anyway so 
work to remove it and build the case for 
generating intrinsic motivation instead.  
The move towards stimulating curiosity 
is well underway with development 
of both content and pedagogies that 
do this.  Explicitly recognise that the 
work needed to develop courage is only 
beginning.

Understand the pathway for you 
and your colleagues to become 
outstanding teachers

The pathway to becoming an 
outstanding teacher is to develop the 
practices of Meditation, Mindfulness 
(and this explains why these practices are 
being increasingly adopted by schools) 
and Encounter - but it is Encounter that 
is the key practice. 

Be relentless in holding each other 
accountable

Hold each other accountable for 
operating more and more often in the 
blue zone through the above practices.

Encourage leaders to be relentless in 
engaging with every staff member on 
the basis of Encounter – full attention, 
free of judgement or comparison and 
always responding with kindness and 
compassion – so that everyone can 
experience the effect.

Informal coaching and good meeting 
design are ways to formalise Encounter 
and are key ways to develop middle 
leader capacity.
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20% of students 
reported being 

treated unfairly by 
their teachers at 

least a few times a 
month.

OECD PISA Results 
201510.



sOme quick questiOns tO ask yOuRseLf

Some quick questions to ask yourself and your colleagues 

1. What would it mean if 25% (or even 50%) of your teachers were 
outstanding as described in this paper, rather than the average of 5%?

2. What impact would it have if all leaders were modelling these 
behaviours when they engaged with staff?

3. What qualities do you value in your people now and how well do they 
align with building intrinsic motivation in both students and staff?

4. How are you inspiring your key staff to lead their colleagues into this 
future?

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.

For more information contact: 
John on +61 418 432 316 or 
jcorrigan@gr8education.com 
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