Does Koala trouble spell a new trend in education?





In December 1995 a young 5 old and his dad explored the Internet. The 5 year old found the Internet ‘boring’ because it was aimed at big kids and adults. With Dad’s help 5 year old Alex Balson established a web site based on the troubles of baby Max the Koala. The web site featured Alex’s drawings displayed in an interactive story.





Within a month the Koala trouble site had caught the attention of the international Internet community. In just 6 months 100,000 visitors had looked at the Koala trouble site and several thousand email from kids of all ages were received.





His site was featured on cable television in the USA, in newspapers in the US, Switzerland and Tokyo... and became the hot site on Netscape and other international browsers during the last six months.





Stage two involved the establishment of Alex’s Scribbles, the 5 year old’s business. The first project, a Koala trouble t-shirt, was a joint venture between Alex and the Australian Koala Foundation. The t-shirt was launched in April this year at an official function supported by the Mayor of Ipswich.





This paper will look at the impact that the Internet has in breaking traditional boundaries of age in business and the benefits that flow back to the children involved.


�
Video - Alex Extra.





‘When I get older I want to be an uncle, but no job though.’ 





Life as it is perceived through the eyes of a five year old. Very different to the perceptions of reality that we lug around as adults bearing the mental scars that life delivers.





Education can be the biggest scar embedded into the psyche of men and women who were once judged by school grades or teachers as being ‘dumb’.





Mark Twain was right when he said, ‘Don’t let your schooling interfere with your education.’ 





Having said all this, let me assure you that this is not going to be a philosophical paper, but before expressing my views on education and the current system of education I believe that my personal experience needs to be outlined as a background to the views expressed.





I had a very unhappy education. I hated the traditional ‘book-based’ study. A stymieing environment compounded by reading and studying according to strictly laid down guidelines.





I spent the first ten years of my working life at a bank in South Africa plodding along without the perceived benefits of any tertiary education. A big stigma as I found out too late. I moved on to selling “space” for a media company in Johannesburg.





On coming to Australia in 1986 I continued my career in the media for a brief period in Perth and in a short, unsettling time had seven different low-paying jobs in just 4 years.





During these frustrating times I started playing with computers and looking at the concept of the office computer as a marketing platform. In 1990 I set up my toolshed based business involved in computer based marketing. Now six years later and still in the same business I can say with some confidence that the business has been a great but unconventional success. Most important of all for the first time I had found my niche and happiness in life. 





In 1994 I moved with my family to Queensland to co-ordinate the development of Ipswich City Council’s Global Info-Links project. Since then I have established my own successful Queensland based business involved in providing businesses with solutions on the Internet. My staff, are all long term unemployed without the benefit of tertiary education, they work from an office/home overlooking the Brisbane river and there are no rules, office politics is treated with less respect than the plague and there are no strict employment guidelines. The business is run on the basis of mutual trust.





Finally, since leaving school in 1971 I have not read a single book although I read articles that are of interest in the daily newspaper and surf the Internet for hours on end.





By now you would have realised that my education is most unconventional, however, I believe, not unusual. 





There are more and more ‘unconventionally’ educated people making a go of life, and it is about time that the educators started to take note. In the past the education system has overlooked countless students who were treated as dumb because the education system did not fit their intellect. 





Personally, I feel that our current education system is about ten years behind the ‘real world’. In another five, if it hasn’t woken up to what is happening in business it will become more and more displaced and irrelevant.





It doesn’t take a genius, for example, to realise that current IQ tests are often based on traditional education philosophies. Numeracy and literacy with a touch of creativity chucked in for good measure. 





That is an educational measure, just like pounds and ounces but unlike the changes in these standards to grams and kilograms the IQ and educational standard has become out of date.





Kids at school today are no longer dependent on books and traditional learning. And why should they be? Is algebra such a big deal, is the parrot fashion learning of 1066 and whatever it means to England or France relevant to the kids of today? 





Intelligence, with the dawn of the knowledge age, has moved on yet the education age recognises it not...





In English if we can’t spell we fail, yet with the computer we don’t need to achieve that level of perfection. We did in the past when there was no spell checker. 





In maths we learn our times tables parrot fashion, yet with a computer we need not know more than the fundamentals - not necessarily the answers.





In science we have to learn about the symbols and properties of metals and gases, yet information on the Internet not only provides all the answers but adds case studies and interest.





Relevance... relevance. 





I remember clearly just three years ago when I chaired the West Australian education department’s Computer Sciences committee the fight I had, and lost, with the parochial view of university lecturers and school teachers on the committee that an ability to cut code in Cobol and C should be the focus required for students in years 11 and 12 - not  the application of modern day programs such as databases and spreadsheets.


From my own schooldays experiences I have this memory of the traditional teacher pacing up and down in front of the class telling us ‘how it is’ taking away the element of discovery and inquisitiveness inherent in every young body. ‘How it is’ was laid out in line after line of carefully and academically correct text authorised by the biggest hindrance to innovation in education - the traditional committee.





I gather very little has changed in education - but in the mean time the whole world has changed around it. It is almost like teachers at all levels, bar a very few exceptions, are locked away in a time warp...





but hey fellows you are taking our kids into that time warp with you. 





The computer and future employment opportunities have little or nothing to do with traditional science, history or any of the core subjects in the lives of the great majority of school going students today.





Sure, if they go to university go for broke - hit them with the facts! But why fill their heads up with facts learnt in the school system that have no relevance to their own personal future?





Teachers and teaching methods, I believe, should be facilitators not the educators...





I am personally amazed at how little time or relevance is given to the conceptual understanding of information gathering for students within the school system. 





The ‘dumb kids’ are often actually very, very smart when it comes to the interpolation of information and knowledge gathering on-line.





The concept requires untraditional learning methods but is far more relevant than those imposed today on all kids irrespective of their niche. 





My own staff are examples of kids who have failed the system but who have excelled in the area of information gathering and delivery. 





Current predictions suggest that by the year 2005 most business and mail will be transacted on on-line media, yet my five year-old boy, the author of Alex’s Scribbles, will then be sixteen, is not allowed to use the computer at school. 





Here we have the most powerful and inexpensive personal computers breeding around you like a plague... yet I find it hard to believe that many teachers have never even used one. How can you teach for tomorrow’s generation if you don’t use the tools?





Perhaps the system is to blame.








I believe that every permanently employed teacher should be provided with four things: 


a computer, 


an Internet account, 


a phone line into their classroom


and training. 





Every school should have a number of on-line Internet nodes in their library as well as in the staff room where teachers can share information available on the Internet.





Why do I suggest this?





Let us remember that current predictions suggest that 66% of jobs will be related to information gathering by the year 2000. 





Why? Because the information is available on-line and because it will speed up productivity. So what has the parrot fashion learning of 1066 got to do with the comprehensive background to the culture of the Barbarians - information that you can easily and comprehensively source on the Internet at any time. You will all know of a multitude of examples across all disciplines.





In fact, a teacher lacking in computer expertise today can be likened to a racing horse with only three legs or a torch without a battery. The teacher who has not been exposed to the Internet is little better, having four legs but being lame in two or a battery that is so flat that the light flickers. 





The information age is here... it has arrived. Not in the year 2000 not tomorrow, no now. 





What can be more important to a student than information? 





What can be more important to students than real living experiences and sharing of information for students - not through books but through interaction, participation and collaboration.





So what does Koala trouble have to do with all this? There are several sides to this coin. Kids of all ages are reaching out to, and enjoying the works of young 5 year old Alex. Of course the satisfaction achieved by young Alex in gaining the recognition of his work and the added bonus is the totally relevant experience associated with establishing his own business on-line.





Creativity, once the realm of the lesser lights in the education system, is now coming into its own in a big way. In fact the whole concept of education should already have been turned on its head with information gatherers (academically inclined students) bei
