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iNTRODUCTiON

This White Paper comes at  a t ime of 
profound global  uncer ta inty.  The arr iva l 
of  generat ive ar t i f ic ia l  in te l l igence at 
the end of 2022 marked a turning point : 
f reely avai lable AI capable of performing 
complex cogni t ive tasks had moved from 
the research lab in to the pockets of 
anyone wi th a smartphone. Since then, 
the technology has evolved at  a pace that 
has surprised even those bui lding i t ,  and 
investment in i ts  cont inued development 
has skyrocketed. Many commentators 
now bel ieve we are not far f rom Art i f ic ia l 
General  In te l l igence, AGI, the threshold 
at  which AI sys tems match or exceed 
human cogni t ive performance across 
v ir tual ly  a l l  domains. What that  wi l l  mean 
for humani ty remains genuinely unknown. 
What is  a l ready c lear is  that  the pace of 
change is outpacing our capaci ty to keep 
up, to adapt,  and to ensure the viabi l i ty  of 
employment.

Since the publ ic re lease of Large Language 
Models such as ChatGPT in la te 2022, 
generat ive AI has raised urgent and 
unresolved quest ions for schools:  about 
teaching and learning, about assessment 
and academic in tegri ty.  But  a di f ferent  and 
equal ly important  quest ion has received 
far less a t tent ion: what is  in the minds 
of parents,  the people who entrus t  their 
chi ldren to schools? What do parents see 
as essent ia l  for their  chi ldren’s educat ion 
i f  the next  generat ion is  to have access to 
the same opportuni t ies they have had? And 
do they bel ieve schools are meet ing those 
expecta t ions?

This paper is  wri t ten in two par ts .

Par t  1,  The Case for Change, examines 
the chal lenges our society faces wi th 
the emergence of generat ive AI and the 
spectre of ar t i f ic ia l  general  in te l l igence, 
wi th par t icular a t tent ion to the impact on 
the economy and the future of work . I t  then 
turns to the impl icat ions for what schools 
teach and, crucia l ly,  what they do not. 
I t  t races the his tor y of how our current 
sys tem was bui l t ,  examines the dead hand 
of a s tandardis ing pol icy agenda that  has 
t ightened i ts  gr ip over three decades, 
and argues that  the sys tem we have was 
designed for a world that  no longer 
exis ts .  I t  makes the case that  changing a 
centur ies -o ld sys tem cannot be answered 
wi th a quick pol icy f ix .  I t  wi l l  require an 
extended, ongoing communi ty conversat ion 
involv ing educators,  parents,  the broader 
publ ic and pol icymakers,  something closer 
to a ci t izens’  assembly than a minis ter ia l 
direct ive. But  watching how quick ly AI is 
developing and reshaping the landscape, 
this conversat ion cannot wai t .  I t  must  s tar t 
now. And parents are ready for i t ,  as the 
data in Par t  2 shows.

Par t  2, Demand for Change—what parents 
are want ing from educat ion, presents 
the f indings of the Future Ready Schools 
Sur vey, a nat ional  s tudy of Austra l ian 
parents conducted by ViVEDUS in 2026. I t 
draws on the perspect ives of 1,105 parents 
of  school -aged chi ldren to address one 
of the most  important  quest ions facing 
educat ion today: 

“What is an educat ion worth having 
in the age of AI?”

The f indings chal lenge assumptions, 
surface uncomfor table t ru ths,  and point 
toward a fu ture in which schools must 
fundamental ly  shi f t  what  they teach and 
assess i f  young people are to be genuinely 
prepared for the world in which we now 
f ind ourselves.  Only 38 per cent of  parents 
bel ieve schools are preparing their  chi ldren 
for the future workforce. Seventy - f ive per 
cent of  parents say academic development 
should no longer be the sole pr ior i ty. 
They want their  chi ldren to taught to be 
curious, to think creat ively,  to be resi l ient 
and to solve complex problems ahead of 
(50.83%), or equal  to (24.50%) academic 
development.  Alarmingly,  only 11.37% of 
parents said that  they were sat is f ied wi th 
what their  chi ld’s school current ly of fers.

The f indings provide compel l ing evidence 
for educat ion authori t ies,  depar tments and 
school leaders a l ike. Whi le governments 
and sys tems can use this data to inform 

pol icy and reform, school leaders are 
uniquely posi t ioned to respond s tra tegical ly 
to these pressing concerns, s t rengthening 
their  school ’s  capaci ty to a t t ract  and 
retain enrolments whi le,  most  important ly, 
ensuring ever y s tudent has the best 
possible opportuni ty to capi ta l ise on their 
s t rengths through an unprecedented period 
of massive disrupt ion.

The paper c loses wi th ten recommendat ions 
directed at  pol icymakers and school 
leaders.  The quest ion parents are asking 
is urgent and uncomfor table: what are we 
doing, r ight  now, to prepare their  chi ldren? 
This White Paper hopes to make that 
quest ion impossible to ignore.

38% of parents bel ieve schools are preparing their 
chi ldren for the future workforce.

of parents say academic development should no 
longer be the sole priori ty.

of parents said that they were sat isf ied with what 
their chi ld’s school current ly offers.

75%
11%

Dr Paul Browning OAM 
Founder, ViVEDUS 
Author,  Principled: 10 
leadership pract ices that 
bui ld t rus t
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PART 1: THE CASE FOR CHANGE

A PERSONAL 
BEGiNNiNG
I  f in ished school in 1985. I  a t tended 
several  government pr imary schools before 
complet ing my secondary educat ion at  a 
Cathol ic high school.  My HSC score was 
392. I  was chasing the then-magical  400 
mark ( the perfect  score was 500) that 
unoff ic ia l  threshold that  s ignal led you were 
real ly  smart .  I  missed i t .  L i fe went on.

I  va lued my school ing. I t  gave me a sol id 
foundat ion. But  looking back wi th for ty 
years of perspect ive, and wi th educat ion as 
my career,  I  f ind mysel f  asking a quest ion 
I  didn’ t  th ink to ask a t  the t ime: did i t  t ru ly 
prepare me for my future?

Much has changed in the c lassroom since 
1985, but remarkably,  much has a lso 
s tayed the same. Technology, cer ta in ly,  has 
t ransformed beyond recogni t ion. In 1985, 
our school had jus t  a handful  of  Apple 
I Ie computers.  I  was lucky enough to get 
access a t  luncht ime, and wi th a f r iend, 
I  wrote basic code that  made our names 
scrol l  across a green screen. We thought 
we were cut t ing edge. In a smal l  way, 
we were. However, the deeper s tor y,  the 
s tor y of what educat ion is  for,  and who i t 
ser ves, runs much fur ther back than my own 
school ing.

iS EDUCATiON KEEPiNG 
PACE?
Every generat ion has been 
educated for the world i t  was 
entering. The quest ion is whether 
our schools are doing the same 
today.

I  was the f i rs t  person in my fami ly, 
including an extensive extended fami ly,  to 
earn a PhD. My fa ther,  the eldest  of  eight, 
was the f i rs t  to receive a univers i ty  degree, 
in medicine. His fa ther,  a farmer, l ike ly 
received only a basic school ing. And i f  I 
go back fur ther s t i l l ,  to my great ,  great , 
great ,  great ,  great ,  grandfather,  a man 
who was f ive years old at  the dawn of the 
Industr ia l  Revolut ion, he received no formal 
educat ion at  a l l .  His fa ther taught him 
what he needed to know. Robert  Browning 
(not the poet)  was a dair y farmer. He was 
i l l i tera te.  And the educat ion he received 
was precisely cal ibrated to his wor ld: how 
to read the seasons, how to know when 
the herd was ai l ing, and how to count wel l 
enough to ensure he was get t ing a fa ir 
pr ice for his produce. That  was suf f ic ient . 
That  was an educat ion worth having, for 
him, in his t ime.

BORN iN THE FACTORY. 
BUiLT FOR THE OFFiCE.
Our modern educat ion sys tem was 
not designed for the age of AI or the 
complexi t ies of a world facing enormous 
chal lenges. I t  was designed for the 
Industr ia l  Revolut ion, and i t  has been 
fai thfu l ly  ser ving that  or iginal  purpose 
ever s ince. However, we should be careful 
about cal l ing that  period a revolut ion. The 
t ransformat ion from agrar ian to industr ia l 
society took the bet ter par t  of  eighty years. 
I t  was less an explosion than a s low t ide, 
r is ing across generat ions. But  as factor ies 
spread through the ci t ies of Europe, North 
America and eventual ly  Austra l ia,  a new 
kind of workforce was needed, and a new 
kind of educat ion emerged to supply i t .

“The school that educated my great -grandparents is ,  in 
i ts  fundamental  archi tecture, s t i l l  educat ing our chi ldren 

today. The curr iculum has evolved. The technology in 
c lassrooms has changed. The language we use has shi f ted. 

But the underly ing structure, age-based cohorts,  subject -
based t imetables,  a focus on the retent ion and recal l  of 

knowledge, remains largely intact .  I t  is  a system designed 
to produce rel iable workers for a world of def ined roles 

and predictable futures.” 

Paul Browning

Factor ies needed accountants to manage 
their  books, secretar ies to handle 
correspondence, c lerks,  supervisors, 
engineers and adminis t ra tors.  The emerging 
middle c lass needed to be l i tera te and 
numerate. They needed to be punctual , 
compliant ,  and capable of performing 
def ined tasks wi thin hierarchical  sys tems. 
And so, the modern school was born, 
not  as a place of discover y, but  as a 
homogenised and s tandardised preparat ion 
ground for economic par t ic ipat ion. I ts 
purpose was c lear:  equip the masses wi th 
the ski l l s  to be employable and, in doing 
so, of fer them a path to f inancia l  securi ty 
and socia l  s tanding. Educat ion was the 
engine of socia l  mobi l i ty.  And for much of 
the twent ie th centur y,  i t  worked.
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This is  not  a casual  obser vat ion. I t  is  the 
centra l  argument of  Professor Alan Reid’s 
landmark work , Changing Austra l ian 
educat ion: How pol icy is  taking us 
backwards and what can be done about 
i t  (2019).  Reid, Professor Emeri tus of 
Educat ion at  Adelaide Univers i ty  and 
one of Austra l ia’s most  dis t inguished 
educat ional  th inkers,  argues that  for three 
decades, Austra l ian educat ion has been 
dominated by what he cal ls  a “s tandardis ing 
discourse”, rooted in neol iberal  ideology, 
that  has s teadi ly reduced educat ion to a 
set  of  performance indicators designed to 
demonstra te the ‘product iv i ty ’  of  the school 
sector.  The outcome, Reid contends, is  a 
sys tem that  has made the work of schools 
progressively more di f f icul t ,  fa i led to 
address the chal lenges of the future, and 
treated educat ion as a pr ivate commodity 
ra ther than a publ ic good.

Reid’s diagnosis is  s tark .  Teachers,  he 
argues, spend so much t ime preparing 
s tudents for high-s takes tes ts,  gathering 
data and f i l l ing in forms that  many feel  the 

l i fe has been squeezed out of  their  role. 
School ing has been turned into a market , 
and school leaders are forced to spend 
precious t ime and resources compet ing 
wi th other schools ra ther than col laborat ing 
wi th them. The professional  experience of 
educators is  disregarded as pol icymakers 
turn to the corporate world and sel f -
appointed commentators to determine 
curr iculum and funding direct ions. The 
resul t :  a school ing sys tem that  is  becoming 
more segregated, in which chi ldren from 
poorer backgrounds fa l l  fur ther behind, 
publ ic schools are s tar ved of funds, and 
good teachers leave (Reid, 2019).

Reid cal ls  ins tead for a new educat ional 
narra t ive, one that  is  fu tures - focused, that 
pr izes f lexibi l i ty,  adaptabi l i ty,  col laborat ion 
and agi l i ty,  and that  is  bui l t  around s tudent -
centred teaching, inquir y,  format ive 
assessment and teacher autonomy. His 
v is ion, wri t ten before the arr iva l  of 
generat ive AI,  reads today as a prescient 
roadmap for precisely the t ransformat ion 
this White Paper argues is  now urgent.

AI AND THE FUTURE 
OF WORK, AND 
DEMOCRACY
The concern about AI’s impact on 
employment has moved into the 
mainstream of Austral ian economic 
and public l i fe,  and i t  is  arr iv ing 
faster than most inst i tut ions, 
including our schools,  are prepared 
for.

Previous waves of technological  disrupt ion, 
mechanisat ion, computer isa t ion, and the 
in ternet  unfolded over decades, giv ing 
workers,  industr ies,  and educat ion sys tems 
t ime to adapt.  Advancing AI technologies 
are not af fording us that  luxur y.  The 
capabi l i t ies being developed and deployed 
today are not merely automat ing rout ine 
tasks.  They are beginning to encroach 
on the kinds of cogni t ive work , analys is, 
judgement,  synthesis,  and communicat ion 
that  we have long assumed were the 
exclusive province of educated human 
beings.

The disrupt ion of AI is  now being named 
expl ic i t ly  by Austra l ia’s most  prominent 
economic commentators.  Wri t ing for ABC 
News in Januar y 2026, veteran f inance 
journal is t  Alan Kohler declared that  whi le 
he had entered 2025 bel ieving cl imate 
change was humani ty ’s  most  urgent 
chal lenge, he had revised that  v iew: by 
2026, AI had become “more pressing” 
(Kohler,  2026a).  His concern is  not 

merely about job losses in the abstract . 
Wri t ing for The New Dai ly in 2024, 
Kohler obser ved that  AI is  “a product that 
companies are sel l ing to other companies 
and individuals to replace human labour”, a 
f rank assessment of  where the commercia l 
incent ives point  (Kohler,  2024). And 
in March 2026, his ABC News analys is 
examined how AI is  changing the value 
of knowledge-economy jobs, precisely 
the graduate pathways our school sys tem 
has long been designed to del iver young 
people in to (Kohler,  2026b).

The scale and pace of disrupt ion AI is 
generat ing in the Austra l ian communi ty is 
measurable and growing. Rapid advances 
in AI have lef t  e ight  in ten Austra l ians 
concerned about what i t  could mean for 
their  jobs (Kohler,  2026c).  A Roy Morgan 
sur vey in October 2025 found that  65% of 
Austra l ians bel ieve ar t i f ic ia l  in te l l igence 
creates more problems than i t  solves, up 
eight percentage points s ince 2023, wi th 
job threats among the key concerns ci ted 
(Roy Morgan Research, 2025).

This uncer ta inty and anxiety generated from 
workplace disrupt ion is  not  unfounded. 
In the Uni ted Sta tes,  whi te -col lar  payrol ls 
contracted for 31 consecut ive months, 
a s t re tch wi thout precedent outs ide of 

“In 2026 we need a curr iculum that is  bui l t  for the 21st 
century and not one that more c losely resembles the 

requirements of  Prussian soldiers or factory workers.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

AI is changing the value of 
knowledge-economy jobs, 
precisely the graduate 
pathways our school system 
has long been designed to 
del iver young people into 

(Kohler,  2026b)
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Global ly,  the World Economic Forum’s 
(WEF) Future of Jobs Report  2025 projects 
that  whi le AI wi l l  create 170 mi l l ion new 
roles by 2030, i t  wi l l  s imul taneously 
displace 92 mi l l ion exis t ing ones (World 
Economic Forum, 2025). The net  f igure 
may appear posi t ive. But  net  f igures of fer 
cold comfor t  to individuals,  fami l ies and 
communi t ies caught in the t ransi t ion, 
par t icular ly those whose ski l l s  and 
qual i f icat ions were bui l t  for a world that  is 
rapidly changing around them. The WEF 
2025 report ,  and the previous two reports, 
l is ted creat ive thinking, analy t ica l  th inking, 
resi l ience, leadership in the top f ive 
ski l l s  employers are seeking and wi l l  be 
needed to f i l l  the new roles that  are being 

pla t forms have created what Austra l ian 
pol i t ica l  communicat ions exper t  Ed Coper, 
in his 2026 book Angertainment,  cal ls  an 
“outrage industr y”, a sys tem designed to 
har vest  and monet ise our wors t  impulses, 
in which anger is  the primary currency of 
the at tent ion economy. Algori thms do not 
reward t ruth, nuance or civ ic engagement. 
They reward outrage, contempt and the 
t r ibal ism that  keeps people scrol l ing. 
The resul t ,  Coper argues, is  a civ i l 
discourse that  is  becoming increasingly 
extreme, a pol i t ics shaped by rage bai t 
ra ther than reason, and a generat ion of 
young people whose unders tanding of the 
world is  being formed in an environment 
del iberate ly engineered to inf lame rather 
than inform. The ski l l s  required to navigate 
this environment,  the capaci ty to evaluate 
sources, to to lerate complexi ty,  to disagree 
wi thout contempt,  to reason rather than 
react ,  are precisely the capabi l i t ies that 
schools have a lways been best  placed to 
develop, and precisely the capabi l i t ies 
that  the s tandardis ing agenda has most 
consis tent ly  crowded out.  An educat ion 
worth having in the age of AI is  not 
only one that  prepares young people for 
the economy that  is  coming. I t  is  one 
that  prepares them to be ci t izens in the 
democracy we s t i l l  want to have.

This is  the economic and civ ic real i ty 
in to which today’s Year 7 s tudents wi l l 
graduate. They wi l l  enter the workforce 
and take their  fu l l  p lace in publ ic l i fe in 
the ear ly 2030s, precisely the period in 
which AI ’s  impact on employment and on 
democracy is  projected to be most  acute. 

The quest ion that  fo l lows is  both urgent 
and uncomfor table: what are we doing, 
r ight  now, to prepare them wi th the ski l l s 
and capabi l i t ies to be employable and to 
be ci t izens?

170 new jobs  are projected 
to be created global ly by 
2030 — but 92 mi l l ion 
exis t ing roles wi l l  be 
displaced. 

(World Economic Forum, 
Future of Jobs Report  2025)MiLLiON

Creative thinking, 

Resi l ience,

Analytical thinking, 

Flexibi l i ty and 
agil i ty, 

Leadership and 
social inf luence

TOP iN-DEMAND 
SKiLLS

(World Economic Forum, June 2026)

recession in 70 to 80 years,  according to 
Aaron Terrazas, former chief  economist 
a t  Glassdoor (Quartz ,  2026). Columbia 
Business School professor Daniel  Keum, 
who s tudies AI in the workplace, is  direct 

about the cause: AI is  current ly replacing 
whi te -col lar  labour ra ther than augment ing 
i t ,  because the cost  di f ferent ia l  makes 
headcount reduct ion commercia l ly 
a t t ract ive (Quartz ,  2026).

created. Organisat ions are less in teres ted 
in academic qual i f icat ions and more 
in teres ted in the human ski l l s  that  augment 
AI.

The threat  to employment,  however,  is  only 
par t  of  what AI is  doing to our society. 
The threat  to democracy may be equal ly 
ser ious, and schools can no longer 
af ford to ignore i t .  Educat ion has a lways 
had a democrat ic purpose alongside i ts 
economic one: to develop ci t izens capable 
of th inking cr i t ica l ly,  evaluat ing evidence, 
par t ic ipat ing in publ ic l i fe,  and sustaining 
the ins t i tu t ions on which a free society 
depends. That  purpose is  now under 
direct  threat .  AI -powered socia l  media 

“Industr y is  saying that 
there are huge gaps and 

our kids are being blamed 
for the “lack of” ski l ls .” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026
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THE GAP BETWEEN 
iNTENT AND REALiTY
One could argue that  the ski l l s  young 
people need in the age of AI are a lready 
embedded in our educat ion sys tem. The 
Austra l ian Curr iculum includes what are 
known as general  capabi l i t ies,  cross -
discipl inar y competencies in tended to 
be developed alongside subject  content . 
These include cr i t ica l  and creat ive 
thinking, personal  and socia l  capabi l i ty, 
e thical  unders tanding, and intercul tura l 
unders tanding, among others.

In principle, the argument is 
sound. Austral ia has, in fact,  been 
among the leaders internat ional ly 
in incorporat ing capabi l i t ies and 
competencies within a nat ional 
curr iculum. In pract ice, however, 
the gap between intent and real i ty 
is  s ignif icant.

The general  capabi l i t ies are woven 
into curr iculum documentat ion as an 
expected dimension of good teaching, the 
assumption being that  as teachers plan 
and del iver content,  these capabi l i t ies 
wi l l  natura l ly  emerge. But  aspira t ion is  not 
the same as design. In most  c lassrooms, 
the t rans la t ion of capabi l i t ies,  par t icular ly 
cr i t ica l  and creat ive thinking, personal  and 
socia l  capabi l i ty,  e thical  unders tanding, 
and intercul tura l  unders tanding from pol icy 
documents in to actual  s tudent learning is 
lef t  largely to chance. Unless a teacher 

possesses the speci f ic pedagogical  sk i l l s 
required to del iberate ly act iva te these 
capabi l i t ies and consciously designs 
learning experiences wi th that  goal  in 
mind, their  development in s tudents 
remains inconsis tent  a t  best ,  and invis ible 
a t  wors t .

I t  is  important  to be c lear:  the argument 
here is  not  that  discipl ine-based learning 
is unimportant .  Subject  knowledge remains 
foundat ional .  The quest ion is  not  whether 
to teach mathemat ics,  science, his tor y 
or l i tera ture, but  how learning wi thin 
those discipl ines can be designed to 
s imul taneously develop the capabi l i t ies 
young people need. Capabi l i t ies are not 
a replacement for discipl ines. They are 
developed through them.

The s tandardis ing discourse, wi th i ts 
emphasis on measurable outputs,  high-
s takes tes t ing, and league tables,  crowds 
out exact ly  the kind of teaching that  would 
develop these capabi l i t ies.  When NAPLAN 
resul ts  determine a school ’s  reputat ion 
and an ATAR score determines a s tudent ’s 
access to a univers i ty  course, the general 
capabi l i t ies do not s tand a chance. They 
are aspira t ional  ornaments on a s t ructure 
bui l t  for something else ent i re ly. 

As the enduring adage reminds us:  we 
value what we measure, and measure 
what we value. In Austra l ia,  s tandardised 
tes t ing has become extraordinar i ly  high 
s takes. The pressure to achieve a s t rong 
ATAR dominates the secondary school 
experience, for s tudents,  teachers,  schools, 
and parents a l ike. In that  environment, 
capabi l i t ies that  are not formal ly assessed 
are not formal ly va lued. Time, energy, and 
ins t i tu t ional  a t tent ion f low toward what is 
measured. The general  capabi l i t ies,  for a l l 
their  presence in pol icy documents,  receive 
a lmost  none of i t .  The resul t  is  a sys tem that 
ar t icula tes one set  of  va lues and rewards 
another. 

The in ternat ional  evidence conf irms that 
the lack of t rue focus on the teaching and 
assessment of  capabi l i t ies is  not  a uniquely 
Austra l ian problem, i t  is  a s t ructura l  fa i lure 

of modern educat ion sys tems worldwide. 
A landmark 2020 s tudy conducted by 
the Centre for Curr iculum Redesign in 
col laborat ion wi th the Brookings Ins t i tu t ion 
examined the prevalence of 21st  centur y 
competencies across 22 jur isdic t ions in 
North America, Europe, and the Asia -
Paci f ic,  including Austra l ia.  The f indings 
were dispir i t ing. Whi le key competencies 
such as creat iv i ty  and cr i t ica l  th inking 
appeared in curr iculum documents across 
approximately 20 of those jur isdic t ions, 
including Austra l ia,  not  one had developed 
the support ing pedagogies or assessment 
f rameworks needed to ensure those 
competencies were taught,  t racked, or 
evidenced in c lassrooms (Taylor et  a l . , 
2020). Professor Bi l l  Lucas, Director of 
the Centre for Real -World Learning at  the 
Univers i ty  of  Winchester and co- founder 
of the global  Rethinking Assessment 

They are 
aspirational 
ornaments on a 
structure buil t  for 
something else 
entirely. 

“An educat ion worth having is  one that prepares a chi ld 
not just  for today’s world,  but for a future that wi l l 

be shaped by rapid change, technology, and art i f ic ial 
intel l igence. More important ly,  I  want my chi ld to learn 

how to think , not s imply what to think . I  want them 
to be curious,  to quest ion assumptions,  to evaluate 
information cr i t ical ly and to have the conf idence to 

form their  own reasoned views. Academic achievement 
matters,  but character matters more.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready Schools Sur vey 2026
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movement,  reached the same conclusion 
through his own extensive review of 
curr iculum and assessment sys tems. Wri t ing 
in 2021, he was unambiguous: “Across the 
world, assessment is  not  working. We are 
not evidencing the kinds of disposi t ions 
and capabi l i t ies that  society increasingly 
wants.  Educat ional  jur isdic t ions are 
placing too much rel iance on high-s takes, 
s tandardised tes t ing. They are tes t ing the 
wrong things in the wrong ways” (Lucas, 
2021).  The aspira t ion is  on the page. The 
pract ice is  not  in the c lassroom.

Our obsession wi th the ATAR sys tem is 
perhaps largely to blame for what is 
happening in c lassrooms. I f  univers i ty 
entrance requirements were broadened, 
moving beyond academic achievement 
a lone to formal ly recognise character, 
capabi l i ty  and competency, the incent ive -
based s t ructure of school ing would 
begin to shi f t .  What univers i t ies s ignal 
they value, schools wi l l  teach. What 
schools assess; teachers wi l l  pr ior i t ise. 
What teachers pr ior i t ise; s tudents wi l l 
develop. This is  precisely the terr i tor y 
that  Professor Sandra Mi l l igan and her 
team at  the Univers i ty  of  Melbourne have 
been working to t ransform. Through 
the New Metr ics for Success research-
pract ice par tnership, Professor Mi l l igan 
has developed r igorous approaches to 
assessing and credent ia l l ing capabi l i t ies, 
giv ing schools the tools to recognise the 
whole s tudent,  beyond their  examinat ion 
performance. Her work represents one of 

the most  s igni f icant  advances in assessment 
design in educat ion, global ly. 

However, the assumption that  a univers i ty 
qual i f icat ion leads to employment,  is 
i tse l f  becoming more tenuous. According 
to the OECD and the World Economic 
Forum, the connect ion between credent ia ls 
and labour market  va lue is  weakening. 
Ski l l s  requirements are evolv ing fas ter 
than educat ion sys tems can respond, and 

“[I  want]  an educat ion 
that exci tes my chi ld 
because, [one] that 

opens up their  world 
rather than just 

remembering a bunch of 
s tuff  and forget t ing i t 

the next  term.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“AI and digi tal  technologies are changing how ski l ls  are 
valued and how learning happens, [and] educat ion systems 
must  adapt how they teach, assess and organise learning to 

remain relevant.”  

World Economic Forum, June 2026

Many undergraduates are questioning the value of their 
degree  because, on complet ion, they cannot f ind work . 

(Qual i ty  Indicators for Learning and Teaching, 2025)

jobseekers are f inding i t  increasingly 
di f f icul t  to demonstra te capabi l i t ies 
that  employers are seeking and most 
in need of.  Indeed, sat is fact ion ra tes 
among undergraduates across Austra l ian 
univers i t ies have fa l len from a peak of 80.6 
per cent in 2020 to 74.9 per cent in 2025, 
wi th many graduates quest ioning the value 
of their  degree because, on complet ion, 
they cannot f ind work (Qual i ty  Indicators 
for Learning and Teaching, 2025).

“Academic test ing is 
ent irely out of  date. 
I  appreciate i t  is  the 

best  worst  opt ion, 
but i t  real ly does 

not help in the 21st 
Century.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026
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OUR DiMiNiSHiNG 
ABiLiTY TO THiNK 
CREATiVELY AND 
CRiTiCALLY
This paper, so far,  has shown that  i f  our 
chi ldren are to have a fu ture and be 
employable in this new technological  era, 
they wi l l  require capabi l i t ies that  augment 
AI,  competencies l ike creat ive thinking, 
analy t ica l  th inking, a longside resi l ience 
and ski l l s  in leadership (World Economic 
Forum, 2025). Our current  curr iculum, the 
design of our schools and learning and 
our incessant  focus on s tandardisat ion, 
is  largely leaving the development of 
these vi ta l  capabi l i t ies to chance. By and 
large, schools are current ly not  equipped 
wi th the necessar y tools and pedagogy 
to embed and assess the vi ta l ly  important 
(and in demand) competencies and ski l l s 
young people now need to succeed. But 
the s i tuat ion is  perhaps even worse for our 
young people. AI in the hands of young 
people is  diminishing their  abi l i ty  to think 
creat ively and cr i t ica l ly.

The human brain tends to conser ve energy 
and minimise ef for t  whenever possible. 
We natural ly  look for the easier path 
to accomplish tasks,  and throughout 
his tor y,  we see the development and 
implementat ion of technologies that  reduce 
menta l  ef for t  (Susskind, in World Economic 
Forum, 2026, June).

“However, an important  dis t inct ion 
exis ts  between tools that  ex tend human 
cogni t ion and those that  replace i t .  When 
a s tudent uses a calcula tor to check a 
complex mathemat ical  computat ion, their 
mathemat ical  unders tanding remains in tact . 
When a s tudent uses a LLM to reason 
through ever y s tep of a problem-solv ing 
process, the cogni t ive work that  bui l t 
unders tanding may s imply not happen” 
(World Economic Forum, June 2026, p. 
12).  When we outsource our thinking to 
AI,  we deprive our brains of the s t ruggle 
through which unders tanding is bui l t .  As 
we increasingly use AI for tasks such as 
research and wri t ing, our brains s tar t  los ing 
the abi l i ty  to complete these complex tasks. 
We are losing the abi l i ty  to imagine and to 
think for ourselves.

Curiosi ty  and imaginat ion, both 
foundat ional  prerequis i tes for creat ive 
in te l l igence and deep learning, a lso 
requires exercise. When s tudents 

consis tent ly  receive answers ra ther than 
working towards them, the desire to 
unders tand may also atrophy. Students 
who are not taught to be curious, or 
to think creat ively and cr i t ica l ly,  but 
ins tead have in te l lectual  problems solved 
for them by Claude or ChatGPT, may 
be less equipped and less incl ined to 
think independent ly,  re ta in informat ion 
or to s i t  wi th the product ive s t ruggle of 
formulat ing ideas. The neuroscience is 
s t r ik ing. MIT researchers wired s tudents 
wi th EEG headsets and compared their 
brain act iv i ty  when wri t ing unaided versus 
when using ChatGPT. In the AI -ass is ted 
condi t ion, neural  connect iv i ty  in regions 
associa ted wi th memory and creat iv i ty 
dropped precipi tously.  Worse s t i l l ,  when 
those same s tudents la ter t r ied to recal l 
what they had wri t ten, many fa l tered, many 
could not paraphrase their  own essays,  le t 
a lone reconstruct  key arguments (Kosmyna 
et  a l . ,  2025).  As Dr Nei l  Hopkin, Director 
of  Educat ion at  For tes Educat ion, obser ved 
of these f indings: what the electrodes 
captured in real  t ime was a phenomenon 
ever y educator has seen, “ learning wi thout 
labour, output wi thout imprint” (Hopkin, 
2025).

The research is  now substant ia l  enough that 
the impact of  outsourcing thinking is no 
longer a theoret ical  concern. Researchers 
have ident i f ied a phenomenon they term 
“cogni t ive of f loading”, the tendency to 
delegate menta l  tasks to external  tools,  and 
found that  i t  is  s t rongly associa ted wi th 
measurable decl ines in cr i t ica l  th inking 
capabi l i ty  (Gerl ich, 2025).  In a s tudy of 

666 par t ic ipants,  Gerl ich found that  heavy 
AI use was negat ively correla ted wi th 
cr i t ica l  th inking scores, wi th cogni t ive 
of f loading as the key mediat ing factor. 
The more we rely on AI to think , the less 
we pract ise thinking for ourselves, and 
the worse we become at  i t .  A separate 
sys temat ic review found that  s tudents who 
rely heavi ly on AI demonstra te substant ia l 
decl ines in analy t ica l  reasoning and 
reduced s tudy mot ivat ion, a condi t ion 
the researchers descr ibe as a direct 
consequence of cogni t ive of f loading ( Jose 
et  a l . ,  2025).

This ef fect  is  not  l imi ted to s tudents.  A 
2025 Microsof t  Research s tudy sur veyed 
319 knowledge workers across a range 
of professions and found that  higher 
conf idence in AI was associa ted wi th less 
cr i t ica l  th inking, whi le tasks delegated 
to AI were completed wi th measurably 
reduced cogni t ive engagement (Lee 
et  a l . ,  2025).  The researchers noted a 
broader shi f t  in thinking i tse l f :  ra ther than 
generat ing, analys ing and evaluat ing ideas, 
workers increasingly focused on ver i fy ing 
and integrat ing AI -generated content,  a 
fundamental ly  shal lower cogni t ive task .

“[I  want an educat ion] 
that equips chi ldren 

with cr i t ical  th inking, 
adaptabi l i ty,  and 

emotional resi l ience, 
enabl ing them to 

navigate and thr ive 
in an AI dr iven, rapid 

changing global 
workforce.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

Learning without 
labour, output with 
imprint.
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There is  a fur ther,  subt ler danger that  goes 
beyond neural  s i lence: homogenisat ion. 
Researchers a t  Cornel l  have shown how 
AI’s autocomplete and suggest ion features 
funnel s tudents towards a narrow band of 
expression; ideas converge, arguments 
f la t ten, the quirky edges of human voice 
are sanded down (Agarwal e t  a l . ,  2025). 
When chi ldren lean too heavi ly on 
predict ive models,  their  wri t ing ceases 
to be an act  of  invent ion and becomes 
ins tead, as Hopkin puts i t ,  “a performance 
of probabi l i ty” (Hopkin, 2025).  A 
generat ion of s tudents may learn to wri te 
correct ly  wi thout ever learning to wri te 
di f ferent ly.

I f  adul ts  in professional  set t ings are losing 
cogni t ive capaci ty through AI dependence, 
the r isks for chi ldren and adolescents, 
whose creat ive and cr i t ica l  th inking ski l l s 
are s t i l l  forming, are considerably greater. 
Younger par t ic ipants are par t icular ly 
suscept ible to cogni t ive outsourcing ef fects 
due to developmental  factors,  meaning 
the s tudents current ly moving through our 
school sys tem are not jus t  los ing pract ice. 
They may be losing the foundat ional 
capaci ty i tse l f .  Susan Schneider, 
phi losopher of mind and AI ethicis t ,  f rames 
the s takes plain ly:  chi ldren’s execut ive 
funct ions, working memory and sel f -control , 
the ver y sys tems AI is  so good at  s tanding 
in for,  are s t i l l  under construct ion. “Take 
over the work and you are not merely 
helping; you are bui lding the expecta t ion 
that  the bridge wi l l  a lways be there, so 
the brain never learns to span the gap” 
(Schneider,  as ci ted in Hopkin, 2025). 

The question for educators is therefore 
urgent: how can we design learning 
environments that build cognit ive 
muscle and promote possibi l i ty?

“Creat iv i ty shouldn’t 
be a secondary subject 
wi th lack of t ime and 

resources.  I t  should be 
taught every day.”

  Sur vey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

 

Schools shouldn’ t  need to be looking 
to in tegrate AI in to their  current 
archi tecture by teaching young people 
how to ethical ly  use AI ( though this is 
important )  or working out how to s top 
s tudents cheat ing on assessments.  Ins tead, 
schools should be al lowed to be par t  of  a 
broader conversat ion about the purpose of 
school ing in this current  era.  What can 
schools do about the cogni t ive impact of 
AI on thinking? How can they proper ly 
develop the capabi l i t ies young people 
need to have to thr ive in an uncer ta in 
fu ture? What is  the purpose of school ing 
when many s tudents are fa i l ing to complete 
univers i ty  courses or choosing not to 
go to univers i ty  for concern that  their 
qual i f icat ions (a t  great  expense) wi l l  be 
redundant on complet ion? 

“The ent ire school 
system needs to be 
changed to prepare 
chi ldren to be great 

humans.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

WHAT iS STOPPiNG 
CHANGE?
The diagnosis presented in Par t  1 of  th is 
White Paper, that  Austra l ian school ing 
is  s t ructured for a world that  no longer 
exis ts ,  that  capabi l i t ies are lef t  to chance 
ra ther than in tent ional ly  developed, and 
that  AI is  accelerat ing a cr is is  that  was 
a lready decades in the making, is  not  new. 
Educators have been making vers ions of th is 
argument for a long t ime. So why has so 
l i t t le changed?

Professor Reid’s analys is  is  ins t ruct ive 
here. He argues that  for three decades, 
pol icymakers in Austra l ia have been in 
the grip of a s tandardis ing discourse, 
one so deeply embedded in the 
accountabi l i ty  infras tructure of school ing 
that  i t  has become sel f - reinforcing. League 
tables require s tandardised measures. 
Standardised measures require s tandardised 
content .  Standardised content  crowds 
out the capabi l i t ies that  cannot easi ly  be 
measured. And so, the cycle cont inues, 
regardless of what curr iculum documents 
say about general  capabi l i t ies,  and 
regardless of what employers,  researchers 
and parents say they need (Reid, 2019).
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The voice of educators has not 
been suf f ic ient  to break the cycle of 
s tandardisat ion. Teachers know what 
s tudents need. Many principals know what 
needs to change. But  the sys tem rewards 
what i t  measures, and i t  measures what 
the s tandardis ing agenda has decided to 
value. Professional  advocacy, important  as 
i t  is ,  has not shi f ted the pol icy set t ings. I f 
change is to happen at  the scale and speed 
that  the moment demands, other voices 
need to be heard.

Pol icymakers have long insis ted, in 
pr inciple, that  col laborat ion wi th parents 
and communi t ies is  essent ia l  to the 
educat ional  endeavour.  School sys tems 
produce parent engagement pol ic ies, 
schools hold parent informat ion nights,  and 
educat ion depar tments consul t  communi t ies 
on curr iculum changes. But  the substance 
of what schools teach and how they assess 
i t  has remained largely insula ted from 
genuine communi ty del iberat ion. Parents 
have been informed, not consul ted. 
Engaged, not empowered.

I f  pol icymakers are genuinely commit ted 
to communi ty par tnership in educat ion, 

then the most  logical  s tep is  to ask parents, 
direct ly  and sys temat ical ly,  what they 
bel ieve educat ion should be for.  ViVEDUS 
did exact ly  that .  The Future Ready Schools 
Sur vey, a nat ional  s tudy of 1,105 Austra l ian 
parents of  school -aged chi ldren conducted 
in 2026, set  out  to hear the parenta l  voice 
on one of the most  important  quest ions 
facing Austra l ian educat ion: What is  an 
educat ion worth having in the age of AI?

What parents to ld us in the nat ional 
sur vey was remarkable in i ts  c lar i ty  and 
consis tency. They are not asking for a 
return to basics.  They are not asking 
schools to lower academic s tandards. 
They are asking for something more 
ambi t ious: schools that  develop the 
whole chi ld, chi ldren who can think 
independent ly,  who are curious and 
creat ive, who are resi l ient  enough to 
navigate a world shaped by AI,  and who are 
capable of solv ing problems that  have no 
predetermined answers.

The data,  presented in fu l l  in Par t  2 of 
th is paper, te l ls  a consis tent  s tor y.  Only 
38 per cent of  parents bel ieve schools are 
preparing their  chi ldren for a workforce 

being t ransformed by AI.  Seventy -
f ive per cent bel ieve that  capabi l i t ies 
such as cr i t ica l  and creat ive thinking, 
resi l ience and problem solv ing should be 
prior i t ised alongside or ahead of academic 
achievement.  Only 11.37 per cent are 
sat is f ied wi th what their  chi ld’s school 
current ly of fers.  And when asked what an 
educat ion worth having means to them, 
parents across ever y sector of  school ing, 
ever y s ta te and terr i tor y,  and ever y grade 
level  converged on the same answer: an 
educat ion that  equips chi ldren to l ive wel l , 
adapt,  th ink independent ly,  contr ibute to 
society,  and f lourish in an uncer ta in fu ture.

The parenta l  voice is  not  an a l ternat ive to 
the educator’s voice. I t  is  a complement 
to i t .  Together,  i f  pol icy makers l is ten to 
teachers and parents,  they wi l l  hear that 
the voices point  in the same direct ion. And 
together,  they represent a const i tuency 
for genuine reform that  is  broader, and 
more ready, than pol icymakers may have 
assumed. The quest ion is  what to do wi th 
that  const i tuency, how to organise i t ,  how 
to give i t  weight,  and how to ensure i t 
shapes the decis ions that  determine what 
happens in Austra l ian c lassrooms.

WHAT CAN BE DONE?
Professor Reid’s most  powerful  contr ibut ion 
is  not  s imply his diagnosis of  what has 
gone wrong, but his insis tence on how 
change must  happen. He argues that 
educat ion reform cannot be driven by 
government dik ta t  or by the corporate 
reform models that  have dominated the 
past  three decades. I t  requires a genuine 
democrat ic process, an extended, 
ongoing communi ty conversat ion involv ing 
educators,  parents,  the broader publ ic and 
pol icymakers,  working together to think 
through the problems and determine the 
direct ions. The scale and complexi ty of 
what is  needed cannot be reduced to a 
minis ter ia l  announcement or a curr iculum 
revis ion. Changing the fundamental 
archi tecture of an ins t i tu t ion that  has been 
essent ia l ly  s table for 150 years in the 
middle of the fas tes t -moving technological 
t ransi t ion in human his tor y requires 
something closer to a ci t izens’  assembly 
than a pol icy paper.

Teachers know 
what students 
need. Many 
principals know 
what needs to 
change.

of parents said that  they were 
satisf ied  wi th what their  chi ld’s 
school current ly of fers.

Future Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

11.37%
ONLY “We need our school leaders to think more broadly about 

the future of their  s tudents and the changing world they’ l l 
be enter ing -  how can they help them succeed? I  would 

l ike to see school leaders be able to think outs ide the box 
in making teaching and educat ion that counts rather than 

become/stay a ‘me too’ school -  a race to the leader boards 
for academics but not a lot  of  substance outs ide of that.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready Schools Sur vey 2026
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A ci t izens’  assembly is  a mechanism that 
has proved ef fect ive in several  countr ies 
for resolv ing complex , contes ted socia l 
quest ions. A ci t izens’  assembly is  a 
s t ructured del iberat ive process in which 
a group of people, selected to broadly 
represent the divers i ty  of  the populat ion, 
are brought together to learn about, 
del iberate on, and make recommendat ions 
about a complex issue. Unl ike par l iamentar y 
inquir ies or government consul ta t ions, 
ci t izens’  assemblies are not dominated by 
organised interes t  groups or constrained 
by pol i t ica l  cycles.  They are designed to 
ref lect  the considered views of ordinar y 
people, given the t ime and informat ion 
they need to engage ser iously wi th di f f icul t 
quest ions.

Ci t izens’  assemblies have been used 
in I re land to del iberate on abort ion 
law reform and const i tu t ional  change, 
in Scot land to examine cl imate pol icy, 
and in France to address energy and 
environmental  t ransi t ions. In each case, the 
mechanism produced recommendat ions wi th 
democrat ic legi t imacy that  convent ional 
pol i t ica l  processes had s t ruggled to 
generate.  The quest ion of what Austra l ian 
educat ion should be for in the age of AI, 
genuinely complex , genuinely contes ted, 
and genuinely important ,  is  precisely the 
kind of quest ion that  a ci t izens’  assembly is 
designed to address.

Such an assembly would bring together 
parents,  teachers,  school leaders,  s tudents, 
industr y representa t ives,  researchers and 
communi ty members to del iberate, over 

a sustained period, on the purposes of 
educat ion in the twenty - f i rs t  centur y,  and 
on the pract ica l  s teps required to real ign 
the sys tem wi th those purposes. I t  would 
not replace the role of government or 
curr iculum authori t ies.  I t  would inform and 
legi t imise the decis ions those authori t ies 
need to make, decis ions of suf f ic ient 
magni tude and consequence that  they 
deser ve a democrat ic foundat ion broader 
than any s ingle elect ion cycle can provide.

The data in Par t  2 of th is White Paper 
suggests that  parents are ready to be par t 
of  a conversat ion. They are watching AI 
t ransform their  own workplaces in real  t ime. 
They are drawing their  own conclusions 
about what that  means for their  chi ldren’s 
educat ion. And they are remarkably c lear 
about what they want,  not  only academical ly 
capable chi ldren, but  cur ious, resi l ient , 
independent ly thinking young people who 
know how to learn, how to solve problems 
that  have no predetermined answers,  and 
how to thr ive in condi t ions that  none of us 
can fu l ly  predict . 

The urgency of the moment makes a wider 
conversat ion about educat ion more, not 
less,  necessar y.  We do not have the luxur y 
of decades of incremental  adjus tment. 

The s tudents who are in Year 7 
in 2026 wi l l  enter the workforce 
in the ear ly 2030s, a period in 
which AI ’s  impact on employment 
is  projected to be most  acute. The 
conversat ion cannot wai t  for the 
perfect  condi t ions or the ideal 
pol i t ica l  moment.  I t  must  begin 
now. And the data presented in 
this White Paper suggests that 
parents,  the communi ty most 
direct ly  invested in the outcome, 
are ready to par t ic ipate in i t .

Once a new educat ional  narra t ive 
has been developed through a 
process that  ref lects a genuine 
democrat ic consensus on what 
school ing should achieve for 
young Austra l ians, pol icymakers 
a t  ever y level  of  the sys tem should 
be held accountable for working 
towards i t .  Curr iculum authori t ies 
should a l ign their  f rameworks wi th 
i t .  Educat ion depar tments should 
resource i t .  And school leaders 
should be supported, not  merely 
encouraged, to implement i t . 

What fo l lows (Par t  2) is  an analys is 
of  what parents are saying is 
important  for their  chi ldren. The 
recommendat ions that  fo l low Par t 
2 are of fered in that  spir i t :  as 
pract ica l  s teps toward a sys tem 
that  is  genuinely worthy of the 
hopes that  ever y parent invests in 
i t .

“I don’t  th ink schools or 
educat ion leaders wi l l  ever 
understand what parents or 
chi ldren want,  unfortunately. 
The curr iculum is based 
on an inst i tut ional system 
over a century old.  Home 
school ing our kids is  looking 
tempting to us.”

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“We want to have our 
chi ldren world ready. 
We have stagnated in a 
50-year -old model which 
is  proven to be going 
backwards.”

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“Please get ahead of the 
curve.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“We want our chi ld to HAVE 
a future.  Let ’s  s tart  there.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

Parents are ready 
to be part of the 
conversation
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PART 2: DEMAND FOR CHANGE

WHAT PARENTS ARE WANTiNG FROM EDUCATiON

METHODOLOGY
ViVEDUS carr ied out a nat ional  sur vey of 
parents of  school -aged chi ldren to hear 
their  voice on the future of educat ion. The 
core quest ion parents were asked was, 
“What is  an educat ion worth having in the 
age of AI?” 
 
The sur vey invest igated the views of 
Austra l ian parents and legal  guardians of 
school -aged chi ldren enrol led in pr imary 
and secondary schools (Prep/Foundat ion to 
Year 12) across the government,  Cathol ic 
and independent school sectors.  The target 
populat ion comprised approximately 4.5 
mi l l ion parents of  school -aged chi ldren in 
Austra l ia,  based on Austra l ian Bureau of 
Sta t is t ics (ABS) es t imates. 
 

Data were col lected over a 30-day period 
using an anonymous onl ine sur vey 
adminis tered through Sur veyMonkey1 and 
Pureprof i le2.  Par t ic ipants were recrui ted 
through targeted socia l  media adver t is ing 
(18% of responses) and establ ished 
onl ine research panels,  including Prol i f ic3 
(28% of responses) and Pureprof i le 
(54% of responses).  Panel  respondents 
received s tandard compensat ion for their 
par t ic ipat ion, in l ine wi th usual  research 
panel pract ice. Par t ic ipat ion was voluntar y, 
and Sur veyMonkey and Pureprof i le set t ings 
res tr ic ted respondents to a s ingle sur vey 
submission. 
 
A tota l  of  1,105 completed responses, 
represent ing s tudents across a l l  grade 
levels,  a l l  sectors of school ing (government 

The fol lowing sect ion presents 
the methodology, quant i tat ive 
f indings, and qual i tat ive 
analysis of the Future Ready 
Schools Survey conducted by 
ViVEDUS in 2026. 

The Future 
Ready Schools 
Survey ful l 
research report

1 Sur veyMonkey is  a widely used onl ine sur vey pla t form that  enables organisat ions and researchers to design, dis t r ibute and 
securely col lect  sur vey responses
2 Pureprof i le is  an Austra l ian market  research pla t form that  connects researchers and organisat ions wi th a large panel of 
ver i f ied par t ic ipants,  enabl ing the col lect ion of high-qual i ty  sur vey data for academic, government and commercia l  research. 
3 Prol i f ic,  founded by researchers a t  the Univers i ty  of  Oxford, Prol i f ic is  a global ly recognised research par t ic ipant 
recrui tment pla t form widely used by univers i t ies and organisat ions to recrui t  high-qual i ty  par t ic ipants for behavioural ,  socia l 
science and market  research.

1105 59% K-12
TOTAL 

RESPONSES
GOVERNMENT 

SCHOOL 
FAMiLiES

YEAR LEVELS 
REPRESENTED
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Figure 1. Respondent prof i le by school sector

Figure 2. Respondent prof i le by chi ld’s level of school ing

DiSCLOSURE 

The Future Ready Schools Sur vey was 
designed, commissioned and funded by 
ViVEDUS to bet ter unders tand Austra l ian 
parents’  expecta t ions of school ing in the 
age of ar t i f ic ia l  in te l l igence. ViVEDUS also 
conducted the analys is  presented in this 
White Paper.

Recognis ing that  the organisat ion has 
a professional  in teres t  in educat ional 
innovat ion and school improvement, 
the sur vey was designed to minimise 

bias through anonymous par t ic ipat ion, 
s tandardised adminis t ra t ion, t ransparent 
report ing of methodology, and the inclusion 
of a l l  substant ive f indings, whether or not 
they a l igned wi th ViVEDUS’ v iews. No 
responses were excluded on the basis of 
their  content .  Responses were excluded 
only where they fa i led pre-def ined data 
qual i ty  cr i ter ia,  including incompleteness, 
dupl icat ion, or indicators of inat tent ive 
responding. 

(58.68%), and Cathol ic and independent 
(39.39%)),  and al l  S ta tes and Terr i tor ies 
were included in the f inal  analys is .  The 
sur vey required an average complet ion 
t ime of 5 minutes and 44 seconds and 
comprised 13 quest ions. Quest ions 1–6 
and Quest ion 8 were quant i ta t ive quest ions 
asking respondents to select  or rank 
responses. Quest ions 7 and 9 invi ted 
wri t ten responses, providing qual i ta t ive 
insights in to parents’  perspect ives. 
Quest ions 10–13 col lected demographic 
informat ion. 
 
To ensure data in tegri ty,  responses were 
screened for qual i ty  pr ior to inclusion in 
the f inal  dataset ,  wi th incomplete responses 

and those displaying pat terns indicat ive of 
inat tent ive responding removed. 
 
No s ta t is t ica l  weight ing was appl ied 
to correct  the achieved sample to ABS 
populat ion benchmarks.  The achieved 
sample s ize of 1,105 provides a margin of 
error of approximately ±2.95 percentage 
points a t  the 95% conf idence level  under 
s imple random sampling assumptions. 
Whi le the sur vey employed a mixed 
recrui tment s t ra tegy ra ther than probabi l i ty 
sampling, the achieved sample s ize is 
comparable to that  used in many nat ional 
publ ic opinion sur veys, providing a high 
degree of conf idence in the rel iabi l i ty  of 
aggregate nat ional  f indings.

56%
JUNiOR 

SCHOOL 
FAMiLiES
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RESULTS

Parents are worr ied about their  chi ldren’s 
fu ture, but  the nature of those worr ies may 
be ver y di f ferent  f rom what they were a 
decade ago. The data show that  parents’ 
pr imary concern about the world their 
chi ldren wi l l  enter when they f inish school 
is  the general  uncer ta inty:   we cannot 
predict  what is  coming. Their  second 
concern is  their  chi ld’s menta l  heal th 
and resi l ience, fo l lowed by schools not 

When i t  comes to concern about AI 
s igni f icant ly disrupt ing employment for 
their  chi ld’s generat ion, 48 per cent of 
parents are concerned.

Only 38.04 per cent of  parents are 
conf ident that  their  chi ld’s school is 
preparing them for the future workforce 
being t ransformed by the large-scale uptake 
of ar t i f ic ia l  in te l l igence.

Question 1: What worries parents most about the world 
their chi ldren wil l  enter?

Question 2: Concern about 
AI and employment

Question 3: Confidence in 
schools

teaching the r ight  sk i l l s  and automat ion 
and AI displacing jobs. A decade ago, 
concerns about ar t i f ic ia l  in te l l igence and 
job displacement were largely absent 
f rom parenta l  th inking, reinforcing the 
s igni f icance of unders tanding how rapidly 
percept ions and expecta t ions around 
educat ion and the future of work are now 
shi f t ing.

WHAT PARENTS ARE SAYiNG

Figure 3: Parents’  greatest  concerns about their chi ld’s future

Figure 4. Parents’  level of concern 
about AI disrupt ing future employment 
opportuni t ies

Figure 5. Parents’  confidence that schools 
are preparing students for the future 
workforce

38/100
Parents’ confidence that schools are preparing students 
for the future workforce.
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Quest ion 4 asked parents,  assuming academic development and achievement was a given, 
to rank eight  other outcomes that  are important  to them. The most  desirable addi t ional 
outcome is for their  chi ld to develop the capaci ty for cr i t ica l  th inking and problem solv ing.

were asked to consider the disposi t ions 
that  are necessar y for creat ive thinking, 
disposi t ions l ike: cur iosi ty,  f lex ibi l i ty, 
percept ive to mul t ip le possibi l i t ies, 
being courageous and experimenta l ,  they 
would more than l ikely say, yes, these 
are disposi t ions we wish for our chi ld. 
The broader academic l i tera ture is  c lear 
that  ef fect ive problem solv ing depends 
on the in tegrat ion of cr i t ica l  and creat ive 
thinking. Whi le cr i t ica l  th inking enables 
learners to analyse evidence, evaluate 
arguments and make reasoned judgements, 
creat ive thinking enables them to generate 
a l ternat ives,  imagine possibi l i t ies and 
develop innovat ive solut ions. This is 
ref lected in the Austra l ian Curr iculum, 
which recognises these complementar y 
processes through the combined General 
Capabi l i ty  of  Cri t ica l  and Creat ive Thinking 
(Austra l ian Curr iculum, Assessment and 
Report ing Authori ty  [ACARA], n.d.) .

Question 4: What outcomes matter most,  beyond academic 
achievement?

The chal lenge facing school learning 
is not  to s t rengthen cr i t ica l  th inking or 
creat iv i ty  in isola t ion, but  to develop 
s tudents’  capaci ty to in tegrate both. I t  is 
the combinat ion of deep creat ive thinking 
and cr i t ica l  th inking that  enables young 
people to analyse complex problems, 
generate innovat ive ideas, evaluate 
a l ternat ives and develop creat ive solut ions. 
The World Economic Forum’s Future of 
Jobs Report  consis tent ly  ident i f ies creat ive 
thinking, analy t ica l  th inking, and complex 
problem solv ing among the most  in -demand 
workforce ski l l s .  An over -emphasis on 
cr i t ica l  th inking, which is  of ten the case, 
a t  the expense of creat iv i ty,  is  no longer 
suf f ic ient .

Figure 6. Parent rankings of the most important outcomes of school ing beyond academic 
achievement

I t  is the combination of deep creative 
thinking and crit ical thinking that 
enables young people to analyse 
complex problems, generate innovative 
ideas, evaluate alternatives and 
develop creative solutions.

These f indings provide c lear evidence 
that  parents want schools to pr ior i t ise 
learning how to learn and problem 
solv ing, a longside the development of 
communicat ion ski l l s ,  wel lbeing and menta l 
heal th,  and adaptabi l i ty  and resi l ience. 

I t  is  important  to note that ,  for the purposes 
of the sur vey, thinking was in tent ional ly 
presented as two separate capabi l i t ies, 
cr i t ica l  th inking and creat ive thinking. 
However, i t  is  important  to note that  the 
not ion of creat ive thinking is broadly 
misunders tood by the general  populat ion, 
which the data highl ighted. I f  par t ic ipants 
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Parents were asked whether ski l l s  such 
as creat ive and cr i t ica l  th inking and the 
development of  resi l ience, values and 
character should be expl ic i t ly  taught 
in schools,  and how these should be 
prior i t ised rela t ive to academic at ta inment. 
The f indings are decis ive: 75.32% of 
parents bel ieve these capabi l i t ies should 
be prior i t ised over academic resul ts 
(50.83%) or given equal  pr ior i ty  (24.5%). 

When asked which speci f ic sk i l l s  they 
would l ike schools to emphasise more, 
parents ident i f ied a consis tent  set  of 
pr ior i t ies.  The most  f requent ly selected 
areas were cr i t ica l  th inking and problem 
solv ing, fo l lowed by resi l ience and 
adaptabi l i ty,  and then s tudent wel lbeing 
and menta l  heal th.

Only 22.57% of parents bel ieve academic 
outcomes should remain the primary focus.

Question 5: Should these capabil i t ies be priori t ised over 
academic attainment?

Question 6: Which ski l ls  should schools emphasise more?

Together,  these responses demonstra te 
a coherent pat tern: parents want schools 
to be doing much more and want them 
to prior i t ise higher -order cogni t ive and 
adapt ive ski l l s  that  a l ign c losely wi th the 
demands of a rapidly changing world.

Figure 7. Importance of intent ional ly teaching future-ready capabi l i t ies at  school Figure 8. Areas where parents would l ike schools to place greater emphasis

This resul t  indicates a s t rong expecta t ion 
from parents that  school ing should extend 
beyond content  reci ta t ion and the focus 
on academic at ta inment to the del iberate 
development of  broader capabi l i t ies that 
prepare young people for an uncer ta in 
fu ture.

75.32% of parents 
believe these 
capabil i t ies should 
be priorit ised over 
academic results

Only 11.37% of parents 
said that they were 
satisf ied with what their 
chi ld’s school currently 
offers.
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Jus t  37.64 per cent of  parents agreed 
that  their  chi ld’s school is  ef fect ively 
developing these ski l l s  and qual i t ies.

Question 8: Are schools 
current ly del ivering on 
these priori t ies?

This f inding suggests a s igni f icant 
percept ion gap between what parents’ 
va lue and what they bel ieve schools are 
current ly achieving. In most  school sys tems, 
academic achievement remains the primary 
formal ly assessed and reported outcome. 
By contras t ,  the development of  sk i l l s  such 
as creat ive thinking and resi l ience is  rarely 
measured wi th consis tency or v is ibi l i ty 
across schools.  As a resul t ,  parents may 
be forming judgements based on indirect 
indicators ra ther than sys temat ical ly 
reported evidence.

This disconnect highl ights an issue for 
schools and educat ion authori t ies:  i f 
capabi l i t ies such as creat ive thinking 
and resi l ience are increasingly seen 
as pr ior i t ies by global  th ink tanks l ike 
the WEF, employers and parents,  yet 
are not consis tent ly  assessed or made 
vis ible, i t  becomes di f f icul t  for schools 
to demonstra te progress or for parents to 
evaluate i t  wi th conf idence. Schools have 
the potent ia l  to lead the way in the reform 
that  is  needed by looking to frameworks 
and assessment s t ra tegies that  broaden 
what is  current ly included on a s tandard 
school report .

THE QUALiTATiVE FiNDiNGS

PARENTS iN THEiR OWN WORDS

Two open-ended quest ions were 
asked. 

Quest ion 7 asked: “What does ‘an 
educat ion worth having’ mean to 
you?” Quest ion 9 asked: “ Is  there 
anything else you would l ike schools or 
educat ion leaders to unders tand about 
what parents want for their  chi ldren’s 
fu ture?” Together,  1080 and 1029 
responses were received respect ively. 
What fo l lows is  a themat ic analys is  of 
those responses.

considerably broader than t radi t ional 
measures of school success.  Parents see 
academic knowledge as an important 
foundat ion, but  they increasingly expect 
schools to develop the human capabi l i t ies—
cri t ica l  and creat ive thinking, resi l ience, 
character,  adaptabi l i ty  and pract ica l 
l i fe ski l l s ,  that  enable young people to 
thr ive in a rapidly changing world. This 
qual i ta t ive f inding s t rongly reinforces the 
quant i ta t ive resul ts  e lsewhere in the sur vey, 
where parents consis tent ly  ranked these 
capabi l i t ies a longside, or above, academic 
achievement as pr ior i t ies for school ing.

The responses a lso s ignal  a growing 
parenta l  anxiety about AI and technology, 
not  necessar i ly  host i l i ty,  but  a genuine 
concern that  the cogni t ive capaci t ies 
schools should be bui lding are being 
eroded rather than s t rengthened.

Parents 
increasingly 
expect schools to 
develop the human 
capabil i t ies—
crit ical and 
creative thinking

Question 7: What is an 
education worth having?

The qual i ta t ive responses to Quest ion 
7 converge on a c lear and remarkably 
coherent pic ture. Perhaps the most 
s igni f icant  f inding is what parents did not 
say.

Very few parents def ined “an educat ion 
worth having” in terms of examinat ion 
resul ts ,  univers i ty  entrance scores or 
academic achievement a lone. Ins tead, 
parents consis tent ly  descr ibed educat ion as 
something that  equips chi ldren to l ive wel l , 
adapt,  th ink independent ly,  contr ibute to 
society,  and f lourish in an uncer ta in fu ture.

Taken together,  these responses reveal 
a concept ion of educat ion that  is 

Figure 9. Parents’  perceptions of how 
wel l  schools are del ivering broader 
educat ional outcomes

37/100
Parents confidence that their child’s school is effectively 
developing these skil ls and qualit ies
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Theme 3: Creative and cri t ical 
thinking over rote learning

A ver y s t rong third theme was the cal l  for 
creat ive and cr i t ica l  th inking over rote 
learning. Parents across the countr y were 
remarkably consis tent :  they don’ t  want their 
chi ldren to memorise facts.  They want them 
to think , quest ion, analyse, and problem-
solve independent ly.

Theme 1: Real -world readiness

This was by far the dominant theme, 
appearing in wel l  over hal f  of  a l l 
responses. Parents consis tent ly 
expressed frus tra t ion that  school ing feels 
disconnected from l i fe af ter graduat ion, 
whether that  means employment,  f inancia l 
independence, or s imply funct ioning as an 
adul t .

“An educat ion worth 
having is  one where 

you learn how to 
learn. I t  should 
promote cr i t ical 

th inking, cur iosi ty and 
resi l ience, and foster 

a l i fet ime love of 
learning.”

 Sur vey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“An educat ion that 
teaches our future 
generat ions how 

to think , not what 
to think . I t  igni tes 
l i fe long creat iv i ty, 

cur iosi ty and 
fosters emotional 

intel l igence.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

Theme 2: Employabil i ty and 
career readiness

Closely re la ted to Theme 1 but dis t inct 
in emphasis.  A substant ia l  cohort  of 
parents f rames the purpose of educat ion 
a lmost  ent i re ly in terms of employment 
outcomes; get t ing a good job, accessing 
s table income, and securing f inancia l 
independence. For many respondents this is 
the primary def ini t ion of va lue.

“To me, educat ion 
doesn’ t  mean being 
able to remember 

facts and dates,  i t  is 
being able to think for 
yoursel f  and quest ion 

things.. .  i t ’s  about 
teaching kids how to 
fai l  wi thout get t ing 

upset,  i t ’s  about 
teaching them to f ind 

the answers themselves 
instead of just  bel ieving 
anything AI te l ls  them.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“One that is  enjoyable, 
meaningful ,  engaging 

and inspir ing. One 
that inst i ls  a love of 

learning.”

 Sur vey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“An educat ion that can 
get you a job when you 
leave school,  otherwise 
what good is  school.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“An educat ion that 
prepares you to be 

employable and to be 
adaptable.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“An educat ion 
worth having means 
learning things that 
actual ly help a chi ld 

become capable, 
cur ious,  conf ident, 

and decent.  Not just 
memoris ing facts for 

tests,  but  bui lding 
pract ical  ski l ls , 
cr i t ical  th inking, 

resi l ience, creat iv i ty, 
and the abi l i ty 

to work wel l  wi th 
others.”

 Sur vey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026
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“I t  means having 
an educat ion that is 
hol is t ic ,  nourishing 
and tai lored to the 
individual and their 

interests,  that teaches 
them how to think , not 

what to think .” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

Theme 4: Adaptabi l i ty and 
future-readiness in a changing 
world

Many parents expl ic i t ly  named AI, 
technological  change and an unpredictable 
fu ture as the context  for their  answer. 
There is  widespread awareness that  the 
world their  chi ldren wi l l  graduate in to is 
fundamental ly  di f ferent,  and that  schools 
are not keeping pace.

Theme 6: Concern that schools 
are fal l ing behind, and a desire 
for reform

A recurr ing undercurrent  of  f rus tra t ion, 
occasional ly sharp. Many parents feel  the 
current  sys tem is outdated, one-s ize - f i t s -
a l l ,  and not responsive to their  chi ld’s 
individual  needs or the real i t ies of  the 
modern world.

Theme 5: Holist ic development 
— the whole chi ld, not just 
academic achievement

A substant ia l  cohort  of  parents pushed back 
expl ic i t ly  agains t  academic performance 
as the primary measure of educat ional 
success.  They want schools to develop 
character,  va lues, emotional  in te l l igence 
and menta l  heal th a longside academic 
ski l l s .

“An educat ion worth 
having is  one that 

prepares a chi ld not 
just  for today’s world, 
but for a future that 

wi l l  be shaped by rapid 
change, technology and 
art i f ic ial  intel l igence. 

More important ly,  I 
want my chi ld to learn 

how to think , not s imply 
what to think .” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“One that can be taken 
into the real  world 
— i t ’s  evolving and 

changing, but honest ly 
the schools are fal l ing 

further and further 
behind.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“One that has 
developed a young 
man who is  kind, 

cur ious,  conf ident, 
independent,  resi l ient 
and tolerant,  who is 

able to f ind joy in what 
he does in l i fe.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“A wel l  rounded, 
happy student that 
goes on to achieve 

things that make them 
happy. Less focus on 

academic success and 
more focus on mental 

heal th.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“So much of school is 
outdated and exis ts  in 

the analogue age.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“I don’t  bel ieve schools 
or the educat ion 

departments real ise 
what employers actual ly 

th ink of ‘educat ion’. 
I  current ly bel ieve 

schools are completely 
and ut ter ly detached 
from the real  world.”

 Sur vey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“Can we rethink the 
dinosaur age approach 

we now have in 
educat ion?” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026
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Question 9: What 
else should schools 
and education leaders 
understand?

The responses to Quest ion 9 reinforce 
and sharpen the Quest ion 7 f indings, wi th 
important  addi t ions. Parents are not jus t 
descr ibing what a good educat ion looks 
l ike in the abstract ,  they name speci f ic 
sys temic fa i lures:  a curr iculum that  hasn’ t 
moved in decades, the absence of f inancia l 
l i teracy, inadequate menta l  heal th support , 
and a school cul ture that  protects chi ldren 
from struggle ra ther than equipping them 
for i t .  The AI theme is more speci f ic 
here than in Quest ion 7, wi th parents 
expl ic i t ly  naming cogni t ive dependence 
as a concern. And a rela t ional  theme, the 
breakdown of t rus t  and par tnership between 
parents and schools,  emerges much more 
s t rongly,  suggest ing that  any reform agenda 
must  address not jus t  what schools teach, 
but  how they engage wi th the communi t ies 
they ser ve.

Theme 1: The curriculum is 
outdated and disconnected from 
real l i fe

The s ingle most  dominant theme across 
the ent i re dataset .  Parents are frus tra ted, 
somet imes blunt ly so, that  what schools 
teach does not match the world their 
chi ldren wi l l  be chal lenged to navigate. 
The word “real” appears in dozens of 
responses. There is  a s t rong sense that 
the sys tem is s t i l l  preparing chi ldren for a 
world that  no longer exis ts .

Theme 2: AI — acknowledge i t , 
teach i t ,  but don’t  let  i t  replace 
thinking

AI generated more direct  commentar y 
in Quest ion 9 than in Quest ion 7, and 
the responses reveal  a genuine tension. 
Parents are spl i t ,  roughly,  in to three camps: 
those who want schools to embrace AI as 
a tool  chi ldren need to master;  those who 
are worr ied about over - re l iance eroding 
cogni t ive independence; and a smal ler 
group who want AI act ively l imi ted. Al l 
three camps agree on one thing: schools 
cannot ignore i t .

“We have stagnated 
in a 50-year -old model 
which is  proven to be 

going backwards.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“In 2026 we need a 
curr iculum that is  bui l t 

for the 21st  century 
and not one that more 

c losely resembles 
the requirements of 
Prussian soldiers or 

factory workers.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“Educat ional 
curr iculums fai l  to 

be agi le and rely on 
dated pedagogical 

theories and 
frameworks.  The 

world has changed. 
Ski l ls  considered as 
foundat ional have 

changed.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready 
Schools Sur vey 2026

“How to quest ion and 
analyse information 
provided by AI or on 
the web — instead of 
AI being viewed as 
cheat ing, how can 
schools encourage 

i ts  use in a posi t ive 
and meaningful  way? 

Because i t  wi l l  be 
part  of  al l  future 

employment.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“AI is  here to s tay. 
Don’t  t reat i t  as 

something that you 
can put aside.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026 “AI should make us 

work effect ively and 
eff ic ient ly,  not  make 
us smarter.  Take that 
message to kids.  They 

are smarter when 
they can teach the AI 
their  mistakes,  not the 

other way round.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“Just  for kids to be 
free thinkers.  This 
generat ion is  not 
able to think for 

themselves as they 
are using ChatGPT for 

everything.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026
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Theme 3: Mental health and 
wellbeing must be treated as a 
precondit ion, not an add-on

A strong and emotional ly  urgent theme. 
Many parents do not f rame wel lbeing 
as a “nice to have” a longside academic 
learning. They frame i t  as the precondi t ion 
for learning i tse l f .  Several  responses 
carr y real  pain about chi ldren who are not 
coping, and a sense that  schools are not 
adequately equipped to help.

Theme 4: The parent -school 
relat ionship, trust is the 
foundation

A smal ler but  powerful  c lus ter of  responses 
touched on the rela t ionship between 
parents and schools i tse l f .  The dominant 
feel ing is  disconnect ion: parents feel 
managed rather than par tnered wi th,  and 
several  noted that  th is,  or the breakdown of 
t rus t  undermines ever y thing else.

“Wanting safety to 
be the number one 

prior i ty.  Physical  and 
mental .” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“The thing I  want most  is  also the most basic:  I  want the 
school to seek to know my chi ld.  Not their  resul ts .  Not their 

behaviour f i le.  My chi ld.  What makes them curious,  what 
they f ind hard, what l ights them up.. .  That kind of knowing 

is  the foundat ion of everything else,  and most school 
s tructures work against  i t . . .  What I ’m asking for isn’ t  more 
access to manage my chi ld’s performance. I ’m asking to be 
in relat ionship wi th the people who spend s ignif icant t ime 

with my chi ld. . .  Parents wi l l  accept a great deal — new 
approaches, unconvent ional methods, imperfect  outcomes 

— when they trust  the inst i tut ion and the people in i t . 
That trust  isn’ t  bui l t  in formal communicat ions.  I t ’s  bui l t  in 
smal l ,  genuine moments of  contact .  Schools need parents 

and volunteers as much as we need schools.  They were the 
centre of our communit ies and need to be restored to the 

centre.” 

Survey respondent,  Future Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“School l i fe has a 
s ignif icant impact 

on the ent ire 
development of  each 
student.  Whether a 
school environment 
is  heal thy,  or toxic 
absolutely al ters 

the ent ire path of a 
person’s l i fe.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

“I want a happy chi ld. 
A smart  chi ld would 
be good too, but I 
real ly care that my 

chi ld is  get t ing cared 
for at  school. . .  i f  they 
are struggl ing, don’t 

throw test  resul ts 
in their  faces.  Help 

them. Encourage 
them.” 

Survey respondent,  Future 
Ready Schools Sur vey 2026

The most  s t r ik ing response in the ent i re 
dataset  deser ves to be quoted at  length:
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RECOMMENDATiONS

The data in this White 
Paper are not ambiguous. 
Austral ian parents are 
tel l ing us, c lear ly and 
consistent ly,  that  the 
educat ion their chi ldren are 
receiving needs to adapt to 
the current circumstance. 
The research confirms what 
parents’  sense. What fol lows 
are recommendations 
directed at  those with the 
power and responsibi l i ty to 
act,  from those who set the 
nat ional agenda to those 
who open the school gates 
each morning.

2. Broaden universi ty 
entry requirements beyond 
academic achievement

The ATAR is not  merely an assessment tool , 
i t  is  the most  powerful  curr iculum lever 
in the countr y.  What i t  measures, schools 
wi l l  teach. What i t  ignores, schools wi l l 
deprior i t ise.  I f  the capabi l i t ies young 
people need in an AI -enabled economy, 
creat ive and analy t ica l  th inking, resi l ience, 
and leadership are to be genuinely 
developed in schools,  they must  be formal ly 
recognised in univers i ty  entr y pathways. We 
recommend that  the Austra l ian Government 
direct  Univers i t ies Austra l ia to develop 
and pi lo t  a l ternat ive entr y f rameworks that 
formal ly credent ia l  the general  capabi l i t ies 
a longside academic achievement,  drawing 
on work a lready underway through the 
Univers i ty  of  Melbourne’s New Metr ics 
for Success project .  This s ingle reform 
would do more to shi f t  what  happens in 
c lassrooms than any curr iculum document 
revis ion.

3. Commission a nat ional 
review of AI’s impact on 
cognit ive development in 
young Austral ians

The neuroscient i f ic evidence presented 
in this paper, par t icular ly the MIT Media 
Lab f indings on cogni t ive debt and the 
research on cogni t ive of f loading, raises 
quest ions of nat ional  s igni f icance about 
the developmental  impact of  AI on 
Austra l ian chi ldren. We recommend the 
commissioning of a longi tudinal  Austra l ian 
s tudy, led by an independent research 
body, to examine how AI use in educat ional 
and domest ic set t ings is  af fect ing the 
cogni t ive development,  creat ive capaci ty 
and independent thinking of chi ldren and 
adolescents.  This evidence base should 
direct ly  inform both curr iculum design and 
the regulat ion of AI tools marketed to or 
used by minors.  We are only jus t  real is ing 
the negat ive ef fects of  socia l  media and 
tr y ing to put in measures af ter ‘horse has 
bol ted’,  le t ’s  not  make the same mis take 
again.

FOR THE AUSTRALiAN 
GOVERNMENT AND 
POLiCYMAKERS

1. Establ ish a nat ional 
ci t izens’ assembly on the 
future of education

A minis ter ia l  review or a depar tmenta l 
working group is not  equal  to the scale 
of what is  needed. The chal lenge of 
redesigning educat ion for the age of AI 
requires a genuine democrat ic mandate, 
one that  cannot be c laimed by government 
a lone. We recommend the establ ishment of 
a Nat ional  Ci t izens’  Assembly on the Future 
of Educat ion, br inging together parents, 
educators,  s tudents,  industr y leaders, 
economists,  and communi ty representa t ives 
in a s t ructured, faci l i ta ted process to 
del iberate on what Austra l ian educat ion 
should be for and what i t  must  become. As 
Professor Alan Reid has argued, changing 
a centur ies -o ld sys tem requires more 
than pol icy direct ives; i t  requires a new 
nat ional  narra t ive bui l t  through genuine 
publ ic par t ic ipat ion (Reid, 2019).  This 
assembly should be charged wi th producing 
a framework for reform that  carr ies 
democrat ic legi t imacy across pol i t ica l 
cycles.
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FOR EDUCATiON 
DEPARTMENTS AND 
SYSTEM LEADERS

6. Develop AI l i teracy 
guidel ines that protect 
cognit ive development

Educat ion depar tments have a responsibi l i ty 
to ensure that  AI tools adopted in 
schools are pedagogical ly  sound, 
not merely technical ly  capable. We 
recommend the development of  nat ional 
AI in Educat ion guidel ines that  draw 
expl ic i t ly  on the neuroscient i f ic evidence 
around cogni t ive of f loading, cogni t ive 
debt and developmental  vulnerabi l i ty. 
These guidel ines should es tabl ish c lear 
pr inciples:  that  AI in learning must  funct ion 
as provocat ion ra ther than shor tcut;  that 
s tudents must  re tain ownership of the 
cogni t ive work; and that  assessment tasks 
must  be designed to ensure the s t ruggle, 
the retr ieval ,  the ref lect ion, the draf t ing, 
remains the s tudent ’s  own. Should there 
be an AI ban for under 16, not  unl ike the 
socia l  media ban?

5. Redefine what ‘school 
performance’ means

Current school accountabi l i ty  f rameworks, 
including MySchool and NAPLAN, measure 
a narrow band of academic performance 
and inadver tent ly s ignal  to schools,  parents 
and the communi ty what educat ion is  for. 
Educat ion depar tments should expand 
performance report ing to include school -
level  data on the development of  fu ture -
ready capabi l i t ies,  s tudent wel lbeing, 
and post -school readiness.  Schools that 
del iberate ly and demonstrably develop the 
whole chi ld, not  merely the examinat ion 
candidate, should be recognised and 
resourced accordingly.  Tools and 
frameworks a lready exis t  to support  th is 
shi f t ;  what is  required is the ins t i tu t ional 
wi l l  to deploy them at  scale.

4. Elevate the general 
capabil i t ies from aspirat ion 
to assessed real i ty

The Austra l ian Curr iculum’s general 
capabi l i t ies,  including cr i t ica l  and creat ive 
thinking, personal  and socia l  capabi l i ty, 
and ethical  unders tanding, have exis ted 
in pol icy documents for over a decade. 
They have not been consis tent ly  taught, 
and they have not been meaningful ly 
assessed. Educat ion depar tments must  move 
beyond aspira t ional  curr iculum language 
to mandate, resource and assess these 
capabi l i t ies wi th the same r igour current ly 
appl ied to l i teracy and numeracy. This 
requires investment in teacher professional 
development,  in assessment design, and in 
report ing frameworks that  make capabi l i ty 
development v is ible to parents,  s tudents 
and school leaders a l ike.

RECOMMENDATiONS
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FOR SCHOOL LEADERS

8. Audit  what your school 
actual ly teaches, and what i t 
doesn’t

Most school s t ra tegic plans include 
language about developing cr i t ica l  th inkers, 
resi l ient  learners and creat ive problem 
solvers,  and for good reason. These are 
precisely the capabi l i t ies parents are 
asking for and the economy is demanding. 
We recommend that  ever y school leader 
conduct an honest  audi t  of  how much t ime, 
pedagogical  energy and formal assessment 
is  devoted to the development of  these 
capabi l i t ies,  as dis t inct  f rom content 
del iver y and examinat ion preparat ion. That 
audi t  wi l l  a lmost  cer ta in ly open a door: 
to an energis ing conversat ion wi th s taf f , 
s tudents and parents about how a school 
a l ready commit ted to these values can 
bring i ts  pract ice in to fu l ler a l ignment wi th 
i ts  v is ion, and in doing so, posi t ion i tse l f 
a t  the leading edge of what educat ion is 
becoming.

7. Convene a parent 
assembly, and mean i t

The data in this White Paper make clear 
that  parents have a sophis t icated, coherent 
and largely unheard view of what educat ion 
should be. They are not asking schools 
to lower academic s tandards. They are 
asking schools to broaden their  v is ion 
of what a successful  young person looks 
l ike. Ever y school leader should convene a 
genuine parent assembly, not  a consul ta t ion 
exercise, not  an informat ion evening, 
but a s t ructured forum in which parents 
are invi ted to del iberate on the school ’s 
educat ional  pr ior i t ies,  to surface what they 
value and what concerns them. Trust ,  as 
one parent in this sur vey put i t ,  is  not  bui l t 
in formal communicat ions. I t  is  bui l t  in 
smal l ,  genuine moments of contact .

9. Bring industry into the 
school

Parents are not the only voices schools 
need to hear.  The employers who wi l l 
receive this generat ion of graduates have 
an increasingly urgent perspect ive on 
what young people need and i t  does not 
a lways a l ign wi th what schools are current ly 
producing. School leaders should es tabl ish 
s t ructured rela t ionships wi th local ,  regional 
and industr y par tners,  invi t ing them into 
curr iculum design conversat ions, in to 
mentor ing programs, and into the school ’s 
own del iberat ive forums. Industr y leaders 
who are a lready navigat ing the AI t ransi t ion 
in real  t ime have direct  and valuable 
knowledge about which human capabi l i t ies 
remain i rreplaceable and that  knowledge 
should be shaping what schools teach.

10. Start  now, within your 
current authori ty

Systemic change is s low. Ci t izens’ 
assemblies take t ime to convene. Pol icy 
reform takes years to implement.  But 
school leaders do not need to wai t .  The 
most  important  decis ions about what a 
school va lues, what i t  celebrates,  what i t 
assesses, how i t  ta lks to parents,  how i t 
designs learning, are made at  the school 
level ,  ever y day. Schools that  are a lready 
del iberate ly bui lding and assessing 
valuable competencies a longside content, 
that  are creat ing genuine par tnerships wi th 
parents and industr y,  are demonstra t ing 
that  i t  is  possible wi thout wai t ing for 
permission. Tools and approaches to 
support  th is work exis t .  School leaders can 
lead this work . ViVEDUS exis ts  precisely 
to support  that  work , providing schools 
wi th the frameworks, tools,  and evidence 
base to make future -ready learning a real i ty 
for ever y s tudent,  not  an aspira t ion in a 
s t ra tegic plan.

RECOMMENDATiONS
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A FiNAL WORD: RiDiNG 
THE WAVE
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from a parent sur vey respondent:  “We 
want our chi ld to HAVE a future. Let ’s  s tar t 
there.” I t  is  both a plea and a provocat ion. 
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in that  spir i t ,  not  as a blueprint  imposed 
from above, but  as an invi ta t ion to the 
conversat ion that  Austra l ian educat ion 
urgent ly needs to have.

Art i f ic ia l  in te l l igence is  not  a dis tant 
disrupt ion to be managed in the years 
ahead. I t  is  here, reshaping industr ies, 
redef ining roles,  and rais ing urgent 
quest ions about what i t  means to be 
educated, ski l led and employable. I t  is ,  to 
borrow a metaphor from Ambrose (2016), 
a gigant ic wave, a l ready breaking. The 
quest ion is  not  whether i t  wi l l  reach us.  The 
quest ion is  whether we wi l l  f ind ourselves 
beneath i t ,  or on top of i t .

I f  AI  is  capable of performing the kinds 
of s tandardised cogni t ive tasks that  our 
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opt imis ing s tudents to perform, then an 
educat ion bui l t  around those tasks is  not 
preparing young people for the future. I t 
is  preparing them for a compet i t ion they 
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wi l l  not  complain, and wi l l  not  ask for a pay 
r ise.

Parents of  school -aged chi ldren recognise 
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conclusions about what that  means for 
their  chi ldren’s educat ion. And they know, 
wi th the par t icular c lar i ty  that  comes from 
genuinely car ing about someone’s fu ture, 
that  something needs to change.

The data in this White Paper gives voice to 
that  knowing. An educat ion worth having 
in an AI wor ld is  di f ferent  to the one 
happening in most  schools r ight  now. I t  is 
one that  not  only teaches content,  but  that 
a lso teaches and assesses the capabi l i t ies 
and disposi t ions that  make a person human, 
unique and employable. And above al l , 
i t  is  one that  gives r ise to a fu ture f i l led 
wi th hope and possibi l i ty.  Schools are 
ideal ly  s i tuated to address this chal lenge. 
By seeking ways to both value and bring 
future -ready competencies,  and the innately 
human qual i t ies of  creat iv i ty,  cur iosi ty, 
and connect ion, to l i fe for ever y learner, 
we can provide Generat ion Alpha wi th an 
educat ion worth having in the age of AI.

The wave is 
breaking. 

The only question 
is who wil l  be on 
top of i t .
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