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Growing Up in Australia

Since 2004, Australia has been holding its largest study of
children’s health ever. This project, “Growing Up in Australia,” is
tracking two groups of children from early childhood until they

become adults. The project is being funded by the Australian

government and involves hundreds of researchers visiting the

homes of 10,000 children. Researchers hope to find a relationship

between the children’s future behavior and their health, education,
and family environments.

When the study began, the first group of children was aged 0-

1, while the second group was aged 4-5. zIn order to make sure

that children from every kind of environment and background

were chosen, the study found volunteers from each region. Some

of these locations are in the countryside, where there are relatively
few people, while others are in big cities. The volunteers for both
groups were chosen from a variety of different social and ethnic
backgrounds to represent the diversity of Australia.

The researchers visit the participants’ homes every two years
to gather data. They interview the parents about parenting styles
and the child’s daily activities. They also take measurements of
the children’s health and how well the children perform in school.

s The researchers also take note of social factors, such as the
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income of the child’s family, the school the child attends, and the

kind of community in which the child lives. They plan to use all of

this information to improve children’s lives.
Although the study has not been completed yet, researchers
have already begun to publish some interesting results. For

instance, after examining data from the second group of children

when they were 10-11 years old, sresearchers found that children

who spend a lot of time doing organized activities, such as music

lessons or sports, have good control of their emotions and behavior.

The study also found that they are able to complete their
homework without their parents around. On the other hand, it
found that children who watch a lot of television get upset easily
and have worse behavior. The Australian government is now using
this information to make better educational and health policies for

Australian children.
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Fducating Finns

oFinland, a country in northern Europe, has been ranked as

having the highest quality of life in the world. In particular,

Finland has been attracting attention for the success of its schools.

Since 2000, the country often appears near the top of an
international survey of educational standards called PISA. This
survey measures the academic level of 15-year-olds around the
world in science, math, and reading once every three years.

»What surprises many people about Finland’s success 1s that

the country is so different from the others that come at the top of

the survey. Those countries’ schools generally emphasize

competition between students and between schools, and they often
have long hours of study, much homework, and frequent tests. The
success of this educational style has led to more countries
introducing such competition into their own education systems.
Finland, however, has taken a different approach to education.
The Finnish government requires no standard textbooks or
tests. Rather, teachers are allowed to plan lessons using whatever
materials they think will be best for their students. Moreover,
students are not required to do much homework. In fact, the
average 15-year-oldstudies less than 30 minutes outside of school

each day. A student’s academic performance does not affect which
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classes or schools that student attends, and the country has almost

no private schools. sAll these policies are the opposite of those

being adopted by other countries. The aim of this system is to

promote equality between students instead of focusing on high

scores.

In order to create equal opportunities for each student, the
Finnish government relies greatly on individual teachers and
trusts them to make the best decisions for their classes. These
teachers are, in turn, rewarded with high salaries and social
status. This creates strong competition for teaching jobs, so only
the most highly trained and qualified candidates can become
teachers. This focus on students’ needs and high-quality teaching
has led to Finland’s success. Seeing the strong results of these
methods, some countries have begun to take a second look at their

approach to teaching. ;Although education systems vary from one

country to the next, all sovernments share the desire to provide

the best education they can to their students.
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The Handwriting Debate

The development of computers has had a huge effect on society.
As a result, many schools around the world have introduced
computer classes, and some encourage students to use computers

1n other classes, too. »This not only allows students to take notes

and complete assisnments more quickly but also helps them gain

the skills they need for jobs they will do in the future. However,

the new focus on computer skills means that many schools in
developed countries are spending much less time teaching
students how to write by hand.

oSurveys show that many parents are concerned about the fact

that their children spend so little time developing good

handwriting skills. In the past, learning good handwriting was

considered a necessary part of a good education, and these parents
feel children are losing an important skill. However, some
education experts say such parents are too focused on the past.
The world has changed, they say, and typing is now more
important than writing by hand.

On the other hand, recent research has shown that writing by
hand may help people learn more quickly. Karin James, a
psychologist at Indiana University in the United States, studied

the brains of children when they were writing letters by hand and
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when they were typing. sShe found that children who wrote

letters by hand used an additional three parts of the brain that

children who were typing did not. Virginia Benninger, a

psychologist at the University of Washington, also found that the
brain was more active when writing by hand than when using a
keyboard. Even more importantly, she found that when children
wrote by hand, they used a wider range of vocabulary and
expressed more complex ideas.

Handwriting is also important because it increases the hand’s
strength and flexibility. In particular, it strengthens the small
muscles in the hand and allows people to make very accurate,
small movements. This can be very important in certain jobs, such

as for doctors who perform operations. pAll this research suggests

that schools should think again before focusing entirely on having

children use computer keyboards to write.
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3-D Printing

Many people have had the experience of dropping a cell phone.
If they need to replace a broken piece of the cover, they either have
to call the manufacturer or visit the store where they bought the

phone. ;But in a few years, people may turn to an invention that

allows them to create their own replacement parts at home — the

3-D printer.

The most obvious difference between 3-D printers and
traditional printers i1s that 3-D printers can produce three-
dimensional objects. While traditional printers use paper and ink,
3-D printers reproduce objects using materials such as powdered
nylon and aluminum. 3-D printers print out a series of thin layers.
These layers are then joined together by heat and pressure to form
a 3-D object. The design for the object can be downloaded from the

manufacturer’s website. » Thus, rather than search for a

replacement for a broken cell-phone cover, people would simply

use the design to print out the object on their 3-D printer.

Industry has been making use of 3-D printers for years. Their
most common use has been to make parts for cars, airplanes, and
other products that are still being developed and tested. However,
3-D printers have recently been gaining popularity among

designers and architects, who use them to create complex models
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of products and buildings. gDoctors also rely on them to make

realistic models of the human body to help them prepare for

difficult operations.

The increasing popularity of 3-D printers is mainly due to
reductions in price. Industrial 3-D printers used to cost as much
as $100,000 each, but companies are now developing smaller, more
affordable 3-D printers for personal use. A U.S. company plans to
sell 3-D printers to home users at a price of $4,995. This will put
the printer within the reach of many individual consumers. And 4

as the price continues to fall, it may not be long before people are

“printing out” toothbrushes, toys, drinking glasses, and other

household items on their 3-D printer.
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Professional Patients

People who run businesses are always trying to improve the
service they give customers. One type of company that can help
them do this is now becoming popular all over the world. This type
of company sends people called “secret shoppers” to visit stores and
restaurants and pretend to be ordinary customers. ;In reality,

however, the secret shoppers are there to check on the quality of

the service being offered. Later, the “shoppers” write a report to

help the business identify areas that need to be improved. Now, a

similar type of company is employing “secret patients” to do the
same thing for medical clinics.

As the name suggests, secret patients visit a doctor or
dentist’s clinic — perhaps for a checkup or pretending to be sick —
and then provide feedback on their experience there. ;Research

suggests that about two-thirds of patients’ complaints concerning

medical clinics are related to poor customer service rather than to

the actual medical treatment provided. With this in mind, secret

patients observe everything from the behavior of the doctors and
the nursing staff to how clean the waiting room i1s. One problem
with using secret patients is that some staff members might feel
as if someone is spying on them. To avoid this clinics often tell their

staff in advance that a secret patient will be visiting, but they
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usually do not reveal the exact day of the visit.

Clinics that have used this service have been positive about
the results. Jodi Manfredi, the president of a San Francisco-based
company called Examine Your Practice, points out that doctors

want their patients to keep coming back. By improving things,

they can make patients’ visits more pleasant and so encourage

them to return in the future. According to Manfredi, this is much

cheaper than advertising a clinic in the media. Some clinics have
also begun to reward staff members who receive praise from secret
patients. In this way, secret patients can help both visitors and the

staff at clinics.
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A Forest Partnership
During the 1980s and 1990s, large timber companies in

California bought many of the state’s forests to cut them down for

wood. »This led to what became known as the “timber wars,” in

which environmental groups fought to stop the timber companies.

People who lived near the forests also worried about the damage
that was being done. However, since many local residents
depended on the timber companies for their jobs, they often
opposed the environmental groups. Recently, though, some local
environmentalists and people from timber companies have put
aside their differences and started working together. They have
formed a nonprofit organization called the Redwood Forest
Foundation Inc. (RFFI) to buy a forest that has been damaged by
logging and manage it for the good of local people.

In 2007, the RFFI bought 50,635 acres of the Usal Redwood
Forest in northwest California for $65 million. The deal was made
possible by a loan from Bank of America that covered the entire

sum. It 1s unusual for a bank to lend so much money to a

nonprofit organization, but the bank made the loan as part of its

new environmental policy. Furthermore, it is allowing the RFFT a

long period of time to pay back the money and will not charge as

much interest as usual.
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The RFFI plans to restore the Usal Redwood Forest to its
natural state. For eight years, it will not cut down any trees. After
that, logging will start again, but it will be strictly controlled. One
of the conditions of the loan from Bank of America was that no
more than 3 percent of the forest can be used for logging in any
year. This will provide employment for local people, and the
income from the logging will help the RFFI repay the loan. Art
Harwood, the president of the RFFI, believes that his group

shows how loggers and environmentalists can cooperate i1n a way

that is to everybody’s advantage.
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