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Transforming Education
Step One—Involving the Community

S ometimes, in order to go forward, we
must first go back. In the challenging
task of transforming education, we are
unlikely to succeed unless we go back to the
beginning —to the question, “What is educa-
tion about?” “What is the purpose of public
education?”

It's tempting to suggest that a task this big
must be undertaken by the government. The
problem is that, the larger the institution, the
more difficult it is to mobilize it to action.
The more people are involved, the more dif-
ferent perspectives must be weighed and ac-
commodated, and the less likely it is that the
task will result in anything more than vague
rhetoric. Where then, can we get answers
that will lead to action, to meaningful
change?

There is an old maxim that if an institution
doesn’t undertake its own self-analysis and
reinvention, it risks intervention from out-
side. We have seen that all too clearly in the
case of education. If educators and school
leaders don’t embark on a meaningful and
lasting self-examination—if that self-
examination doesn’t result in actions leading
to recognizable improvement—we can expect
more and more government intervention.
Too often, that intervention is implemented
by people who have much less understanding
of the problems educators face than those
educators themselves. As we have seen, sim-
plistic solutions are proposed for extremely
complex problems.

To avoid being bogged down in bureaucracy
and policies that do not serve every segment
of our population, exploring change at the
level of communities offers a much more
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promising scenario. This article describes a
process that was instituted by a government,
but it might well serve as a starting point for
the kind of process local educators might do
in their communities.

The Scottish Model

I n 2002, the government of Scotland took
steps to move beyond piecemeal reform
and quick fixes. In a program they called a
“national debate on the purposes of educa-
tion,” they went back to square one and
asked the question, “What is public educa-
tion about?”

This approach can be used at the local level
as a model for involving the public in rede-
fining the role of public education. It would
serve several purposes.

M Ideas that arise from people within the
educational environment are often in-
bred and limited by traditional perspec-
tives. Eliciting ideas from the public
injects new blood into the discussion—
new perspectives and the possibility of
more effective approaches to long-
standing problems.

M Opening a dialogue with the public will
help people understand the problems of
public education in a rapidly changing
world in which people have very differ-
ent needs. At present, many citizens
know only what they see or hear in the
media, which is often the government’s
“spin” on issues.

M By giving the public a real stake in their
schools—a say in improvement efforts,
people are more willing to provide re-
sources and support.
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M Rather than taking the large, one-size-
fits-all approach often found in national
programs, community members per-
ceive the unique problems and cultural
issues that cannot help but impact their
schools.

In this article, we'll explore some of the ques-
tions asked in the Scottish discussions and
some of the conclusions they reached. Some
of you may be thinking, “We don’t have this
kind of control over public schools. Because
they are tax-supported, the government tells
us what to do.” | would suggest that, if edu-
cators actively enlist the aid of the public—if
they engage the taxpayers in discussions
about what is and isn’t working and why—
and if they demonstrate that they are genu-
inely making an effort to solve problems, it
would not be in the best interest of elected
officials to squelch those efforts.

We've already seen examples of states refus-
ing government mandates over inadequate
funding. How much more powerful could
those refusals be if they were based on evi-
dence that the mandates themselves are
flawed and not in the best interest of stu-
dents? How much more effective might they
be if they were accompanied by concrete
plans for local control of schools that would
lead to the effectiveness of education we all
seek?

As you read about the efforts made in Scot-
land, ask yourself how they might be modi-
fied to work in your own community.

The Basic Questions

key question considered in Scotland’s

national debate on education was what
kind of education students would need in the
21st century. It is unreasonable to assume
that a form of education that came into exis-
tence centuries ago can remain relevant as
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society experiences rapid changes in values,
lifestyle, and priorities. Thus, while acknowl-
edging what was good in the present system,
the Minister of Education asked the Scottish
people to engage in a discussion on six key
guestions.

M Why? What is education for?
What? What should children learn?
How? How should children learn?

Who? Who should help children learn?

N N N M

When? When should learning take
place?

M Where? Where should learning take
place?

Open-ended questions such as this are use-
ful in eliciting discussion that might not oc-
cur if respondents were limited to answering
survey questions. Those who write such sur-
veys are often restricted by their own as-
sumptions or biases.

Initially, those assigned to implement the
discussions weren't surprised to discover
that many Scottish citizens didn’t even know
about the debate. This was particularly true
of citizens who had no direct connection with
education, who were uninvolved in the
schools because they had no children, or who
had dropped out of school themselves.

Secondly, many seemed unconvinced that
pervasive change was possible. The practices
of traditional education are so familiar and
have been around for so long that they seem
as unchanging as the sunrise.

Because of their intimate familiarity with
education, teachers were both the most fa-
miliar with the study and the most open to
discussing fundamental change, although
they expressed some cynicism about the ex-
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tent to which the government would pay at-
tention to the results.

Once people
overcame
these initial
obstacles,
many seemed
eager to ex-
press their
opinions. As focus groups formed and indi-
viduals were interviewed, a wide variety of
ideas emerged.

Once the data were collected, there was a pe-
riod of reflection. What did it all mean and
what changes might arise to address people’s
concerns? ldeas were summarized, reports
were written, and the first tentative plans for
implementation were devised.

Discussions were wide ranging and the
analyses are interesting to read. Find more
detail here.

Depending on where such discussions are
held and who is involved, the results might
be quite different, but some of the conclu-
sions reached by the Scottish study and the
new questions they suggest would be a great
way to begin developing one’s own plan for
community involvement.

Overall Key Question

Is there a need in a rapidly changing
world for radical change in the
education system?

A major conclusion reached after reflecting
on the comments people made in these dis-
cussions is the following.

M Education does not have a single pur-
pose. It must have a variety of purposes
in a multicultural society that is deeply
affected by globalizing influences.
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Assuming that people do indeed want educa-
tion to fill a number of different roles, the
present trend that creates the same stan-
dards for all would seem misdirected. Pro-
viding “equal opportunities” for all students
to develop to their fullest capacity and to
achieve their goals in life must be based on a
careful analysis of needs rather than an eas-
ily administered and tested list of “things
that all students must know and be able to
do.”

Beyond the development of literacy and nu-
meracy, which one might assume will always
be a primary function of schools, educators
must begin to develop creative and workable
ways to help each child grow and develop; to
recognize and build on each child’s
strengths, while providing opportunities for
them to use and strengthen areas in which
they are less skilled. Those tasks cannot be
accomplished in the present educational en-
vironment because of the pervasive assump-
tions about the way school is ‘sposed to be.

Reflection on the Scottish discussions led to
a variety of new questions clustered around
six themes. Honest answers to these ques-
tions can arise only when people are willing
to suspend existing beliefs and assumptions
and take a fresh look at possibilities rather
than invoking traditional limitations. Unless
these questions are seriously examined, any
proposed reforms will be superficial at best.

Imagine how these questions might apply to
your own community or schools. Much of the
following is directly quoted from the Scottish
report. I've changed a few phrases to make
the questions applicable on a broader level.
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Theme 1: Coping with Change
and Uncertainty

Key question

How can the education sys-
tem help children and
young people to cope with
high levels of uncertainty
and the rapid pace of
change?

Context

Continuous rapid change is the defining cir-
cumstance of the moment. Its speed, pro-
found impact, and global application are
critical factors. Enabling people to cope with
such change must be a major purpose of the
education system. Coping with continuous
change requires new learning strategies.

Some current issues

» People must be able to deal with problems
that do not have definite answers and live
with diversity without becoming unsettled.
Coping with change is as much a cultural and
psychological phenomenon as a matter of
acquiring new skills to meet the needs of
changing circumstances at work and in other
aspects of life. How can education ensure
that people have the cultural and personal
resources to deal with change?

» Change affects education itself. It could be
argued that education has not yet been much
affected by the knowledge age, and yet is ex-
pected to prepare its students for living with
change and uncertainty. While many stu-
dents have fully entered the information age,
their schools and teachers are playing catch-
up. Should and can education undergo large
scale change in response to current technol-
ogy or for other reasons?
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» What are the possibilities for new means
of funding, managing, and governing educa-
tion? What should the roles of parents,
teachers and the local community be in gov-
erning schools? How should their roles relate
to the role of the elected local authority and
to the national level?

» Education is itself a force for change in
society. So the debate has to be as much
about the kind of society we want as the
changes we would like to see in education.
What are the goals that society is now setting
for itself, and how should education help to
achieve these goals? Are the current links
among education, industry, and commerce
appropriate?

Theme 2: Engaging with Ideas

Key question

How far should education
encourage children and
young people to be capa-
ble of engaging with exist-
ing knowledge and
developing innovative
ideas as the basis for
guestioning authority and
social conventions?

Context

Education is normally held to have a socializ-
ing role. This is most often stated in terms of
promoting a strong, homogeneous society. It
has also frequently been given an economic
dimension: education is seen as critical to
national prosperity in the knowledge age.
But education is also about promoting citi-
zenship. This has to do with sustaining de-
mocratic society, and involves both challenge
and dissent. It is essentially about promoting
a critical dialogue between the individual
good citizen and a listening society.
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Some current issues

» The individual can contribute only on the
basis of well-informed thoughts. Therefore

education has to engage with ideas and val-
ues and has to develop intellectual capacity.
Does the present educational system do this
adequately? Are these objectives consistent
with the current emphasis on assessment?

» Developing well-informed thinking re-
quires depth of study as well as breadth.
How can both of these be achieved?

» Should education be seen as an end in it-
self? Another way of putting this is to ask
whether living the life of an educated person
could be itself a key purpose in life.

» These views could challenge traditional
institutions. Can and should our schools be
more "democratic"? What are the implica-
tions for school management and curricu-
lum?

> Equally, however, the idea of education for
citizenship challenges extreme child-
centeredness because it links the right to be
heard to the possession of appropriate
knowledge, understandings and personal
gualities. In other words, this view tends to
portray the period of initial education as a
kind of apprenticeship to society. Is this an
appropriate view of the role of education?

Theme 3: Keeping Everyone
Involved with Learning

Key question

Is what we are cur-
rently doing in
schools an adequate
proxy for what we
think education
ought to do?
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Context

Many individuals and groups feel alienated
from society, including from the democratic
process itself. Large minorities of young
people are alienated specifically from learn-
ing and education. Children from poor fami-
lies and deprived communities continue to
face greater obstacles to educational success.

Such obstacles and alienation exist alongside
the successes of [present] education: while a
majority now makes significant progress
through education, the minority which does
not make that progress feels increasingly iso-
lated.

Even for the successful students, an un-
stimulating curriculum, the pressure of com-
petition and the need to concentrate on
gaining qualifications that may lead to
worthwhile employment can leave little time
for less structured or less academic types of
learning or, indeed, for those intellectual
pursuits that are not formally assessed.

Some current issues

> Despite some attempts to match resources
to needs, poverty and disadvantage remain
strongly correlated with educational failure.
Is this a problem that education can tackle
on its own? What other measures should so-
ciety take to try and ensure comparability of
outcome for young people from all back-
grounds? How can schools work with other
agencies to address these issues?

» How can the disadvantages that continue
to be faced by some women in technical
fields be overcome?

» Some adolescents are deeply alienated
from school. How can this be challenged?

» Some of this alienation underpins the per-
vasive drug culture. How can the promotion
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of well-being—including health—be incorpo-
rated into formal education?

» The full variety of a multicultural society is
not yet being addressed, and thus many
schools alienate young people who are not
part of the majority cultures. The extreme
form of this is racism. How can education
help students to appreciate and live with di-
versity?

» The reasons for these many different kinds
of alienation perhaps lie in a failure of atti-
tudes to keep pace with social change (which
is obviously an instance of failure to cope
with change in general) and, in the case of
adolescence, the failure of an ever-extending
period of education to inspire and engage.
How can education be made appealing to
young people in worthwhile ways?

» Confidence and autonomy provide part of
the motivation to learn, and are promoted
best by a system which is responsive to indi-
vidual needs. How can learners be encour-
aged to develop self confidence and to
exercise choice in a mature way?

Theme 4: Promoting a
Sense of Identity

Key question

Is there something distinc-
tive and special about the
way that a particular school
in a particular community
should respond to change?

Context

Acceptance of an identity is a beginning
point for personal development, and so pro-
moting a sense of identity is an important
role for education. A strong sense of com-
munity identity is also essential to building
cultural capital—the reservoir of knowledge
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and capacities that can be passed on between
the generations. In a multi-cultural society,
the notion of 'coherent variety’, or managing
diversity in a respectful and inclusive man-
ner, is crucial. This involves community,
regional, state, country, and global dimen-
sions, but the exact balance among all of
these is not easy to find.

Some current issues

» Culture is partly about shared heritage.
What is that heritage? Does education have a
responsibility for passing it on? How is the
heritage changed by the inclusion of new cul-
tures from outside the region or country, and
by the adaptation of old cultures to a chang-
ing world?

» How should the education system relate to
the country’s inheritance? Is national culture
weakening, is it taking on new forms, and
what should the role of education be in de-
veloping that culture?

> Is multiculturalism different in this region,
state, or nation than elsewhere? What, if any,
different accommodations would this require
in schools?

» Culture is also about accommodating ini-
tiative. How can dissent and critical thinking
be built into a shared heritage? What does
education have to do to encourage the valu-
ing of critical thinking throughout society?

» The global questions about educational
purpose need to be expressed in contempo-
rary and local terms. What are the key na-
tional traditions that allow us to respond to
global change?

» How does contemporary society need to
change to support an appropriate education
system? What traditions impede our re-
sponding adequately? Are some of these tra-
ditions difficult for us to give up?
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Theme 5: Developing
Necessary Skills

Key question

What skills are needed
to make sense of large
amounts of informa-
tion, and to bring them
together into a coherent
response to change?

Context

Despite different views on the overall pur-
poses of education, there is a large measure
of consensus on necessary skills and the im-
portance of establishing the highest of stan-
dards. What is often lacking is a coherent
explanation of how these skills relate to edu-
cational purposes.

Some current issues

» Basic skills are usually seen as literacy,
numeracy, and increasingly, information
technology. But to insure that the selected
skills are truly “essential,” consideration of
the nature of these skills must be revisited.

» Do the demands of new technology require
advanced information handling and critical
thinking skills as much as practical techno-
logical skills? Are there other skills which
should be recognized as being of comparable
importance?

» Information handling is a necessary basis
for critical thinking, but that does not mean
that developing the skills of critical thinking
can or should be postponed until after basic
skills are acquired. Is there a risk that the
current strong emphasis on the acquisition
of basic literacy and numeracy skills may be
demotivating, particularly for low achievers?
How can individual student interests form a
matrix through which these skills can be
learned?
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» Critical thinking requires a range of higher
order skills. These include problem solving
skills, communication skills, and a range of
inter-personal and cooperation skills. How
can the higher order skills be developed
without displacing the necessary attention to
basic skills? Are the present divisions of
knowledge and the order in which it is pre-
sented appropriate to present needs?

» The extent to which the higher order skills
are genuinely transferable between contexts
is open to debate. Learning has to be about
something. How far should learning be about
gaining factual knowledge? How far should it
be about developing the skills needed to in-
terpret that knowledge?

» In a changing world the skills of managing
one's own further learning are obviously sig-
nificant. How important is learning how to
learn? How can these learning skills best be
developed? How important is fostering an
interest in future learning? How is this ac-
complished?

» There is always a risk that education is
seen in terms that are too narrowly drawn. Is
there a danger that in the pursuit of skills we
pay insufficient attention to the artistic,
emotional and imaginative aspects of indi-
vidual development?

» What role should assessment play? What
types of assessment might be developed to
more accurately reflect individual growth
and learning?
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Theme 6: Fitting Structure
to Purpose

Key question

Are schools the right
places for all young peo-
ple?

Context

Part of the process of
change involves chal-
lenges to deeply ingrained assumptions
within the education service. Education is
still largely undertaken in the period before
working life and it is undertaken in three
largely separate age-segregated types of in-
stitution (primary, secondary, and tertiary).
It is also managed in ways that are founded,
often unconsciously, on so-called “princi-
ples" culled from outmoded, industrial mod-
els. There is a need to articulate our thought
more clearly, comparing it critically with cut-
ting-edge thought and practice at an interna-
tional level.

Some current issues

» Challenging these assumptions involves
constructive reappraisal of the concept of the
comprehensive school. What kind of reap-
praisal of the structure of comprehensive
schooling should we undertake? What are
some of the areas of organization that might
need to change (e.g. separating students by
age or grade, separating knowledge into dis-
ciplines, students taking the same amount of
time to progress through a grade...)?

» Can this reappraisal be undertaken while
maintaining the principles of equity and so-
cial justice which underlie the principles of
public education?

» There is also a questioning of the lack of
continuity between primary and secondary,
with particular attention to the dip in pro-
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gress which some pupils experience in mid-
dle school. What can be done to overcome
these problems?

» The development of specialist schools
(magnet schools, faith-based schools, charter
schools, etc) has been proposed as a way of
tackling the perceived inadequacies of the
comprehensive system. How should educa-
tors react to these ideas? What role, if any,
can or should such forms of education play
in the future? [There is also an increase in
home-schooling.]

» More dramatically—and in the slightly
longer term—structures may be revolution-
ized by the impact of on-line learning. Does
this challenge the traditional concept of
school? How might schools use this technol-
ogy to the advantage of students?

» Are the purposes of education constant at
all stages of education, or should they alter
with the age of the learners?

» Should pre-school provision be seen as a
preparation for primary in terms of social
mixing and developing life skills rather than
mainly a preparation for reading and num-
ber work?

» What are the unique functions and pur-
poses that schools can fulfill that are not ad-
dressed by other institutions or
technologies?

These questions may well trigger other, more
specific ones. Some may be irrelevant in your
community. And there are certainly many
more questions that could and should be
asked.
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Criteria for Change

fter reflection on the discussions in the

Scottish study, a number of recommen-
dations were made about future reform ef-
forts. Any reform proposal would have to be
judged against these principles and would be
rejected if it did not address these concerns.

> There should always be a broad view of the
purposes of education: singling out any one
purpose as the main aim of education is
never adequate.

> There is a need for fundamental change in
what happens inside schools, because in a
rapidly changing world, education must
change to meet new needs.

> There is a need to move away from the
current overemphasis on an academic, sub-
ject-centered curriculum, memorizing of fac-
tual content, assessment, and examination.

» There must be a reduction in the external
setting of goals for schools and for the sys-
tem as a whole. Schools must be allowed
much greater flexibility than at present in
how they respond to the needs of individual
students and their communities. [It is impor-
tant to note that accountability is not ignored
here. The study recommends that schools be
required to publish information about their
goals and how they are meeting those goals
on a regular basis for use by parents and the
wider community.]

» Much more attention should be given to
developing higher-order capacities.

> Education should seek a balance between
cohesion and diversity.

» Students should learn to (be given the op-
portunity to) manage their own learning.

» Students should be more actively involved
in decision-making within the school.
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» Schooling should be a satisfactory experi-
ence in itself, and not just a preparation for
later life.

» Schooling should lay the foundation for a
lifelong process of education.

As you read these points, | ask you to con-
sider whether any of them surprise you. If we
truly consider what we know about student
growth and development, and about the na-
ture of our changing world, why haven’t the
factors on this list been our criteria all along?
Why does it take the expenditure of consid-
erable time and resources to “discover” what
experienced educators have known to be
true? And why do government policies so
often run counter to these principles?

Ways to Begin
tis a sad fact that many schools not only
fail to elicit opinions from parents and
their communities, but actively work to avoid
such contact. Where this is the case, the first
step will be opening a meaningful dialogue
and establishing an environment of trust.

Just as they did in Scotland, many people
will initially perceive such a request for their
input as simply a public relations ploy. Jaded
by similar efforts in the past, they will as-
sume that little will change. It will take time
and effort to prove those perceptions incor-
rect.

When entering a discussion of topics with a
long tradition—topics that many assume are
immutable and fixed—it is useful to find a
way to bypass “what is.” For example, rather
than looking at the schools as they are now
and imagining how they might change, I've
challenged teachers to imagine that they
were in charge of developing a public educa-
tion system on a new planet. | make it clear
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that there are no preconceptions and no lim-
its on how they can structure the process. No
“sacred cow” is beyond question. Initial dis-
cussion should be as open as possible. Use
brainstorming techniques in which no judg-
ment is passed on ideas as they are sug-
gested. No idea is ruled out as “impossible.”

Withhold the need to quickly identify “an-
swers.” The purpose here is to create a new
paradigm. The more different perspectives
emerge, the richer the knowledge base from
which solutions can be mined.

Rather than beginning with what is wrong,
begin with what is right! Encourage people
to identify what schools are already doing
that achieves desired results. Above all, do
whatever it takes to insure that the “tone” of
focus groups or other discussions is one of
fact-finding—exploration—curiosity about
possibilities, rather than about deciding what
(or who) is right or wrong.

Agree to consider the possibility that there
may be several ways to achieve the same
goal, all of which are necessary. This is no
small task. It requires constantly reminding
one another that, at some level, everyone in-
volves shares a common goal. It requires re-
minding ourselves to say, “Yes, and...” rather
than “Yes, but...!” And it requires putting
concern for children and the future above
personal needs to “win.”

Dialogue...not debate

dialogue is a special kind of discussion
with its own set of rules. In a dialogue,

M You prefer a certain position but do not
cling to it.

M You are ready to listen to others.

M Your mindset is not one of 'convincing
others that your way is right' but of ask-
ing what you can learn from them.
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M You recognize that other people’s input
will help you refine your own ideas or
reveal your misconceptions.

M Itis not win-lose. In dialogue all sides
win by coming up with a more appro-
priate solution than a single person
could ever have.

In his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Ef-
fective People, Stephen Covey speaks of syn-
ergy, which comes from the Greek word
meaning cooperation. Synergy is often de-
scribed as “The whole is greater than the
sum of the parts.” But it is more. Synergy
occurs when people work together and pro-
duce something that is greater than any of
them could have done individually.

According to Covey,

"Many people have not really experi-
enced even a moderate degree of syn-
ergy in their family life or in other
interactions. They've be entrained and
scripted into defensive and protective
communications or into believing that
life and other people can't be trusted.
This represents one of the great trage-
dies and wastes in life, because so much
potential remains...completely undevel-
oped and unused... The essence of syn-
ergy is to value differences—to respect
them, to build on strengths, to compen-
sate for weaknesses.”

As hopeless as it sometimes seems, it IS
possible to change the face of education in
our lifetime. But first, we must transform
ourselves. We must move out of the shells
that have limited our views of what is possi-
ble. Yes, those shells have also provided us
with a sense of safety and security...but at
what cost.
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