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This book is dedicated to those who believe that a competent and progres-
sive public education system, designed for the times in which we live, is
the cornerstone of a democracy; a system that promotes “equity, access
and opportunity for all” in the service of the common good. It is these
believers who will garner the insight, tenacity, and courage to redesign

the existing education system. By doing so they will provide citizens with
an invaluable set of skills by which they can learn, interpret, understand,

and help shape the “form and function” of a 21st century
Information Age society.
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Preface

In times of profound change, the learners inherit the earth, while the learned
find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer
exists.1

I attended school in the 1950s and 1960s in the Canadian province of
British Columbia. I spent over thirty years teaching, in administration at the
school and District level, and as a consultant. Like many of my colleagues
much of my career was spent on trying to improve or change the education
system. It was evident what the problems were but we could never reach any
systemic agreement as to what the solution was.

Many of the issues associated with educational reform and change are the
same in Canada as they are in the United States. I have chosen to write about
what it would take to reform education in the United States because the
issues blocking the progressive reform of education in America are more
complex, more divisive, and more public than they are in Canada. Converse-
ly, and because of those circumstances, I believe that America is in the best
position to make this type of reform a reality. This book summarizes the
circumstances and factors that I perceive have inhibited attempts to make
substantial changes to, or block the reform of, public education systems. I
also include some possible solutions for consideration that might move that
discussion forward.

The ability to attend school and receive an education was for me, the
single greatest factor in gaining access to a successful career, a quality life
style, and good standard of living. My education opened doors and created
opportunities for me that I am forever thankful for. But the world is chang-
ing. The quality of life and the opportunities that I had access to in life have
not been there for the children of the past two generations, and they will not
be there for future generations.

xi
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The major reason for that disconnect is that the present education system
is out of sync with the times we live in. This book explores why and how that
happened and suggests how the present system should be redesigned around
a future based on learning, equity, access, opportunity, and quality of life for
all.

The community in which I was raised was considered to be rural, working
class, and poor. The homes were not extravagant, but they were functional.
We ate well, never lacked for the basic essentials, and had strong friendships
and affiliations with extended family and community members.

Each autumn we received a pair of winter boots and a jacket. When
summer arrived our Mom cut our hair short, both for convenience and econo-
my. Health and dental care programs were expensive and access to those
services was driven by what the family could afford. There were some older
citizens in the community but many people died in their forties and fifties,
usually from an accident of some form, cancer, or a heart attack. Smoking
was popular and Saturday night was a time for socialization, dancing, and the
consumption of alcohol after a week of hard work.

I grew up on a farm and our family lived in a manner that was mainly
self-sustaining and independent. We raised cattle, chickens, geese, and pigs.
We kept a large garden, picked berries in season, and supplemented our food
supply by hunting and fishing. Vegetables, chicken, fish, and fruit were
canned as were jams and jellies, and items like potatoes, carrots, and turnips
were stored in our root house. We had wood heat and in the early 1950s we
used kerosene and coal oil as a light source. With the provision of electricity
and plumbing we had running water, an inside toilet, and a TV.

My Dad completed grade ten but the depression ended his dreams of
becoming a doctor. He had to quit school because his family needed him to
find work to help support them in tough times. He became a logger. He
started working at twelve cents an hour for six days a week, carrying railway
ties, as part of a crew that built railway grades to access timber. He eventual-
ly acquired a steam ticket and began running equipment.

My Mom was a few courses shy of graduation when she was forced to
quit school and attend to her ailing parents. Based on those experiences it
was not surprising that a constant theme at our supper table was the need for
an education. We were told that schooling would improve our quality of life
and would create opportunities for us: opportunities that my parents could
only imagine. Having an education was considered the best way for us to
better ourselves in life.

The Depression and then World War II greatly restricted my parents’
options. Consequently, they had high expectations for us. They wanted their
children to have what they couldn’t. They believed that success awaited
those who were prepared to fully engage in the learning process. It was a
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message that we heard often, both in our home and within the working class
community in which we were raised.

There was an acceptance in our community that not all kids were cut out
to be scholars. Those who didn’t finish school could find quality work in the
woods, the mills, the mines, or in a variety of other industries. But the
priority was to try and get an education and at minimum, get enough educa-
tion to be literate. My mother or grandmother read stories to us as children
and when we could read we had access to a variety of books that were kept in
the house.

Children with special needs were kept out of the mainstream and did not
appear in school. Girls more often than not were encouraged to be wives
first, but a number of them broke that pattern within our community and
opted to partake in advanced educational opportunities. And children who
were not heterosexual learned to be very quiet about their feelings. The
consequences for not doing so were not pleasant.

It was a strong community and family expectations were that we would
all attend school and receive an education. Access for everyone to quality
educational services in our community was not only expected, it was de-
manded. Community members believed that education provided the opportu-
nity for their children to move from working class to middle class or further
up the ladder depending on their desire, attitude, and aptitude.

Because education was important, those who provided educational ser-
vices were placed on a pedestal. As students, we were expected to comply
with the schools’ expectations for achievement and behavior. Those expecta-
tions were reinforced by the home. At the same time, we were raised to be
self-reliant and independent. We were encouraged by our parents and grand-
parents to stand up for ourselves and not be pushed around. Sometimes the
institutional expectation conflicted with family or community expectations.
When those expectations collided, the interactions between the family and
the school were lively to say the least.

The school curriculum in the 1950s and 1960s was fairly constant. It was
always clear to us what was to be taught, what was to be learned, and what
standards were to be met to earn an A in school. It was also clear what
standards were in place to be awarded an F. Grades, rightly or wrongly, were
assigned on a bell curve and everyone knew where they stood in relation to
their peers.

Teachers had the right to discipline and administer corporal punishment.
It was their means of maintaining order in the school and in some circum-
stances, motivating students to learn. This right for teachers was accepted
and supported by our community and was not challenged unless the punish-
ment handed down by the teacher was viewed as extreme, mean, or exces-
sive, or in some cases not equally applied or not strong enough.
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This was one place where myth or custom about the supremacy of the
school often won out over fact within community. Invariably the teacher was
supported and the child was chastised or punished both at school and at home
for the same offense. It was the equivalent of double jeopardy.

Community members believed in the coupling of authority with stern
discipline and punishment. They felt that children needed a strong hand and
guidance to make sure that they turned out properly. But some teachers were
known for their indiscriminate use of power under the guise of authority and
control.

Being strapped, kicked, punched, slapped, and having your hair pulled or
your knuckles rapped at school because of the teacher’s temper provided
very little motivation for most of us to learn. In some of the schools I at-
tended, it was the Principal who was the school bully.

There were no Kindergarten, Head Start or pre-school initiatives, pro-
grams on nutrition, safety, bullying prevention, or policies on diversity in our
community. Our schools were safe. Fighting was common, but the use of
guns, knives, and drugs were not, although there were a number of incidents
involving alcohol. Often we would have visitors in our classrooms, inspect-
ing the performance of teachers.

Sometimes teachers disappeared after those visits, for reasons rumored
but never really known. And once in a while when a school was judged not to
be doing well, the Principal was removed. These outcomes were infrequent.
Whether dismissals were for reasons of criminal behavior, incompetence,
alcohol abuse, or sexual misconduct was seldom known but widely speculat-
ed upon.

The school system I attended was good at controlling its message and
keeping the public minimally informed. Nevertheless the public maintained a
faith and trust in these institutions.

Secondary schools offered entry level trade courses for students in the
Vocational program but their raison d’etre was to have students qualify for
access to post-secondary programs.

A graduation certificate for a program that qualified for university or
college entrance was enough to gain employment in a variety of areas; not
because of any specific skillset generated by course work but because it
demonstrated an ability to learn and persevere. That was then.

The demarcation point between my past and my future occurred when I
attended a conference on technology and the new age that was evolving, in
Scottsdale, Arizona in 1985. The presenter was Dr. Jim Benson, the Dean of
Technology for the University of Wisconsin-Stout. He spoke of growing up
in a similar lifestyle and circumstance to the one I had and said that the
lifestyle he experienced as a child on his grandfather’s farm in Wisconsin
was closer to that of the Pharaoh’s in Egypt than it was to the one we were
living in.
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That Wisconsin lifestyle was based on working the earth to raise food and
crops, raising animals to use for food or work, relying on hunting and fishing
to supplement meals, structuring life around the light from the sun, using oil
for lamps and wood for heat, and gathering water from a well or a river. For
thousands of years, people all around the globe lived in a manner similar to
this. If that existence was plotted on a graph it would be represented by an
almost straight line that rose gradually over time.

The Industrial Revolution sharply changed the pattern of human exis-
tence, especially in America and for a large part of the population, especially
those who lived in cities. If that existence were plotted on a graph it would
have to be represented by a line that curved steadily upwards from the early
1800s to the 1970s and 1980s. That period of time was followed by the
Information Age, which placed an emphasis on information, knowledge, and
technology. The impact of this age on human existence, urban, rural, and
global, is still unfolding but the plot of that graph would have to be represent-
ed by a line that was close to vertical.

Dr. Benson made those comments almost thirty years ago. He spoke
about the dramatic changes taking place in our world at a rate and speed that
has never before been witnessed in the history of mankind. What has hap-
pened since that presentation as the result of the Information Age is even
more consequential in terms of the extent, impact, and pace of change.

The nature and substance of this change has not yet been fully understood
nor has it been fully accommodated within the practice, structure, and func-
tion of our organizations, institutions, and bureaucracies. Some of these or-
ganizations, institutions, and bureaucracies are making adjustments, and are
creating adaptations and innovations to align themselves with the function
and form of this new age. Conspicuously absent from these efforts to rein-
vent, reform, and change is public education.

This book uses the evolution of these dramatic changes to demonstrate
that the world in which we live has changed in substantial ways. We live in a
society driven by national and global interests facilitated by technological
applications and innovations that are influencing the way we think, work,
and function. The practice, the organizational structures and the organization
of work in the banking industry, national security agencies, the military,
energy companies, and manufacturing to name a few are vastly different
today than they were in the 1980s. One would expect that those same influ-
ences would have an impact on educational services and programs but they
haven’t.

How to create equity, opportunity, and access for all and not just one class
is a central theme of this book. The threats and impediments to creating a
new educational system as well as some of the aspects of what a new system
might look like are also explored. Creating Educational Access, Equity, and
Opportunity for All provides a detailed outline of the problems and chal-
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lenges that affect the competency and continued existence of public educa-
tion especially for children in the middle and working classes as well as those
who live in poverty. Public education was never intended to be the domain of
only one class of people in America. Creating a quality public education
system for all was indeed a class-less act and should continue to be so in the
future.

One might question why so much of the book is devoted to identifying the
problem. The reason is specific and intentional. Part of the problem of iden-
tifying what is wrong with public education, and thereby identifying the
appropriate solution, is that most people tend to see the problem in pieces or
only in terms of their area of expertise or area of interest or concern.

They seldom see the commonality that exists within all of the problems
that plague public education or recognize that they are all subsets of the same
problem. When people develop a systemic view of the issues and begin to
recognize the difficulties that the education system faces, then there is a
chance of beginning to develop appropriate solutions.

The past thirty years have seen many crusades for change under the
banner of accountability, curriculum, technology, assessment, leadership, nu-
trition, Charter Schools, etc. Yet none of these crusades has individually
achieved any sustained success or influenced the operation and practice in
public education as a whole.

Instead of seeing what is wrong with individual aspects of the system,
people need to see the problem in its entirety: a collection of parts that
comprise the whole. Only then can the right questions be asked and the right
solutions be enacted.

The process of understanding and developing solutions cannot only be the
purview of politicians and corporate America. Professionals, parents, stu-
dents, and experts from related fields must create a coalition of the willing to
undertake the renewal of public education. This book has been written with
all of those audiences in mind.

Enabling that type of participation and involvement requires new prac-
tice, new planning processes, and the use of new tools. There are some who
would reject this idea out of hand as impractical or requiring too much effort.
For those who might think that way, I ask them to consider what the last
thirty years of interventions and initiatives have brought. Any objective con-
sideration of that question should produce an answer that says much has been
done in the name of change but little substantive and real change has taken
place.

In a televised speech in February 2014, President Obama spoke about the
need to change the public education system in America. He noted that the
graduation rate is the highest that it has been in thirty years, that the dropout
rate for Latinos has dropped by half since 2000, that the cost of student loans
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was coming down, and that he was launching an initiative to connect more
secondary schools in the nation to broadband services.

These are all well and good but they are improvements and not the sub-
stantial and fundamental changes that alter the structure and practice of a
system badly in need of change. The president went on to say that there is
still very much to do. It is determining and identifying the extent and depth of
“very much” that is the challenge. That doesn’t mean that everything with the
existing system is wrong or bad. It’s not. But the context for education has
changed, and we need to validate what aspects of the system should be
maintained and which ones should be changed or deleted.

The genesis for this book began with a request by the publisher to revise
and update a previous book I wrote called The Gated Society.2 After com-
pleting the research I began to see a new book emerging, inclusive of some of
the themes and ideas of the earlier book, but with a different focus and a
stronger emphasis on why the education system needs to be reformed. Many
of the thoughts and ideas throughout the book are supported by facts and
research gleaned from books, newspapers, and Internet searches. Some are
supported by opinions and thoughts based on experience and personal obser-
vations.

Even though this book is critical of many aspects of the existing educa-
tional system, the overall goal or intent of writing this book is an optimistic
one. It is to encourage a reflection upon the changes in society since 1980
and connect that reflection to how those changes impact on the context,
organization, practice, and structure of the current public education system.

The last three decades have been witness to an education system that has
struggled, has been unable to change, has been criticized and derided in some
circles, and has been unable to be successful in the education of far too many
children.

The reasons for that are plentiful and the ad infinitum solutions that have
been imposed on the system to improve student achievement have proven to
be unsuccessful and ineffective. “. . . Overall, school turnaround efforts have
consistently fallen far short of hopes and expectations. Quite simply, turn-
arounds are not a scalable strategy for fixing America’s troubled urban
school systems.”3

Recently an Ohio state representative stated that “. . . a free market system
in which parents and students have the ‘ultimate say’ would fare better than
the current education system. Failing schools would simply go out of busi-
ness.” He went on to say “Bust up the education monopolies and do not settle
for the lowest common denominator. Privatize everything and the results will
speak for themselves.”4

That is not an isolated view in America today. The future of public educa-
tion is at risk not just because of those comments but because the system is
not effective in dealing with today’s realities. For those reasons, and others,
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the universal advocacy for the continued existence of a quality public educa-
tion system is no longer there. This book argues for the creation of a new
system designed around equity, access, and opportunity for all that would
once again enjoy universal acceptance and support. It is not an argument for
sustaining the current system.

The continued efforts to deregulate public education, through privatiza-
tion, Charter Schools, vouchers, and tax incentives, are a recipe for societal
disaster. Public education is one of the building blocks of a democratic
society. The focus on privatization and economic gain for providers of edu-
cational services ignores and denies some of the fundamental principles put
forth by the founders that shaped and guided the development of this country.

How the public education system should change, to what and for what
purpose, is at this point unresolved. It is a topic for which there is little
agreement. This book is an attempt to suggest some answers to those ques-
tions, recognizing that the understanding and motivation to undertake any
substantive reform of the existing public educational enterprise may not be
present to the degree it should be within the society.

But what is clear is that the impacts and effects for not changing are
substantial and will have a ripple effect far beyond the domain of public
education and into the social, political, cultural, and economic realms of this
society. That realization alone should be enough to initiate the discussion.

NOTES

1. Eric Hoffer, “I-CHANGE,” accessed 9/8/2013, http://www.i-change.biz/changequota-
tions.php.

2. Everette Surgenor, The Gated Society, Exploring Information Age Realities for Schools
(Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Education in partnership with American Association of
School Administrators, 2009).

3. Andy Smarick, “The Turnaround Fallacy,” Winter 2010, Vol. 10, No. 1, accessed 2/13/
2014, http://educationnext.org/the-turnaround-fallacy/.

4. Rebecca Klein, “GOP Lawmaker: ‘Public Education in America Is Socialism,’” The
Huffington Post, 03/14/2014 accessed 3/15/2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/03/14/
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Introduction

“Just because everything is different doesn’t mean anything has changed.”1

New circumstances, innovations, and realities emerged during the late 1970s
and early1980s that began having an impact on the quality of life, life style,
the nature of work, politics, and the economy in America. It was the begin-
ning of a new era, one in which information and not natural resources were
the major resource and driver of the economy.

The nature of society was changing and it would alter the way some
people thought as well as how they interacted with others. A greater empha-
sis was placed on self-worth and self-importance. The middle class was
strong, wages were good, and the American Dream was alive and well.
Advertisers and marketers encouraged people to design their lifestyle around
their own personal wants and needs. The needs and wants of the individual or
special interest groups began to compete with the needs and wants of society.

One of the first advertising slogans I can recall was in the Virginia Slims
ad that said “you’ve come a long way baby.” This ad was designed to tap into
the momentum of the women’s movement for gender equity. The ad encour-
aged women to want and need special things for themselves. In this case it
was their own cigarette.

Traditional patterns of authority associated with schools, the family, the
police, and the federal government began to be questioned and challenged.
The Vietnam War and the way it was conducted was covered extensively on
the evening news. It provided an unwanted insight into the political, econom-
ic, and social world in which Americans lived. Some, especially the young,
did not like what they saw. They demanded change.

One of the demands for change in the 1980s and 1990s was that schools
better respond to the needs of children who were not considered “main-

1
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stream.” School districts were challenged to properly identify and better
serve the learning needs of all children. They were also challenged to re-
spond to the social needs of children in terms of nutrition issues, sex-educa-
tion, bullying, English as a Second Language, readiness to learn (e.g. Head
Start), poverty, and diversity. Schools found themselves immersed in a politi-
cal environment populated by specialized groups with specific agendas and
specific demands. They did not respond well over time to these agendas and
demands.

The once stable world of the Industrial society began to give way to the
rapid and unrelenting change of an Information society. Technology, com-
munication, innovation, and globalization were seen as major contributors to
that change process. Education systems proved to be unresponsive to those
changes and many of the initiatives aimed at reform were inadequate and met
with limited or no success.

Schools were criticized and challenged for their lack of performance and
for some of the belief structures and organizational processes they represent-
ed. Student achievement levels on standardized tests in the United States
were compared to those of students in other nations. The U.S. results were
mediocre and below expectation.2

Politicians used the data obtained from standardized testing for political
gain. Fixing the problem proved to be difficult. Assigning blame for the
problem proved to be a much easier task. Low achievement levels prompted
questions by politicians about teacher performance, the expenditure of tax
dollars on public education, and the quality of leadership within some
schools and districts.

Demands for greater levels of accountability and higher student perfor-
mance became commonplace. But those initiatives never had the capacity,
intent, or the philosophical integrity to fix, rebuild, redesign, or reform the
existing system to make it better or more functional.

The agendas of accountability and student performance were all too often
used to further debilitate an already struggling system. The right accountabil-
ity measures are an important part of any system but ones like these, con-
trived by politicians and bureaucrats to serve political ends, are a cancer upon
the soul of public education.

The fall of teachers from the pedestals of respect, admiration, and support
during the 1980s and 1990s was quick and sudden. It soon became clear that
public education systems were not willing or were unable to change, and they
lacked the capacity to do so, even if they tried. Within the public sphere,
there was a loss of faith and confidence in educators and in the education
system.

Politicians at all levels of government have made the quality or lack of it
within the education systems a staple of their election campaigns for many
years. When elected, these politicians assumed direct control over the educa-
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tion systems compelling educational professionals to comply with their polit-
ically motivated agendas.

They filled a void vacated by educational professionals who on their own
were unable to build any lasting public consensus regarding the content and
process of change. Centralization of control at the state level became the
modus operandi for governments. And those politically motivated agendas
have continued to dominate the educational reform agenda over the past
thirty years.

Some schools are doing everything that has been asked of them and are
doing it well. The social, economic, and family structures of students who
attend these schools are such that they would likely do well under most
circumstances. The real concern is that many schools are not doing well and
the students attending those schools continue to underperform. Those schools
are viewed as failed schools.

A revamped, revised, or reformed school system is needed to serve the
present and future political, social, and economic needs of the country. But
arriving at a nationwide consensus agreement as to what constitutes that
system is next to impossible under present circumstances. The continued and
ongoing focus on standardized testing and measures of accountability make
discussion about what needs to change, and why, difficult to have.

There is no agreement on what should change and why, on what should
be done, for whom, by whom, and for what purpose. It is not clear if the
concepts of equity, of access, and of opportunity are still held by a majority
of citizens as essential aspects of a public education system. There is a
consensus that education as a system is failing, but there is no common
understanding or agreement as to the nature or degree of that failure.

The current approach to fixing failing schools is not working. It is like
hiring twenty contractors, each with a different specialty, to renovate a home
without the aid of any architectural drawings or direction. Each contractor
works on their own area without coordinating, cooperating, or sharing their
expertise with others.

Consequently, each contractor conducts an independent renovation or re-
fit of their specific section of the house without any consideration for the
overall design or functioning of the home or the work of other contractors.
Approaching the renovation of a home in this manner would be chaotic,
dysfunctional, costly, and unproductive. The same is true for an underper-
forming or failed school.

The nature of that change is made even more unclear by the diversity of
ideological and cultural views that are embedded in the beliefs people hold
about education and its purpose. That diversity is driven by religious, politi-
cal, social, or economic viewpoints. The current education system is unable
to respond effectively to those viewpoints and to the expectations they create.
A partnership consisting of government, parents, corporations, and profes-
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sionals involved in the growth, development, nurturing, and care of children
needs to oversee the creation of a new and revitalized education system that
is able to respond to multi-dimensional needs. But creating that system raises
two interlocking challenges.

Those on the right see parts of the public education system as not work-
ing, not improving, and resistant to change. They believe that despite the
circumstances an individual might face, it is up to them to persevere and to
overcome those obstacles in order to be successful. Specifically they believe
that no matter how much money is invested in poor performing schools there
will be little or no return on that investment. Under current circumstances
that belief is not wrong.

The business model the right adheres to suggests that when something is
not working, you should stop doing what you are doing and come up with
something new. They apply that model to failed schools. Charter schools are
an example of something new. Those on the left believe that more investment
in teachers, nutrition, early childhood programs, and social interventions are
necessary before the system can be made whole again.

They believe that with this type of help and assistance, individuals will
have a better chance to succeed. They also believe in the value and purpose
of education, not only for the individual but for the future of the nation. A
good education is the way that people through quality work and high
achievement can have access to a better life.

These are the ideological goal posts between which the pendulum of
public education swings. It is a cycle that has to be broken before any mean-
ingful change can take place. Both points of view have merit and both need
to be considered when creating change, but neither one of those views has the
capacity to create and sustain the public education system that is needed.
Both of these views merely offer a different approach to maintaining a 20th
century model of education constructed around 19th century thinking.

The current focus of change is on raising the low levels of student
achievement. For those in charge of these change initiatives the lack of
performance is the key indicator as to what is wrong with public education.
The solutions they offer in response to these low performance levels are
often reflective of their own political ideologies.

Instead of spending so much time and energy on reacquiring standards
reflective of the past within underperforming schools, they should be trying
to redesign the system around a new context that is reflective of the age we
are living in. That is where the real changes need to be made.

The system as a whole is not improving and most of the changes inflicted
on public education are making things worse. The gaps between those
achieving at a high level and those who aren’t is widening. The sustainability
of the existing public education system is in question. Instead of improving
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the entire system is evolving into a multi-tiered system of varying quality
across America.

The creation of Charter schools is one of those attempts to implement
change even though the reviews on the success of these schools are mixed.
“Charter schools operate with considerably more independence than tradi-
tional public schools. They are free to structure their curriculum and school
environment: for instance many charter schools fit more instructional hours
into a year by running longer school days and providing instruction on week-
ends and during the summer. Because few charter schools are unionized, they
can hire and fire teachers and administrative staff without regard to the
collectively bargained seniority and tenure provisions that constrain such
decisions in most public schools.”3

“Proponents see charter schools’ freedom from regulation as a source of
educational innovation, with the added benefit of providing a source of com-
petition that may prompt innovation and improvement in the rest of the
public system.”4

Despite how they are marketed to parents, Charter schools do not consti-
tute a reform of public education. They constitute a change, possibly an
improvement on the existing system, and they respond to the demand for
choice. These schools are founded for political, religious, or economic rea-
sons “. . . and they are not subject to the scrutiny of school boards or govern-
ment authorities.”5

In a business environment, there would be an alarm, a review, a rethink,
and a redesign of the enterprise if they lost clients or customers started to
reject their products. But no such alarm is taking place within public educa-
tion. It has been my experience that educators tend to dismiss any suggestion
that students are clients and that there is anything to learn from the business
experience over the past three decades.

Educators voice philosophical arguments that oppose choice and want to
see the existing public system improved and/or sustained at all costs. But
those who ignore the financial concerns, the public’s desire for choice and
the learning needs of clients, product quality, and issues of supply and de-
mand do so at their own peril. Educators cannot continue to act and behave
like they have a monopoly on the delivery of educational services. They
don’t.

In today’s America, education systems are more politicized than ever.
Each jurisdiction, based on the political ideology of governance, implements
its own educational objectives according to the beliefs and philosophies that
underpin that political ideology. The political discourse within states and
across the nation is typified by diverse and sometimes conflicting political
views that are purported to expand, change, control, or limit public educa-
tion. These views range from a Jeffersonian philosophy of education6 to that
proposed by Libertarians or advocates of Ayn Rand.7
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Followers of the Libertarian or Rand philosophy are opposed to public
education. One early libertarian, William Goodwin, saw national education
as “. . . a state controlled form of indoctrination intended to bolster the
authority of states. . . .”8 Libertarians believe it is up to the individual to set
their own path, without government assistance or interference.

Add to this mix the views of others who are opponents of public educa-
tion. There are those with specific religious beliefs that cause them to be
opposed to the values that they believe public education represents, especial-
ly where sex education, science, evolution, global warming, and prayer are
concerned. Others challenge the value or purpose of the Federal Department
of Education and would like to see it eliminated. It is viewed as an example
of big government and an infringement on state and individual rights.

There are points of view within these beliefs that place schools in a win/
lose situation depending on who has political power. This win/lose circum-
stance is disruptive to the system and creates a circumstance where politics
sometimes takes precedence over the needs of children.

“Disruption and havoc will produce what corporate reformers are hoping
for: a loss of faith in public education; a conviction that it is broken beyond
repair; and a willingness to try anything, even to allow for-profit vendors to
take over the responsibilities of the public sector. That is already happening
in many states, where hundreds of millions of dollars are siphoned away
from public schools and handed over to disruptive commercial enterprises. It
doesn’t produce better education, but it produces profits.”9

Part of the disruption is caused by the demands from a variety of compet-
ing interests for schools to respond to their issues. Special interest groups
bombard educational systems with a variety of curriculums or programs that
they expect the schools to include in their instructional offerings. These
curriculums or programs reflect the beliefs and values of these groups who
see the education system as the societal platform by which they can imple-
ment their point of view.

These requests often deal with plans for fixing social ills, creating aware-
ness about a special interest issue, or creating a change that serves political
views of that particular group. They want the teachers to add the curriculums
that they have created to what already is being taught in the classroom.

What these groups propose may or may not have value. Usually no new
money or resources are offered to support the proposed implementation and
it falls to the school staff to deliver one of these programs amidst an already
busy agenda. The teacher’s primary focus should be on teaching the pre-
scribed curriculum and creating the best learning environment possible. Im-
posing additional classroom obligations upon them is not reflective of good
practice. Change is important, but the nature of that change must be validated
by research and by alignment with new trends and realities.
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The following are offered as examples of how change has impacted some
organizations and institutions and not others. Imagine that you have been
asked to look at three photographs from the 1950s and compare them with
digital images from the present. The first picture is that of an American
soldier fighting in the Korean War. Compare that picture with an image of an
American soldier fighting in Afghanistan. It is readily apparent that the latter
has far more equipment and devices than his Korean era counterpart.10

Further investigation would reveal that the firepower, the technology, and
support systems for the 21st century soldier are vastly superior to that of his
counterpart who fought in the Korean War. The soldiers that fight in Afghan-
istan are better trained, better led, more skilled, are trained to work in teams,
sustain fewer casualties per engagement and are more effective at making
war. The soldier from the Korean War would not be able to step into the
Afghan conflict and do well. That soldier would be out of place and in great
danger because of a lack of training and expertise.

Next consider a picture of a hospital emergency room of the 1950s and
compare it to the digital images of the First Responders to the Boston Mara-
thon bombing. Their use of technology, their training to deal with issues like
this, and the way the teams in the hospital communicated and cooperated
with those responders was superior to the way people would have responded
to an emergency in the 1950s.

It is my opinion that the people in the 1950 emergency room would have
been totally out of place with the circumstances that the health care profes-
sionals faced in Boston, in terms of methodology, training, coordination,
cooperation, technology, qualifications, and practice. The people that re-
quired immediate and expert attention at the site of the bombing would have
been at a far greater risk in the care of 1950 era practitioners.

In the last example, compare a classroom of the 1950s to one found in
today’s schools. In many ways, the classrooms appear to be the same: desks,
blackboard, chalk, teacher at the front, and samples of student work on the
walls. In some cases, but not all, computers would be present in the class-
room of today.

But unlike the soldier or the medical practitioner, the teacher of the 1950s
would be able to step into the classroom of today, without having to make
very many adjustments to their instructional style. They wouldn’t know
about the delivery and content of social programs nor would they be used to
the type of student that populates today’s classrooms. Because not much has
changed in education over the past sixty years, it is the student who is at risk.

It is astounding that nature, circumstance, and expectations could create
fundamental shifts in the practice, training, use of equipment, and technology
in the first two examples but leave education in the land that time forgot. By
doing so, the education system and those who work in it have been exempted
from re-conceiving and changing the existing system.
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A further example to demonstrate this point is found in the collapse of a
bridge into the Skagit River in Washington State. A few years ago another
one fell into the Mississippi River in Minnesota. At least 70,000 bridges in
the United States are considered to be structurally deficient.11 They are not
being repaired or replaced and more will collapse.

Congress knows about these infrastructure issues but will not allocate
funds for their renewal. As a matter of fact, they have reduced the funds
available for bridge repair and replacement. Their decision despite the rheto-
ric to the contrary was not based on need, public safety, or public welfare.

These bridge incidents provide an instructive metaphor as to why educa-
tional reform remains a bridge too far, pun intended. Like the need for bridge
repair and infrastructure renewal, it is clear what needs to be done to reform
education and what the impacts are for not doing so. But even with that
insight, nothing much is happening. Why? It is not happening because of
political ideologies and a lack of understanding about what reforms are nec-
essary and how they can be implemented. Political divisiveness is trumping
the need to respond to the demonstrated needs of the society.

Education is a state right, but the federal government through the Depart-
ment of Education has the opportunity to try to champion reform and change.
The federal government is a champion for renewing the nation’s infrastruc-
ture. Likewise, the Department of Education should be a champion for the
renewal of the nation’s cognitive infrastructure.

The common sense or the collectively held wisdom of a community that
informed my parents about work, social structures, justice, politics, econom-
ics, decision making, education, health, and citizenship to name a few, is not
the common sense my children or grandchildren will need to negotiate the
present and future.

The cognitive infrastructure is the thinking and reasoning skills as well as
the attitudes and aptitudes needed to sustain learning and learning systems in
the 21st century. The skills, attitudes, and aptitudes of this infrastructure
would enhance learning, economic opportunities, promote social equity, and
encourage participation in political processes that enrich the democracy.
They also inform the new common sense needed to thrive and survive in this
new age.

The infrastructure metaphor also provides some insight as to the reform
of public education. When a fifty or sixty year old bridge is replaced because
it collapsed or is in imminent danger of doing so, it is redesigned and built
around new ideas, new information, and new understandings. Why not ad-
here to the same process for renewal, change, or reform of a fifty-plus-year-
old education system? Like many of the bridges, the education system is
structurally deficient and in much need of replacement.

When President Obama championed health care, acceptance of gays in
the military, same sex marriage, and women serving on the front line in battle
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changes began to happen. His position on same-sex marriage is viewed as
having an impact on public opinion.12 The obligation for reform falls on
many but it needs leadership by the president, and other leading voices in the
public milieu, to prepare and inform the nation about the nature and extent of
the total reform that is needed in public education. Doing so would build
readiness and support for reform.

But focusing on only one aspect of change like pre-kindergarten, nutri-
tion, student loans, and so on does a disservice to the process of reform.
People need to understand the full depth and scope of the reform needed.
They need to see and understand that need in its entirety. It won’t be easy but
it is the only way that a majority of the public will come to see and support
the need for proper educational change.

In a recent speech in Scranton, Pennsylvania, the president spoke about
making higher education more affordable and accessible. He said that “High-
er education is not a luxury—it’s an economic necessity.”13 But in truth, all
levels of education in an era of life-long learning are a societal necessity if
America is going to redefine and reinvent itself within a 21st century context
in a manner that will benefit all of its citizens. It will take time, perseverance,
and courage. Progress is often slow.

When I was young I learned about the legend of the Gordian knot.14 The
knot was tied in a way that could not be unraveled. The solution for unravell-
ing the knot defied the best thinkers of the day. That is until Alexander the
Great arrived, considered the problem, and then provided the “out of the
box” solution by promptly slicing the knot in half with his sword.

The legend of the Gordian knot is apropos to the reform of educational
systems. The cognitive, economic, social, and political structures of America
have created metaphorical knots or problems that are blocking the reform of
education. At times these knots seem to pose imponderable challenges. And
like Alexander, society needs to find a reform solution, or solutions, that slice
dramatically through these knots and effectively resolve those challenges.

I believe that education can be put on the pathway for renewal, despite the
obstacles that are in the way. The circumstances of the day require that a
collective decision be made to initiate this type of change. As Tom Selleck
said in his role as Police Commissioner of New York City in the TV series
Blue Bloods, “That’s the thing about decisions. You don’t have to talk your-
self into the right ones.”15 Reforming education is the right decision.

Many people know what needs to be done. Making it happen is the
difficult part. The goal of this book is to provide thoughts, ideas, facts, and
opinions that make an argument for a different type of reform than what is
presently taking place. I will not pretend that I have the answers or that all of
my proposals are achievable. My intent is to make suggestions, ask the right
questions, and to initiate a conversation that may lead to a substantive change
in education.
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As Buckminster Fuller said, “You never change things by fighting the
existing reality. To change something, build a new model of reality that
makes the existing model obsolete.”16 In this case, building a new reality
won’t make the old system obsolete. It already is.
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Chapter One

A Society in Conflict

“The self-taught man seldom knows anything accurately and he does not know
a tenth as much as he could have known if he had worked under teach-
ers. . . .”1

The conflicts within American society can partly be explained by the sub-
stantial differences that exist between and among its citizens. These differ-
ences are wide ranging and are spread across a number of economic, cultural,
social, and political issues. They emanate from political ideologies, as well as
personal beliefs and values.

Some of them result from differing perspectives between North and
South, old and young, rich and poor, political left and political right, Chris-
tian and secular, rural and urban, protectors of privacy and defenders of
security, makers and takers, isolationists and internationalists, as well as
white and other ethnicities.

There are differences that are driven by differing beliefs in the role and
function of government in people’s daily lives. Some people distrust govern-
ment entirely. Their views are fueled by negative beliefs and nourished by
extreme left or far right views of what this country should be. These negative
beliefs are constructed from a variety of divergent values and beliefs includ-
ing a fear by some that the things that once made America great are fading
and failing.

Although some of these issues are beyond the scope of the educational
reform agenda, they are important to acknowledge and understand. Their
existence creates a climate that prevents the creation of any consensus on a
wide variety of topics including the implementation of a progressive educa-
tional reform process.

Despite these differences and disagreements, most people, to paraphrase a
quotation from Martin Luther King, are still “. . . willingly obedient to

11
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unenforceable obligations.”2 In other words, citizens are to some degree self-
governing. Above all else they possess a belief in the rule of law, understand
the obligations of citizenship in a democratic society, and have an expecta-
tion of fairness and justice when dealing with their government, their institu-
tions, and bureaucracy.

That is a source of strength for the country.
But it is not always a given that those on the extremes of the spectrum

believe that the rights and privileges that they enjoy should be extended
equally to those who think differently than they do. Still, most citizens be-
lieve that the foundations of the democracy are firmly in place despite their
concerns about the dysfunction of government in Washington.

This country is different today than it was in the latter part of the previous
century. There has been a huge shift in the population from rural to urban
areas and more recently a shift from the suburbs to the inner city. The birth
rate has been dropping over the years and the institution of marriage is being
transformed and redefined.

Some people fear that there has been a loss of personal privacy, and
others object to the loss of individual freedoms following 9/11, due to the
Patriot Act, the role of the National Security Agency, and the evolution of
technology to monitor people’s activities. The recent revelations by Anthony
Snowden on the inner workings of the National Security Agency have creat-
ed greater awareness about possible infringements on those freedoms and
rights not only in America but around the world.

The restructuring of the electoral map through gerrymandering coupled
with the 2010 Supreme Court decision sometimes referred to as Citizens
United, has changed the face of federal politics in America. That decision has
allowed individuals, groups, and political parties, mostly from anonymous
donors, to raise unlimited funds to spend on elections. President Obama, in
his 2010 address to Congress, said that “I don’t think American elections
should be bankrolled by America’s most powerful interests.”3

There is also a shift in demographics regarding ethnic and racial minor-
ities. The dominance of the white culture, which has been a majority popula-
tion in America since its inception, is shifting to a minority status over the
next few decades.4

The financial and mortgage mismanagement of a deregulated and unregu-
lated Wall Street in 2008 has exacerbated some of these issues. The impact of
that crisis was severe and the repercussions of it are still being felt. It contrib-
uted to the downsizing of the middle class, a greater enmity towards govern-
ment and financial institutions, as well as an expanded disposition towards
wealthy in the society, causing a dramatic widening in the disparity gap
between haves and have nots. It is estimated that the wealthiest 7 percent
have over the years since 2008 “. . . gained a whopping $5.6 trillion in net
worth while the rest lost $669 billion.”5
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Since 2008 poverty levels have increased substantially. Fifteen percent of
the nation’s population is presently living at or below the poverty line.6 That
amounts to over forty million people or approximately one out of every six
people. It has been at that level for the past two years despite modest im-
provements to the economy and a disproportionate allocation of wealth to the
richest 1 percent in the nation.

It became very evident and clear that the financial crisis was precipitated
by poor judgment and reckless behavior on the part of financial institutions
and by the lack of any meaningful oversight and regulation by government
regarding banks and Wall Street. People lost their pension plans and retire-
ment savings. Levels of unemployment within the middle and working
classes rose to unacceptable levels. Some of the jobs lost will never return
and if they do, it will likely be at a lower wage than before.

But a similar thing happened in 1929 when the inappropriate behavior of
the financial institutions created the Great Depression. Jobs and homes were
lost and poverty levels increased. “Between 1929 and 1932 the income of the
average American family was reduced by 40%, from $2,300 to $1,500.”7

Many people lived in despair and without hope.
The financial crisis of 2008 is sometimes referred to as the Great Reces-

sion. “A 2013 report by the Pew Charitable Trusts found that between 2007
and 2010, Gen X households lost 45 percent of their wealth, seriously hurting
their goal of a comfortable retirement.”8 These conditions are also causing
people to live in despair and without hope. “There’s nothing that the middle
class people fear more—that they’ll fail their children in economic terms,
that they’ll be downwardly mobile.”9

Contrary to what one might expect, these circumstances behind the finan-
cial crisis didn’t unite people to respond in aid of a common cause against
those who created the problems. Instead, it had the unexpected impact of
widening the divisions that already existed. And it didn’t create any unified
momentum within Congress to solve the problems that created, or were
created by, the crisis. It expanded the differences between and among citi-
zens and unleashed political, social, cultural, and economic conflicts that
currently define society.

Some states have passed legislation to limit or restrict teacher unions, the
number of teachers employed and the levels of teacher pay. There are con-
stant attempts to thwart or appeal the Affordable Care Act, to block immigra-
tion reform, to restrict women’s rights to abortion, contraception and equal
wages, to reduce unemployment benefits and access to food stamps, to re-
strict voter rights, block the reform of gun laws, and to prevent the raising of
the minimum wage.

Those affected by these actions face considerable challenges. The people
and groups who have been impacted have to fight to keep or regain that
which they thought they had and maybe took for granted. It will take time to



14 Chapter 1

see if those who have been affected by these outcomes are able to unite in a
common cause and have an impact on current events. They do not have
access to money, lobbyists, and those with influence to support and sustain
their cause. All they have is their vote and there are some instances where
politicians and influential groups are trying to restrict that right. Harry Tru-
man warned that, “People can only stand so much and one of these days there
will be a settlement.”10

Truman was expressing his views about the behavior of Wall Street and
wealth disparity in the late 1930s. He was suggesting that people can only
take so much, and when they figure out the reasons for their troubles there
will be some strong reactions against those who caused it. What form that
settlement takes, if indeed it happens, will be interesting to observe.

In the 1980s, corporate America was successful at anticipating the future
brought about by the Information Age and in finding ways to maximize their
opportunities because of those insights. Businesses were able to make adjust-
ments and adaptations structured around these new realities and enjoyed
huge financial success by doing so.

Because of those insights, they changed the nature and locations of work,
especially in manufacturing, which resulted in the closure of factories, the
adoption of robotics in the workplace, and the movement of work to overseas
locations like China. At the same time under the guidance of Lewis Powell, a
corporate attorney, banks, Wall Street, and heads of major corporations were
busy forming an alliance that would lobby on their behalf in Congress and
support the election of people to Congress who supported their points of
view.

“Powell provided a blueprint, a long-term game plan that would leverage
the enormous advantages of corporate money and organized business power
to do battle with their critics. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce took the lead.
By doing so they created a political, economic and social force, and used that
force to enact changes that reshaped politics, work, social policy and the
economy, both nationally and globally.”11

The recent decision by the Supreme Court to change the Voting Rights
Act caused one writer for The Huffington Post to comment “. . . there are
now five justices on the Supreme Court who put the interests of corporations
over those of ordinary citizens, and who have a distaste for government that
far outweighs any concern about inequality, unfairness or injustice for non-
wealthy Americans, especially minorities. Powell’s vision of 1971 has been
realized, as his belief in empowering corporations at the expense of ordinary
citizens is no longer a powerless minority view. . . .”12

A progressive reform of education is a difficult topic to advance political-
ly for consideration. At one point, reforming education through efforts like A
Nation at Risk and No Child Left Behind was a conservative value. Now it is
not. There appears to be a concerted effort within Republican spheres of
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influence at both the federal and state level to deregulate and privatize educa-
tion. Rep. John Mica from Florida told Rev. Al Sharpton on his MSNBC
program Politics Nation that “Some of Head Start is excellent. Some of it
needs to be continued. A lot of it needs to be shut down and privatized. Kids,
particularly from the minorities, are not given the opportunity, and their
performance levels are not high enough.”13 The political right favors placing
the control of all educational services, programs, and dollars used to support
public education into the hands of private enterprise.

Adherents of this ideology seem to have little inclination to provide the
poor, the working class, and even the middle class with the quality services
and opportunities that are needed to help them improve their lives, and that
includes educational services.

The nation has been divided into sides and each side wants the other to
lose. When conflict and confrontation reaches the point where they cannot be
resolved by logic, reason, and compromise then emotion, hate, and anger fill
the void. When that happens no one wins and everyone is the loser.

But one can take hope from Winston Churchill’s insight on American
politics. He said that “You can always count on Americans to do the right
thing—after they have tried everything else.”14

This places a demand upon the citizenry in a democracy to be more
informed than ever before, to participate in the discussions and debates, to
reflect upon and make judgments about facts and data, and to ascertain the
real motivation behind any initiative.

It is not a demand that belongs to only one ideology. All citizens must be
able to fully understand and comprehend the conflicts that are currently
before them. They must have some insight as to why these issues generate
animosity, who are the combatants, who is trying to prevent any change and
why, and who benefits or loses if a change is made.

The solutions or potential solutions to creating a new education system
are embedded in a complex social and political tapestry: a tapestry woven by
the cultural conflicts between those that have and those who don’t; between
ardent religious believers and those who aren’t so ardent, between those who
believe in government and those who don’t, and between those who see
value in having a strong and vibrant middle class and those who want to see
that middle class reduced to working class or poor status.

The politics in a democracy are sometimes messy. But that is a unique
characteristic of America. It airs its laundry in public and anyone who is
paying attention can hear all sides of the argument. It is a complex but
hopeful process: one that usually results in resolution to the problem that
may not please all sides but which all sides can live with.

Few governments in the world could withstand the pressure of its citizens
in open conflict with each other, mostly in a non-violent manner, in an
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attempt to find a solution to their problems. The language of debate is often
hostile, rude, unfair, not always based on facts, and sometimes threatening.

The nation works best when the political parties put the business of the
American people first and foremost. The public, or at least most of them,
expect politicians to work with each other to compromise and to collaborate.
When democracy works, it engages a political process that prompts the na-
tion to change, to accept, and to adapt and adopt new and innovative ideas in
a peaceful and democratic manner. But that can only happen when the public
becomes informed and reasserts its collective influence on the democratic
process by voting and staying involved not just in presidential elections but
also in the mid-term elections.

One of the richest men in the world, Warren Buffet, said “There’s class
warfare but it is my class, the rich class, that’s making war and we are
winning.15 This class warfare is contributing greatly to great divide within
the country and makes any progressive reform or change difficult to
achieve.” Tom Brokaw on “Meet the Press” said “Here we are in the 21st
Century, the most advanced nation in the world, and as I said earlier this
week, we have third world vulnerabilities, almost everywhere we go.”16

Much might be wrong with the public education system but the role it
played in the development of this nation should not be ignored. At one point
in previous generations, the public education system was seen as the way for
everyone to access a better lifestyle. That lifestyle included the ability to get
a good job, to save money and invest, to pay the college tuition for your
children, and to own your own home. And the creation of a vibrant education
system has a similar role to play in the future.

The promise of a better future was once within reach of every citizen who
was prepared to work hard. The belief that an education can provide the
ladders of opportunity that allow access to that better future still exists but for
whom and under what conditions is not that clear.

Harry Truman said, “You know that being an American is more than a
matter of where your parents came from. It is a belief that all men are created
free and equal and that everyone deserves an even break.”17 That quotation
may seem like whimsical fantasy given the realities of today’s class strug-
gles.

Most people need help to progress through life. For many that assistance
comes in the form of having access to a good education, a supportive family,
and a strong community. But people in middle, working, and poor families
must be having some concerns about their future and the future for their
children, given the current circumstances they face. Some people have lost
faith and see no viable pathway for their children that will lead them to a
better future.

This country has never been a place that believed in a legacy of poverty
from one generation to the next. Ability, an appropriate education, hard
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work, and the willingness to help yourself have always been the hallmarks by
which people have been able to improve their lot in life. But without a viable
education system that offers equity, opportunity, and access those hallmarks
will change and that opportunity to improve will be severely limited.
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Chapter Two

Three Generations of Reform

“Nothing in the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscien-
tious stupidity.”

—Martin Luther King1

In 1983, President Reagan’s Administration released a report on education
called A Nation at Risk. The report opened with two statements that captured
the public’s attention. The primary author of the report, James J. Harvey said
“. . . the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by
a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a
people . . .” followed by, “If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to
impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today,
we might have viewed it as an act of war.”2 After the publication of this
report, the need to reform the existing model of education was now firmly
ensconced within the national consciousness.

The findings and concerns contained in the report pertained to the perfor-
mance and achievement of students based on national and international stan-
dardized assessments. Those concerns arose from data that indicated “. . .
that average SAT scores dropped over 50 points in the verbal section and
nearly 40 points in the mathematics section during the period from
1963–1980. Nearly forty percent of seventeen year olds tested could not
successfully draw inferences from written material and only one-fifth can
write a persuasive essay; and only one-third can solve a mathematics prob-
lem requiring several steps.”3

The A Nation at Risk report recommended changes to the content that
students were taught, suggested an increase in college admission standards, a
longer day and a longer year to facilitate higher performance and improved
levels of achievement, recommended that teacher salaries be driven by mar-
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ket forces, and that teachers be assessed on their performance and demon-
strated competence.

The report also talked about the expanded role the Federal Department of
Education needed to play in order to “. . . meet the needs of key groups of
students such as gifted and talented, the socioeconomically disadvantaged,
minority and language minority students and the handicapped.”4

Did this report accurately describe the state of education in 1983? That is
not clear. In 1990 Secretary of Energy James Watkins commissioned what
was called the Sandia Report to review the data on student achievement. The
preface to that report said, “To our surprise, on nearly every measure, we
found steady or slightly improving trends.”5 The government never released
the Sandia Report because its findings were at odds with those contained in
the A Nation at Risk report.

Few of the recommendations in the A Nation at Risk report were ever
contemplated or implemented. “. . . despite the initial fervor around A Nation
at Risk, the report didn’t lead to many far reaching changes. A number of the
problems identified in 1983 remain unaddressed, and stagnate student
achievement continues to challenge educators and administrators.”6

But the report did instill in the minds of many citizens the idea that the
education system was flawed and that reforms were needed. What those
reforms were, by whom, and under what conditions were they to be imple-
mented was never made clear to the public. There was never any consensus
of thought and action in this regard. Had the political and professional lead-
ers of the day chosen to implement the recommendations of A Nation at Risk
after 1983, the concerns about student achievement as determined by stan-
dardized tests might well have been addressed by 2013.

In 1989, President George H.W. Bush convened a summit on education at
the University of Virginia. “Astonishingly, no teachers, professional educa-
tors, cognitive scientists, or learning experts were invited. The group that met
to shape the future of the public education system consisted entirely of State
Governors. Education was too important it seemed, to leave to educators.”7

Within a few years, two trends emerged that would shape the debate
about educational reform for the next two decades. The first was the process
used to respond to the problems identified by A Nation at Risk report. That
report on the state of education in America was requested by President Rea-
gan in 1982 and was written by a commission whose members consisted of
private sector, government, and educators.

By 1989, the future of educational reform was entirely in the hands of
politicians in partnership with various corporate entities. The people with the
professional experience regarding teaching, learning, and managing educa-
tion systems were not consulted.

The second trend that influenced the reform discussion well into the
future came out of that educational summit. The politicians formalized a
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standards and accountability agenda that would dominate the thinking and
practice of reform for the next twenty-plus years. They seized upon a chal-
lenge contained within A Nation at Risk report for schools to adopt “more
rigorous and measureable standards.”8 They ignored the other recommenda-
tions.

The recommendations about standards and goals appealed to their ideo-
logical bent. President Clinton’s Goals 2000 and President George W. Bush’s
No Child Left Behind reinforced these political agendas about standards,
goals, and assessment of achievement.

No Child Left Behind created a bi-partisan support for a federal education
policy; a policy that greatly expanded the involvement of the federal govern-
ment in education. That policy shifted away from finding ways to collective-
ly improve the system to ways to monitor and reward or punish the system.
The newer policies created by No Child Left Behind forced compliance to
national agendas set by politicians. Schools that didn’t or couldn’t comply
with these expectations found themselves in trouble. Sometimes those conse-
quences resulted in job loss or school closures. The new mantra could be
characterized as improve or else.

These reform agendas provided little consideration for what the institu-
tional consequences of failure are for teachers and learners in a school that is
deemed to be unable to meet these guidelines. In a number of situations the
opportunity presented by the failure of the school resulted in the implementa-
tion of choice agendas, vouchers, home schooling, Charter Schools, and
online learning. They used poor performance as a justification to dismantle
some parts of the public education system.

“A Nation at Risk found that an incoherent, outdated patchwork quilt of
classroom learning led to an increasing number of students who were sub-
jected to a cafeteria style curriculum that diluted the course material and
allowed them to advance through their schooling with a minimum of effort.”9

Twenty-six years later, in 2009, the National Governors Association re-
sponded to those concerns by initiating the Common Core State Standards
initiative. Again, as with President George H.W. Bush in 1989, this was done
with corporate input but without the involvement of professionals or feed-
back from the public. The goal was to promote curriculum consistency across
the nation so that every learner was exposed to the same learning outcomes.

Forty-six of the fifty states have implemented this initiative, but they did
so because they were “. . . required to adopt ‘college-and-career-ready stan-
dards’ to be eligible for $4.35 billion in the education secretary’s signature
program called Race to the Top.”10

But funding issues and political fights by some states over their rights to
develop their own curriculum are affecting an implementation on a national
level. One article that said that “The Standards are designed to be robust and
relevant in the real world, reflecting the knowledge and skills that our young
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people need for success in college and careers” and “. . . will place American
students in a position in which they can compete in a global economy.”11

Time will tell if it is the right curriculum for this period of time. The
implementation of the Common Core State Standards is not without its prob-
lems. “Some states adopted them without seeing a finished draft. The stan-
dards, unfortunately, were never field-tested. No one knew in advance
whether they would improve achievement or depress it, whether they would
widen or narrow the achievement gap among children of different races. It is
hard to imagine a major corporation releasing a new product nationwide
without first testing it among consumers to see if it is successful. But that is
what happened with the Common Core standards.”12

President Obama has indicated that he wants to rewrite the No Child Left
Behind law. “That law has, to date, labelled some 30,000 schools as being in
‘need of improvement,’ a euphemism for failing, but states and districts have
done little to change the conditions that are sustaining failure.”13

His Race to the Top program, in addition to embracing the Common Core
Curriculum, requires those who participate in that implementation in return
for federal funding, to agree to using test scores and student achievement
data for teacher evaluations and to encourage the implementation of Charter
Schools: schools that receive public funds but are administered by private
groups. The results from standardized tests are still being used to assess
individual achievement and measure overall school success or performance.

Many schools have indicated that they will be unable to meet the 2014
proficiency standards set for students by the No Child Left Behind Act even
though “Schools that repeatedly miss targets face harsher sanctions, which
can include staff dismissals and school closings.”14

In response to the fact that so many schools will be unable to meet the
targets set for them by No Child Left Behind, the House of Representatives
passed legislation intended to replace that act but it needed the support of
both Houses to do so. It was a partisan Republican effort. The intent of their
legislation was to limit or reduce the federal government’s role in public
education. It was a move away from the vision President George W. Bush
had for educational reform and attempted to shift federal educational pro-
grams back to the states.

They named their legislation the Student Success Act although it had little
to do with students or their success. Under this act “. . . states and districts are
free to develop their own accountability systems as well as curriculum stan-
dards, with no federal mandates on targets for student achievement.”15

This legislation drew a lot of negative reaction. The White House has
threatened to veto it and some “. . . have argued that by removing some of the
heavier reporting requirements the bill allows states and schools to get away
with neglecting poor and minority students.”16
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A division in political thinking on the future of public education is begin-
ning to form. “Strange partnerships have emerged on both sides, as anxiety
has grown over the lackluster performance of American students compared
with children in other countries.”

“One group includes business executives, civil rights advocates, and even
some teachers’ union leaders who say the federal government must hold
states and school districts accountable for rigorous standards. The other side
includes conservatives who want to limit the role of the federal government.
They have found some common ground with more liberal groups who be-
lieve that corporate and political interests have hijacked education reform.”17

Neither one of those approaches indicates that either side has any under-
standing about the true nature of the dysfunction that faces many of the
nation’s schools. It follows that if they don’t understand the problem then
how can they develop any solutions that matter.

The divisions over educational change at the national level come down to
accountability and standards versus state rights. Both of those viewpoints are
political in nature and do little to lead the country forward in this discussion.
That is why it is so important to spend the time to clearly identify the extent
of the problems facing public schools and to see those problems as a set of
issues that need to be fixed collectively. But getting the right data to correctly
identify the problem is not always easy. “The Center on Education Policy
report shows that more than 43,000 schools—or 48%—did not make ‘ade-
quate yearly progress’ this year. The failure rates range from a low of 11
percent in Wisconsin to a high of 89 percent in Florida.”18

But another report published in December of the same year said that “. . .
Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan told Congress that the federal law
known as No Child Left Behind would label 82% of all of the nation’s public
schools as failing this year.”19 Eighty-two percent amounts to four out of five
schools. Even the president used those figures in his speeches. Later those
figures were revised to reflect those of the Center on Educational Policy.

Whether it is four out of five, one in three, or one out of every two schools
that are judged to be failing, those numbers are a staggering indictment of
what is wrong. The problem is further complicated by the fact that each state
has its own assessment process by which they determine the level of difficul-
ty of the assessment. This means that there is no common agreement on the
assessment and interpretation of student achievement results within the na-
tion, therefore there can be no common national standard. That makes it
difficult to make any meaningful comparisons between or among schools or
to determine how many schools are failing and according to what standard.

Data collected in this manner is of little value when trying to ascertain the
nature and extent of the problem. Inconsistency in the assessment processes
used from state to state only adds to the confusion. The only area in which
there is some consistency is in the international assessments of achievement.
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Based on those results, student achievement as measured by standardized
tests has not improved overall. As a matter of fact, things have gotten worse.

Add to the mix the fact that people, especially parents, have a number of
differing and conflicting viewpoints as to what constitutes a successful
school. This makes any resolution to the problems facing the reform of
education even more complex to initiate. The following is a list of comments
and statements that represent the diversity in those viewpoints:

• There are clear partisan divides over whether children of illegal immi-
grants should receive free public education, school lunches, and other
benefits. Forty-one percent of those surveyed favor this, up from 28 per-
cent in 1995.

• Americans are more divided across party lines . . . in their support for
charter schools . . . approval declined to 66 percent from a record 70
percent last year.

• The public is split on school vouchers with 44 percent believing that we
should allow students and parents to choose a private school to attend at
public expense, up 10 percent from last year.

• More than half believe Common Core Standards would make the U.S.
education more competitive globally.

• Two of three Americans said they would pay more taxes to provide funds
to improve the quality of urban schools.

• Eighty-nine percent agree that it is very or somewhat important to close
the achievement gap between white students and black and Hispanic stu-
dents.

• Americans are almost evenly split in their support for requiring that teach-
er evaluations include how well students perform on standardized tests.

• Three of four believe that entrance requirements into teacher preparation
programs need to be as selective as those for engineering, business, pre-
law, and pre-medicine.20

William Bushaw, executive director of PDK International and co-director of
the PDK/Gallup poll commented on these findings saying “. . . that, despite
the recognition that our schools need improvement, more than 70 percent of
Americans do have trust and confidence in our public school teachers.” The
poll also indicated that balancing the federal budget is more important to 60
percent of Americans than improving the quality of public schools, although
they recognized that funding is the biggest problem facing public schools. 21

Those surveyed also believe that schools should be able to discipline
students for bullying (75 percent), that parents should have more control over
failing schools by being able to petition for the removal of teachers and/or
the principal (70 percent), and that Americans view their local schools more
favorably than the nation’s schools as a whole.
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The view of the public toward their schools is confusing. People are more
supportive of their local schools than they are of schools in general.
“Americans (particularly parents) seem to have improving opinions of their
local schools. In 2002, 40 percent of respondents graded the schools in their
community an A or B and they graded the nation’s schools with a C.”22

How does that jibe with the fact that American students scored so poorly
on international assessments, that one of every two schools is viewed as
failing or not meeting expected standards, that dropout and truancy rates are
high, that illiteracy rates are high, and that students are not being taught the
right skills to participate in the 21st century economy and society. These
findings suggest that there is a strong incompatibility between reality and
perception.

The dropout rate or rate of non-completion of a secondary program is
particularly troubling, especially for non-white students. “. . . when only
seven in ten ninth graders complete high school on time and a child is kicked
out or drops out of high school every 26 seconds, it’s clear there’s an epidem-
ic keeping our youth from realizing their dreams.”23

The article from which that data is drawn goes on to say that 13.4 percent
of students between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four drop out of high
school and 28 percent of people in that same age group do not have a
diploma and are not enrolled in school. Some students who drop out do
return to school, but what percentage complete a secondary program is not
known.

It does not appear that the parents or general public are basing their
opinions and views about school performance and quality on an understand-
ing of what is changing, has changed, or needs to change in society. The data
creates a picture of an education system that no one should be happy with,
yet the feedback indicates that many are. That is a circumstance worth pon-
dering.
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Chapter Three

Why Reform Initiatives Have Not
Worked

“If you have always done it that way, it is probably wrong.”1

Change in public education does not rest in sustaining the existing model, in
attacking teachers and their unions, in making decisions about education
without consulting educational professionals, or in punishing low performing
schools. It does not exist within a dependence on using standardized tests as
the only measure of achievement and student performance and creating
multi- tiered options or choice in the public system.

Nor can the system be fixed by concentrating on individual change initia-
tives like improving graduation rates, reducing high levels of truancy and
dropouts, upgrading schools, providing higher broadband speeds, or raising
entry level requirements to post-secondary institutions. Each is an important
area of concern, but they should not be considered individually. Addressing
these concerns individually won’t create the quality education system that is
needed.

Accountability and transparency measures have an important role to play.
But the data yielded from these measures is not influencing public opinion
about the need to change. Neither is it facilitating change nor is it causing any
substantial rethink of the educational enterprise or prompting new allocations
of resources, expertise, and training to be directed where it will make the
most difference.

There is little point in identifying a problem through the application of
nationwide tests, giving the school a period of time to fix the problem and
then closing the school or moving the students who want to move, when
change is not forthcoming. That is like hearing from the doctor that you are
seriously ill but it is up to you to cure yourself.
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The current approach to determining school excellence is designed
around achievement and performance as determined by standardized tests
and rewards and punishment based on those results. It is an approach that
places some distance between the school and those doing the assessing. They
keep an “arm’s length away” from the problem and continue to provide or
demand actions at the school level that have little chance of working. There
is no meaningful intervention or strategy that is causing anything to change
for the better. The expression of “You can’t fatten the pig by weighing it” fits
here.

Weighing student performance and achievement in this manner is dys-
functional, naive, and does not represent good practice. But doing the same
thing for thirty years and not making any improvement worthy of note is an
example of institutional incompetence and bureaucratic mismanagement.
The children of America deserve something better.

Since the 1970s there have been a variety of attempts to change or im-
prove the system and included such things as open classrooms, curriculum
integration, differentiated instruction, applied technology programs, learning
styles, active learning, growth model assessment, authentic assessment, indi-
vidualized learning, streaming or tracking, pre-kindergarten, and continuous
progress primary classrooms.

These initiatives were “one offs” and were designed around one aspect of
the educational enterprise. None of them were able to leverage any systemic
and national momentum toward change. The only thing to have a national
impact was the implementation of the standardized testing program.

Implementing a system-wide change is a challenge. In the late 1980s the
government of British Columbia (BC) attempted a broad and comprehensive
systemic change of their public education system. They based their proposed
changes to the education system on the findings of a Royal Commission
conducted in 1988 called the Year 2000 Program. It was a program led by
educators and supported by politicians. It was a collaborative effort that
sought a broad variety of inputs and placed an emphasis on research and
good practice.

This initiative drew worldwide attention. It proposed a number of changes
including dual entry into kindergarten, a new primary program based on
continuous progress and authentic assessment, more emphasis on math and
science, new instructional and curricular processes, better training, expanded
use of technology, an expanded role for parents and students, and a reconsid-
eration of the form and function of the secondary school.

At first the proposed initiatives were well received. But then parents and
educational professionals became concerned about the nature of some of the
new ideas that were being explored, proposed, and implemented. For some
parents the concern was that their children’s futures might be affected by
what they came to view as experiments in education. They did not want to
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abandon the relative safety of one system, one that they knew personally, for
an unknown and untried system. There was no appetite for risk taking.

Professionals were concerned that the new ideas being considered would
require them to change their educational practice, the way they functioned in
the organization, and possibly the way they thought about work. For these
new ideas to succeed practitioners would have to make adaptations and ad-
justments. Some welcomed the idea of change while many worked quietly
and vociferously against any reform initiatives. They did not want to change.

The challenge to restructure teaching practice, to adopt new assessment
and evaluation procedures, to learn new curriculum, and to look upon learn-
ers as individuals and not as a group, proved to be too much. The end result
of trying to implement substantial change and innovation was a loss of politi-
cal support and an implemental backlash against the innovations and the
innovators.

A new government, sensitive to these reactions, used them as an excuse to
stop all further efforts to initiate any fundamental changes, especially to
classroom practice. When parents become concerned, politicians become
concerned. Some of the ideas for change were never given a chance to come
to fruition. The status quo, as it was at that time, was sustained by the formal
and informal keepers of the quo and they made sure it stayed that way.

The government responded to these concerns by implementing an organ-
izational change in the administration of education that had already been
embraced by many educational jurisdictions within America. That organiza-
tional change included limiting local decision making, centralizing control of
the educational agenda, implementing an accountability/transparency agenda
including standardized testing, and placing some of that centralized decision-
making power in the hands of non-professionals.

It became the norm to use standardized testing to generate achievement/
performance data that could be used to identify what schools were doing well
and which schools needed to improve. In some cases, poor results were
explained to the public as a product of poor teaching or as a result of a poor
attitude toward learning by the students. They thought that by identifying the
problem within a school, the school would in turn self-correct. These as-
sumptions about change and compliance were political, not educational, in
nature and were not correct in terms of improving achievement.

The first lesson to be learned from the BC experience is that the process
and content of reform must receive equal attention when designing and im-
plementing change. In other words, the “how” of change and the “what” of
change must receive equal attention. And the practice and programs that
represent that change must be based upon good research and must be de-
signed to function within a new organizational structure and that will support
and not inhibit the change initiatives.
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The resources to implement the change and the training and accountabil-
ity measures that define the practice and the programs must also be well
defined. Above all the public must favor the change proposals and see a
direct benefit for their children in their enactment. The impact of parents on
the success or failure of the implementation cannot be overstated nor mis-
understood.

The second lesson to be learned from this experience is that a political
environment is an unstable one in which to undertake any major reform of
education. It is quite likely that any initiative to reshape a public education
system will take much more time than the political mandate of any one party
or ideology. That is why the public must be onside and supportive of any
reform proposal in order to counter any political maneuvering by special
interest groups or factions who have much to gain by the failure of any such
reform.

For the past number of years various countries have been actively trying
to redesign their educational systems so that their citizens will have the skills,
insights, and knowledge to fully participate in the global society. They are
making efforts to adapt to the trends and forces within their societies and not
just be passive eye witnesses to the evolution of this new age. But that is not
the case in America.

It is somewhat of a paradox that a nation can be on the cutting edge of so
many innovations and changes because it has embraced the new age but will
not apply that thinking and energy to the creation of a new system like public
education. At some point there must be some broad recognition that an
economy dependent on a culture of change and innovation cannot continue to
succeed without the existence of an education system to educate people to
work, think, and participate in that culture. Something needs to happen to
shock the nation out of its passivity and dissuade the public from the immac-
ulate perceptions they hold about education.

NOTE

1. Charles Kettering, Change Quotations, accessed 9/8/2013, http://www.i-change.biz/
changequotations.php.



Chapter Four

The Clattering Train

“Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, our inclinations,
or the dictates of our passion, they cannot alter the state of facts and evi-
dence.”1

Organizational practices and structures built to serve the culture of this new
age must value systemic thinking, honor learning, and acknowledge that
change is constant, fast moving, and ever evolving. They also require that
content and process, as well as analysis and synthesis be treated with equal
value.

Organizations that operate in this new environment have to be flexible,
adaptable, and able to evolve quickly. They must be able to anticipate and
respond to any challenge or threat. What worked in one situation may not in
the next. Appropriate risk taking by individuals and groups is encouraged as
is knowledge building and sharing across the system.

Excellence in these organizations is defined in terms of both product and
process. Learning provides the basic infrastructure by which people build,
share, delete, and apply knowledge to the creation of new products or resolv-
ing issues. What people do is as important as how they do it.

That is why the basic unit or smallest unit of change within a learning
organization has to be the individual mind. Learning and how people learn is
critical to the thinking process, to the understanding of information, and to
the creation and application of new content or products. The first focus in the
organization, apart from the necessary economic considerations, must be on
the individual and how and what they think.

Ideally a learning organization will take the time to ensure that all of the
people involved in dealing with something new are all on the same page with
regard to prior learning, have the same access to data and research, and have
the same basic understanding about the goals and challenges of the organiza-
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tion. By doing so they are able to unleash the creative and intellectual capac-
ity of the group that can only help them in terms of creating new products or
applications or solving problems or issues that were never anticipated.

Organizational strength stems from the skill, the ability, and learning
capacity of an individual working in a cooperative and collaborative setting
with small or large groups. But achieving that reality poses a number of
difficulties.

Some of these ideas may seem too process driven, too dependent on smart
people acting in smart ways and too, for the lack of a better word, intellectu-
al. But a success in today’s society requires a preponderance of people who
can learn, develop, acquire, and “unlearn” new information and achieve at a
high level. To do all of this effectively requires higher end thinking and
problem solving skills.

It would be interesting to use reverse engineering processes to design
backwards from the aforementioned criteria to determine the kind of educa-
tion an individual would require to develop and acquire these skills and
attributes. Without a doubt, the product produced from reverse engineering
would not resemble the existing system.

The challenge is in preparing people to create new models of thinking that
will allow them to question what they know. They should not automatically
believe what they think. That is why there is a need to “Educate and inform
the whole mass of people. They are the only sure reliance for the preservation
of our liberty.”2 But people don’t always want to learn something new.

The following example, although reflective of a time long past, is quite
instructive about the way people can avoid dealing with reality. Sir Winston
Churchill was a member of the British House of Commons prior to the
outbreak of World War II. During the 1930s, his was the lone voice in
Parliament that dared to speak publicly about the threat to public safety
throughout Europe; a threat posed by the development and expansion of the
Nazi Party in Germany. He was often shunned and isolated for his thoughts
and ideas.

To emphasize his concerns, Churchill would quote an excerpt from a
poem asking “who is in charge of the clattering train.”3 The poem described
a train clattering and speeding uncontrollably through the night while the
engineer slept. For Churchill it was a metaphor for the impending danger
facing mankind as Europe hurtled, unknowingly it seemed, towards another
world war.

But Great Britain was tired of war. They were angry at the leadership that
brought them to World War I and wasted so many lives in doing so. Church-
ill’s comments about threats, danger, war, and the need for the nation to be
better prepared to deal with these issues grated on the public consciousness.
They were weary of conflict and did not want to hear his message.
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His warnings of impending danger and his call to arms were ignored by
government, the media, and his fellow citizens. As history showed, Britain
and the rest of the world paid a great price for their reluctance to learn, adapt,
and change in the face of the Nazi threat. Not only did Churchill’s views
receive little attention, but he was brutally criticized for having them.

This anecdote demonstrates that human beings have the capacity to ig-
nore circumstances that pose a great danger to their well-being, even though
doing so may put their individual and collective welfare at risk.

People may know the truth when they hear it, but they are often able to
ignore it by pretending that a different and more favorable reality exists.
Even more so, Churchill’s metaphor about the clattering train and the societal
failure to engage in any change to respond in time to sufficiently address a
growing threat, could also aptly apply to the current state of public education.

There is an abundance of research available about the current and long-
term problems with public education, as well as examples of new practice
and innovations that have been developed over the past number of years, to
show the way forward. But those responsible for the state of public education
in America as well as the recipients of its services and programs do not seem
to want to hear this message.

There are things that could be done that would improve the quality of
public education systems across the entire United States. But for some rea-
son(s), perhaps of a political, social, economic nature or a combination of all
three, those with the power and authority to make the needed changes, will
not do so. Not only do they not do what is needed, they don’t make others
aware of what that need is. They can’t hear the clattering train. Perhaps they
don’t want to.

Consequently, the reform of education remains a stand-alone issue and is
not a priority with the American people. But in many ways, it is the overarch-
ing or most important issue that they face. Change in all of the other areas of
significance facing the American public, cannot be resolved in a meaningful
and valued way unless people have the ability, skills, and insights to partici-
pate both in the discussions and the decisions. And that can only happen if
the whole mass of people, as Thomas Jefferson has said, are educated and
informed.

Jefferson also said, “To penetrate and dissipate these clouds of darkness,
the general mind must be strengthened by education.”4 In other words, the
public needs to be intellectually informed on all the issues as opposed to
relying on emotional interpretation or the use of erroneous facts to substan-
tiate a particular point of view.

But penetrating the clouds of darkness is no easy matter in a population
that has a high degree of people who refuse to acknowledge scientific facts,
who are misinformed or uninformed about many issues, and who can’t read
or are functionally illiterate—a population in which many people rely more
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on mythology, emotionally based arguments, digital images, and verbal pres-
entations rather than the written word. America cannot afford the costs asso-
ciated with the unfunded liability imposed upon it by ignorance and poverty.

An individual who is able to read, reflect, compare, or qualify sources is
less likely to be influenced by false arguments or misrepresentation of the
facts than is a person who reacts emotionally, rather than intellectually, to
shaped and targeted messages designed to support a specific point of view or
ideology.

Some believe that lifelong learning and the requirement for all citizens to
be literate and informed are the fundamental prerequisites for work, citizen-
ship, and quality of life. That’s why people who give voice to these ideas are
called futurists, because those ideas are yet to find wide acceptance in the
present. For these ideas to become reality, the educational services available
to the public need to be redesigned to educate, inform, and train people to
think.

Public education in its present form continues to be what it has been for
many years. It is not equitable across the nation in terms of opportunity,
quality, or access. In some jurisdictions educational services are dysfunction-
al and of low quality. In some they are not. Levels of funding per student
range from a high of $19,076 per pupil in New York to a low of $6,200 in
Utah, according to recently released U.S. Census Bureau data.5 But it is also
important to note that there is no direct correlation between student achieve-
ment, as determined by standardized tests, and per pupil funding by state.6

Time and circumstances demand a different public learning system. It
must be a system that provides all citizens with an opportunity to fully
participate in the political, social, and economic functions of an American
and a global society.

That new learning system cannot be achieved by modifying, renovating,
or adapting the existing system. It must be rebuilt from the bottom up around
a design that incorporates the key characteristics that define work, living,
citizenship, economic, and social well-being. As Albert Einstein observed
“The world as we have created it is a process of our thinking. It cannot be
changed without changing our thinking.”7

NOTES
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Chapter Five

The Wrong Road

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less travelled by
And that has made all the difference1

Politicians and professionals had a choice about making significant changes
to the public education system but chose to select the road they knew and not
the one less travelled. They chose to repair and maintain the existing educa-
tion system despite the recommendations of A Nation at Risk report to make
substantial change. And that indeed has made all the difference.

Consider the achievement of the top performers in international assess-
ments. In this case, “the United States claims a third of the top-performing
students in both reading and science.”2 Those students also placed well in the
math assessment. Those results may bring some comfort for those who meas-
ure success of the education system by these standards. It certainly confirms
that a number of schools are doing exactly what has been asked of them. But
that is only part of the picture.

According to the 2012 Program for International Student Assessment,
“. . . teenagers in the U.S. slipped from 25th to 31st in math since 2009, from
20th to 24th in science, and from 11th to 21st in reading. . . .”3

Those results are skewed upwards by the inclusion of the one third of
American students who are in the top performing group internationally. Ex-
cluding that upper one third from the overall results provides an insight as to
the extent and the depth of the failure of the public education system in the
United States. Many students are not doing very well.

The gap between performing schools and poor performing schools is
considerable. That gap creates a set of challenges on many fronts and high-
lights a substantial inequality between the haves and the have nots, both in
economics and in access to quality educational opportunities.
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There have been efforts in a variety of jurisdictions to try and improve
poor performing schools but with little success. In February 2014 Education
Week published an article titled “Low-Performing Schools” which contained
the following description as to why poor performing schools aren’t improv-
ing.

“Schools labelled as underperforming are disproportionately located in
disadvantaged areas. By extension, they often have limited resources and
insufficient facilities and supplies, and are able to employ fewer well-qual-
ified teachers than other schools do. Many low-performing schools face
overcrowding and student-discipline problems. Frequently plagued by low
morale, they may also lack organized learning environments and high expec-
tations for students.”4

Some states employ turn around strategies to try and improve poor per-
forming schools: strategies that include targeted funding, interventions aimed
at changing the school climate, improving or changing staff, increasing time
spent on learning, assessments to measure improvement, and engaging the
community.

Invariably these strategies have had little impact and those schools have
shown little improvement. They create the wrong interventions for the
circumstances they are trying to improve. Some jurisdictions respond to the
lack of improvement created by these strategies by closing the schools, firing
the staff, and creating charter schools. This fits Albert Einstein’s definition of
“Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different
results.”5

But there are exceptions to the rule and Union City, N.J. seems to be one
of them. They took a long term systemic approach to the problem, from pre-
kindergarten to high school, looked at the key components that were most
likely to produce the best results and created an environment that supported
and promoted success. They began by enrolling three- and four- year-olds in
pre-kindergarten.

“The district’s best educators were asked to design a curriculum based on
evidence, not hunch. Learning by doing replaced learning by rote. Kids who
came to school speaking only Spanish became truly bilingual, taught how to
read and write in their native tongue before tackling English. Parents were
enlisted in the cause. Teachers were urged to work together, the superstars
mentoring the stragglers and coaches recruited to add expertise. Principals
were expected to become educational leaders, not just disciplinarians and
paper-shufflers.”6

Over the long term the schools in Union City have reversed the down-
ward trend on standardized tests and have shown improvement. It is an
approach that has a top down expectation in terms of process, support, and
outcomes but a bottom-up ownership in terms of results and change.
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They indeed chose the road less travelled. The fact that this example of
success in responding to changing a poor performing school is not adopted
nationwide points to a larger and more systemic issue.

There are other examples where pockets of innovation are meeting with
good success, but there is no mechanism, organizational structure, or clearing
house to disseminate those ideas and successes across the nation. That is a
systemic problem and one that needs to be addressed within any “rethink and
redo” of public education. Imagine what would have been the result if the
discovery of the vaccine for polio had been treated in this manner.

In a 1939 radio broadcast, Churchill referred to Russia as “. . . a riddle,
wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. . . .”7 He could have easily been
referring to the existing state of public education in the United States.

A weak and low-performing public education system, for example, pro-
vides the opponents of public education with data and a rationale to advance
changes to the existing system based on poor student performance. But as
someone once said, “. . . the call to move forward means different things to
different people.”8 To the head of a corporation that call might mean a
certain set of actions, but to a community organizer it possibly would mean
something quite different. Words have different meanings depending on an
individual’s experience, skill sets, and ideology.

In today’s world, wealthy benefactors, single purpose organizations, post-
secondary institutions, mayors, governors, and presidents, are at the forefront
of proposing educational reforms. The majority of the innovations and initia-
tives they advance are formed by the political or financial considerations that
serve the special interests they represent; not by research and the needs of all
learners.

Generally, political power and influence are time limited. When the per-
son who initiates changes to an education system loses or leaves office, their
initiatives often fade away. When that happens, another politician will be
there to propose and promote a different change initiative based on what they
perceived was wrong with the previous one.

Hope springs eternal in the political environments in which educational
changes and reforms are conceived. Because of that the public education
system is always experiencing movement but seldom in the same direction
toward any common outcome for any sustained period of time.

A New York Times article9 provides an excellent example to demonstrate
this point. Mayor Michael Bloomberg, a Republican/Independent, was com-
pleting his term and there were concerns by the Schools Chancellor that a
new mayor would dismantle the reforms Bloomberg had made to the educa-
tion system over the past decade. The chancellor was responding to com-
ments by Democratic candidates for mayor, that if elected, they would
change some of Bloomberg’s policies pertaining to low-performing schools
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and charter schools. Now that a new mayor has been elected that discussion
is under way.

This is an example of just how politicized the educational reform agenda
has become. Public education systems are strongly influenced by the political
philosophy and an ideology of those in power. They are not always guided by
the research on learning or the culture of best practice. That is wrong.

Using political power to create or limit choice alternatives, reducing or
enlarging class size, dismissing or hiring teachers, reducing salaries or initiat-
ing merit pay, limiting or enhancing spending, and partnering with or fight-
ing against the teachers union are not reforms. And they do not serve the
educational needs of children in the system, despite the political rhetoric on
either side of the spectrum.

Politicians can classify these actions under accountability, transparency,
or efficiency depending on an individual’s political stripe, but they should
not confuse or represent to the public that these actions improve or support
quality learning opportunities. If the public had more understanding about
what needed to change and why then this reality could be reversed. What is
certain is that if it doesn’t, then nothing of substance will occur and that is an
outcome that no one should be prepared to accept.

The efforts of No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top initiatives are to
be applauded. But these initiatives are limited in scope with regard to chang-
ing all of the segments of the system that need to be changed. There is no
grand vision within these initiatives that conceptualizes the reform of all of
the components or pieces that comprise the existing education system.

Creating a reform initiative is challenging but not impossible. Other or-
ganizations within American society have moved forward and there is no
reason why education can’t do the same.

Much can be learned about how to initiate a reform of public education
from the way that those charged with putting a man on the moon shared
research and data and caused new innovations, ideas, and practices to be
developed.

The task of reforming public education is a monumental task and is com-
parable to going to the moon, both in scope and consequence. It can be done
if the political, social, economic, and cultural wills of the nation demand it.
That would enable a coalition of the willing to connect to collectively create,
design, plan, and implement a new education system.

The sinking of the Titanic has long been held up as a preventable tragedy:
a tragedy caused by a variety of human conditions and misjudgments. Had
more people understood the nature of the damage caused from striking the
iceberg, they would have made more effort to abandon ship in a safe and
orderly fashion. Instead, some of them held fast to their faith that nothing bad
would happen because of their belief in the infallibility of the ship.
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They denied the reality that faced them and refused to take appropriate
action. They passed the point of no return in terms of taking any actions that
would save themselves. That failure to act had terrifying consequences.

Likewise, the failure to recognize what is wrong with public education,
which is also regarded by some as infallible, holds the same portent. Creating
awareness of need and action to respond appropriately to a threat or issue is a
function of leadership.

Leaders should understand that they have a responsibility and a duty to
accurately inform people about what is wrong with the system, about what is
happening and will continue to happen if changes are not made, and assist in
finding solutions that will address those issues. These leaders should be
motivated by the fact that there was little value in being the captain of the
Titanic for the vertical portion of the journey.

If enough people believe in the power and value of a strong middle class
and the transformative value that a good education can have on a future, then
they are probably more likely to believe that the consequences for failing to
reform education are significant. Maintaining the existing structure will con-
tinue to close the gates of equity, opportunity, and access for many people.

In the 1991 movie Terminator Two: Judgment Day, a T-1,000 cyborg
falls into a tank of molten metal. In its efforts to save itself, its shape shifts,
trying to survive and find compatibility with its environment by taking on
many different looks before it finally ceases to exist.

In many ways the education system emulates this cyborg. It has taken on
many new looks over time in an effort to try and find the right shape de-
manded by external events. But as yet, public education has been unable to
find the right form or shape that makes it compatible with the function of this
new age.

Because of that, Thomas Jefferson’s dream of an education system based
on an “aristocracy of achievement arising out of a democracy of opportu-
nity”10 is dissipating into an education system of questionable value. Creat-
ing a progressive reform process within this environment won’t be easy, but
it is a necessity.

It requires people with determination, courage, grit, and a sense of the
needs of the society to focus on the task of reform, all the while keeping in
mind Machiavelli’s caution that “There is nothing more difficult to take in
hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take
the lead in the introduction of a new order of things.”11
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Chapter Six

Differing Ages—Differing Contexts

“If you don’t like change you are going to like irrelevance even less.”1

Each age that we live in has a culture and a context that impacts on the way
we think and the way we act. What worked well in one age will not necessar-
ily work well in the other. Each creates different insights and perspectives
which influence decision making, the way people work, organize, and think
especially as it pertains to the educational system they have and the one they
need.

The conditions and circumstances that precipitated the expansion and
spread of the Industrial Revolution were influenced by the writing and think-
ing of people like Rene Descartes and Adam Smith. Organizations and sys-
tems developed and grew from their ideas. Those ideas evolved into thinking
that suggested that the pieces were more important than the whole and that
organizations and systems were a loosely knit aggregation of these pieces; an
aggregation that when all worked together would comprise the whole.

Rene Descartes, the 17th century philosopher, called upon people to
“doubt what isn’t self-evident, and reduce every problem to its simplest
components.”2 He said that efficiencies are gained and production increases
when work is “broken down into the simplest and basic tasks.”3

Manufacturers and entrepreneurs organized their businesses, work, and
thinking around these ideas. Their success helped the United States move
ahead of Britain in finance and manufacturing in the early 1800s. The un-
precedented growth in manufacturing and transportation helped create a
strong and vibrant economy. The rapid expansion of the Industrial Revolu-
tion was instrumental in creating a culture that was distinctly Western, led by
America, and built around affluence, material wealth, and innovation. A
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major component of that success was a workforce, especially in the north,
that possessed a high degree of literacy.

The Protestant Reformation in Europe, the printing press, and the Protes-
tant belief that each person should be able to read their own Bible played a
role as to why this revolution evolved so strongly in this country. Protestants
believed that the Bible should be available in the reader’s own language and
not Latin and that a believer should not have to rely on a member of the
clergy to interpret the Bible for them. This reformation spawned a literacy
movement among the common man. The persecution of the Protestants for
their beliefs and actions caused many of them to be among the first immi-
grants to America.

Natural resources provided the fuel for manufacturing as well as the raw
material to create products. The development of specialties, skills, and pro-
cesses influenced all organizational function, practices, and procedures with-
in this new and powerful nation.

The emphasis on industrialization, innovations, and changes brought
great success to many in the United States from the mid-1850s to the latter
part of the 1900s. Many of those industries and organizations that were
successful in that period of time have disappeared or have struggled to be
competitive in an era of rapid change. The rules for the survival that they
once knew and understood are different from those that assisted in their
formation. Much of what worked in the past is not sustainable in the present
or future.

The design and evolution of the public school was influenced by industri-
al culture and specifically by the creation of the assembly line. The concept
of the assembly line was replicated in the delivery of learning services. The
curriculum for subjects like math and English were organized into special-
ized areas of study over twelve years or grades. That organizational structure
continues today beginning now with kindergarten. In these schools learning
takes place in modules dictated by time, not mastery.

The assumption was that a student’s progression though the pieces or the
grades provide them with a set of coordinated learning experiences that
would lead to graduation after thirteen years. These experiences, when con-
sidered in their totality, create an educated person: one who is prepared for
higher education, the world of work, or citizenship in a democratic society.

But being conditioned to work and think in this culture is of little value
when that culture has been altered by globalization, technology, and the
dependence on information and knowledge as drivers of the new economy.

Those differences become clear when the organizing idea for one age is
contrasted with that of the other. The thinking that characterizes the current
age recognizes the importance of pieces and specialized bodies of expertise
and it also requires that information be aggregated and synthesized in a
systemic way in order to create, build, develop, integrate, and apply knowl-
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edge among, between, and within systems. These are the elements of the new
cognitive infrastructure that guides thinking and decision- making.

Information is the key resource of this age and knowledge, meaning and
application are its products. New organizational function, practices, and pro-
cedures are being developed to support, nurture, and create the organizational
structure and culture needed to sustain these types of organizations. If Des-
cartes and Smith provided the philosophical raison d’être for the Industrial
Age, then Marshall McLuhan in Understanding Media: The Extensions of
Man4 and Alvin Toffler in The Third Wave,5 might be their Information Age
counterparts.

“Knowledge is power.”6 In the previous age personal and group power
was sustained by keeping information in house or within the department or
unit to which people belonged. It was not openly shared outside the area of
specialization until it was convenient and advantageous to do so.

In this age the opposite is true. Some organizations and institutions have
learned that personal and group power is enhanced when information and
knowledge are shared across the system. That requires building organization-
al processes that promote trust and recognize individual and group contribu-
tions. Sharing information and inviting others to participate informs every-
one in the system about what the organization is doing and how it is being
done. Those processes for sharing and building are informed by learning and
how people learn.

This research about learning and how people learn is also critical to the
discussion about designing a progressive reform process for the education
system. In the future, learning systems might be used instead of educational
systems because “education” has a narrower meaning. Learning system
might be more apropos because it implies a new context for curriculum
design, instructional and classroom practice, assessment and evaluation pro-
cedures, the shape and function of organizations, leadership, governance,
communication, decision-making, the use of technology, and partnerships. If
information is the driver of the knowledge-based society and its economy,
then learning is its engine.

Industrial Age climates and culture still exist in the Information Age even
though they are not consistent with new thinking. Organizations are still led
by chief executive officers (CEOs) whose first responsibility is to the share-
holder and bottom line profit of the organization; not necessarily to the
people who work for the organization or the work they produce. But there are
other companies that are trying to embrace new practices and new thinking.
Conversion takes time.

The boomer generation was raised to believe that a healthy and vibrant
public education system was the cornerstone of democratic life. Attention to
studies, good marks on exams, and an industrious attitude would unlock the
doors that would provide access to whatever people wanted to achieve in
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their life. That system was instrumental in sustaining and maintaining a high
quality of life for many people. But now the rules are changing and citizens
must be prepared to change with them.

There are those in the middle class who are finding that the skills, learn-
ing, and experience they possess are not readily transferable to the new
economy, especially among those who are unemployed, underemployed, or
just out of school and looking for work.

That is why the issues around jobs, literacy, dropouts, and poverty should
not be ignored or given a low priority status when considering a reform
initiative. Perhaps if more people understood the implications of an inade-
quate education system to their individual and collective social, political, and
economic well-being of all citizens, they would not be so complacent about
the current state of affairs.

“But this momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened and
filled me with terror.”7 Thomas Jefferson made this comment after learning
about the enactment of the Missouri Compromise of 1820. It was an agree-
ment between pro-slavery and anti-slavery groups in Congress that excluded
slavery from the territories north of Missouri’s southern boundary but sus-
tained it below that border.

For Jefferson, the passing of the Compromise was a clear warning about
the threat of that agreement to the future of the Union. As Jefferson pre-
dicted, Congress merely postponed dealing with the slavery question by en-
acting this agreement. It would take a Civil War to initiate some resolution to
the problem.

Here in the first two decades of a new century the fire bell is ringing
continuously but very few people seem to understand where the fire is at and
why it is burning. America’s success as a nation has been a beacon to other
nations that want to emulate and enjoy the best that the American way of life
has to offer. This success story has meaning for more people than just
Americans. Globalism, digital technologies, consumerism, and world trade
linked with a desire to succeed have helped some of these nations to become
extremely competitive. Some of them have developed their own industrial
revolutions to advance their cause. They want what the citizens of this coun-
try sometimes take for granted.

Americans have enjoyed a period of great affluence and material gain
from the 1950s on. This period of time is unparalleled in the annals of
mankind. Paradoxically, this affluence and success has blinded citizens to the
fact that their society is on the cusp of a new era. Much of what worked in the
past will not work in the future and in this case, that past success is prevent-
ing people from seeing what must change. They cannot hear the fire bell and
they have no sense of danger from the “fire.”

The world, not just the Western world, wants to fully participate in and
benefit from the promise of the new paradigm. The game has changed, the
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rules are different. and the skills and attitudes required to participate in this
new age differs substantially from those of the previous era. Industrialization,
especially as it pertains to manufacturing and acquisition of raw resources, is
still important but it is not the driving force for the new economy.

The recent events in North Korea, Iran, Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and
the Ukraine suggest that history is being made without too much concern
about what forces external to their situations think. An American foreign
policy built around global ideas of power, influence, and control are having a
diminished effect in the early decades of this century.

From the end of World War II until recent times, this country was the
policeman for the world. It was a time of great stability. The United States
had the power, politically, economically, and militarily to influence out-
comes across the globe. But now that power is being challenged from a
variety of quarters, and with that challenge comes some instability and un-
predictability. This does not mean that America is weak but its citizens are
tired of war and they want a foreign policy that relies more on brain than
brawn.

A new order is trying to emerge in the world and this nation needs to be
part of the process and not a passive observer of those events. America has a
tendency to develop isolationist attitudes at certain times in its history and
start to look inward. Elements of this attitude can be found within the current
mix of thinking. But in a global society built around systems interacting with
other systems, an isolationist view will do harm.

This is a time that requires different approaches to diplomacy, the use of
force, the sharing of resources, and the resolution of issues that affect the
well-being of the planet like poverty and climate change. These changes
affect every nation, but if America wants to maintain a leadership role it will
have to reinvent itself.

Almost without exception, nations are trying to develop, expand, and gain
influence within the global society and see education as the vital infrastruc-
ture necessary to enact the changes that will help them achieve their goals.
These countries recognize the necessity of a literate and educated citizenry to
their economic and social, if not political, future.

Despite the state of education and the current political divineness that
exists in this country, the United States is in the ideal position to create a new
education system. The economic and social issues that demonstrate the need
for change, the resources—both financial and intellectual—available to ap-
ply to this task, and the access to high-end technologies create the precondi-
tions that would enable the development of that new system. But it is not
likely to happen under the existing circumstances because neither the will
nor the insight appears to be present in sufficient quantities to make this
happen.
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Learning and how people learn is the only unifying element at this time
that is common to everyone. The world lying ahead is one that requires
human invention, creativity, and innovation in almost every sphere of action
and endeavor. This society cannot afford to waste any human intelligence.

The following table shows the distinctions between the two ages. The
differences offer some insights and thoughts that might help guide the rede-
sign of the education system. The Industrial Age (Public Education) list
defines the form, function, and practice of present and past. The Information
Age (Public Learning) list defines the form, function, and practice, some-
times of the present but mostly about the future. The term Public Learning is
used to denote a broader, lifelong learning context as opposed to just those in
kindergarten to grade 12 situations. This table was first developed in the
1990s and has been modified over time.
Table 6.1.

Public Education System Public Learning System

Focus on teaching and instruction Focus on learning and how people learn

Focus on replication of society Greater emphasis on the transformation
and reinvention of society

Assumption that learning is for the young Learning is an essential life skill that
continues throughout life

Differentiation between those who work Learners must be workers and workers
and those who learn must be learners

Teaching based on content specialty Teaching bridges content and processes
of learning (integration)

Learning is fragmented, specialized, and Learning is directly connected to
generally abstract knowledge building and application

Leadership emanates from content Leadership emanates from expertise on
expertise learning and how people learn (process &

content)

Organization constructed around Organization built around concepts of
components of education (pieces equal learning (systems interacting with
the whole—fragmentation) systems)

Schooling isolated from community— Learning defined within a systems
defined around 13 segments from environment (integrated systems) as part
kindergarten to grade 12 of community (lifelong learning)

Focus on average for group Focus on individual ability

Assessment of group performance for Assessment of individual and group
accountability performance for accountability and

development of learning plans

Planning seen as an isolated, external Planning seen as an integral, ongoing
event (does not promote organizational part of keeping the learning system
consistency/coherency) coherent, consistent, and relevant
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Public Education System Public Learning System

Technology used to enhance Technology used to integrate
organizational fragmentation knowledge—maintain systems focus

Technology provides digitized content as Technology provides information/
defined by common Industrial Age resources to support quality learning,
curriculum learning outcomes, based on learners'

preferences

Collaboration to review, modify one of the Collaboration to build and share
pieces of the whole knowledge in the system around its core

activity

Known primarily by what you do (content) Known by what you do (content) and how
you do it (process)

Service provider determines what you Clients determine what they want and
need and when you get it when they need it (any time, any place,

anywhere, any pace, any one)

People within organization determine/ Individual learner determines own
assess your potential potential through demonstrated

performance

Organizational culture is a composite of Organizational culture reflects
distinctive organizational specialties commonality determined by learning,
(math, science, library) knowledge building, and knowledge

sharing, no matter what area of
specialization is involved

System separate from its community System integrated into its community

System emulates practice, organization, System helps community and
and function of organizations and organizations develop new practice
institutions organization and function

Everette Surgenor, The Gated Society, Exploring Information Age Realities for Schools (Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield Education in partnership with American Association of School Administra-
tors, 2009).

Although some organizations and institutions have made the adjustments
and adaptations they need to thrive and survive in this new economy, this
nation cannot yet consider itself to be a knowledge-based society. Informed
leadership from the business, social, professional, and volunteer ranks are
desperately needed to help initiate change and develop the structures needed
to make that transition within organizations and institutions. The skills
needed to navigate this new age are different from and at a higher level than
those of its earlier counterpart.

The loss of jobs, wealth, and homes, as well as the increase in poverty, the
loss of access to educational opportunities, and the damage done to the
middle class clearly demonstrates what needs to change. Without change
there is little hope of sustaining or maintaining what is often referred to as the
American dream.
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In his inaugural address, President Kennedy appealed to the nation by
saying, “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for
your country.”8 That call to action excited and engaged a whole generation
of young people. But that type of thinking no longer constitutes the norm. A
cynical person might rephrase that quotation to say “Forget about the coun-
try—what’s in it for me?”

Communities in general are attitudinally and intellectually unprepared for
these new realities The practice, form, and function of the previous age took
many decades to evolve, so there is a need to be practical about how long it
will take to create something new. But it is important to find a starting point
for the discussion.

The right leadership can create a positive culture, sustain innovation, and
support initiatives for the benefit of all. The wrong leadership won’t. In the
new paradigm leaders cannot be afraid to think or do. Leaders must find the
courage and conviction to move forward with the task of change.
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Chapter Seven

Responding to Change in the Face of
Adversity

“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but
the one most responsive to change.”1

America has demonstrated on a number of occasions that when its citizens
reach a consensus as to the nature and extent of a problem they are usually
able to determine and agree upon what needs to be done to fix that problem.
But achieving a consensus of this sort has never been a simple matter, and
sometimes great harm is done before the problem is identified and/or solved.

In his warning about the Missouri Compromise, Jefferson saw that delay-
ing the resolution to the slavery question only served to create a greater threat
to the continued existence of the country. But few people saw it that way.
The seeds for the Civil War were sown in that Compromise and seven hun-
dred and fifty thousand people died because they could not see what Jeffer-
son saw.2 When ideas and beliefs become entrenched in the culture it be-
comes a long and slow process to affect any processes that will bring about
any change to existing circumstances.

Winston Churchill did everything in his power to convince America to
come to Britain’s defense when and if World War II broke out. President
Roosevelt quietly supported Churchill’s overtures for help but felt powerless
to make key decisions that would make that help part of public policy. That
was because the nation was split between isolationism and participation in
the war that was evolving in Europe.

It took two or three years of verbal conflict, rude comments, threats,
personal attacks, and political maneuvering by groups and individuals on
both sides of the argument before a majority of citizens began to favor

51



52 Chapter 7

participation and involvement in the war in Europe. But it took something
dramatic like the attack on Pearl Harbor to finally seal the deal.

The pages of history are filled with stories about dramatic events like this.
Once they happen, nothing is ever the same again. September 11, 2001 (9/11)
is one of those events. The terrible images of the terrorist attacks of the
World Trade Center and the Pentagon, as well as the intended attack on the
White House, the tragedy of events, the senseless loss of lives, the feelings of
anger, and the desire for retribution are the hallmarks by which people will
remember this act of treachery.

The attacks created a sense of vulnerability and a feeling of fear and loss
within the society. America was attacked by outside extremist forces, for its
values, its beliefs, and its position in the world. Although some people had
insights or sense about the pending attack by extremists, most people were
unaware.

After the event, the nation demanded justice. The first official response
was to use the attack to justify a greater emphasis on security. It is ironic that
one of the responses to the attack by those who were supposed to prevent it
was the implementation of a very strong, almost authoritarian approach to
security that affected the state of individual liberties within America.

In a video conference presentation to TED 2014 in Vancouver, Edward
Snowden commented that citizens should not “. . . have to give up our
privacy to have good government. We don’t have to give up our liberty to
have security.”3

The demand by citizens for improved organizational and systemic compe-
tence fits within the parameters of Information Age thinking. Responding to
the attack by imposing greater restrictions on individual freedom and rights
did not.

Why the 9/11 attacks succeeded or conversely, weren’t prevented, will be
debated for years to come. One view is that the attacks succeeded because of
the inability of organizations to anticipate and respond to threats and strate-
gies that were new or that had never been tried or seen before. People were
trained or prepared for strategies that were designed around past experiences.
The practice and thinking that guided the behavior of individuals and groups
to protect the nation did not enable them to perceive and prepare for the
terrorist threat.

Over the years the media has promoted images about the terrorists that
need to be rethought. The images depict the terrorists as living in caves, as
uneducated social misfits, and as being radical Islamists bent on destroying
the West. Some of that is true but that image is too simplistic and prevents
people from fully understanding the threat that these terrorists posed. Their
capacity to act, their organizational capability, and their operational tech-
niques proved to be far more complex than what they were given credit for.
They were underestimated.
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“New mobile encryption software meant to give jihadists an edge over
Western intelligence agencies has been released by an Islamist group that
produces propaganda for terrorist groups like al Qaeda, Pakistan’s Taliban,
and Somalia’s al-Shabaab.”4 The terrorists are well led, are well financed,
have a will to fight, at times are able to elude surveillance, are willing to die
for their beliefs, and are able to effectively communicate their messages
around the globe.

The terrorists, although expressing beliefs and values that are difficult for
people in a Western society to comprehend, utilize practices and processes
that allow them to transition, transform, and change quickly. They apply
ideas and thinking consistent with the Information Age in aid of sustaining
beliefs and values that date much further back in time. Their use of encryp-
tion software and their ongoing commitment to terrorism indicates that they
are, and will continue to be for a long time, a potential threat to the quality
and way of life in Western nations.

When nations are successful they tend to sustain those things responsible
for that success. Patterns of economic, cultural, social, and political behavior
become known and studied. Stability creates predictability and the creation
of repetitive and predictable patterns. Over time, these conditions have a
tendency to promote complacency and to create levels of susceptibility and
vulnerability.

The extremists who attacked this country were able to predict how vari-
ous agencies would or would not respond under certain circumstances. They
were able to detect vulnerabilities in security and detection procedures and
they took advantage of them.

After World War I, Col. Billy Mitchell was an aggressive advocate for the
strategic role of air power. He pushed for many improvements, better equip-
ment, training, and the creation of an independent Air Force that would be
more powerful than the Navy or Army. Col. Mitchell was observing trends
and trying to extrapolate possible implications to the welfare of the nation
from those trends. His ideas conflicted with the attitudes and beliefs of senior
officers who refused to consider something new. They knew what they knew
and they were unwilling to change.

Col. Mitchell was trying to urge leaders in politics and in the military,
during a time of isolationism and great domestic challenges, to be better
prepared for potential threats from belligerent nations. His advocacy for
changes, his beliefs and his attitudes, and his approaches to making others
aware of the problems as he saw them, landed him in trouble with those in
high command. He was sent to Hawaii as a means of getting him out of the
public eye.

From Hawaii he traveled throughout the Far East, studying the airpower
capability of other nations. He was convinced from this visit that the Japa-
nese were preparing for war with the United States. He wrote a report to his
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superiors in which he said “. . . Japan was the dominant nation in Asia and
was preparing to do battle with the United States. He predicted air attacks
would be made by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor and the Philippines and
described how they would be conducted.”5

That was 1924 and his warnings and predictions were ignored. Pearl
Harbor was attacked on June 7, 1941, in the manner that Col. Mitchell
predicted, resulting in many deaths and causing the United States to issue a
Declaration of War. But Pearl Harbor also brought an abrupt end to some of
the archaic ideas and practices that he had complained about, as well as some
careers of those who had rejected his proposals.

It sometimes takes a catastrophic event like Pearl Harbor or 9/11 to create
change. The fact that some people know and sound alarms about a possible
attack or threat is not enough to make enough people act differently and
change their thinking. In the future, people might actually use their ability to
learn, unlearn, and relearn, structured within new models of thinking, to
prevent or limit these types of outcomes in the future.

The Industrial Age practice of creating organizations specializing in spe-
cific areas, like the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA), the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines as well as the
National Security Agency (NSA), proved to be insufficient in light of the 9/
11 attacks. These organizations were created to represent a specialized body
of practice and expertise. They exercised their power and expertise by main-
taining control over the specific information and knowledge that they pos-
sessed. There was no incentive, other than power or personal gain, for an
individual or specialized group to share what they knew outside their area of
specialization.

The organizations charged with security and protection proved to be inca-
pable of working collectively with each other in anticipating and responding
to the events that unfolded on September 11, 2001. Some information was
shared but not to the extent or within the time frames it should have been.
Not only was it not shared between and among organizations, but it was not
shared within organizations. If it had been, there might have been a different
outcome.

Only after the terrorists struck did those organizations start to work to-
gether to share and build bodies of knowledge that would allow them to
respond to future threats. No circumstance had ever previously arisen that
required these organizations to do collectively what they were unable to do
individually. Other organizations designed around a first response to emer-
gencies also had to develop new practices and procedures after 9/11. The
collapse of the twin towers provided some tough lessons for the first re-
sponders.

Those responders were well prepared and trained for what to do after, but
not before or during, the unanticipated events of that day. Response teams
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were in action immediately after the attacks and did an excellent job. Air-
ports and borders were closed and public officials were communicating im-
portant public messages about the events in a timely manner.

There has been some success in dealing with the terrorists but only be-
cause the organizations dealing with security and protection have changed
their practices, their ways of working with each other, with sharing, commu-
nicating, and developing information. Homeland Security reports that they
have been able to prevent a number of terrorist attacks since 9/11.

The ideas and thoughts that influenced the design and function of the
organizations charged with the security and protection of America proved to
be inadequate in a time of peril. They are now evolving to meet the times.
The educational model that is needed should learn from this experience. New
patterns of thinking, practice, and organizational structures do exist in other
organizations, but not in public education.
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Chapter Eight

The Context for Change

“All things in this world are impermanent. They have the nature to rise and
pass away. To be in harmony with this truth brings happiness.”1

One way to approach moving forward would be through the creation of a
prototype or model that can demonstrate how the new model will work and
how the pieces or components of the educational enterprise work together
and function. The argument for educational reform must be sound and based
on research and serve as the conceptual framework for the development of
this prototype.

Just saying that education is important, essential, or that it provides the
ladders of opportunity to gain access to a quality life style is not enough. The
argument for the importance of a progressive education system has to be
persuasive and cannot rely solely on rhetoric: it has to be demonstrated.

Promoters of reform must be prepared to make informed argument about
the benefits and gains that a reform of public education will have on society
and its economy. That description must provide a vivid description of the
purpose and direction for the reform. It must serve the same purpose as an
architectural drawing would have for the creation and development of a
building or a major complex.

Architects begin with a dream or vision that guides their action and think-
ing before they begin to create something new. Louis Sullivan, an American
architect and the father of modernism, is purported to have said that the
function of architecture is to lift up the eyes of the world. He felt that archi-
tecture provided a conceptual framework or structure that gives purpose to
thoughts and dreams and created a synthesis of the past and future.

Sullivan created the phrase form follows function, which says the shape or
design of something is shaped by its intended function or purpose. “It is the
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pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things physical and
metaphysical, of all things human and all things superhuman, of all true
manifestations of the head, of the heart, of the soul, that the life is recogniz-
able in its expression, that form ever follows function. This is the law.”2

The Information Age has a different function than its Industrial Age
counterpart; a function that will influence organization structure and practice,
thinking, and ways of work. For public education, that function demands a
new form or design for the entire educational enterprise. That design must
draw upon the latest innovations, the best practice and the most advanced
ideas. When designing a new building, the architect usually provides clear
rationales for the design with regard to what is new, why, how, at what cost,
and how long it will take to build. The same will hold true for the creation of
a new educational system.

And like some of the greatest architectural achievements ever seen, the
blueprint for that new system must make a bold statement about the future. It
must encapsulate the ideals of the nation. “High ideals make people
strong . . . decay comes when ideals wane.”3

Reform of this nature and complexity cannot be left in the hands of the
uninformed, the unknowing, the uninterested, or those with much to lose by
any change initiative. But as Shakespeare wrote: “. . . Aye, there’s the rub.”4

Past practice demonstrates that people have a tendency to reinvent or
sustain what they know, what they believe and what they were trained for.
Allowing these people to structure and implement a change or reform process
will only result in failure. The efforts of the last three generations go to
demonstrate this point.

The prototype of the new educational model would include all of the
component pieces for reform from pre-kindergarten to college and the world
of work. People with expertise in each of these areas would be asked to
consider what the implementation of that change would mean to practice,
skill development, and training.

These experts would also be asked to identify who would best deliver the
service or program, identify who should have the overall responsibility for its
implementation, how and when progress should be assessed and evaluated,
who would have responsibility for program modification, and how the pro-
gram or service connects to or relates to the overall development and learn-
ing of the child.

The logistics associated with the development of this model are important
to acknowledge. To manage all of the components of reform requires the
creation of a new planning model complete with software that could manage
large amounts of data and ensure consistency and coherence within the whole
design. The strategic model for planning will not work in this situation.

It is important to identify test sites that would be willing to engage in pilot
projects that would help develop a working model of this prototype: one that
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others can see and emulate. It would be important to select schools for pilots
where the failure of the school system and likely the community are accepted
facts. These are choices that would have to be handled with care and with
respect.

But any process designed to help a school or a number of schools improve
that was designed around the latest research and best practice, that employed
new models for instruction, curriculum, and evaluation, and that employed
the latest technologies to enhance those models and included training, men-
toring, and resources to implement and support the effort is probably an
opportunity that offers more hope than what these schools are presently
experiencing.

But here is the problem. There will be a formal ideological push back to
any effort to strengthen or improve the public education system. That re-
sponse is to be expected and can be planned for. The more difficult response
to deal with is the informal one or the one that is encapsulated in the pub-
lished comments or reactions to new proposals or ideas by people who do not
seem to use logic, reason, or research to support their views.

In a recent article by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) a number of other more empirically-focused studies by KPMG and
the UK Government Office of Science for instance—“have warned that the
convergence of food, water and energy crises could create a 'perfect storm'
within about fifteen years.”5 The implications of their study should prompt a
number of considerations that are worthy of reflection.

One would think that most people who read the NASA article would be
concerned about the author’s thoughts and concerns about the impact of
mankind’s actions on the future of the species. But judging from the online
comments that were attached to the article, this was not the case. Many of
those comments were short sighted, dismissive, and derogatory. They were
not a rebuttal of the facts but a denial that such problems could possibly exist.

The Internet empowers people, in isolation, to pontificate on whatever
topic they choose and in any manner they choose. There is no formal require-
ment to be accurate, respectful, professional, or knowledgeable about the
facts before going online and giving a response or an opinion.

The people making these comments are not limited or restrained in their
response by personal values and ethics or by standards of fairness and objec-
tivity.

They are not required to be informed about the subject matter before
making comments. That is their democratic right.

They comment, sometimes ad nauseam, without any intent to persuade by
logic or inform through expertise. They can be derisive and personal in their
comments and with the hope that others on the Internet or in the media will
find their comments noteworthy, not because of what they say, but because
of how they say it.
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These comments are only to inflame and divide a nation that is already
troubled by disharmony and that could benefit from a more civilized and
informed dialogue among its citizens. But it demonstrates a type of informal
leadership that exists today, that in the hands of some practitioners is quite
harmful. It is the type of leadership that can only tear down and never build
up.

One eventually hopes that the public will grow to demand rationales and
explanations from people who make these types of comments to defend and
explain their point of view and chastise those who make simplistic, emotion-
ally based, uninformed, and sometimes rude and abusive comments. Maybe
society will get to a point where they demand a level of discourse that
informs and enhances a higher level of citizenship and rises above the level
of gossip and contempt displayed in those online comments for those who
hold or express different thoughts and views from them.

Perhaps the observation by Dean Acheson, former Secretary of State, is
worthy of note in this situation. He said “Whatever you think, you are under
no compulsion to broadcast it. Free speech is a restraint on government, not
an incitement to the citizen.”6

Under the present circumstance anyone who proposes or supports the
creation of a new public education system should be prepared for those types
of responses to their suggestions or ideas for change. That is why they need
to confirm in their hearts and souls that it is indeed the right thing to do, and
not allow themselves to be dissuaded from the task by such comments.
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Chapter Nine

The Importance of Prior Learning to
the Reform/Change Process

Once something is learned and accepted it often becomes embedded in the
beliefs and practices of an individual. Embedded learning presents the great-
est challenge to learning something new and different because it can inhibit
or prevent people from questioning or validating that which they already
know. Even when people are provided with facts, research, and information
that challenge what they know and believe, they sometimes refuse to change
or adjust their thinking.

An example of this can be found in the thinking of John Milton, who
published Paradise Lost in 1667. He was sympathetic to Galileo’s discover-
ies in math, science, astronomy, and physics, but was caught in a contradic-
tion between his religious beliefs and Galileo’s discoveries. Paradise Lost
was based upon Milton’s religious beliefs. He was “unable or unwilling to
revise his thought to match the newly discovered universe”1 defined by
Galileo. He did not or could not unlearn something despite the presence of
facts and data to the contrary.

Facts and research can be dismissed for reasons that are not logical or
compelling. Emotion, personal grievances, and deep-rooted biases can often
override common sense and good practice. It is one more complexity in the
process of learning and knowing. That is why a person who has received an
education cannot always be assumed to be an educated person.

The beliefs, thoughts, and ideas that people hold can facilitate or hinder
change, affect decision making, as well as influence the consideration of new
ideas. Creating mental models that facilitate a learner’s ability to review and
reflect upon their beliefs, thoughts, and ideas is an important step in the
process to help people acquire new learning.
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Some of the beliefs and practices people hold become institutionalized
over time. They become automatic and are no longer vetted by conscious
thought. A presenter at a conference on secondary reform, name and location
long forgotten, used the following example to demonstrate an institutional-
ized assumption that guided current practice in designing and building to-
day’s classrooms even though it evolved from a previous century. He noted
that room lighting found in classrooms generally ran parallel to the class-
room window wall. This architectural practice evolved from agrarian times
because of the placement of blackboards and the early dependence on natural
light.

Although attendees at the conference were in a modern facility, the light-
ing in the room was arranged in the same way as it was in those early
schools. It was a design feature influenced by an assumption or prior learning
that was well over one hundred years old. It was the way it had always been
done, and no one bothered to question why.

This type of lock-step thinking is not uncommon and is important to
acknowledge as a potential roadblock within any change process. It would be
desirable to be able to assess the prior learning of participants in the change
process. The ability to confirm people’s thoughts and ideas regarding the
design of schools, the organization of school districts, instruction, leadership,
governance, learning, and use of technology before beginning the process
would provide valuable insight and feedback to those leading the initiative.

It is important to recognize that not all prior learning is sound, factual, or
accurate. Yet the prior learning housed in the collective mindsets of practi-
tioners is seldom questioned or validated within the change process. It is an
area that needs to be researched and explored to see what tools or processes
are available to help individuals reflect on their own biases, thinking, deci-
sion making processes, assumptions, and beliefs. This would help partici-
pants develop new understandings about their thought processes, beliefs, and
values.

There is a measure within social psychology called the implicit-associa-
tion test. The test was developed in the late 1990s. “It is well known that
people don’t always ‘speak their mind,’ and it is suspected that people don’t
always ‘know their minds.’ Understanding such divergences is important to
scientific psychology.”2 The test also purports to have the capability to be
able to assess people’s “. . . implicit associations about race, gender, sexual
orientation, self-esteem, anxiety, alcohol and race evaluations.”3

Being able to help people understand their biases, assumptions, and per-
ceptions is important to the change process. But there are ethical and privacy
considerations that must be considered before engaging any such device in
the implementation of a change process. These tests are not without contro-
versy and some aspects of them are still being debated.
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Chapter Ten

The Processes of Reform

A. THE KNOWLEDGE-BASED PLANNING MODEL

Strategic planning has been a mainstay of planning for organizations and
institutions that still operate within the context and culture of the previous
age. As they did with many other aspects of practice within this age, school
systems adapted this planning model. Strategic plans do not have the capac-
ity to quickly anticipate threats, identify and fix areas of organizational
weakness, value learning, as well as recognize valuable connections to other
systems, or pay attention to trends and changes.

The focus of strategic planning is built around Adam Smith’s insights
about the pieces of the organization. This planning process does not cogni-
tively prepare people to participate in the planning process. It assumes that
they come to the table with the skills and insights to participate.

Every few years participants are brought together to plan and to make
changes or adaptations to the existing plan. The prior plan is used as a basis
for changing, adapting, or initiating a new plan. People are invited to partici-
pate in the process on a representative basis based on their experience with a
department or section within the organization.

This planning model is designed around three to five year cycles and
contains clearly stated goals and outcomes for organizational products and
services. Seldom are the processes of the organization included in these goal
statements. For some organizations, their plan is also their accountability
process.

Participants in the strategic planning process usually do so with a desire
to protect their own area of specialization from having to undertake or make
a change. They are there to participate but also to guard against any change
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that might prove a threat or challenge to their organizational power or posi-
tion.

Therefore, only a small portion of the organization has any direct commit-
ment to what is developed by the planning group. The representatives in the
process try to anticipate or represent what they believe are the needs of the
whole organization. The plan is not known to all and the act of publishing the
plan so that all members of the organization have a copy is a poor way of
building and sustaining support or ownership for the plans, concepts, or
initiatives.

It is a model of planning that I believe no longer has a purpose. It has
outlived its usefulness. It does not facilitate the type of deep organizational
introspection that will lead to substantive change and reform. It does promote
incremental change, but that is of little value in an environment of rapid and
constant change.

There was a time when the constancy of the organization was built around
its products. At one point, a company could build and market the same
toaster for a number of years. Today that company has to keep abreast of new
technology and new marketing strategies. That may require changing their
product design and function in a very short period of time.

Today the constancy is in the process that anticipates change, promotes
research and competition, and utilizes current research and developments
that will lead to new products.

In previous decades the predictability within the organization was in the
content or the product of the organization. Today the predictability or con-
stant is in the process used to develop the content or the product. To stay
current under these conditions requires the application of a planning model
that can monitor, assess, evaluate, and change various aspects of the organ-
ization or institution as the facts or realities require. And one that recognizes
the direct relationship between and importance of both content and process.

Organizations in this new era survive on their ability to anticipate or
recognize threats or changes and make adjustments or adaptations. In a 20th
century system, it was people and not circumstances that generally deter-
mined the rate and extent of the change. In this early part of the 21st century,
organizations are forced to respond to uncontrollable and often unknown
forces if they are to survive.

In this environment, organizations cannot afford to wait three to five
years to assess how they are doing before making needed changes. They will
not survive if they do.

A new planning model requires the development of tools and processes to
handle the logistics of the process. One of those would be the development of
assessment and evaluation processes that inform both the individual and the
organization on a regular basis as to:
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• organizational and systemic consistency and coherence regarding both
process and content (or the lack of it);

• the performance or organization in relation to its overall purpose and
goals;

• what areas require renewal, knowledge-building, and knowledge-sharing;
and

• new research, innovation, trends, and technologies that could have a bear-
ing on their core enterprise.

These types of tools are employed on Wall Street and in banking systems to
assess, interpret, and respond to data. The future of their organization de-
pends on their ability to perform these functions and respond to new informa-
tion accurately, quickly, and well.

The new planning model cannot rely on personal testimonies and assess-
ments of performance by a few representatives of each part of the organiza-
tion. It must involve everyone in the organization as well as partner groups
and it must be driven by an objectively based collection of data. It requires
the use of new technologies and software designed to gather, tabulate, corre-
late, assess, and graph input and feedback, something akin to the software
used to monitor and report on election results.

This type of planning is needed for organizations that operate within the
context of the new age to maintain coherence and relevance. It is not a one-
time event involving only a few—it must be an ongoing organizational activ-
ity involving many.

Even if people can’t participate directly, they need to know the frame-
work in which the plan has been developed and have opportunity to input,
validate, respond, align, and create system coherence around the information
developed by those who participated in the planning process.

This planning process must also have the capability to monitor the growth
of the system and identify advantages and disadvantages of connecting with
other systems. It also requires an analysis of any proposed improvement or
change in order to provide some reflection as to whether that short or long
term change proposal will trigger or create structural or operational weak-
nesses as well as create other points of vulnerability within the organization.

Identifying organizational strengths and opportunities, as well as the
weakness or downside of any implementation or change, must become part
of the learning and thinking that guides both individual and group practice in
any system. People must be taught and trained to build mental models around
these processes that they can automatically employ when needed within the
daily functioning of the organization.
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B. CREATING A DESIGN TEAM AND A REFORM PROCESS

President Kennedy’s 1960s long term goal of putting a man on the moon
within a decade led to the creation of a Design Team who had the respon-
sibility of turning that challenge into a reality.

That team started with a premise of a possibility, a collection of people
with a wide variety of expertise, a belief that they could achieve something
that had never been done before along with an understanding that much of
what was needed to accomplish the task had yet to be invented or created.
How that team functioned and worked is instructive and has some applica-
tions regarding the creation of an education Design Team charged with the
creation of a new education system.

A Design Team charged with creating this system would be comprised of
futurists, economists, philosophers, ethicists, and technologists who under-
stand application of technologies to the delivery and acquisition of learning,
communication, and management.

It would also include professionals at the Early Childhood, kindergarten
to Grade 12, and post-secondary level, and people having expertise with new
models for community, leadership, governance, behavioral management,
curriculum, assessment and evaluation, nutrition, literacy, business reengi-
neering, and social issues. More expertise should be added as and where
needed. Parents and students must also be involved in these discussions.

The team would use the new planning model to create a prototype of a
new learning model for education. This model would facilitate team member
interactions and would be informed by the research and data available on
learning to guide their processes.

Membership on the team must be based on the ability of participants to
collaborate and cooperate. All members of the team must be committed to
developing a new education system that revolves around Sullivan’s concept
of function and form needed for the age in which we now live.

The Design Team would undertake knowledge mapping exercises, based
on their understandings of those definitions of form and function, by which
they can compare, contrast, and classify all proposals or suggestions for
change. This compare/contrast exercise would show points of alignment and
points of difference.

This analysis would demonstrate what needs to change and why. Under-
standing the differences in the paradigms, as well as the specialization per-
taining to each piece of the organization, is important in terms of valuing
what is appropriate change and what isn’t.

It would show where new practice needs to be created, and where old
practice should be sustained, modified, or eliminated altogether. The results
gained from this process would create the opportunity for the creation of a
system that would have the capacity and ability to transcend the existing one.
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The model would be driven by what is best for learners and not what is
best for the people who provide services to learners. Special interests can
have a seat at the table, but cannot have the power to stop or prevent any
design feature that is collaboratively set and agreed upon.

Arriving at conclusions about what should be reformed is both a cognitive
and emotional challenge—not a financial one.

Resources will be needed to facilitate the change process and to plan,
develop, and create new practices and applications, but they need not be
capital intensive. Most of those resources could be found within the creation
of new and improved practice. They also need to help communities develop
the individual and group mindsets needed to sustain a change initiative of
this magnitude. Research and expertise will be needed to assist with that
process and the community and its schools must be involved in its develop-
ment. Otherwise, there will be no ownership or understanding about what is
happening or what needs to happen. As Jefferson said, “Whenever the people
are well-informed they can be trusted with their own government.”1

C. A VISION TO GUIDE THE DESIGN TEAM

Developing a vision to guide the actions and thinking of the reform process
would be one of the first tasks for the team. The purpose of this vision is to
create a philosophical purpose and direction that will guide the creation of
the new model for education—one that would help nurture, enable, sustain,
and renew the system.

That statement should be concise and brief. Vision statements that are all
encompassing, wordy, and/or vague produce organizations and practice with
similar characteristics. A vision can be the work or perspective of one indi-
vidual, but it cannot serve as the vision of the organization unless it is
validated and owned by those in the organization who deliver the service and
those outside the organization for whom the service is intended.

It must be collectively held and owned by all members of the organiza-
tion. The vision statement must become an integral and daily guiding light
for the Design Team so that it can serve as a constant beacon for excellence,
relevance, and passion.

The vision must facilitate and support change and serve to align organiza-
tional activities and empower people to apply their creativity and expertise
toward attainment of the core purpose of the organization.

The following is an example of one vision statement that evolved from a
workshop on organizational change. They chose the following statement as
the vision they needed to move forward. “Learning: anytime, anyplace, any-
where, any pace, anyone.”2 Creating a system that enabled this vision state-
ment would be an exciting challenge.
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D. COLLABORATION

The creation of the collaborative workplace is an essential process compo-
nent in developing both the quality and substance of the new education
system. Creating a collaborative workplace is not a new idea. Organizations
encouraged collaboration, especially in the 1980s and 1990s, as a means of
improving both practice and product. That model valued respect, inter-per-
sonal skills, communication, sharing thoughts and ideas, as well as problem
solving as key components of the process.

But the skill set required to collaborate within the new culture is of a
higher level and is more complex than its industrial counterpart. It is a pro-
cess that requires participants to utilize both analysis and synthesis to ensure
the alignment and coherence of procedures, practices, and processes within
the organizational structure and it needs to be embedded within the govern-
ance, leadership, and instructional models.

E. THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

The ability to learn and unlearn allows people to be open and receptive to
new thoughts and ideas. It is often a very personal experience. Learners,
especially in a group setting, must accept a certain amount of personal vul-
nerability before they are able to openly consider the thoughts and ideas of
others and compare/contrast them to their own. For some that is difficult to
do.

One of the skilled aspects of teaching is the ability to create a nurturing
and open environment in which learners will take the risk of learning in front
of others, be comfortable with affirming what they know or do not know and
be able to freely acknowledge that they have changed their thinking when
appropriate to do so.

That nurturing and open environment must allow and encourage the
learner to freely explore, challenge, and affirm their thoughts and ideas in the
company of others. For that to happen the learner must trust that the environ-
ment in which the learning takes place will protect them and that they are
safe from personal attack, ridicule, or criticism for expressing their thoughts
and ideas as they explore. Learning processes are fundamental components
for facilitating change.

If children learn in a supportive environments where risk taking, the love
of learning, and intellectual pursuits are prized, then they have a better
chance at being successful in school. They become more likely to continue to
learn, to take risks and make mistakes, to ask critical questions, to value
insightful and creative thinking, to make predictions, and to grow in an open
and public way.
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Those who don’t have this support soon come to believe that they are not
as capable as others to think and learn. When challenged to learn something
new they will not engage and they will provide a series of rationales as to
why they can’t learn. They protect themselves and their thought processes.
They construct a negative and emotional perspective toward their ability to
learn. That perspective is reinforced by their feelings of inadequacy and self-
doubt.

They reflect quietly and learn silently, fearful that their thoughts and ideas
might be adjudicated as less than. Good learning experiences promote confi-
dence and a willingness to extend human capabilities. Bad learning experi-
ences promote feelings of inadequacy and bitterness. In a time when lifelong
learning is the new reality for both workers and learners, it is important that
the learning processes they use to acquire or use new knowledge be of high
quality.

How people approach opportunities to learn, relearn, or unlearn is more
dependent on their perceptions of self-worth and their levels of confidence
than it is on their levels of intelligence and creativity. It is difficult to create
an environment that honors learning if some of the learners feel less than in
terms of their ability to learn.

People who are unwilling or reluctant to learn will not be able to work in
teams. They will not trust research or facts that differ from their own world
view and they will not understand the need to collaborate. As well, they will
be unwilling to or incapable of sharing and will be very reluctant to go
through any processes that require changes to what they know.

NOTES
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Chapter Eleven

The Organizational Structures of
Reform

A. GOVERNANCE

1. The Learning Council

The governance of public education has evolved over many years. The initial
creation of school boards stemmed from a need for system and classroom
oversight. It also created a mechanism to ensure that the learning needs of
children were being met. Boards were created for the purpose of providing
communities and regions with local control of their school system. In the
early years, trusteeship was a voluntary activity and fell under the auspices of
civic duty.

In more recent years, the control of education systems has been central-
ized at the state level. Trustees are paid for their service and their choice to
run for a position on a Board of Education is sometimes personal and some-
times driven by political belief and self-interest. The composition of the
Board is often a reflection of one of the two dominant political ideologies
prevalent in today’s political environment.

Board actions and decision making are directly influenced by the finan-
cial and bureaucratic dictates of state government. It creates a circumstance
in which ideology in some cases trumps educational practice. These boards
are often controlled and directed by state policy and regulation, and have
limited authority to make decisions that respond to local needs. This creates a
paradox whereby boards have most of the responsibility for defending state
policy to the public and no authority to change it.

Trustee elections do not generally attract a large turnout of voters. The
public generally displays little interest in board activities until they try to cut
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a popular program or close a school. The present model for governance is out
of date and needs to be replaced with a model that is redesigned around
lifelong learning and learning organizations.

Calling into question the existing model of governance also calls into
question the definition and function of a school district as well as of a school,
the scope of governance, and the capacity of local boards to deal with local
issues. Any redesign of the school system must take these questions into
account.

A new governance model should be given a broader mandate than just
kindergarten to grade 12. In the era of lifelong learning a community would
be well served to have a governance model that oversaw and planned for all
of the learning needs of the community and would represent kindergarten to
grade 12 as well as early childhood, health, nutrition, family support, and
legal services pertaining to the young, job training, social services, and col-
lege.

What is needed is the creation of a Learning Council that would serve as
the governing body for all of the learning needs of the community. These
needs are currently assigned to a number of groups and agencies within
communities who are expected to cooperate, share information, resources,
and expertise and work in unison on behalf of the communities they serve.
But that is not always the case.

These community-based organizations have no strategy for working ef-
fectively together because they represent separate and distinct silos of influ-
ence. They often do not like to share information and resources. Their fund-
ing and influence within the community is dependent on their ability to stay
distinct and separate from each other. The inability to collaborate and work
together creates a system dysfunction around learning that is costly. It needs
to change.

Literacy, for example is a topic that is being addressed by a variety of
groups within the community, including pre-school, job training, kindergart-
en to grade 12, college, corporations, or people for whom English is a second
language. But generally these groups deal with literacy within their own
sphere of influence. Much more could potentially be achieved if all of these
groups worked together under common governance, leadership, and shared
resources.

Literacy, defined within today’s context, is a womb-to-tomb issue and
might be the place to begin uniting the community around a common learn-
ing need. It is one of the primary skills needed for accessing opportunities
within the society.

The Learning Council would provide a uniform, efficient, and sustained
approach to the delivery, resourcing, and organization of learning programs
and services within the city, town, community, or neighborhood it represents.
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The creation of a Learning Council would also provide members of the
council with the opportunity to raise some important questions about the
efficiency of the existing structures and organizations within its mandate.
Some of those questions might be as follows:

• Why spend so much money on a school building only to have it sit idle for
so many days of the year? It is a resource that the community could make
use of during non-school use.

• Is it necessary to replicate features in a school, like a library, a gym, or a
pool that are already present in the community?

• If the community has assets, like a pool, a gym, or a library, could they not
also run lifelong learning programs from those centers and have a system
of credits that allow students “anytime, anywhere” access? In other words,
could you not get a credit for art, music, or physical education through
community-based activities? Do these courses always have to be offered
in a school setting in order for a student to receive credit?

• Could there not be some benefit to have a closer link between secondary
schools and the regional college? Building that relationship creates an
opportunity for sharing resources, services, and expertise, creating opera-
tional efficiencies, enhancing the delivery and enrolment in technology
and trade programs, and for better curriculum integration.

• What are the needs of learners in the area covered by the Learning Council
and what method of program delivery best suits their needs?

• What resources does the college or other organizations or institutions in
the community have regarding trades and training that could also be ac-
cessed by secondary school students?

Questions like these provide the opportunity to rethink and question existing
practice and to create and redesign existing structures so that they better
serve the learning needs of the community. Doing this also presents an op-
portunity to consider both the effectiveness and the efficiency of the existing
system.

B. NEW INSTRUCTIONAL MODEL

Variations exist within the instructional model utilized within classrooms
across the nation. It is that model that is primarily sustained by the traditional
definition of school, the physical structure of a classroom, the time con-
straints of learning, a fact-based curriculum, and a national model of account-
ability driven by a standardized testing model to determine student and
school performance.
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A number of teachers work in an environment of large class sizes and low
resources. In some states the results from standardized tests are being used to
determine the employment status of some teachers, as well as to consider
whether the school should be closed because of overall low student perfor-
mance. These factors contribute to a poor environment for learning and
forces teachers to teach to the test in order to emphasize the most important
facts or learning outcomes contained in those tests and to ensure comprehen-
sion of those facts.

Anyone who has ever taught in a classroom knows that large class sizes
coupled with minimum resources work against developing a supportive
learning environment. This is not an argument for a policy that dictates a
specific class size but it is one for a reasonable class size dependent on the
learning needs of the group. Based on personal experience, teaching a class
of thirty-two students of comparable ability and a desire to learn is an easier
task that teaching a class of eighteen students who have had little or no
success with learning.

In an environment like the latter, it is difficult to get past delivering
content and promoting some comprehension or understanding of what has
been taught. And if teachers lack the resources and/or the technology to
expand the learning opportunities and provide more meaningful experiences
to engage learners, then the instructional task to explore, discuss, evaluate,
and attach meaning and value to what has been learned becomes even more
difficult.

What is required is a new model for instruction: a model that would
promote the acquisition and application of instructional skills and strategies
around higher-order thinking skills. It would also require the ability to use a
wide range of curricula, an emphasis on individual learning and the use of
assessment and evaluation tools to assess achievement and performance in a
variety of ways and levels. But instruction is only one part of the puzzle and
on its own is not enough to resolve the problems connected with student
achievement.

Teaching to promote higher level thinking skills is not new. Many of the
elements of this idea were once referred to as active learning. What would be
new would be the redesign and development of all educational services and
programs to be consistent with this instructional model. It is difficult to alter
or change the dominant model of instruction practiced within schools without
changing the environment, culture, and practice in which it exists.

The new model for instruction would be structured around a learning
theory like the one presented in Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objec-
tives.1 Bloom outlined this taxonomy in 1956. It categorizes thinking into six
levels ranging from the lower level of thinking skills (i.e. knowledge and
comprehension) to higher level thinking skills (i.e. application, analysis, syn-
thesis, and evaluation) and around three domains: cognitive (mental skills/
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knowledge), affective (growth in feelings or emotional areas), and psycho-
motor (manual or physical skills).

Other learning theories use different terms and classifications, but they all
point to levels of understanding and thinking that would force an extension
of instructional practice well beyond what presently exists in classrooms.

In most classrooms today, the teacher presents information and encour-
ages students, through a variety of instructional methodologies, to convert
that information into a level of knowledge based on comprehension and
sometimes application. This instructional model is able to address the first
two levels, sometimes third level, of the taxonomy, but seldom are the other
levels of the taxonomy addressed within the classroom learning experience.
There isn’t time within the present organizational structure to do much else.

The same reality holds true for testing, especially in the use of standard-
ized tests. In most instances those tests are designed to assess the first level
and sometimes the second level of the taxonomy. It would be difficult to
assess the other levels of the taxonomy.

Assessing those levels requires the learner, either individually or in a
group, to apply or explain what they have learned, through a demonstration
or performance, before their levels of learning can be properly assessed. That
type of assessment cannot be readily done in a pencil and paper format on a
standardized achievement exam.

That observation should call into question the value and purpose of the
international and the national assessments. America does not place at the top
of these assessments internationally, but more importantly, does it want to?
To be first means that your students are the best at regurgitation, comprehen-
sion, and maybe some applications of the standardized data on which the
tests are based. The implication to be drawn from this is that the country that
has the highest scores using this type of assessment has the best Industrial
Age school system.

Would it not be better to redesign the system so that all students have the
opportunity to be proficient at all six levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy? Students
with those skills would prove to be very powerful learners. But before that
could happen, teachers have to be cognizant of the instructional and assess-
ment methodology that facilitates this model of learning. And that system
would have to be designed, resourced, led, and governed in a manner that
supports and sustains this learning environment.

Students that acquire the skills defined by the six levels of the taxonomy
would find that the world of higher learning and the world of work would
welcome them with open arms. Whether this is the right or only model of
learning to base a new instructional process on is a matter for discussion.
What should not be up for discussion is an option to maintain and sustain
what presently exists.
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Imagine designing an instructional methodology and an evaluation/as-
sessment tool that allowed teachers to employ learning experiences in their
classrooms that spanned all six levels of the taxonomy and employed the
Principles of Learning.2

The Principles of Learning state that:

a. learning requires the active participation of the learner;
b. people learn in a variety of ways and at different rates; and
c. learning is both an individual and group process.

The existing shape, practice, and structure of the existing classroom and
school cannot accommodate an instructional model designed around this
taxonomy and the Principles of Learning. Nor could it readily accommodate
assessment and evaluation approaches that are structured around those same
ideas. It would be physically and cognitively impossible to do.

The current emphasis on standardized tests, and the potential impact of
those results on funding and possibly employment, has created environments
of rigid compliance to an outdated perception of excellence within schools.

The teacher is unable to allow students to learn at different rates or to
actively engage all learners in the learning process. Under present circum-
stances there is little time to focus on a student’s individual interests or
passions, and seldom would there be time to discuss the ethical and moral
implications as well as the societal impacts about what they have learned.

The training model for providing teachers with the skills and insights to
instruct at this level of expertise would also have to be rethought. And that
would give rise to the question as to whether the university or college is the
right organization to do this type of training. Included in that revision of
teacher training would be expectations about the skill level one must attain
and continue to train for to maintain their license to teach.

C. REDEFINING TRADITIONAL ROLES AND RELATIONSHIPS

1. New Ways to Transmit Knowledge

David Brooks of the New York Times wrote an article called “The Practical
University” in which he discussed online education. He speculated that “. . .
universities in the future will spend much less time transmitting technical
knowledge and much more time transmitting practical knowledge.”3

He went on to say these students might go online, before attending uni-
versity, to take seminars that will provide technical knowledge and then go to
university to receive practical knowledge. The term for technical knowledge
could be referred to as content (i.e. knowledge/comprehension) and the term
for practical knowledge (i.e. meaning and application) could be referred to as
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process. The relationship that Brooks describes between technical knowledge
and practical knowledge could also be applied at the secondary level.

The first two levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, knowledge and comprehen-
sion, could be handled through online services by learners who know how to
learn and whose prior learning is appropriate to accept new learning. These
online services can be designed to allow each person to learn at their own
rate and pace. They do not need to be in a face-to-face situation for this
aspect of their learning as long as their process skills for learning are intact.

The process could be expanded to include online group interaction among
and between learners that would promote scaffolding or the building of
knowledge by peers through shared learning experiences. The remaining
levels of the taxonomy (i.e. application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation)
can be addressed through in-person learning session involving an instructor
and students.

This organizational structure would enhance opportunities to create deep-
er understanding of a topic or subject area in a manner that creates efficien-
cies and cost savings. It also provides learners with the opportunity to build,
share, acquire, or replace old learning with new learning. This would be an
innovation that fundamentally reshapes practice.

Establishing this new practice, where some content is presented online
and some in face-to-face settings, also presents the possibility to create a
dramatic shift in the existing relationship between and among pre-kindergart-
en, kindergarten, elementary, secondary, and college or university.

In this scenario pre-kindergarten and kindergarten would continue to fo-
cus on readiness, socialization, and basic skills and the elementary level
concentrated on the acquisition of the new basics and the processes of learn-
ing. These educational experiences would also include exposure to the arts,
physical fitness, nutrition, citizenship, volunteering, and the development of
skills for problem solving as well as critical and creative thinking.

At the secondary level, the emphasis would be on enhancing those basic
programs, the continued development of learning skills, and the development
of skills within specific subject areas like math, trades, and science as well as
a specific focus on the world of work. Social media could be used for more
than peer social interactions by designing opportunities to contact experts or
share with others. Online learning could be used to allow students to explore
areas of specialized interest they may have that are not covered by the
school’s curricular options.

Redesigning these traditional relationships could provide an enriched
learning experience that would bring substantial benefits to learners.
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2. Pathways to Post-Secondary

President Obama recently gave a speech at a Brooklyn High School and
brought attention to a program called P-Tech (Pathways in Technology Early
College High School). The curriculum places an emphasis on science, math,
technology, and engineering. It is a six-year program that spans grades nine
to fourteen. Students graduate with a school diploma and an associate degree
in applied science.

The program he referenced advances a new model for education that
blends some aspects of the secondary with some aspects of a post-secondary
institution. It improves options and opportunities for the students, is of high
quality, builds upon private/public partnerships, and has links to the world of
work.4

It allows the college to expand its training of trade and tech programs into
those schools. Those programs serve both students and employers needing
access to training programs for their employees.This concept could be en-
hanced even further by eliminating the concept of a school district and re-
placing it with an organizational structure built around the secondary school
and its feeder schools.

This new organizational unit would establish links to the local college and
community agencies, to early childhood programs, and to parent outreach
programs for those with newborns. This unit would have direct reporting
responsibilities to the Learning Council. A different model of leadership is
needed to make this work.

Apart from instructional leadership and statutory responsibilities, leaders
within this new organizational structure would ensure curriculum coordina-
tion and common expectations for performance and behavior within the unit.
They would also ensure that counselling and support services are shared,
accessible, and available and that each site within the unit has the technologi-
cal services and applications they need to communicate, and share resources
and expertise as needed. They would also monitor students’ learning needs
so that each student who needs help receives it. They would also maintain
links with other systems.

Time allocation, the length of the day, and the length of the year for
educational purposes have long been a constraining characteristic of the sec-
ondary timetable. By breaking the time constraint that these timetables place
upon learning and instruction, the system would be better able to serve the
needs of its consumers.

Technology would have an important role to play in these new organiza-
tional models and the timetables they use in their program offerings. Secon-
dary learners would be able to engage in learning at times that are more
convenient to them. Having secondary schools within a college region blend
their timetables as much as possible so that they have the same starting and
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closing times and the same length for periods of instruction would facilitate
more learning opportunities for students.

It requires new thinking, new practice, new tools, and new attitudes to
make this a reality. The next step after this would be to work with the college
to see where and how their timetable could be aligned with the regional
timetable. Again, coordinating instructional allocations and aligning program
offerings and times of operation could create numerous benefits for all con-
cerned.

Because of budget restraints, class size, or the lack of subject specializa-
tion on the staff, some schools are not able to offer certain courses at the
senior level. This is a critical circumstance for some students who need
access to specific programs during their last two years at the secondary
level—programs that will allow them to access the college or university
program they desire.

The implementation of a common timetable and the utilization of broad-
band and various communication technologies would allow students in one
institution to be part of a class in another institution. In some cases that
institution could be the college. Where the numbers or staffing in one school
prevent that school from offering a biology or calculus course, the student
would be able to select it from another school.

If the National Football League can utilize software to work out a sched-
ule for all of their teams, for all of their games for the entire season and post-
season, then the same should hold true for managing programs between and
among secondary schools. The problem, if there is one, will come from a
cultural characteristic in which each secondary school is unique and operates
independently from each other. They are stand-alone entities and exist on a
culture defined by competition. But those are problems related to an organ-
izational practice and culture—not to learning theory.

Where schools are not too far apart or in close proximity to a college,
districts and municipalities can blend their transportation systems to allow
students to easily move back and forth. It would take some effort to sort out
funding allocations, costs, and the sharing of assessment data (i.e., one
course in this school and four in that school). As well, some provision would
need to be made to allow a student in one school access to the teacher in
another school, via the technology, when questions need to be answered or
help is needed. But it is all possible to do if the will to make it happen is
there.

Because peer social interaction is such a powerful force in existing social
structure of secondary school, any changes that are being considered must be
done so with it in mind. Many young people attend school because of those
opportunities for social interaction. It remains to be seen if the need for
socialization is an inhibitor of change and reform. It may be that peer interac-
tion, participation in athletics, fine arts, or lifestyle programs will be pro-
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vided in the future by community centers as part of community learning
programs, involving both secondary students and adults.

For some students the need to socialize is not strong and access to online
delivery of courses is beneficial because it allows them to remove themselves
from classroom and hallway environments that are unfriendly. It might also
appeal to their personal use of time regarding work, social interaction, or
sleep.

From a learning perspective, online learning, at least not yet, is not the
best model for learning. The success rate of students using these services is
woefully low in most cases. The instructional model for online learning
presents courses in isolation and promotes regurgitation of facts. Some mod-
els promote some comprehension, but seldom are any of the other levels of
Bloom’s Taxonomy addressed.

Practitioners who understand the processes of learning must shape the
utilization and application of these technologies to better serve the needs of
learners. Too often the learning agenda in online learning programs is shaped
by the limitations and restrictions of the technology.

The development of a common timetable that includes online learning as
a part of, and not an adjunct to, the regular program offering including
student support services could make a difference. Whether the student is a
part-time or a full-time student or whether they attend electronically from
another school or from home, the common timetable could make a difference
to both the quality and quantity of learning options available to them.

It would also be valuable to do a curriculum audit of senior secondary and
first-year college courses. It has been my experience that these courses have
a lot of commonality and that a student who excels at the grade twelve level
might very well be able to challenge and pass a 1st year college exam in a
given subject area.

Having agreements in place between secondary and post-secondary insti-
tutions that permit course challenges under certain conditions would be of
benefit to some students and would save parents tuition fees. If the students
can demonstrate that they know the material why should they be forced to
repeat a course under the guise of some arbitrary perception of standards and
of quality control?

There is an estimate that three million jobs in America remain unfilled
because applicants do not have the necessary educational and technical skills
to do the work. It is often referred to as “the skills gap.”5

For some the issue is not a skills gap but about economics.6 Following the
financial crisis in 2008, many jobs that were lost and devalued by reducing
compensation and benefits were reinstated.

Others suggest that the fault for the skills gap rests with schools, whereas
Paul Krugman, an economist and writer for The New York Times, says that if
companies paid workers appropriately for the skills they have, then the jobs
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would be filled. He says that the people with the skills to do the work are
available to work but they won’t work for the wages that are being offered.

Either way, corporate America continues to lobby Congress to allow them
to bring in foreign workers to do different varieties of work, especially in the
areas of technology and trades. They argue that the education systems here
are not providing the business sector with the skilled employees that they
need and that they need to recruit in foreign countries. Just recently the
Senate, as part of the immigration bill passed in June 2013, included provi-
sions to allow more extensive recruiting of foreign workers with technical
expertise.7

A sense of nationalism and pride should nudge lawmakers into insisting
that the public and post-secondary systems respond to this problem and train
Americans to fill these jobs. It would require changing the curriculum in the
secondary school and creating a dual track so that those who don’t want to
pursue traditional post-secondary academic programs would have access to
another stream of quality programs that would better prepare them for work/
employment in the technical and trades area.

These programs would be of high caliber and require skills and abilities in
applied math, science, and physics, as well as technical reading and writing.
It would be much more than a school-to-work program that prepares students
to transition from school into low paying service sector jobs.

And at the post-secondary level it would require that institutions be better
prepared and more attuned to employment trends. In a world of rapid change,
the content part of work or area of specialization that one acquires is in a
state of constant change due to innovations, research, new discoveries, sci-
ence, and technology. It should not be assumed that an individual can be
trained to specialize in one area of work for life. There will be a constant
need for training and retraining as well as for tracking by post-secondary
institutions to determine where the jobs are or will be.

Relying on the recruitment of workers from other nations to fill jobs when
many Americans are out of work is an indication that something is very
wrong. It is a failure of public policy. If the schools can’t meet the need, fix
the schools so they can. There may be logical arguments for recruiting
foreign workers, but only after all the other options have been exercised.

Redesigning the secondary school to create a pathway to work is just one
of many changes that need to be made in the education system. But that
pathway will have little value unless there is an honest and accurate appraisal
about what type of work is or will be available. Perhaps a better way of
looking at it is to ask the question about what work won’t be done by
technology in the future.

Already robots and machines using artificial intelligence are involved in
automating warehouses, doing assembly work, surgery, data analysis, re-
search, and running call centers. Experiments are being conducted on operat-
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ing driverless cars, pilotless planes, and automated weaponry and tools of
war. The list goes on.

If there was a clear understanding about what that future would look like
then there would be a corollary understanding about what the nature and
scope of an educational program would be. It may be a view that many will
not like.

To some extent, the skills gap is a catch-22 situation. Because the system
is not producing enough people to fill these jobs, corporate America asks
Congress to allow them to import foreign workers who are better skilled and
more productive. The education system is not producing enough people who
can compete for those jobs.

Because American youth are not acquiring the skills and attitudes em-
ployers need in their schools, employers look outside the United States for
people that have them. It seems to be cheaper to go outside the country to
recruit than to invest in programs in America’s schools so that they can meet
the supply and demands of the workplace. The attitude seems to be one of
letting other countries invest in developing skilled workers and then recruit
them to live in America once they have completed their training.

America should be creating secondary schools that have a dual stream—
one is academic, with a pathway to university or college, and the other is
focused on technology and trades and has a pathway to the world of work.
This would create opportunities for learners who have the prerequisite skills
to compete for those jobs. The needs of corporations and businesses are
important, but the national interest of the country should dictate policy in this
regard.

D. LEADERSHIP

The relationship between governance and the leadership of public education
is symbiotic. The effective functioning of one gives form and substance to
the other. Creating and actualizing a governance structure responsible for all
formal learning, creating efficiencies within the organization, promoting
shared usage of resources, new organizational structures, new practices, as
well as expertise and opportunities, requires a type of leadership that is quite
different from its industrial counterpart.

It was clear to Churchill, during the 1930s, as he watched and warned
about Hitler, about what needed to be done. Likewise, there are leaders in
public education today who also know what must be done. But in the current
environment in America it is difficult to influence or create the right type of
change. Not enough people recognize the nature and extent of the problem.

It is part of human nature to resist changing until the threat of great harm
is real and immediate. Only when a doctor provides an unfavorable diagnosis
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do most people initiate some attempt to change their personal practices and
behaviors. Generally people have to recognize a threat before they act.

Leadership styles that value lobbies and special interests, build personal
power bases, and promote territorial imperatives and special agendas at all
costs, are not needed or valued in this type of environment. Those attributes
are the hallmarks of ineffective leadership within this organizational culture
and are detrimental to the welfare and future of the system.

The type of leaders that are needed to create and sustain these types of
organizations must be very well informed on learning theory as well as how
it influences the processes of an organization. They must understand systems
theory and be able to see what links are beneficial and conversely harmful to
their organization. And they must be conversant with the function of the
Information Age and have the skills to promote, create, develop, or sustain
the organizational form that gives meaning and purpose to that function.

Leaders are needed who are attitudinally and intellectually prepared to
bring these insights and skills to bear in the conceptualization and creation of
a new system. These leaders will need to be versed in all aspects of learning,
shared decision making, and the creation of leadership teams. These skills
will help them enlist and utilize the talents of those within the organizations
they lead to attain organizational goals and outcomes of the organization.

And they need to develop processes that ensure that the site and the
system act in harmony and openly and proactively share both successes and
failures. The processes of consultation, problem solving, critical thinking,
collaboration, cooperation, informed risk taking, and knowledge building
become key elements of the system’s cognitive infrastructure.

People who demonstrate these leadership qualities are best equipped to
serve the needs of a learning organization. These are leaders who can be
trusted, who share power, and who focus both on process and content. They
create work environments by which individuals and groups will learn, create,
innovate, take informed risks, and excel.

It is up to those in the governance of public education to clearly define
what the leadership tasks are as well as the expectations they have in that
regard. In other words those in governance need to clearly state their expecta-
tions regarding the job and then hire the leaders who are capable and willing
to fulfill those tasks. Those in governance must avoid putting political expe-
dience ahead of learning and quality learning environments when choosing
who will lead the organization. Doing otherwise is a great disservice to
learners.
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E. BUSINESS OPERATIONS

There are organizations that specialize in reengineering or redesigning pro-
cesses. Although these processes are designed for businesses they can be
adapted to enable organizations like school systems to re-engineer various
aspects of their systems.

Re-engineering can provide a school district with an opportunity to re-
view its business processes and to determine if they are connected, aligned,
and add real value to the overall goals of the organization. It can help identify
what business practices or activities within their organization are time con-
suming, expensive, and not really necessary. It gives the organization an
opportunity to confirm or revise existing practice, create new practice, or
eliminate old practice.

In one jurisdiction, sharp declines in student enrolment created financial
shortfalls that challenged district leaders to find new ways to keep their
district functioning. A firm was hired to undertake a re-engineering process
that would review the business practices of the district.

Those with the most experience with business practices, both at the
school and district level, were asked to participate in a collaborative exercise
designed to help them explore and understand the challenges facing the dis-
trict. It was hoped that if they understood the challenges the district faced,
they would have a context for why their participation in the process would be
of value. The time spent on creating that understanding proved to be invalu-
able.

Throughout the process, the group was asked to focus on three questions:

1. What practices/functions does the system need to sustain and/or im-
prove?

2. What practices/functions are not present but needed?
3. What practices/functions does the system need to stop doing?

When people agreed to participate in the process they were presented with an
overview of what the reengineering process was and how it would be con-
ducted. Each business function was analyzed and reviewed with regard to
what worked well, what didn’t work, what should be changed, and what
could be done to make things better. No recommendations for change within
the business function were made without first considering whether it had a
negative impact on learners or operating functions.

This activity was followed by asking all of the participants to consider
what other opportunities for change should be considered in the future.
Measurements for time on task regarding specific functions in the current
organizational structure were compared to those that were being redesigned
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for the new structure. This was done to determine where gains in efficiency
could be attained and at what cost or savings.

At the conclusion of the process, a plan was presented that identified how
the district could effectively achieve the selected opportunities, or quick
wins, for change as well as maintain the financial services and resources
needed to implement those changes.

The new processes and practices that arose from these processes helped
the district to achieve a 15 percent savings within its total budget. The re-
engineering process did not create or produce all of the reforms necessary to
transform the district, but it provided the necessary resources to undertake
some of them and to plan for more.

The process served as a positive example to participants as to how they
could collaborate effectively and make a difference where learners were
concerned. It also helped to change the mindsets of participants about change
and to help them understand why the system needed to change.

If there are applications that improve operations and create savings and
efficiencies at a district level, the same should hold true from a state perspec-
tive. Savings achieved by using re-engineering processes could be substan-
tial. Governance that believed in the value of a reconstituted education sys-
tem could use these savings to conduct or collect research, redesign, train,
initiate change processes, fund innovations, seek expertise, contract for train-
ing, and software development, in the service of creating and implementing a
long-term reform process.

F. CHOICE

People in the 1980s were not always satisfied with receiving only what
organizations and institutions were prepared to give them. They knew what
they wanted, when they wanted it, as well as how they wanted it. They
wanted more choices: choices that defined their personal needs. Public edu-
cation organizations did not adapt readily to these requests because they
varied from the norm and required an accommodation or change to practice.

Charter Schools are a response to those agendas of choice and are mar-
keted that way but it is not a choice that is made available to every parent and
child. Charter Schools have selection processes by which the school and not
the parent gets to select who attends.

Some businesses as well as some schools are using the Internet and/or
proprietary software programs to provide an alternate educational service or
choice to students outside of the regular school. They offer customized edu-
cational services that try to cater to the needs of the individual. These ser-
vices are delivered to the home or to off-site locations in a manner that is free
from the regular bureaucracy and rules associated with school.
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The emergence of choice agendas are a defining moment for public edu-
cation. These providers may be offering more choices, but they are not devel-
oping a new model of education. At least not yet. They have customized the
present system to meet some individual or group needs that were not being
properly provided for within the regular system. They do not constitute the
new form that society needs in terms of learning, but their existence and
success will have an impact on the existing educational structure.

Educators, as a group, tend to ignore the growth of private schools, char-
ter schools, and web-based schools. They believe that public education and
the public funding allocated to sustain that system will go on in perpetuity.
What they fail to recognize and respond to as a system is that the competition
for educational dollars would never arise if the public system were more
relevant, more diversified, and more client centered.

The new market niche for education available to public education is the
specialization in learning and how to acquire, create or develop, apply, uti-
lize, and value knowledge. This is a time-limited offer available to public
education but only if the system is willing to undertake some dramatic shifts.
This opportunity exists and public education has the potential to make a
system-wide change and base their practice and organizational structures
around new ideas.

Teachers with new practices and new understandings, supported by or-
ganizations and governance structures designed to support learning are in the
best position to acquire the skills and insight to make this reality. And they
are the only organization that can create a system-wide service that embraces
equity, opportunity, and access to those services and programs for all learn-
ers. It remains to be seen if the profession can acquire the will and insight to
move in this direction.

The move to de-regulate public education has created a host of alternative
educational offerings. The idea of choice and who it is intended to benefit
may be the most pressing social/political issue of the new millennium. Pro-
posals around voucher systems, the creation of charter and magnet schools,
the expansion of private schools, the creation of tax credits for attendance at
private schools, and a host of alternate delivery services offered in a digital
format on the web are examples of this de-regulation.

Perhaps the emergence of these alternative ways to access educational
services and their impact on all segments of society, some good and some
bad, may bring the question about the future of public education to the
forefront.
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Chapter Twelve

Identifying Needed Reforms to
Practice

A. AMERICAN SCHOOLS ARE OBSOLETE

At the National Education Summit on High Schools held by the National
Governors Association and Achieve, Inc. in Washington, DC, Bill Gates
(2005) spoke at this gathering and said:

“America’s high schools are obsolete. By obsolete, I don’t just mean that our
high schools are broken, flawed and underfunded—though a case could be
made for every one of those points. By obsolete, I mean that our high
schools—even when they’re working exactly as designed—cannot teach our
kids what they need to know today.”1

The governors had convened a meeting on the state of education because
they were alarmed at the number of secondary students in the United States
who were failing. They called for more rigors in high school courses, higher
standards, and a better alignment between graduation requirements and the
skills demanded in college or work.

By taking those actions, they completely ignored the comments by Bill
Gates to the effect that secondary schools cannot teach our kids what they
need to know today. The secondary school, as it is presently designed, lacks
the capacity, the structure, the skill, the understanding, and the training to do
so. Gates was telling them that something new was needed. The governors
responded to his insightful comments by trying to shore up the existing
model that was described as obsolete.

Conspicuously absent from their proposed solutions were any references
to learning and how people learn. Nor were there any comments about the
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need for systemic organizational reform, involving all components of the
system, or any consideration about how to address Gate’s concern about
obsolescence.

These governors, in their attempt to respond to a clearly stated issue
implemented political, not educational, solutions. They were in no way re-
strained from doing so by their lack of professional experience and under-
standing of the problems.

Bill Gates clearly identified the problem in his summary comments, but
both he and the governors missed the solution. One has to assume that they
exercised caution because they recognized that the political environment
needed to support any substantial reform of the education system was then—
and still is—non-existent.

If they accepted the observation that the secondary school was obsolete,
then they would have opened the door to exploring what substantive and
fundamental reforms needed to be implemented to address that problem. In
that political environment, that idea was, and continues to be, a non-starter.

Perhaps from a politician’s view, it is better to give a sense or the appear-
ance of trying to do something than do nothing at all. At the conclusion of his
speech, Mr. Gates indicated that amassing the political will to make the
necessary change was the greatest obstacle to moving forward and dealing
with the problem. That was a very succinct and important insight as to the
difficulties in launching any reform process.

B. NEW BASICS

Is it still important to be able to name the longest river in America, or is it
more important to be able to locate the information about that river when and
if it is needed? Some people still bemoan the fact that students no longer
practice cursive writing, don’t memorize work, and can’t spell or calculate
the correct change to be given to the customer after a purchase. Are any or all
of these skills still important to master in order to function successfully as a
citizen, a learner, or a worker?

In today’s world information and knowledge are being created at a faster
rate than most people can assimilate, interpret, remember, or apply. The basic
facts a learner should possess and the process skills they need to locate and
validate information needs better definition.

Technology and sciences, especially as they pertain to genome research,
robotics, security and surveillance technologies, climate warming, and life
sciences, should form the basis for some of the curriculum of basic facts and
skills that are needed.

Students should be exposed to these topics, understand their implications,
and be encouraged to explore and debate the ethical challenges raised by
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their implementation and use in American society. Under current circum-
stances there is little classroom time available to spend covering this type of
material. The focus has to be on teaching the core curriculum and preparing
students to write the standardized tests.

C. LITERACY—LITERATURE BASED AND TECHNICAL

The ability to read, write, and apply technical information gleaned from
technical documents is just as important in the present day society as is
literature-based literacy. Traditionally, literacy or illiteracy has been defined
by the reading level people attained through a literature-based reading pro-
gram. It is the primary way we transfer our culture from one generation to
another.

In today’s world, technical reading (and writing) is just as important as is
the ability to read through the use of literature-based programs. In a society
driven by technology, most people in the society need to learn how to read
technical material, write technical questions, and search for technical an-
swers.

Technical literacy and literature-based literacy are not interchangeable
and cannot be taught the same way. The skill sets for each are different,
unique, and not transferable. In other words, being literate in one area does
not make you literate in another. Schools cannot continue to teach only
literature-based literacy in a world that demands skills in both.

Not only are the skill levels for being literate and numeric higher than
those in the past, but they must be redefined within the context of a new age.
It is time to consider expanding the definition of literacy to include literature
and technical literacy, numeracy as well as technology, science, especially
life sciences, and the ability to interpret visual information. Some are even
suggesting that financial literacy needs to be included in the new definition
of basic skills.

The Central Intelligence Agency publishes The World Factbook in which
they list literacy levels in every country in the world, based on an ability to
read and write. They place the literacy rate in the United States for people
over fifteen years of age at 99 percent.2

At first glance it would seem to be a good number for the nation, until that
number is compared to other assessments of literacy. Ninety-nine percent of
the people may be able to read, but at what level and for what purpose? “A
long-awaited federal study finds that an estimated 32 million adults in the
USA—one in seven—are saddled with such low literacy skills that it would
be tough for them to read a children’s picture book or to understand a medi-
cation’s side effects listed on a pill bottle.”3 One in seven would mean that
about fourteen percent of Americans are illiterate.
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But the data from the National Assessment of Adult Literacy assessment
completed in 2003 creates an even more confusing picture. According to
their assessment, 20 percent of Americans between the ages of 16 and 65
lack the skills to be classified as functionally literate. They are functionally
illiterate. By definition they are “. . . persons who can read and possibly write
simple sentences with a limited vocabulary but cannot read or write well
enough to deal with everyday requirements of life in their own society.”4

That study goes on to show that there is a strong correlation between
poverty, incarceration, and functional illiteracy. There is also a connection
between illiteracy and learning disabilities. Immigration is also thought to
impact these numbers. The numbers suggesting that between 14 and 20 per-
cent of Americans are basically functionally illiterate are troubling.

The impact of illiteracy on the long-term welfare of America may be
understood in Jefferson’s comment that a democracy requires its citizens to
be properly informed in order to sustain itself.

The implications to the democracy if people can’t read, interpret, and
understand facts well enough to make decisions about the issues and ascer-
tain themselves what decisions need to be made and who they should vote
for, are considerable. If citizens can’t read, where do they get the information
they need to make critical decisions? The number of illiterates and functional
illiterates pose a challenge for the economy with regard to who is able and
qualified to work and who is not.

“More than 200,000 Detroit residents—47 percent of Motor City adults—
are ‘functionally illiterate’ according to a new report released by the Detroit
Regional Workforce Fund.”5

The inability to read restricts people from researching data, ascertaining
facts, making comparisons, drawing conclusions, and making informed judg-
ments. They are left to make decisions based primarily on feelings or emo-
tions, by what they see and hear, or by who they trust. This opens the door to
thought and belief manipulation by others.

It’s not that all of us can’t be fooled or misled at one time or another, but
the risk of that happening to someone who can’t read or who is functionally
illiterate is greater.

The impact of trying to create meaningful change processes, both in the
school system and within other aspects of society becomes more challenging
if 20 percent of Americans are functionally illiterate and more are unin-
formed, misinformed, or refusing to be informed.

It makes the task of collaborating, consulting, and cooperating more diffi-
cult because their participation in the process is hindered by their literacy
levels. These comments are not a criticism of those who can’t read or don’t
do so at a very high level. But they are an expression of concern.

The implications of low literacy levels to the training and retraining of
adults raises a challenging problem. The previously referenced National
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Adult Literacy Survey, 2003, found that approximately 20 percent of
Americans have extremely limited reading and quantitative skills. But that
study was done using definitions of literacy (i.e. literature-based literacy) that
may be out of date.

The 2003 survey did not include assessments of technical literacy. Con-
sider what the numbers in America would be if the assessments in the survey
were designed to include the reading scores of young children not included in
the assessment (i.e., below the age of sixteen), as well as those who read
below grade level, and those who can’t read technical documents. The extent
of the reading and writing problem is far greater than what the present pro-
cess for determining literacy levels suggest. Perhaps those definitions should
be rethought.

It would seem prudent to conduct both reforms simultaneously and to-
gether. Creating better links between these two systems benefits all learners.

For many parents a university or college education is considered the best
and only pathway for a better future for their children and the best and only
pathway to success. Despite the fact that there are a number of exemplary
technology trade and school-to-work programs in secondary schools around
America (e.g., see previous comments regarding grade 9 to 14 program) the
emphasis in most secondary schools is still on academics.

Yet these students who are bound for trades and technical training and not
university or college are being well served in terms of their future. They are
being provided with a set of skills that will make them very employable and
provide them with an opportunity to enjoy a good living. But pathways to
these technical and trade programs are not systemic or universal across pub-
lic education systems. As a consequence, student access to these programs
and services is happenstance until a dual track is instituted in secondary
schools.

D. DROPOUTS

The number of students who drop out or withdraw from school and the
number who quietly disappear from the ranks of the secondary system are
troubling. Many of these ex-students, dropouts, or otherwise, can see no
connection between what happens in school and what will happen in their
future. The idea of school has become irrelevant to many of them. Because of
their circumstance, few of them are in a position to contribute to society
either through work or higher education.

Others are also disconnected with both the function and the form of
school, but they attend because of family expectations and because of their
own desire to succeed. They see it as one of the hoops they have to jump
through to get a chance at a successful career. And there are those who only
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attend because they have access to sports programs or opportunities for social
interaction.

The answer as to why students are bored or apathetic toward the formal
learning process in school might rest in Bill Gates’ observation that the
secondary school is obsolete. Perhaps a large percentage of the young recog-
nize that the school system they attend is not relevant to what they need, how
they learn, or even in what they learn. They find the order and structure of
school to be outdated and limited in its ability to motivate or interest them.
By any measure these attitudes and feelings suggest an unhealthy trend.

Peter Drucker observed in his book, the Post-Capitalist Society that the
historical reason for societal reform in some cultures was because the educa-
tion system refused to change. He said that “. . . rebellion against the school
was the starting point for all reform movements. . . .”6 He was referring to
China and Islam but the same might hold true for America in this day and age
if meaningful changes are not forthcoming.

E. SYSTEM ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION

For the new model of education to be effective it must have the capability to
monitor, assess, evaluate, and change its programs and functions as the
circumstances demand. This requires having processes that enable ongoing
assessment and evaluation within the organization; not something that is
done annually or bi-annually. The trick is how to do it in a manner that is
ongoing, accurate, and not labor intensive or overwhelming.

The processes for assessing and evaluating both the content and the pro-
cesses of the organization must be embedded in the change process. It is a
dual approach to assess how well the system is doing and at the same time
assessing how individuals within a learning system are doing with skill at-
tainment and achievement. The data collected by those processes creates the
ability for the educational system to promote continuous improvement for
both the organization and the individual.

The continuous assessment and evaluation process systemically links all
of the components of the educational system together. It guides and shapes
practice and action. It provides the feedback data around which to design,
develop, change, plan, and implement.

The primary purpose of current assessment and evaluation strategies by
state and federal agencies is for the purpose of satisfying the centralized
bureaucracies and their accountability agenda. It provides a macro view of
the system and is done to serve a political, not a learning, need.

The national testing strategy is a multibillion dollar enterprise funded by
tax dollars, conducted by private companies and done so in a manner that is
somewhat secretive and offers little information about their overall opera-
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tions. It is a product of President Bush 43 and his No Child Left Behind
initiative.

“Critics of standardized testing also point to a third problem beyond the
amount of money and secrecy. That is the problem of missed opportunity.
There is little doubt that the Bush administration’s obsession with standard-
ized tests as the sole determinant of school success has undermined reforms
that focus on teaching children to think and to do more than fill in circles on
test forms.”7

School, district, and state funding are tied to these test results. Some
governors have used these results to determine who should receive merit pay,
what schools should be closed, what schools need to extend their hours of
operation to provide more time for remediated learning, who should get fired
for what results, and what schools should become charter schools or turned
over to private management companies.

All public schools have been mandated to have their students achieve 100
percent efficiency by 2014. The implications of that expectation are starting
to hit home. Many schools are unable to meet this standard. As a result, “. . .
more than half the states have lowered their standards to redefine ‘profi-
cient.’”8

The new model for assessment/evaluation being suggested would incor-
porate both a macro and micro view of assessment: one on the overall educa-
tion system and how it is functioning in total and one on individual sites and
how individuals are doing regarding learning, achievement, and progress
within the context of Bloom’s Taxonomy and the Principles of Learning.
Most states in America keep trend data over a period of time to assess and
compare student progress. But there is little value in using performance data
that does not measure the higher end skills, attitudes, and attributes needed to
function in the Information Age.

It would be valuable, for example, to be able to furnish individual learners
with comprehensive learning profiles over a number of years that show skill
attainment and the level of complexity of learning outcomes they have mas-
tered, as well as ones they didn’t learn or didn’t learn well. Having data and
digital representations of a student’s progress in a subject area viewed
through the levels in Bloom’s Taxonomy would be a powerful learning pro-
file upon which both the learner and instructor can base future learning
activities.

This profile would allow the instructor to plan activities, sometimes col-
laboratively with the learner that promote understanding and transfer for the
purpose of knowledge-building, meaning, and application. It would also pro-
vide parents with a comprehensive profile about how their child is achieving
and performing. And it would provide the learner with a profile that they
could attach to any application or resume for work or higher education.
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The assessment/evaluation model employed by ski coaches provides in-
sight as to how their model could be used within education. Data on condi-
tion, health, fitness, speed, and technique and skill are gathered on an ongo-
ing basis and used to inform the skier, provide feedback on performance,
provide instruction and training that would lead to changes or improvement,
and compares their performance to others in the same category. It provides
an individual with data on what they have achieved, what they need to
achieve, and a pathway as to how they can attain the level of proficiency
needed to compete.

Standardized testing still has a value, but only for assessing levels of
achievement both nationally and internationally. The challenge for the stan-
dardized testing is how to measure more than the first two or three levels in
Bloom’s Taxonomy.

Not only does the assessment and evaluation process assess and evaluate
learner performance, but it also serves to do the same regarding how the
pieces (e.g., governance, leadership, new models of instruction, and assess-
ment and evaluation, collaboration, new delivery models values/ethics, and
technology) are aligned and functioning. This process could be combined
with the feedback obtained from students, parents, and community members
with regard to accrediting the school and the community and/or parents’ role
in making it a success or a failure.

It goes without saying that all data gathered and used has to be done in a
professional and objective manner that ensures the privacy and respect for
the individual and it needs to be done in a way that is not all consuming.

Some of the feedback could be obtained by using online surveys of stu-
dents, parents, and staff to assess system performance. Some airlines and
hotels do this on a regular basis as a means of obtaining feedback on service
and quality of experience. Processes like these have a tendency to make
people nervous, so there needs to be a discussion with all of the partners,
including teachers, before it could be implemented.

These types of assessments and evaluations would generate new levels of
accountability. Protections have to be built into the process to guard against
inappropriate practice or misuse. And if it works for schools, it could work
for colleges, health care providers, and possibly police forces. It has a de-
mocratizing component to it that places responsibility upon citizens to partic-
ipate, become involved, and to make a difference by directly assessing the
institutions that have been designed to serve them.
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F. TECHNOLOGY

1. Delivery and Support

New technologies and their applications have the potential to remove the
limitations of time on learning—limitations that have kept education and
educational services constrained for so many years. These technologies pro-
vide the ability to offer a suite of programs and services that learners can
access at their convenience based on their needs from a location that best
suits them.

Some of these innovations have the potential to help reshape instructional
practice and program delivery. YouTube provides examples of teachers us-
ing the video-sharing website to “. . . broadcast lessons online, everything
from biology to foreign languages and for some, this online classroom is
more inspiring than the confines of brick and mortar.”9 Many of these videos
are accessed worldwide, and they are available in a time frame that is favor-
able to learners.

Sugata Mitra, who conducted an experiment in India called hole in the
wall, wants to build a global school using cloud technologies. He discovered
that “. . . by putting a stand-alone computer terminal in a slum and leaving it
to chance, children intuitively taught themselves how to use it. His discovery
immediately challenged the traditional view that children need to be taught in
a structured classroom by a teacher.”10 But that experiment alone does not
substantiate removing a teacher and the classroom from the educational mod-
el.

On a recent visit to my dentist’s office to replace a crown, I witnessed
some technologies in use that could have a positive influence on learning and
assessment/evaluation experiences in the school. On the wall above the den-
tist chair was an electronic screen. The dentist has a record of every visit by
every client made over the past three years. A personal profile regarding
visitations, state of dental health, and dental repairs or replacements can be
brought up on that screen as needed.

That digital record includes pictures taken of individual teeth over time,
comments about dental health, recommendations, and lists of actions taken
by the dentist. I suspect that it could contain video clips if needed. This
technology would provide teachers a powerful way to represent a student’s
performance and achievement in a parent-teacher conference.

Not only could instructors gather meaningful data on student achievement
and performance, but they could do so within a framework that was struc-
tured around the six categories of Bloom’s Taxonomy. By employing the use
of digital pictures, video clips, and samples of student work they provide a
parent with a very comprehensive view of their child as a learner.
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They could show improvements in achievement, demonstrated perfor-
mances of new learning, as well as self–assessments and reflections by the
learner from one reporting period to the next. It could be a record that the
teacher, parent, and the child could reference throughout the grades to dem-
onstrate progress and development and to plan for future learning experi-
ences.

The second technology that I saw involved the replacement of one of my
crowns. The dentist took a picture of the tooth and then created a 3-D image
of that crown on the screen using specific design software. Once that image
was completed it was then forwarded online to a technician to create the
crown that I needed.

I suspect at some time in the future the dentist will be able to have the
crown produced in his office by having it “. . . digitally printed by a micro-
wave-sized box-machine called a Replicator.”11 A Replicator is also known
as a 3-D printer. Students could use this technology to build products that
they have imagined and designed as well as to demonstrate and present what
they have researched and designed as part of the application, analysis, and
synthesis of learning.

Imagine the following scenario. A student has researched and acquired
learning regarding a given topic. They have demonstrated to the teacher that
they have comprehended what they have learned. Now they are given a task
to demonstrate and apply that learning.

To do so the student, working alone or within a group, must design and
build a product virtually or physically within a given timeline. They are
permitted to use social media or the Internet to ask experts for advice or
feedback.

At the end of that given period of time they must present or be part of a
presentation that describes the task, how they went about it, what they
learned in the process, the intent and purpose of the product they produced,
as well as discuss any social, environmental, or ethical impacts associated
with their product.

That is only one view of what this model might look like in action. But
that scenario would create a learning environment that would be both engag-
ing and interesting to the learner. Students would be unlikely to be bored
with learning in this environment.

2. Broadband

On July 24, 2013 President Obama gave a speech on the economy at Knox
College in Galesburg, Illinois. He said that one of his administration’s goals
was to connect 99 percent of America’s students to high-speed Internet over
the next five years. He also spoke about redesigning secondary schools so
that they teach the skills for a high-tech economy.
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What is not known is what that design will be. If that design only results
in the existing model of education being slightly modified to dispense con-
tent, either face to face or electronically, then the high-speed service that
service providers currently offer will be adequate.

If they anticipate a design that substantially changes the delivery of edu-
cational services to allow the interactive dissemination of technical and prac-
tical knowledge between and among institutions, then the speeds required to
personalize learning, offer online courses, utilize virtual software, promote
video conferencing, and manage high-tech learning environments are sub-
stantially greater than those anticipated by the president.

G. HOW PRIOR LEARNING INFLUENCES EDUCATIONAL
PRACTICE AND BELIEFS

The idea that knowledge, information, attitudes, and beliefs that are incorrect
or unsupported can be held individually or collectively is an interesting one.
In some instances they are perpetuated from generation to generation. They
sometimes shape classroom and community practice, even though they are
not substantiated by research or good practice. They are without factual
foundation or substance. But they exist and they are hard to change.

The following are examples of prior learning that are held individually
and collectively within schools and communities but are not substantiated by
research or best practice. They are as follows:

1. Parents are familiar with letter grades because of their own school
experiences. They know what an A represents as well as what it takes,
or doesn’t take, to get an F. But letter grades are no more than arbi-
trary descriptors of a students’ achievement apportioned along a bell
curve. The letter grade represents the degree of knowledge and com-
prehension that the teacher feels that the students has attained within a
given subject. These grades are a subjective measure of what has been
learned compared to what has been taught. Consistency in grading
from class to class and school to school is difficult to achieve. An A
given by a teacher in one classroom is not equivalent to an A given by
a teacher in another classroom. It is an imperfect measure.

In an Information Age context letter grades are not applicable in assessing
skills like problem solving, critical thinking, analysis, synthesis, eval-
uation, and real world application of what has been learned. Assess-
ments and evaluations of these levels require a more objective meas-
ure of what an individual has learned.

2. The instructional and curriculum models that parents were exposed to
during their school experience provide the frameworks they use to
assess the rigor and the quality of education in their children’s class-
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rooms. But these frameworks are associated with an education system
designed to dispense information and promote comprehension. Those
parents were seldom, if ever, exposed to or assessed on the other
levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy and would not, therefore, expect to see
learning at that level within their children’s classrooms.

Parents also like the use of standardized tests to assess student achievement.
“Often criticized as too prescriptive and all-consuming, standardized tests
have support among parents, who view them as a useful way to measure both
students’ and schools’ performances, according to an Associated Press-
NORC Center for Public Affairs Research poll.”12

Parents generally want the education that they received to be replicated
for their children. It’s what made them successful and they believe that it will
make their children successful as well. But America has entered a new era
and there is little reflection within society about the implications of that
societal shift in terms of the skills and experiences on what children should
be learning and experiencing in school.

Standardized tests were, and still are, used to measure achievement and
comprehension at the lower end of Bloom’s Taxonomy. But the use of those
standardized tests has been expanded and they are now used to predict the
abilities and capabilities of learners as well as to assess a teacher’s perfor-
mance. This is an inappropriate and invalid use of these tests.

Standardized tests have a role to play in assessing student achievement
but reliance on these assessment devices alone as a predictor of ability,
performance, and achievement defies good learning practice. The skill levels
of attainment they measure are the lowest levels within the classification of
thinking skills (i.e., knowledge attainment and comprehension).

They do not measure the student’s ability to apply, analyze, synthesize, or
evaluate. In the present economy and society these are very important skills.
But these skills are not taught or measured by state, federal, or international
assessments.

Despite that disconnect, “Seventy five percent of parents say standardized
tests are a solid measure of their children’s abilities and 69 percent say such
exams are good measure of the schools’ quality.”13

3. The assignment of homework is perceived by some to be synonymous
with diligence, rigor, and setting high classroom expectations for
learning by the teacher. Homework that is assigned as a means to
practice or is used to extend a concept that has been presented during
the school day is appropriate. It helps students to review and remem-
ber key elements of what was taught. Using homework in this manner
is supported by the research on how people learn.
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But homework that is assigned to cover new material because there was not
enough time in the instructional day is wrong. Homework should never be
used to expose a learner to new concepts without the benefit of direct instruc-
tion. Using homework in this way is not supported by research on how
people learn.

4. People with Industrial Age mindsets will want the pace of any change
initiative to go slow. In an Information Age environment of rapid and
relentless change, anyone holding this expectation is out of step with
time. The world external to the education system is forced to thrive
and survive in an environment characterized by rapid and relentless
change. It is not the type of change that can be controlled by the
organization. It can be ignored but its impact cannot be avoided.

Time and circumstance will not allow public education, its practices and
delivery systems to continue to exist in its cocoon of growing irrelevance.
Practitioners must learn how to implement and deal with substantial change
or risk becoming marginalized in terms of the change agenda.

It was a shock to many people that the financial crises of 2008 almost
caused the loss of the automotive industry. The impact of that potential loss
was felt immediately. Future circumstances might create the same reality for
public education if it continues on its present course. Public education must
also find a way to regain control of its own destiny and not continue to leave
its fate in the hands of those who have little interest or value in maintaining
it.

5. Some advocates for educational reform believe that education needs to
be better funded if change is to occur. But in today’s economy, it is
unlikely that any large infusions of cash will be provided to public
education systems in order to support progressive reform or change
initiatives. As a matter of fact, the trend is in the other direction.
Funding to public education in some jurisdictions is shrinking in order
to privatize certain functions or implement agendas of choice.

The real change must first take place within the thinking and understanding
that people have about what needs to change and why. The public must be
shown or have demonstrated to them why changes in education are needed.
Without their support the future of public education as a viable means of
ensuring that all Americans have an opportunity to receive a quality educa-
tion is at risk.

6. For some, the lack of achievement or poor performance in school by a
student is directly attributable to the attitude that a learner brings to
school. Some children are thought of as non-learners. But Aristotle
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said that “. . . all men like to learn.”14 Just maybe not what and how
learning is structured within the traditional school setting.

Part of the problem of why some students are reluctant learners is due to
instructional methodology, lack of resources, or the curriculum itself. It
could also be, in part, due to the lack of preparation for learning in the early
years by parents. The circumstance associated with children living in pover-
ty, in single parent families, and suffering from a lack of proper nutrition also
impact on the learning experience. For some learners the realities they face
on a daily basis are so threatening and overwhelming that it has little connec-
tion with the reality they experience in the classroom.

Schools can’t keep approaching the problem associated with the disen-
gagement in the learning process and the low levels of student achievement
with more of the same strategies and expect to make a difference. Placing the
blame on the students or the conditions under which they live as the reasons
for low achievement will not facilitate any improvement or change. It will
need new thinking, practice, and new solutions, both within the school and
the community, to facilitate improvement and change.

Part of the solution rests with the responsibilities that communities and
families have for creating appropriate expectations for children in terms of
learning and ensuring that good levels of care exist for the children. Commu-
nities need to rethink the idea that harassment, bullying, drugs, smoking, and
violence only take place during the time kids are in school. They start in the
community and are brought to the school.

Politicians and practitioners need to quit describing poor achievement as
a product of social circumstances. That’s too easy. Even in underperforming
schools parents can be encouraged to set appropriate levels of readiness for
learning for their children prior to their arrival at school. Under present
circumstances it defaults to the teacher and the school to make the difference,
and they can with the right practice, resources, and support. But without the
involvement of a parent or parents, the task becomes substantially more
difficult.

A skilled teacher, who cares and has the support of the school and the
community, can play a large role in the success of the learner despite the
circumstances. It should not be that an individual’s socio-economic status
predetermines their readiness to learn or defines their ability. If the present
practice is unable to properly address the issues related to learning in an
underperforming school, then it is time to change the practice.

How would society respond to doctors if the mortality rates of their pa-
tients were 15 to 30 percent (i.e., failure rates in schools) and they attributed
or assigned blame for these mortality rates to their patients? There would be
a great out-cry for the doctors to improve their practice. Why should the
expectations be any different with education and educators?
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7. Students who don’t pay attention in class are likely to be labelled as
having an attitude problem as well as being unwilling to learn. The
likelihood of them succeeding in school is considered to be remote.
Some of the circumstances that create this problem are due to the
student’s state of mind, but some are caused by poor classroom prac-
tice. If the teacher is so lock-step in their thinking and unimaginative
in their teaching and management practices that learners are bored
then behavior problems will surface. Bored students soon become
disruptive and disengaged students.

Successful teachers feel that it is their responsibility to engage all learners in
the classroom. They try to create expectations that everyone will participate
and will succeed with the concepts being taught. It isn’t left up to a learner to
decide whether they were going to work or not work.

That expectation isn’t always successful, but it is more proactive and
engages more learners than does the approach by the teacher who says, “I
have taught it and it is up to you to learn it.” In those situations, the teacher’s
responsibility to the students ends after they have presented what is to be
learned. That is not an approach that is conducive to creating a good and
productive learning environment.

There are some students who would be classified as non-learners and
behavior problems by their schools who demonstrate a far different profile
when they are engaged in activities which they are passionate about. A trip to
a skateboard park provided the following observations. The same students
who were classified as non-performers in school are seen at the park engag-
ing in and mastering difficult and complex maneuvers on skateboards.

They are practicing and learning as part of a multi-aged group of people
who share a similar passion. The boarders nurture each other’s self-esteem,
tutor each other on skill acquirement, and support each other in developing
skills and understanding applications.

They encourage appropriate risk taking and collectively set high but fair
standards for performance. They aspire to excellence in what they are trying
to do and achieve. They engage willingly in a learning process because the
elements of a good learning and instructional environment are available to
them—elements they can’t find in their classrooms.

8. Some people believe that students learn best when they are sitting in
straight rows, being quiet, and taking on all the attributes of dead
people. Sitting in a straight row, being quiet for long periods of time,
and limiting movement is not how learning, exploration, application,
and discovery take place.

Order and respect are important and the teacher must have control in order to
manage the learning environment but they cannot manage a good learning
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environment through an overdependence on discipline or rules. To be suc-
cessful the teacher must be very able and skilled regarding learning and how
people learn in order to manage an active and direct learning environment.

Research says that learning should be managed within an environment of
problem solving, working in teams, demonstrating and employing real world
applications, knowledge building, and creativity. Learners need to be active-
ly involved either through project work, movement, discussion, quiet reflec-
tion, researching, or creating and innovating.

Sitting quietly in rows may have worked well when the teacher’s primary
role was to dispense information and the learners’ job was to regurgitate only
what was taught. But in a classroom where the various levels of Bloom’s
Taxonomy and Principles of Learning are applied, a more complex and
sophisticated instructional practice is needed.

9. It is still a common practice to have a teacher ask a question and
respond to those who put their hand up first. The implication is that
those who answer the question first are the smartest and brightest, that
they are paying attention and that they are eager to learn.

That practice does not acknowledge that a typical classroom is a mix of
extroverted and introverted personalities. An extrovert will not hesitate to
answer a question, even if they are not sure that they are right. Other learners
who may be introverted will reflect upon a question for five to ten seconds
before they develop and confirm an answer. Even when they have that an-
swer, they still may decide not to share it with anyone else, including the
teacher.

Questioning is a process that helps a teacher reinforce learning through
distributed and mass practice. It helps summarize for the class the important
elements of what was taught, and it allows the teacher to check on and assess
some aspects of a learner’s prior learning before moving on to new concepts.
It also provides the teacher with the opportunity to ask questions that help
learners move beyond comprehension to higher levels of thinking.

A teacher, therefore, who poses a question and then takes an answer from
those who respond first is doing a disservice to the process of learning in that
classroom. It negates the thinking process of the reflective learner who needs
more time to internalize the question and consider the elements of the an-
swer. It also allows those who are not answering to disengage from any
learning related to that particular question.

It is better for a teacher to create a healthy expectation that everyone is
able to, and will, engage and learn under their tutelage. Effective practice
creates an expectation in the classroom that every learner is expected to think
about the question, formulate an answer, and be prepared to share that an-
swer when asked.
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A teacher who understands questioning and its various purposes will
provide time for all learners to engage in thinking about an answer and will
also provide an opportunity for a student who doesn’t get the right response
when asked to go back, research, and come up with the right answer. Class-
room practices like these build a learner’s self-esteem, create opportunities
for success, reinforce what has been learned, and engage students in the
learning process.

10. Some instructional practices are built around a belief that learners
learn best when concepts are taught in sequence from the simplistic to
the complex. But not all learning is linear or sequential. Some students
skip various stages of problem solving, focus on the more complex
issues, and come back to the more simplistic aspects of the question.
Progress occurs as the learner puts the problem into a context that they
can understand.

Teachers must be aware of how students learn and accommodate a variety of
thinking processes when they are seeking a solution to a problem.

11. The existing design and structure of school is strongly influenced by
agrarian influences. Five or more hours a day for approximately 190
days in a year define a typical school year. A school reform initiative
could not be implemented if this traditional time arrangement for
school remained unchanged.

The impact of the Information Age and what suggests needs to be learned
and at what level of understanding, puts a lot of pressure on this time ar-
rangement. There would not be enough time in the instructional day or the
year to teach and to learn that which is most important for students to know
regarding working, learning, and citizenship in this new age. Even under the
existing arrangement for education teachers complain that there is not
enough time to deal with the learning needs of all of the children.

Teachers need time and flexibility to pursue different learning venues
when an aha moment occurs with a student. That moment provides an oppor-
tunity to extend learning. Students need time to master concepts and to
understand and apply what they have learned. Good learning environments
should not be subject to the tyranny of the urgency precipitated by standard-
ized testing and government accountability agendas.

There is not enough classroom time to stop and explore different ideas or
concepts as they arise. Because of these constraints, teachers, not learners, set
the rate of learning in the classroom. That goes against the Principles of
Learning.

12. Teacher training programs have been designed by universities and
colleges. These institutions are viewed as being in the best position to
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train teachers to work in the kindergarten to grade 12 system. While
perusing some post-secondary websites it was noted that many facul-
ties within these institutions were attempting to shift their instructional
practices from one of dispensing information to that of employing
problem-solving strategies and incorporating real world applications
into the classroom experience.

That instructional design fits within the thinking of the Information Age. But
that shift in thinking and practice was not observed in the presented online
descriptions regarding the Faculties of Education in those institutions that
were reviewed.

The experience and training a new teacher receives in those education
faculties does not appear to vary much from past practice. This review was
by no means comprehensive, but it served as a reminder that any change or
reform of the system has to be accompanied by a change to how teachers will
be trained and accredited. That process should not automatically devolve to
the post-secondary institutions unless the training and accreditation practices
can co-exist with the expectations that arise from the development of a new
education system.

Even if the universities and colleges prepared teachers to teach in this
new environment, those teachers would face great difficulty because the
practice and expectations of the existing system would work against them.

13. On average, girls in secondary schools tend to do better in many
subjects than boys. That is a problem that needs to be reviewed and
understood. Lower achievement levels by boys are more than a result
of attitude and aptitude by gender.

Boys are not being as successful in schools as they should or could be. Public
education has done well over the past two decades in responding to the
learning needs of girls. It must make a similar commitment for boys and
doing so should not impact on what has been done for girls. It is a problem
that can be fixed. Assuming that boys are not learning as well as they might
be because of attitude or a preference toward sports activities over academics
is erroneous.

Boys have different interests than girls and they learn differently, at least
in the early years. Accommodations need to be made in instructional process-
es, expectations, curriculum, and library resources as a means of promoting
their success with learning.

14. Math as a subject has some similarities to Latin. Many believe that
these subjects are ones that people intuitively understand or they
don’t. Some would suggest that many of the people who enroll in
senior math courses do so because they have an aptitude for the sub-
ject; an aptitude driven by some innate and natural ability that only a
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few possess. They see math as something you can do or not do. But
that distinction is not a valid one. Math is a core competency as is
science and technology in many areas in today’s world of work.

Being unable to learn math has more to do with teaching than it does with
learning. It is a subject that basks in the mystery of its content and its exclu-
sionary status. It is common to hear parents say, “I wasn’t any good at math
either” and provide acceptance and understanding for those children who
don’t do well with this subject.

What parents fail to grasp is that they had troubles with math as did their
children because they were both subjected to the same instructional ap-
proaches that favors those who have the ability to comprehend complex
mathematical formulas and concepts. Those who don’t learn well with this
approach require a different instructional methodology in order to be suc-
cessful; one that embraces a more tactile and hands on approach with assis-
tance and remediation available where needed.

Acknowledging poor performance in math is socially acceptable within
our communities. Interesting enough, it would not be the same for reading.
Most people would be embarrassed to acknowledge that they cannot read.

There should be the same expectation for achievement in math that there
is for reading. It is one of the fundamental and basic skills required to proper-
ly function in a technical and scientific world. There is an extensive body of
knowledge available in regard to the teaching of math and many leading
math practitioners are promoting more effective ways to teach the subject.
But it seems to be difficult to reshape classroom practice across the system to
accommodate these ideas.

15. For some educators all human performance falls within a bell curve.
The use of the term “bell curve” has become unpopular with some, but
it is still applied within the use of letter grades, state and international
assessments, and in university entrance and scholarship exams.

Use of the bell curve suggests that within any collection of students, only the
top fifteen or twenty percent will get an A or perhaps go on to university. It is
an arbitrary measure. The use of the bell curve helps to sustain an instruction-
al model that is based on grades. It is a device for helping institutions to
make choices about who wins awards and who gets selected to various pro-
grams. There is no place for mastery learning with this type of thinking. Nor
does it take into account higher levels of thinking.

16. People sometimes signal their opposition to a proposed change
through the use of specific phrases or sayings. They will make state-
ments in meetings such as you have to think outside the box, top down
change never works, change always comes from the bottom up, and if
it ain’t broken don’t fix it.
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By using statements like these, they are trying to bring closure or attempting
to limit discussion on what is being proposed. These types of phrases are
used to suspend thinking and action within a group and change the course of
the conversation. It is as if these statements represent truisms or natural laws
that define a deep level of understanding about the issue at hand and why
there is no point in having any further discussion on the topic.

That, of course, is not true, and any comments of this nature should be
challenged. When people use phrases like this they are really saying, “I want
things to stay the way they are.”

17. Sometimes school staff will make assessments about a student’s abil-
ity to learn or make predictions about a student’s chances for future
success based on their assumptions, observations, and first impres-
sions. These assumptions, observations, and impressions constitute
prior learning and they cannot be depended on for their accuracy.

Everyone knows somebody from their school experience who excelled in life
far beyond anyone’s expectations. Somehow their talents and abilities were
hidden from view while they attended school. The judgments made about
them by school staff and others about their interest in learning and their
ability to learn proved to be wrong.

That is because many people in learning situations do not readily display
to others what they know or what they don’t know. Nor do they always
openly share their passionate views or beliefs on a topic until time and
circumstances require it of them. The external face people often put forward
does not always reflect what the internal self knows or believes.

The research on learning and how people learn requires those charged
with instruction to assess a learner’s prior learning to ensure that it is correct
and not faulty or filled with errors. Teachers and administrators in turn
should be wary of relying on their assumptions and perceptions to define a
learner’s capacity for learning.

These seventeen items provide some examples of practices and actions
that affect the delivery of educational services. Some might argue that all of
this is too much to consider and that there is no time to amend these practices
and actions because of the struggle to meet the achievement agendas that
have so much influence on the operational agendas of schools.

That may be true, but practices and actions that cannot be sustained by
research and that impact negatively on a person’s opportunity to learn should
not be allowed to continue. The fact that they do is a very strong argument
for the need to create change.



Identifying Needed Reforms to Practice 111

NOTES

1. Bill Gates, “National Education Summit on High Schools,” Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, February 26, 2005, accessed 6/17/2013, http://www.gatesfoundation.org/media-
center/speeches/2005/02/bill-gates-2005-national-education-summit.

2. “The World Factbook,” Central Intelligence Agency, 2003 estimate, accessed 9/12/
2013, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2103.html.

3. Greg Toppo, “Literacy study: 1 in7 U.S. adults are unable to read this story,” USA
Today, 1/8/2009, accessed 9/11/2013, http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2009-
01-08-adult-literacy_N.htm.

4. “Functional Illiteracy,” Wikipedia, accessed 11/05/2013, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Functional_illiteracy.

5. By the Week Staff, “Detroit’s ‘shocking’ 47 percent illiteracy rate,” The Week, May 6,
2011, accessed 4/15/2013, http://theweek.com/article/index/215055/detroits-shocking-47-
percent-illiteracy-rate.

6. Peter Drucker, Post-Capitalist Society (New York: HarperCollins, 1993), page 195.
7. Barbara Miner, “Keeping Public Schools Public, Testing Companies Mine for Gold,”

Rethinking Schools, Online Winter 2004/2005, accessed 10/7/2013, http://www.
rethinkingschools.org/special_reports/bushplan/test192.shtml.

8. Titania Kumeh, “Education: Standardized Tests Explained,” Mother Jones, March 25,
2011, accessed 10/7/2013, http://www.motherjones.com/mixed-media/2011/03/NCLB-
standardized-tests-explained.

9. The Daily Nightly, “Exploring YouTube’s education channels,” NBCNews.com, July 1,
2013, accessed 7/3/2013, http://dailynightly.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/07/01/19237728-
exploring-youtubes-education-channels.

10. Jeff Lee, “School in the cloud: Research on how to get children to teach themselves
yields $1-million TED prize for Sugata Mitra,” Vancouver Sun, February 26, 2013, accessed 4/
22/2013, http://www.vancouversun.com/School+cloud+Research+children+teach+
themselves+yields+million+prize+Sugata+Mitra/8020339/story.html.

11. Mark Lepage, “3D Printing Turns Ideas into Substance,” Special to Post Media News,
August 2, 2013, accessed 8/5/2013, http://www.canada.com/entertainment/home+printing+
turns+ideas+into+substance/8744254/story.html.

12. Philip Elliott, “Standardized Tests Popular with Parents Poll Shows,” The Spokesman
Review, Associated Press, August 18, 2013, accessed 8/19/2013, http://www.spokesman.com/
stories/2013/aug/18/standardized-tests-popular-with-parents-poll-shows/.

13. Philip Elliott, “Standardized Tests Popular with Parents Poll Shows,” The Spokesman
Review, Associated Press, August 18, 2013, accessed 8/19/2013, http://www.spokesman.com/
stories/2013/aug/18/standardized-tests-popular-with-parents-poll-shows/.

14. Susan Calhoun, “An Unquenchable Thirst for Knowledge,” Transitional Housing,
March 21, 2011, accessed 9/10/2013, http://transitionalhousing.wordpress.com/2011/03/21/
canti-21-22-an-unquenchable-thirst-for-knowledge/.





Chapter Thirteen

Shaping the Reform Process

A. EARLY CHILDHOOD AND POVERTY

Perhaps no other component is as important to a child’s success in school as
ensuring that the child, from the time they are born to age five, receives
proper nutrition and is exposed to enriching and encouraging learning experi-
ences that promote creativity, language development, and thinking. These
children must also be presented with appropriate expectations for behavior,
learning and social interactions, and develop an appropriate sense of self as
well as a responsibility toward others if they are going to develop appropriate
levels of readiness to learn.

Children who have these experiences during those early years are more
likely to enter school not only prepared to learn but eager to do so. Unfortu-
nately, that is not the reality for all children in America today. It is a society
in which some children are winners and others are losers dependent on their
circumstances of birth.

Where a child is born, their ethnicity, the financial circumstances of their
home, the structure of their family, and the nutrition they receive, impacts on
their ability and readiness to learn, their achievement, and their chance to
emerge into adulthood with an equal chance at future education or a chance
to be employed in a quality work environment. If the conditions are favorable
then the child has an improved opportunity to perform well in school. Where
they are not favorable, the opposite is true.

Yet nothing is predetermined. “The language skills children acquire be-
fore starting school influence their academic work, but they do not guarantee
success or lock them into failure. . . .”1 The article goes on to make the point
that the acquisition and demonstration of language skills is reflective of prior
learning but not a determiner of the child’s capacity to learn.

113
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The inequity, that lack of opportunity and that lack of access to programs
and services that the absence of these preconditions impose on learners create
issues for a large number of children. They impact negatively on student
performance and achievement and create a situation that is hard for some to
recover from.

“The first five years of a child’s life are fundamentally important. They
are the foundation that shapes children’s future health, happiness, growth,
and learning achievement at school, in the family, and community, and in life
in general.”

Recent research confirms that the first five years are particularly impor-
tant for the development of the child’s brain, and the first three years are the
most critical in shaping the child’s brain architecture. Early experiences pro-
vide the base for the brain’s organizational development and functioning
throughout life. They have a direct impact on how children develop learning
skills as well as social and emotional abilities.”2

The answers and solutions to resolving these issues are known but the
public school system is not able to adequately respond to them for reasons of
funding, lack of resources, and possibly expertise. “There are many factors
preventing education from serving this role as ‘the great equalizer.’ Schools
serving low-income students receive fewer resources, face greater difficulties
attracting qualified teachers, face many more challenges in addressing stu-
dent’s needs, and receive less support from parents. The inequality of school
quality is widely recognized.

But the inequalities facing children before they enter school are less pub-
licized. We should expect schools to increase achievement for all students,
regardless of race, income, class, and prior achievement. But it is unreason-
able to expect schools to completely eliminate any large pre-existing inequal-
ities soon after children first enter the education system, especially if those
schools are under-funded and over-challenged.”3

Why is this happening? The answer to that question might be found
within a view expressed by a number of right wing politicians who believe
that poverty is a condition that could be easily fixed if poor people would
only get a job.

The fact that jobs are not available and that many of the poor are single
parents, often women, who hold one or more low paying jobs just to survive
has little impact on that attitude. These politicians believe that the poor or
disadvantaged are responsible for their own social and economic circum-
stances, and therefore responsible for their own solutions. Those people who
identify themselves as belonging to a group called the makers will not help
others that they castigate as takers.

This attitude is reflected in legislation and policy found in some states and
at the federal level. Services to the poor and disadvantaged in areas like
nutrition, health services, and unemployment insurance have been detrimen-
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tally impacted. These actions are sustained by some politicians because a
majority of the people who put them in office hold to the same views. For
them it is not a vote of conscience or morality. It is a vote for self-preserva-
tion.

The values and beliefs that once defined citizenship and being a contrib-
uting member of a community included shared sacrifice, looking out for the
other “fella,” lending a helping hand, being a good neighbor, and adhering to
Christian principles regarding the treatment of the poor. They are not as
prevalent as they used to be.

Based on newscasts, political commentary, and individual comments, it is
apparent that a number of people look to their own well-being above all else,
that they regard the spending of tax dollars (their tax dollars) on those who
aren’t successful like them as a waste of money, and that they use ethnicity,
poverty, and unemployment as a way to classify people in those categories as
the other and as less deserving.

Some of the legislative thinking and action that is representative of these
attitudes is guided and formulated by people of great wealth who use shadow
organizations with patriotic and futuristic names to lobby for legislation that
formalizes the views. The idea of noblesse oblige or where those who have
help those who haven’t is not as prevalent as it once was.

A new study of 25,000 major taxpayer subsidy deals over the last two
decades “. . . shows that the largest corporations in the world aren’t models of
self-sufficiency and unbridled capitalism. To the contrary, they continue to
receive tens of billions of dollars in government handouts. Such subsidies
might be a bit more defensible if they were being doled out in a way that
promoted upstart entrepreneurialism. But as the study shows, a full ‘three
quarters of all the economic development dollars awarded and disclosed by
state and local government have gone to just 965 large corporations’—not to
the small businesses and start-ups that politicians so often pretend to care
about.”4

Until there is a change in the political calculus of the country, the dynam-
ic between those who have and those who don’t, it will likely remain the
same or get worse. The facts of the situation are clear and that dynamic plays
out in a number of areas including public education. On average, those who
have, have better schools than those who don’t.

Unless a majority of people recognize the hypocrisy behind some of the
wealthiest Americans influencing and creating reverse Robin Hood policies
and legislation that harm the poor while enabling the rich, then the struggle to
make change will be difficult. Not impossible but difficult.

The fact that one in six people, or 40 million people in America, are living
in poverty should be a concern to most Americans.

When a politician stands up and makes comments about the value of
work, about makers and takers, and about being responsible for your own
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circumstances as rationales for cutting nutrition programs or unemployment
benefits that impacts many of those 40 million yet quietly supports providing
965 corporations with “. . . $110 billion dollars—or 75 percent of cumulative
disclosed subsidy dollars”5 annually then something is amiss in America.

They are using the rhetoric of conservatism to enact class warfare upon
the poor and working class. Their rhetoric serves as a cover for their long-
held simmering anger and resentment over what they describe as the liberal
agendas that have reshaped their America over the last sixty years. It would
seem like a reasonable conclusion that some of these people want to return to
a time when most of these agendas were not prevalent within the society.

Those agendas include civil rights, voter rights, women’s rights, food
stamps, unemployment insurance, Medicare, Social Security, gay rights,
same-sex marriage, and health care. The irony is that many of these agendas
were initiated or proposed by conservatives.

“All of these handouts, of course, would be derided as welfare if they
were going to poor people. But because they are going to the extremely
wealthy politically connected conglomerates, they are typically promoted
with cheery euphemisms like ‘incentives’ or ‘economic development.’ Those
euphemisms persist even though so many of these subsidies do not end up
actually creating jobs or generating a net gain in public revenues.”6

B. DECEMBER BABIES

In his book Outliers, published in 2008, Malcom Gladwell wrote about Ca-
nadian hockey players and noted that in the NHL, and quotes Roger Barn-
sley, a Canadian psychologist “. . . 40 percent of the players will have been
born between January and March, 30 percent between April and June, 20
percent between July and September and 10 percent between October and
December.”7

The success of these players does not have to do with the month in which
they were born but with the cutoff date for their eligibility to play at a certain
level. People born just after the cutoff date had more opportunity to mature,
grow, and develop at that level and thereby gain an advantage over those who
are born just before the annual cutoff date.

Gladwell found the same outcomes occurred in other sports like baseball
and European soccer. The more successful players were born just after the
cutoff date and the percentage of successful players showed a similar pattern
of decline by month and those with the lowest percentage of success being
born just prior to the cutoff date. He found that the same pattern existed in
schools where the traditional intake in America was turning five before De-
cember 31st.
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He wrote that “. . . most parents, one suspects, think that whatever advan-
tage a younger child faces in kindergarten eventually goes away. But it
doesn’t. It’s just like hockey. The small initial advantage that the child born
in the early part of the year has over the child born at the end of the year
persists. It locks children into patterns of achievement and underachieve-
ment, encouragement and discouragement that stretch on and on for years.” 8

He goes on to say that achievement differential of older children versus
younger children in the same grade shows up in International Assessments
and in college results. Because children born just after the intake of Decem-
ber 31 have more maturity than those born just before the intake in Decem-
ber, they are given preference by teachers, receive more encouragement and
are presented with more opportunities to enrich or expand their learning.

They are given more opportunity to participate in advanced classes be-
cause of ability grouping, receive more training and support, and have more
opportunities to practice than do their younger and more immature counter-
parts. Those observations are not new to public education.

A study done in British Columbia “. . . examined the achievement of
thousands of B.C. students who entered kindergarten in 1995, found that
December babies were 12 to 15 percent less likely than their January
counterparts to meet expectations in reading and numeracy in the elementary
grades and 12 percent less likely to graduate on time in 2008.”9

The article goes on to suggest that “. . . a single cut-off date for kinder-
garten admissions and the practice of placing children in single-year age
groupings for instruction have longer-term negative effects.”10 In 1988, fol-
lowing the Royal Commission, the Province of B.C. attempted a reform to
address the issue of December babies as part of their overall change initiative
and attempted a modification of the single-cutoff date for kindergarten in-
take.

They proposed a Dual Entry program with two intakes: one in September
and one in January. The reaction to this type of change by parents and
classroom teachers was vociferous and the government cancelled the pro-
gram even though a number of districts had worked out how to do it. The
required change to practice was too much for a traditional system with tradi-
tional schools to anticipate.

This example is important because it demonstrates that the existing struc-
ture and practice of schools lacks the flexibility and capability to adjust to or
accommodate change of this nature. The concept of dual entry and programs
designed around the developmental needs of children were restrained or
stopped because of organizational resistance by a bureaucratic school system
that had built its programs and practice around a single-intake of five year
olds. That proposed change challenged the status quo.

It is a challenge that is still awaiting a solution. Having different intakes
clearly has a benefit for learners. Other jurisdictions are also searching for
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solutions. “In the U.S., 38 states have moved their kindergarten cut-off date
to Sept. 30 from Dec. 31, the report notes, although that does not eliminate
the age gap among children.”11

It appears that an obvious inequity in learning is being sustained because
the system can’t be modified to accommodate the needs of learners disadvan-
taged by this practice. It is a case of the needs of the bureaucracy trumping
the learning needs of children.

The Dual Entry scenario demonstrated and reinforced the idea that you
cannot change just one thing at a time. The solution rests in a rethinking of
the system from pre-kindergarten to grade fourteen and a redesign of pro-
grams, services, and practice around research and the needs of learners and
the communities in which they reside.

C. PARENTS AND TEACHERS

It is not an unreasonable expectation by teachers that the children they teach
should come to school prepared to learn and possess some social skills to
interact with others in an appropriate manner. It is not an unreasonable ex-
pectation but in some areas of America that expectation does not match
reality.

The strategies as to how to get some parents to fulfill their roles and
obligations to their children in terms of readiness, nutrition, and expectations
for success are complex and require the attention and support of those who
are involved in community building.

The child benefits when the teacher can focus on teaching and on foster-
ing good learning opportunities while working in a partnership with the
parent. That is a relationship with mutual benefits. But in communities de-
fined by poverty, unemployment or underemployment, low wages, lack of
proper nutrition, low expectations for behavior and achievement, and single
parent families, creating this relationship is difficult if not impossible. In
some situations even having two parents is not enough to make a difference.

These communities need informed and respectful interventions that help
educate, build, and support parents in the critical role of developing the skills
in their children that provide them with a chance at success when they enter
school. One of those skills is language development. “While children of
high-income families hear up to 20,000 words a day, children from low
socio-economic status families hear significantly less, some hearing as few
as 600 child-directed words.”12

This is not the only component of a pre-readiness to learn agenda but it is
an important one. “The gap in reading proficiency between lower- and high-
er-income fourth graders has grown by 20 percent in the past decade says a
new report be the Annie E. Casey Foundation (http://www.aecf.org/).”13 The
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implications of this gap are important to understand. “Kids who read on
grade level by the end of third grade can graduate from high school at higher
rates and this includes low-income children.”14

Schools should be designed primarily for learning and that is what teach-
ers need to devote most of their energy to. There is an assumption in the
curriculum and in the instructional practice that assumes a readiness to learn.
It assumes that parents have helped foster their children’s intellectual and
social development to a point that they are ready to learn and do so in the
social environment of school.

Remediation programs within kindergarten and primary grades designed
to address the readiness gap face a variety of challenges and judging by the
standardized testing results at grade four they have not been very successful.
It is acknowledged that pre-kindergarten programs like Head Start help ad-
dress some of these problems but their success and viability are impacted by
funding reductions at the federal level as well as funding issues in some
states.

Compassion, caring, expectations, and displaying empathy are part of
most teachers’ stock in trade. But there is only so much they can do. Because
of reductions in funding to schools and for school supplies “. . . teachers are
spending their own money.”15 They are doing that out of kindness and be-
cause they want the children who come to school without supplies to be able
to participate in the learning process. No politician should have that expecta-
tion of their teachers. The appropriate funding should be there to support the
instructional and the learning process.

But teachers who go the extra mile in terms of supplies, in terms of
dealing with the social and cultural issues in their classrooms, do so because
the reality is such that if they didn’t do it, it wouldn’t get done.

Nutrition, bullying, harassment prevention, and safety programs to name
a few are important and as such should be funded and directed by other
agencies and organizations in concert with the school. Funds for these pro-
grams should not be stolen from the funds provided to teach and learn. Let
the teachers do what they are trained to do: teach.

The teaching profession has many dedicated souls within its ranks, whose
only goal is to provide for the needs of all learners. This is praiseworthy but
the facts speak for themselves. No matter how much a teacher cares or tries,
their efforts are not enough to bring about the systemic changes that are
needed in the education system.

The parent’s involvement in education both at home and at school helps
create an expectation of success and demonstrates to the child that learning is
important. Where there is little or no involvement, the opposite is true.
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D. COMMUNITY

Communities and neighborhoods across America are not homogenous. They
are defined by their geography as being southern, northern, farm belt, rust
belt, Bible belt, or western. They are rural, urban, Independent, Republican,
Democrat, or other. Some are defined by a specific purpose or function like
building cars, mining, logging, technology, ranching, textiles, or oil. Others
are defined by ethnicity.

Some are poor and some are wealthy. Others could be defined as middle
class and some as upper class. Some have political influence but most don’t.
Some are high-tech but most aren’t. And some have a capacity to deal with
their problems and challenges but many are dependent on outside help.

Many cities, towns, and rural communities in America are struggling.
They are in survival mode because that which once made them successful
has faded with time. Their sources or means of employment have been great-
ly diminished. They are trying to ascertain their future, their opportunities,
and align themselves with new ideas and new ways of doing things in hope
of creating a better future.

Detroit is an example of this reality. They have come to recognize that
mindsets that enshrine their past only serve to block organizational and com-
munity change. What they will change to is not really clear, but it is a work in
progress. The challenge for Detroit is finding the support, resources, time,
and opportunity to reinvent itself.

The communities and neighborhoods of the past had strength and pur-
pose. For many the community hall, community center, church, or school
was the centerpiece of the community—the place for family and community
celebrations, remembrances, or resolving issues that affected all of the citi-
zens. The majority of citizens valued education and saw it as a way of getting
ahead in the world. There was an expectation that youngsters should go to
school to learn and conduct themselves according to certain community ex-
pectations.

News about the world people lived in came primarily via the radio, the
emerging medium of television, and the weekly newspapers. It was a stable,
predictable environment in which to grow up. Older people look back on
those times with great fondness and see today’s world as less than that. They
feel a loss and experience a sense of alienation from the world that they once
knew.

Today, no matter where people live they expect a wide variety of commu-
nity services to be available to them. And they expect those services to be
equal to what everyone else receives, especially services that are responsible
for health, education, and safety.

Citizens have high expectations for infrastructure (roads, water, sewer,
and increasingly telecommunications). In the past, alcohol abuse had a strong
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impact on some communities. But that impact was not as powerful as is the
one created by the present day use of alcohol and drugs. It has exacerbated
issues pertaining to family breakdown, crime, abuse, and health issues that
affect and in some cases debilitate some communities in today’s America.

Nothing unites or speaks to community like the ability to come together
to deal with a threat, tragedy, or disaster. But today people unite more around
what is, or has gone wrong than they do around what is right.

Americans are generally a kind and generous lot. If a child went missing
there would be no shortage of volunteers who would offer to help in any way
they could. But it is unlikely that those same people would attend a commu-
nity meeting if it were called to discuss changing or reforming their public
education system, to deal with climate change, or to fix or improve the health
system.

It seems that the need for community is in constant conflict with the needs
of self. The social construct of community in terms of value systems, expec-
tations, and speaking with one voice for the benefit of all community mem-
bers is no longer the norm. What should be the balance between the needs of
many versus the needs of an individual and when should one take precedence
over the other. In a nation that prizes individuality, independence, and per-
sonal freedom, this topic promises to spark some lively debate.

There are many features in American society that are designed around the
common good. Things like Social Security, fire and police departments, and
federal assistance with national disasters. Perhaps Arthur Schlesinger Jr., the
Pulitzer Prize winning author’s comment about the nation’s motto “E pluri-
bus unum” meaning “out of many - one”, offers a cautionary note. He re-
phrased the motto to say that one of the problems in the country is that we
have “too much pluribus and not enough unum.”16

Within communities today communication processes are instantaneous,
multi-dimensional, and global. But not all communications are good. Most
newscasts focus on the negatives of life in the global community, creating in
some people a daily sense of a society gone to hell. And the Internet allows
those who were the most secretive in the communities of our past out of fear
of social sanctions, to emerge in online communities and connect with those
of a similar ilk: communities that unite pedophiles, scam artists, terrorists,
and political hate groups.

Because communication systems are global and because it’s primarily the
negative aspects of life that get reported, consumers of news programs know
much more about some aspects of the human condition than probably there is
a need for. The composite picture of tragedy, heartache, and political dys-
function presented many times a day on the television is bound to make
people cynical, distrusting, demoralized, and threatened.

When news programs were primarily local and regional they had a differ-
ent appearance. The news tended to be more positive, respectful of privacy,
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and not always intended to define that which is worst about mankind. Those
reporting the news today would say that they are only reporting what the
public tells them they want to see. The old expression about getting the
government that people deserve might well be rephrased to say that people
get the media they deserve.

Citizens have some ideas and beliefs about freedom, democracy, resolv-
ing injustice and fighting for fairness and the value of a free press. But the
“. . . founding fathers hardly anticipated today’s media market, in which
journalism is a vehicle for mega-corporate profits, and the diversity of opin-
ion implied in the 1st Amendment is threatened less by a king or the state and
far more by the motives of media barons.”17 A.J. Liebling, a media critic was
even more specific when he said “Freedom of the press is guaranteed only to
those who own one.”18

In a democratic society citizens have strong feelings against any type of
censorship. It could be argued, however, that the order in which news is
presented, what stories are highlighted, the length of a report, and what
stories are presented and which ones are not, is in itself a subtle form of
censorship. Someone else is determining what they want you to see and how
they want you to see it.

But having wall to wall coverage on a mass shooting for three days can’t
be in everyone’s best interest. The obligation to know and be informed could
be handled in a far better way. People need to be able to search and question
what they see and hear.

There are communities that are trying to implement reforms that will
allow them to survive, to compete, and be successful as they move forward.
They need leadership that will help citizens embrace new ways of thinking
and adopt new attitudes. Above all they need access to good resources,
research, and data.

They will also need access to high-end technologies, tools, and infrastruc-
ture that can accentuate and enhance those opportunities to change, reform,
and promote economic development and better access to needed services.

Achieving this will continue to be a challenge especially in some parts of
rural America. That reinvention of community is critical to addressing a
number of these issues facing society. There is a symbiotic relationship be-
tween having a strong vibrant community and having a strong vibrant educa-
tion system.

The task of reinventing community is difficult, but there is hope. It is
found in the attitudes and beliefs of many of the younger generation. They
understand what the future looks like and they want to be part of it. They are
receptive to change, whether they are Republican, Independent, or Democrat.
They support the concept of a multi-ethnic society, immigration, women,
voter and civil rights, health care, addressing issues related to climate change
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and the use of fossil fuels, and accept that marriage is between two people
regardless of gender.

The president, during some impromptu comments before the White
House press core on race in America, observed that young people are smarter
about race than the generations ahead of them.19

There are a variety of terms and age groups used to describe the young.
Some refer to them as Millennials, Generation Y, Generation Me, Generation
We, Generation Next, Net Generation, and Generation 9/11. How they are
viewed varies. To some they are “. . . civic minded . . . with a strong sense of
community both global and local.”20 Jean Twenge, in her book Generation
Me in 2006, “. . . attributes confidence and tolerance to the Millennials but
also a sense of entitlement and narcissism. . . .”21 There are other references
in that article that talk about how the attitudes and beliefs of the young are
being shaped by technology and the Internet.

Whatever description is apropos, the young do not seem to be infected by
the same subtle anxieties, hatreds, and fears that characterize some of their
parents and grandparents. America will go through some rough times getting
past its present circumstances. That fact is likely to help bring some resolu-
tion to the social and political conflicts that currently face the nation.

E. VALUES/ETHICS

Values and ethics are in effect the brakes that restrain the human soul. They
put limitations on inappropriate individual and group behavior by establish-
ing expectations for behavior and participation. They are the inner compass
to help people and organizations stay on track.

The traditional values that are perceived to have sustained earlier commu-
nities are currently challenged by practice, by other beliefs, and by individu-
als who choose to put their needs and wants above those of family and/or the
community at large.

Some behaviors or actions that were considered ethical or unethical twen-
ty years ago may not be today. Boundaries that once defined ethical behavior
and practice are less well defined in a variety of areas like science, health,
weaponry, use of technology, political behavior, and financial management.

Increasing, organizational policies and procedures are challenged by indi-
viduals and their lawyers, some for reasons that are valid and some for
reasons that are frivolous. It is a time where the individual need at times takes
precedence over the needs of the group. It is a culture that is defined, more
often than not, by the I/me before ye syndrome.

Community values and ethics are complex. They cannot be easily man-
dated or enforced. Values and ethics are generally attached to reason, to
perceptions of equity, and to some understandings about right or wrong.
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Their existence and application within society are dependent on having a
citizenry that is informed, involved, and shares a perception about respect
and decency. Communities are constantly faced with the question about
whose values and whose ethics are being promoted and under what condi-
tions are they being employed. There is not always a common agreement as
to what is right or wrong. This ambiguity is reflected in the decisions and
practices of our courts, schools, health systems, policing systems, and com-
munity organizations.

The recent decision favoring George Zimmerman in the death of Trayvon
Martin, divided the nation because of differing perceptions about right and
wrong. Whereas the recent murder of a young Australian jogger by three
young teenagers who shot him for the fun of it because they were bored, has
offended many people both in America and in other countries. And so has the
death of Delbert Benton, an 88 year old veteran of World War II who was
beaten to death while he sat in his car in Spokane, Washington.

The attack on him by two teenagers appeared to be a random act. It is
hard to discern the reasons why a majority view of what constituted right and
wrong was automatic and clear cut in two of these instances but not so in the
other.

Trayvon Martin’s death was excused by some who say it was justified
and reviled by others who clearly believe that the death was a criminal act.
The value systems that supported either one of these two perspectives clearly
are different. These systems are influenced by culture, race, religion, family,
and possibly ideological beliefs. They seem to be part of most people’s inner
being, but they are not consistently held in all instances. How these two
differing perspectives emerged to such a large degree over the same event is
puzzling.

What is wrong or unethical for one group is clearly viewed the opposite
way by a number of other Americans dependent on the situation. It has to be
due to more than political differences and personal beliefs. It is not clear if
America has one value system that is core to its foundational beliefs and
whether that value system helps guide public decision making.

Politicians, doctors, lawyers, and other professionals conduct themselves
according to a set of ethical standards, but they tend to be applied in uneven
ways depending on the circumstances and issues. The problem is that in a
world of individualism and special interests, it is difficult to establish what
group norms should be. Perhaps religion once offered or created the group
constructs by which most Americans lived their lives. But even religion does
not seem to have the same influence it once had.

These comments are not a call for the implementation of the ethical
doctrines of organized religions or for a consideration of the various interpre-
tations of morality. Instilling religious views of values and ethics into the
progressive reform of public education, for example, would only serve to
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further divide the nation. This is not a criticism of religion, but it is recogni-
tion that all religions are not the same. Picking one set of religious values and
ethics over another would quickly cause a community upheaval.

Where do people turn to find a template for values and ethics that will
properly serve their communities in this period of time? As referenced earli-
er, the only thing that everyone shares in common is learning. And the
progressive reform of public education is dependent on creating a new sys-
tem built around a core construct about learning and how people learn. As
much as possible, learning and how people learn should be neutral and some-
what free of bias.

A positive learning environment has at its core an inherent value system
as well as some guidelines for ethical behavior. Without a system of values
and ethics in place people will not trust, will not be open and will not share
personal thoughts and viewpoints while actively engaged in the learning
process. Perhaps the ethics associated with having a positive learning experi-
ence might be a model to consider using in a knowledge-based society.

But not all learning is positive. A recent Hyundai commercial shows a
father and his children watching a horror movie: one in which the children
are visibly upset with what they are seeing. This is followed by scenes of
them eating food that they normally wouldn’t be allowed to eat. Dad and the
kids continue through some other scenarios including a dangerous ski run, a
fire in a tent while camping, and a shared effort at vandalism.

Each scenario is about doing something that by most standards they
shouldn’t be doing. The behaviors are dangerous or inappropriate and each
scenario closes with the phrase “don’t tell Mom.” This is followed by a scene
in which Mom and her son are sky diving. The message from Mom to son is
“don’t tell Dad.”

The message seems innocent enough until you consider what it is really
saying. The ad suggests that it is alright to break family or community norms
and expectations as long as one adult agrees and that the children, who are
co-opted into and agreeing with whatever that adult decides, cooperate. It
also suggests that it is acceptable and normal for the adults or parents to lie or
conceal things from each other. There are no group norms in place and the
children have no sense that they are participating in some activities that are
inappropriate.

Most people within a family environment have heard something along the
line of we better not tell your Dad. That was often a judgment made by Mom
to protect the children from the wrath of the father for an inappropriate action
on the part of the child. Anyone who benefitted from this reprieve understood
the error of their ways and was thankful for the divine intervention by Mom.
But this is different. In these ads, don’t tell Mom or Dad are used to excuse
the behavior of the adults who should know better, who put their children at
risk, and who are poor role models for their children.
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Any family that operates under this value system is going to have prob-
lems. The value systems that the children are learning will not serve them
well. And the modeling that is being done by the parents will likely come
back to haunt them as their children grow toward adulthood. It should be
noted that these comments reflect one view. On YouTube this is described as
a very funny ad.

Appropriate values and ethics support a quality of life within the frame-
work of family and community. They support and nurture the concepts of the
learning community. Parents must actively work to provide their children
with frameworks and mental models from which to make decisions. This is
part of good parenting. There is also a case for presenting some non-religious
ideas on values, ethics, and ethical behavior as part of a basic curriculum
within the public school. That is why ethics and values need to be part of the
informal learning processes within family and community and the formal
processes within the education system.

The future will be full of challenges to beliefs and values that have never
before been encountered by mankind. Issues related to climate warming,
globalization, who controls food production and water supplies, genetic engi-
neering, who goes hungry and who doesn’t, cloning, artificial intelligence,
Internet communities of hate and race, access to health care and privacy, and
security, to name a few. The list is far more extensive and the next twenty
years will bring many of these issues to the forefront.
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Chapter Fourteen

Building a Reform Process That
Responds to Continuous and Rapid

Change

It is important that any reform process of public education has the ability to
stay in touch with developments and changes in society and can incorporate
and implement strategies to adjust for those changes in curriculum, skill
development, implications of change, as well as implications to system logis-
tics and structure, ethics, and practice. Those developments can come from a
variety of sources including research and technology. Technology is perhaps
the most powerful force for change and one with the most implications for
creating change in all aspects of our lives.

It is a tool, an environment, and a way of thinking. It can be perverse,
exclusive, embracing, restrictive, enabling, and enslaving, depending on who
is using it and for what purpose it is being used. Technology is reshaping the
world, with or without the public’s collective permission or awareness.

Technological tools and applications are creating new practice and chang-
ing the nature of work and learning. They are providing the personal and
organizational capability to create new efficiencies and to develop new prac-
tice. In some cases their existence and their applications pose social, crimi-
nal, and ethical issues no one has ever seen or experienced before. Technolo-
gy can make people more secure but impact on their privacy and security. It
can provide them with ready access to information as well as to considerable
amounts of misinformation.

These applications can connect people and, at the same time, separate
them into exclusive groups based on their interests, passions, or dislikes. The
power of social media allows people to communicate in a variety of ways for
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a variety of purposes, some of which reflect the worst aspects of human
behavior.

Social media allows some people of passion and with an activist bent, to
rant and to make their voices heard in a manner sometimes devoid of journa-
listic ethics, accuracy, and professionalism. In a society where the squeaky
wheel gets the grease, those who use social or other media to make a political
point often get more attention than do the silent majority, who are too busy
dealing with daily matters to participate in such activities.

Technology is developing so rapidly on so many fronts that most citizens
are unable to keep up with the developments. Nor do they always understand
the implications of those developments to their way of life, health and well-
being, environment, or safety and security. The use of technology might on
one hand enable a global society while on the other hand impose conditions
that make people more dependent and less free in their personal or work
places.

Sometimes the technology has to exist or be in use for some time before
all the dimensions and implications of its use are understood. Technology is
both the medium for, and the precipitator of, global change. It does or soon
will impact every aspect of our lives. It will change the way people use
energy, the way individuals work and interact with others, and the way the
population engages in politics.

It will offer solutions to health issues that are presently beyond our grasp
and it will deal with security and privacy issues that will challenge the
traditional American concepts of personal freedom and independence. Tech-
nology also has the potential to reshape the structure, organization, and prac-
tice of systems created to provide the educational programs and services
needed within a modern society.

Those who understand the technology and its uses, especially those tech-
nologies with macro applications, will have a leg up on those that are focused
on the micro applications pertaining to individual use.

Without a systemic process to educate the citizenry about trends, develop-
ments, applications, and potential impacts, this knowledge about the role and
function of technology will remain in the hands of the few. This could create
an intellectual tyranny somewhat similar to that imposed by medieval monks
who had power because they were educated and could read and write Latin
when others couldn’t.

Albert Einstein said that “technological change is like an axe in the hands
of a pathological criminal.”1 The following are examples of technological
changes that have not always been in the people’s best interest:

a. Outsourcing jobs to places where cheap labor is readily available has
caused considerable political, social, and economic concern within
American society. Corporate America continues to be criticized for
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shifting jobs away from America, but few people complained when
the American public created the first wave of outsourcing because of
their personal preferences and their desire for choice.

It was American citizens who chose to pump their own gas at self-serve
pumps, pay more for banking services while receiving a lower return on their
invested money, use automated tellers (and sometimes even pay for the privi-
lege) rather than wait in line for a teller, purchase their own tickets to con-
certs, arrange for their own travel and accommodation, as well as purchase
products, all online.

Doing these things cost people jobs in communities all across America;
jobs that were outsourced to technology because of a changing lifestyle struc-
tured around individual needs and preferences. Consumers were quite willing
to pay more money or do things for themselves, in return for being able to
customize or personalize their choices around ease of use, time, and location.

That desire for choice and the implementation of robotic technologies
equipped with artificial intelligence has eliminated or outsourced certain cat-
egories of jobs and will continue to do so at a rapid rate.

b. At one point there were a number of technology companies competing
for consumer dollars. Now as in other sectors, a few companies con-
trol much of the market and are able to dictate pricing and product roll
out. Where there is competition consumers are well served. Where
there are monopolies, consumers are not well served.

Some communication and technology companies are trying to gain total
control of the Internet. At one point the Internet held out a promise of being a
tool that enabled every individual who wanted to use it, to do so with unlim-
ited and unfettered access. People paid providers for access and connection
speeds.

If these companies are able to convince lawmakers to do what they would
like to do, they will get permission to control the conditions and costs by
which people can use the Internet. Bill Gates at one time proposed the equiv-
alent of an electronic stamp that Microsoft would control. Under these condi-
tions, people would pay for every email they sent.

The issue about who controls or has access to the Internet has not been
decided. If these communication and technology companies have their way,
users would be forced to use proprietary software and specific gateways to
access the Internet.

These companies want to use technology to decide what software is used,
how, and for what period of time it is used in order to yield the maximum
profit for the longest product life-cycle they can manage. The consumer
would be stuck with what these providers want to give and at the price they
choose. It is not about what consumers want or when they need it.
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Telephone companies continue to block, where they can, rural community
access to broadband services and applications. They know that their business
model won’t support the provision of higher levels of service to these areas,
yet they lobby government to try and make sure that rural communities don’t
create their own open networks to meet local demands.

Their actions demonstrate a mindset that is elitist and self-serving. There
is no acknowledgement of doing the right thing in their actions. What these
companies are saying is that some of these areas can’t have a service that
they absolutely need. These companies don’t want to supply it. And they do
everything within their power to ensure that these rural communities are
prevented from developing their own networks even when it is clear that
these services are needed if some of these communities are to have a chance
at surviving.

When there is competition, the marketplace will develop new products,
be more tuned into what potential clients want, and when and how they want
it. But when the market is controlled, more or less by these huge communica-
tion conglomerates, they decide what you need and when and how you can
have it.

c. There is an abundance of personal entertainment and communication
applications and devices like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, iPod,
iPad, smart phone, and tablet. People, especially the young, are ena-
moured with the latest gadgets, applications, speed, capacity, quality,
and price.

The ability to use these tools as a part of social networking or to locate
services or outlets is a validation for users that they are in step with the time,
and that they are modern and current in their thinking. For most people, these
communication tools are the face of technology in America and they are
viewed in a positive light.

Communication technologies keep the population spellbound and occu-
pied, sometimes during family meals and in some cases when they are driv-
ing. But there are other issues around the use of these devices and other
technologies that people do not seem to be aware of. These issues have the
potential to alter the American lifestyle, the future of work, and the social,
political, and cultural interactions that an individual has with the society and
its institutions.

Technology is being used to invade people’s private and personal lives, to
illegally download music, to embarrass peers, and to bully or harass others
through online attacks. It is being used to create digital communities of
common interest around special interests. Some of those special interests
include bomb-making, racism, hate, and pedophilia. Their existence works
against the concept of a healthy community.
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Networks are being built that are global in scope. There is a move to
connect everyone and everything. There should be some reflection on the
wisdom of doing that. These networks are the equivalent of building a global
lymphatic system that sustains life, but once an infection is introduced, it can
threaten the well-being of everything that is connected to it.

Edward Snowden, the National Security Agency whistle blower, has
opened a window on the relationship between the federal government and the
ordinary citizen. Under the guise of security and protection, according to
Snowden, the National Security Association has “. . . direct access” to data
held by Google, Facebook, Apple and other US Internet giants.”2

It has also been revealed that “US law enforcement agencies are using
licence plate scanners designed to track down criminals to build databases
detailing the whereabouts of millions of US drivers. . . .”3 And now it comes
to light that the Drug Enforcement Agency has “. . . access to a massive
database of 25 years of AT & T phone data. . . .”4

This database is being used to track down drug dealers, giving the DEA
the potential to gain access to every call that goes through AT&T’s switch-
board. That raises the same privacy and security concerns as that of the
database created by the NSA and the one that houses license plate scans.

In all three cases, agencies entrusted to protect the rights of law abiding
citizens, using software designed to identify those who would do harm to
American citizens or break the law, are using that software in a way that goes
beyond its original application. They are gathering every piece of data they
can and they do it without restraint and with little concern for individual
rights to privacy and freedoms. They do this simply because they can. The
software enables them to do these things and they do it without any checks
and balance or values reflection.

But individuals, through their own actions, are also contributing to this
potential redefinition of privacy. People are sharing personal information and
pictures about themselves and others, through social networking, in ways that
might come to be regretted in future years. Companies collect data, based on
use of credit cards or reward points, to track what you purchase and build a
profile of your preferences.

These companies build a consumer profile on an individual and target
them accordingly with advertisements on items they think you are likely to
buy. Google users may find that they are receiving “. . . targeted ads based on
keywords in Google email, or picked out by age or interest on Face-
book. . . .”5

“While most of us are free to go wherever we want, our daily and weekly
patterns are fairly predictable. We go to work, to school, to church, to our
neighborhood gym, grocery store, or coffee shop, and we come home-all
quietly tracked by the GPS in our phone.”6 There is even the possibility that
your “. . . Internet-enabled HDTV equipped with a video camera potentially
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becoming spy tools for hackers. . . .”7 Apparently hackers are able to hack
into a home entertainment network and watch people, without them knowing.

All of these raise examples about how technology is changing the rela-
tionship between individuals as private citizens and their governments as
well as the corporations, institutions, and organizations they choose to inter-
act with. Most recently, Senator Dianne Feinstein, who heads the Senate
Intelligence Committee with oversight responsibility for the Central Intelli-
gence Agency levied accusations that the CIA was using technology to spy
on Committee members and had secretively removed files from Committee
computers. If proven, the CIA will face considerable legal and political con-
sequences.

Perhaps this event will create the tipping point in America and force a
rethink and relook at the rights of a nation to protect itself from external and
internal threats versus the rights of citizens in a democracy to live free from
this type of technological intrusion in their life.

Recently, President Obama announced that he was proposing “. . . to end
intelligence-gathering practices that involved the government storing broad
collections of phone and electronic communication data.”8

d. Messaging embedded in digital imagery has a powerful impact. It is
used in advertising, corporate and political messaging, movies, and in
the news. It can be used to reinforce the message of the sender, and it
can be done in ways by which the receiver of the message is unaware
and unprepared for the intended bias of the message.

There are laws against subliminal use of imagery but no restrictions on the
way digital images are used. News programs will flash the same select im-
ages over and over and over during a segment—a segment that is repeated
many times during the news cycle. Those images are not neutral and are
filled with bias.

Digital technologies allow people to couple visual images they select with
verbal messages they wish to send. This provides a strong argument for the
need to expand the definition of literacy to be taught in schools and commu-
nities to include digital literacy.

Our education system has taught learners to reflect upon what they read
and question that which does not seem logical or accurate. This helps indi-
viduals to create models within their own thinking by which they question
the accuracy and validity of the message they have read. But seldom would
these same learners question the validity and accuracy of the digital imagery
that they are exposed to on television, in movies, or on the Internet. There are
no models taught in classrooms that cause learners to pause and reflect on the
accuracy, validity, or context of what they have seen.
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e. Some businesses are using technology to lengthen people’s working
day, to monitor their work habits and their time at task, to check
employees’ email and Facebook pages as well as their productivity.
These technical observations have an impact on an employee’s quality
of personal and working life.

Technology used in this way is reflective of an organizational and leadership
style that has little trust or faith in people. Its use in this manner creates a
workplace marked by suspicion and distrust. Its use underlies a belief that
workers need to be closely supervised in order for them to be productive.

There are many places where the technology is being used in positive
ways, like medicine, genetic research, artificial intelligence, robotics, investi-
gations of natural phenomenon on earth, and in space, global mapping, and
system-wide messaging like Amber Alerts.

Technology, its infrastructure, its applications, and its accessibility are
critical to everyone’s future. It can help with the provision of better educa-
tional and health services, involve more people in the political process, and
assist with solving problems around energy, reliable food products, disease-
free living, and poverty.

These are some of the cautions and concerns about the use and develop-
ment of technology and applications. The Internet provides ready access to
data, information, and research tools, allows improved opportunities for eco-
nomic access to global markets, can enhance communication within commu-
nity, can become a tool for learning as well as the creation of learning
opportunities, and can be a fundamental building block in the creation of a
public learning system. Knowing what technology can do is important and
knowing what it shouldn’t do is equally as important.
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Chapter Fifteen

What the Future Holds

There are some challenges with technology that have not been anticipated or
planned for. They reside in what is being developed or will be developed
over the next two decades. Ian Pearson is a British Telecom futurologist. He
makes many comments and predictions about the future that are provocative,
stimulating, and worrisome. Three of those ideas are:

1. “People will spend a large amount of time in virtual-reality worlds in
which they will compete, socialize, relax, be entertained and do busi-
ness by the year 2020.”

2. “Virtual reality may come to mean more to some people than our first
reality, and this could generate a number of problems for humankind,
especially because it will become prevalent and compelling at a time
in our history when humans may actually be under threat of their own
inventions.”

3. “Futurists and technology experts say robots and artificial intelligence
of various sorts will become an accepted part of daily life by the year
2020 and will almost completely take over physical work. Our society
will become a care economy.”1

Is this the future? If American society is unprepared to deal with the realities
of today they are definitely not prepared for the proposed reality of tomor-
row. The political, social, and economic implications of these predictions
could threaten the fabric of the democracy, challenge the continued existence
of the nation state, cause people to ponder the value of public education,
completely change the concept of work, independence and self-reliance, and
minimize the mythological and spiritual relationship mankind has had with
nature since the beginning of time.
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Bob Sullivan, a columnist for NBC, wrote an article in which he pits
George Jetson against George Orwell. In that article he talks about the people
behind the Internet of Things. “They want to attach tiny computers and
sensors to just about every object in the world, and make them all talk to each
other.”2 They want to give intelligence and connectivity to everyday objects,
like pens, toilets, and the doors on your house, as part of this connectivity to
and of everything.

He goes on to give examples of connectivity like computers, tablets,
laptops, and phones, and future examples that include doors that open auto-
matically as you approach, devices that provide your doctor with updates on
your health, and toilet paper dispensers that advise you when to replace the
roll. “If you are even the slightest bit worried about the federal government
reading your email, how concerned will you be that it could create a database
of every bowel movement? Far-fetched? Imagine what the National Institute
of Health would do with such data.”3

Sullivan also comments on the threats and benefits citizens might face in
a connected world of this nature. There may be some benefit to using person-
al technologies to enhance an individual’s personal lifestyle. But there is also
the threat, and potential harm, from hacking and external surveillance.

Perhaps the best example of where technology and reality cross along
these futuristic lines is with robotics and smart machines. There are examples
of robots sorting and sterilizing surgical tools and robots doing surgery.
Nidhi Subbaraman wrote an article titled “Dawn of the Bot? New Era Nears,
Experts Say.”4

It listed current and potential uses for robots or bots. Some of those are as
follows:

• help you train in the gym
• used in your blood vessels to repair tissues
• used underwater and in deep space to protect the United States from

natural disasters and military threats
• perform endoscopic surgeries
• be sent into the body to remove polyps or moderate blood flow
• in ten years prosthetics will begin to “match” biological capabilities
• robotic butlers will help bathe and dress people with disabilities
• robots will drive and navigate cars with humans as passengers

Subbaraman goes on to list many more applications and uses of robots in-
cluding a comment about surgery that “. . . robots will not only match human
skills, by 10 to 15 years from now, they will likely surpass them.”

There are many more examples to point to where robots are doing work
formerly done by humans. In a recent television ad a smart machine is seen
circling a passenger jet before takeoff, work normally done by a pilot or co-
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pilot, making 5,000 assessments per second to ensure that the jet is safe for
flight. The robot’s assessment of the plane’s readiness for takeoff is likely
more thorough and complete than that done by the pilot.

The January 19, 2013 edition of the Economist has an article about the
creation of a software machine called Eliza. Eliza is the creation of IP soft; a
company started by Chetan Dube in New York. Dube is quoted in the article
as saying “The last decade was about replacing labor with cheaper labor. The
coming decade will be about replacing cheaper labor with autonomics”5

Eliza replaces humans in a call center. It can be taught to do things and
“. . . learns on the job and can reply to emails, answer phone calls and hold
conversations.” At this point it is able to respond to two-thirds of all prob-
lems before any human assistance is needed.

Science fiction is filled with stories about machines with artificial intelli-
gence taking over the world. That idea is and will continue to be farfetched.
But at the University of Illinois at Chicago “. . . they recently IQ tested one of
the best available Artificial Intelligence systems. As it turns out it’s about as
smart as a 4-year old.”6 These machines, while maybe not supplanting hu-
man intelligence, will certainly interact with it in ways that will be profound.

These technological developments are not known, understood, and ac-
cepted on the same level as social network technologies are, yet they will
have a far greater impact on the society and the way of life than those
communication technologies do. The full extent as to how these technologies
will change human behavior, the nature of work, the relationship between
man and nature, and the shape and design of systems is not fully evident at
this time.

Do these technologies have a prescribed and predetermined outcome or
will people gain the time and insight to exercise informed intelligence in
their use and application? There needs to be a societal discussion and aware-
ness about the potential and real impact that these technologies will have on
the American lifestyle, values, and beliefs. It is not a question for or about the
future. It is a question for now.

President Obama has made presentations about the recovery of the econo-
my and points to an uptick in American manufacturing as a by-product of
that recovery. What he doesn’t say is that some of that new work in the
manufacturing sector is being done by robots.

Jared Bernstein, an economist, wrote that “. . . a much darker picture of
the effects of technology on labor is emerging. In this picture, highly educat-
ed workers are as likely as less educated workers to find themselves dis-
placed and devalued, and pushing for more education may create as many
problems as it solves.”7

In September 2013, Steve Kroft, of CBS News 60 Minutes, interviewed
two professors from MIT, Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee. In that
interview, Brynjolfsson said, “Technology is always creating jobs and de-
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stroying jobs, but right now the pace is accelerating. As a consequence, we
are not creating jobs at the pace we need.”8

The stock market and Wall Street are doing very well, but they are mostly
making money off of investing money. They are not making the majority of
their profits from investing in the production and sales of goods produced in
America. Many people still can’t find work. It is a problem that has never
been seen before in society. The solution to this problem requires new think-
ing and new insights.

In January 2013, CBS News 60 Minutes did a program on robots that
showed Tesla Motors’ robots retooling themselves, Adept’s robots stuffing
boxes with packaged lettuce and also assembling Braun shavers, ReThink
Robots slowly picking and placing an item, and Aethon’s tugs in action in
hospital corridors.9

Those robotic tugs were taking food to patients, blood samples to labs,
dirty linen to the laundry, filling prescriptions, and were even used to auto-
mate prostate surgery. All those jobs were once done by people, but now they
are being done more efficiently and at a lower cost by technology.

Collectively the society should query whether something should be re-
placed by technology, because it can be. Someone should ask those who
guide the corporations and institutions of America who will be left to buy
their products or utilize their services if most of the middle and working class
work is being done by robots? And what is the collective future for those
who can’t find or don’t have work?

The impact of robotics and artificial intelligence in places like China and
India promises to be quite turbulent. These economies have emulated the
conditions of the Industrial Revolution to bring a better quality of life to
many of their citizens. There should be some consideration as to what the
social, political, and economic outcomes will be when the already cheap
labor those countries are able to provide is replaced by a more predictable,
more efficient, and a still cheaper labor through the use of technology.

Ashutosh Jogalekar wrote an article in the Scientific American called
“Cancer, Genomics and Technological Solutionism.” The article refers to the
philosopher of technology Evgeny Morozov who developed the concept of
technological solutionism which “. . . is the tendency to define problems
primarily or purely based on whether or not a certain technology can address
them. This is a concerning trend since it foreshadows a future where prob-
lems are no longer prioritized by their social or political importance but
instead how easily they would succumb under the blade of well-defined and
easily available technological solutions.”10

The writer goes on to imply that we should be cautious “. . . when
technology advances much faster than we can catch up with its implications.
It is a problem that only threatens to grow.” The recent revelations by Antho-
ny Snowden regarding the use of advanced technologies to go beyond their
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intended and approved use, to invade the privacy of unsuspecting Americans
is a prime example.

That is why any discussion on the consideration of a new learning system
must look at the impact and nature of technology and its applications, and:

• review them in terms of how they can assist and promote learning in an
individual or group setting;

• think about how they might redefine the concept of school and of a school
district;

• consider how they will impact and support each component of the pro-
posed new learning system;

• identify what efficiencies they can create and sustain;
• consider how they can assist in creating greater system accountability and

transparency;
• consider whether they raise any ethical considerations that need to be

discussed;
• decide whether a function or process in learning should be done by tech-

nology because it can be; and
• consider if the positive and negative impacts of technologies should be

included within the new definition of literacy.
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Engaging This Future

“The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are
evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.”1

The right reform of the education system will have a profound impact on the
economic, social, and political well-being of America as will the continued
existence of a dysfunctional and poor education system. The societal frame-
work that guides the lives of most citizens is strengthened when all citizens
have access to educational opportunities and the ability to benefit from their
own hard work and initiative. When it doesn’t, people, especially the poor
and working class, get hurt.

A person’s well-being or potential for success is defined more by where
they live and the access they have to quality educational services and pro-
grams. Within society there are both figurative and literal walls that divide
many of the haves from the have nots and the political right from the political
left. There are walled communities separated by physical structures and
geography as well as those created by cognitive processes, hate, fear, racism,
poverty, wealth, ideology, and technology that have gates that keep people in
and others that keep people out.

Those communities with wealth and affluence are able to attract the more
qualified teachers and tend to have more resources, better access to technolo-
gy, and more volunteer or community support for their schools. Creating
different levels of access to quality instruction and learning opportunities
only serves to expand the division between the haves and the have nots. It is
not a healthy set of circumstances for any society to have, especially one that
values democratic principles and values.

Communities need to regain control over their own destiny. They need
the ability, in partnership with government, to create local capacity for
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change that will strengthen the social fabric of America. The role of govern-
ment is to consult and partner with communities to develop the what of
community and then allow those communities to create and lead the how of
community.

Having a quality public learning system can help address the social, eco-
nomic, and political divisiveness and discord found in the society. The re-
form of the educational system must take place if middle and working class
children are to have any hope and, indeed, if the society is to have any hope.
It is not a reform that can take place in pieces, nor can it be done by an
individual organization.

It is a reform that must take place within the context of community across
America even though many communities would shun this opportunity given
their existing social and political conditions. The reform of public education
also implies the reconstruction or reinvention of community. Some are in
danger of disappearing and/or going bankrupt. A reformed school system
provides the resources, insight, skill, and leadership to serve as a resource for
helping communities to have a hopeful future and to be able to reinvent
themselves.

The world of work and the world of learning are merging. They are not
distinct or separate but rather a synthesis that represents the system’s envi-
ronment encapsulated in new organizational thinking. The profile of a learner
of the skills, attitudes, and attributes needed to function in today’s world is
the same as that for a worker. That is a marked difference with the past where
the profile of a learner and that of a worker were two separate and distinct
things.

Certainly many people recognize that these are difficult times. There is
conflict and division at every turn. Systems struggle to find better ways to be
effective and efficient as they try to meet the need they were designed for.

America was built around heroic ideals and actions, self-reliance, and
beliefs about helping your neighbor and being a productive member of a
community. That is the spirit that people need to re-instil into their personal
work and community life. These attitudes help create the kind of behavior
that will embrace, create, explore, and implement the changes that are
needed. It will also help build positive insights about learning, as well as the
need to build and share collaboratively.

Some Americans have come to believe that they need a hero to show
them the way forward; to provide them with examples that will serve as a
guide to action. Soldiers, who have been awarded medals for their valor,
often reject the recognition and title of hero. They say that they were just
doing what they were trained to do and what anyone else would have done in
the same circumstances. They are examples of people living up to heroic
ideals.
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Political, entertainment, and sports heroes often disappoint. They are
placed on pedestals and given a status that few can sustain over time. The
soldier is awarded a hero status for their actions during a specific period of
time, whereas the political, entertainment, and sports hero must sustain the
hero status day in and day out over long periods of time.

And they must do this under the watchful eye of a just-in-time media
coverage that can’t wait to show the public that no one is perfect. The media
is very quick to report, as people are to listen, about the fallibilities of the
human condition. Human failure and disgrace are the source of much public
entertainment. Some citizens love to believe that their heroes are there spe-
cifically to entertain and please them.

They take some special glee in what the Germans refer to as schaden-
freude, or watching a person who has achieved something that they never
could, fall on their face. That says more about the public than it does about
the hero.

Society needs to grow and mature so that people are not surprised by
human behavior that doesn’t fit the expected norm, unless it is the type of
behavior that exceeds legal and community norms. Everyone knows that
perfect beings can’t and don’t exist. But there should be some acceptance and
recognition of those who strive to attain and accomplish that which is good
or worthy.

The issues and decisions facing citizens today are challenging. To suc-
cessfully resolve them requires good will and a desire by a majority of
citizens to put what is best for America and all Americans above all else. The
challenge of doing this may be of heroic proportions, but the significance of
not trying at all will set the stage for a tragedy beyond imagination.

For some that might seem like an overstatement. Those who think that
way need to reflect on the fact that many of their fellow citizens are suffering
through the “long nights of quiet desperation” with no hope or expectation
for a better tomorrow.

American society must return to a time where:

• there is acceptance of different political views and where the political
processes and traditions of the democracy are honored;

• there is a belief in the rights and freedoms of all citizens;
• “we the people” and not special interests or minority views drive the

agenda for change and accommodation within the nation;
• the American dream gives hope and inspiration to all citizens;
• no one has to fear for their safety when going to a mall, work, or school;
• that there is compassion, help, and understanding for those who are less

fortunate, and who are experiencing hardship or suffering from tragedy;
and

• citizens have equal access to the same opportunities as everyone else.
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It is not a given that the ideals of this democracy and the concepts of equity
of opportunity and access for all citizens are enshrined in the current thinking
and behavior of some politicians. Consequently it is imperative that these
concepts be enshrined in the hearts and minds of citizens.

It is up to citizens to be vigilant, to be informed, to be knowledgeable, to
participate in the political process, to demand their rights when they are
being compromised and to vote in every election. It is hypocritical for a
citizen to devolve their responsibility to an elected official to act on their
behalf only to complain about the outcome because they didn’t bother to be
informed about the issues, to research and to understand the problem and to
exercise their right to vote.

Citizens must be prepared to exercise their rights and privileges, especial-
ly in the service of learning and the creation of a public education system
commensurate with the age in which they live. Learning and the ability to
access and interpret accurate information is the key to being a vigilant, com-
petent, and informed citizen. Quality learning systems have a strong connec-
tion to the social, economic, and political well-being of communities. It is the
place to begin the shaping and structure of a new society.

If only a few people understand the new rules, and if affluence is the key
to a quality education and participation in the society, then everyone will
have placed their own individual and collective freedom in danger.

David McCullough, the Pulitzer Prize winning biographer said, “We are
living now in an era of momentous change, of huge transitions in all aspects
of life here, nationwide, worldwide and this creates great pressures and ten-
sions. But history shows that times of change are the times when we are most
likely to learn.”2

Will America experience another Age of Darkness as it shifts from one
age to another, or will it experience a Renaissance that celebrates learning
and the dignity of the human spirit? If some were to have their way, America
would move backward in time. They believe in the supremacy of the past.
Actions based on these types of beliefs do not constitute a new play on the
stage of history.

But if there is wisdom and thoughtfulness then maybe people are in a
position to do the best things that they could imagine. This would be some-
thing new. History shows that doing what is best for everyone when faced
with adversity, but before tragedy, has seldom been a societal priority. But
just perhaps, in a time that honors learning, people may collectively gain the
wisdom to do just that.

The future is not a given and it is not pre-destined. It is a matter of
understanding the forces at hand: forces like technology, globalism, and
systems. These forces are presenting an opportunity for change but the popu-
lation must be well educated to deal with them. And whenever moments of
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change appear, it is not uncommon that those moments of change unleash
forces that want to seize the momentum and move society backwards.

Circumstances like these create those historical moments that make peo-
ple feel vulnerable and fearful that all they have known is at risk. They create
alliances that aim to seize control of the present in order to sustain their view
of their past.

But circumstances like these also create alliances for change among those
who recognize the opportunities before them. They move forward in ways
that are not understandable or acceptable to the guardians of the past. This is
a source of societal friction during times of great change. This is one of those
times.

People are either on the side of change because they understand it or they
are left behind because they didn’t. Citizens need to know and understand
what is changing and why so that they are not left to the whim and mercy of
those who already know. Being at the mercy of those who already know has
been a major factor in the shifting of events and political outcomes in Ameri-
ca over the last thirty-plus years.

By becoming better informed and better skilled and placing a value on
learning, people will have an opportunity to invent the future that is needed
and reject the one that some are trying to bestow because of public indiffer-
ence, lack of information, misinformation, or political and social divisions.

People who value learning will readily see the need for and support the
development of a new public education system; one that embraces all
American citizens. That requires a substantial commitment and obligation,
but one that is truly a goal worthy of the American spirit and those ideals
about citizenship, freedom, and fairness.

There can’t be equity in the society unless knowledge is shared and
understood. There can’t be access unless that knowledge is applied to the
development of institutions, organizations, and practice so that they enshrine
the founding principles upon which America was built. And there can’t be
opportunity unless the idea of what is best for all empowers an American
Dream that once again encompasses and rewards hard work, ability, excel-
lence, and perseverance no matter what the circumstances of a person’s birth
or class may be.

“Far better is it to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs even
though checkered by failure, than to rank with those poor spirits who neither
enjoy nor suffer much, because they live in a gray twilight that knows not
victory nor defeat.”3

NOTES

1. Albert Einstein, Brainy Quote, accessed 9/8/2013, http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/
quotes/a/alberteins143096.html.
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2. David McCullough, Powells Books, in a 2005 interview with Dave, accessed 12/24/
2013, http://www.powells.com/authors/mccullough.html. http://www.powells.com/blog/inter-
views/connecting-with-david-mccullough-by-dave/.

3. Theodore Roosevelt, Brainy Quote, accessed 12/10/2013, http://www.brainyquote.com/
quotes/quotes/t/theodorero103499.html.
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