Notes from Salon at Charter Farms, 4 May 2011
Focus:  Education needed to make the Lehigh Valley an innovative region

After some introductions and briefing on the nature of the salon concept, the group watched an animated version of a talk by creativity expert Sir Ken Robinson about Changing Education Paradigms  (Youtube link http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U).  In the presentation Robinson challenges the way we're educating our children. He notes that the current education system is designed around an industrial model that standardizes all learning based on a single view of success in an "academic" sense.  This drives out natural creativity to the point that active learners are drugged for Attention Deficit Disorder (ADHD) so they will not be disruptive.  Robinson argues this system does not benefit the majority of people or the needs of society in the information rich, highly stimulating, dynamically changing environment of the 21st Century.  He champions a radical rethink of our school systems, to cultivate creativity and acknowledge multiple types of intelligence.  
There seemed to be almost instant agreement among our group with virtually everything Robinson said.  Many resonated particularly with the notion that school drives all the creativity out of our kids.  The question posed, then, was why we allow what happens today within education.  For the next approximately 90 minutes we discussed many different aspects and perspectives of this question.
The one concern expressed about what Robinson said was his contention that students who are active learners are diagnosed as having ADHD and drugged much more frequently today than in the past so they are not disruptive.  An expert in our midst acknowledged that ADHD is not a disease with a defined pathology, which leaves it open to misdiagnosis or over diagnosis.  Nevertheless, ADHD-like problems are real in schools today.  While Robinson may have overstated the case, several participants were gravely concerned that creative children are being held back by drug regimens.  The issue is that, for those students who do not do well in the highly structured academic environment, the few options other than drugs, which include advancing in grade or placement in Special Education, are even less desirable.  We need a system with more options.  

Many other comments reinforced the need for a change in education paradigm.  Schools place every student on the same, prearranged path.  This is unnerving and demotivating for the student who is unsure where he or she wants to go because there is no consideration of the individual.  If the established path does not feel comfortable, there are no or few other options.  
Several recalled that their formal schooling was definitely not motivating and probably not all that effective.  It was a situation of here is the information you need to know─learn this.  Some students do fine in this environment from an academic sense, but there were some doubts that even those students are being effectively prepared for life's challenges.  In particular, students are not challenged to find their own answers, which is what is needed to thrive in today's economy.  There are many things one cannot learn unless he or she really experiences it.  Talking around the topic produces little lasting value.  We should help students see that there are often multiple ways to do things, and there certainly are multiple ways to learn things.  

One participant mentioned meeting a riverboat operator in a remote part of the Amazon river. While this operator had no formal education, he demonstrated that he was an accomplished and creative problem solver.  This is what allowed him to maintain control of his ever changing environment.  It reflects how so much of the truly valuable learning one gets today is informal.  

Another participant reminded us that some students thrive in the structured environment.  And there are many jobs still around today that are highly structured.  We need to find a better way of serving diverse learning needs, rather than switch to an approach focused only on creativity.  

Almost 40% of high school students in the Allentown system drop out before they graduate.  According to those who know such students, some of them do so for reasons that don't make sense, perhaps reflecting deeper societal issues.  Others, however, drop out at least partly because of how the system treats them.  In one chilling example we heard, a teacher apparently frustrated with a student told the student in a public classroom setting that he would not get through the first week of college.   This demoralized the student to the point that he has stopped trying, and often does not even show up for classes.   The story reflects how even minor actions of educators or the education system can have a major impact on students, especially those who face other complications in their lives.  There was a clear impression that such actions by teachers and others in the education system are more common than we would imagine, and, even if in a small minority, they can have a significant impact on student motivation and commitment.  It works the other way, also.  Positive recognition from a teacher, even a simple comment, can motivate continued effort for a long time.  
An individual teacher can have an outsized impact on a student by breaking the traditional teaching mold.  How many of us remember one particular teacher who made a big difference in our lives?  One participant remembered that his most helpful and rewarding school experience was in a Journalism class.   The teacher assigned different "job responsibilities" to different students based on their talents and interests.  The teacher taught the basics in a traditional fashion, but had the class learn how to cover all aspects of putting out a newspaper by doing them and learning along the way.  He found a way to meet the requirement for grades by evaluating the students and teams on how well they completed the different tasks they were given as part of the model newspaper.  This paradigm of teaching the basic tools and challenging students to find new answers is very appropriate for today's needs.
Several others resonated with that story.  They had similar experiences where a given teacher reached beyond the norm to great advantage.  One recalled a college class that met on weekday afternoons including Friday.  The professor left it up to the students to engage as much as they wanted, with no requirements to attend class, no assignments, and no exams.  Nevertheless, everyone showed up and participated─even on Friday afternoon.  

There was a suggestion that we don't pay enough attention to the student perspective, perhaps because we all went to school and feel we already "understand."  What if we asked students what they want to learn?  (A few alternative schools do that.)  Perhaps we should have exit interviews where we ask students what about their education really worked for them (as companies do when employees leave), and leverage that input to do more of what works.   In not considering the student perspective, we are treating the students as helpless or at least minimally capable.  Things could be very different  if we recognize that students are natural learners and work to reinforce their inquisitiveness.
It was noted that many outside-of-school and adult education programs use a paradigm more like that advocated by Robinson.  The Global Village Program at Lehigh University, for example, brings young people ranging from the late teens to early 40's together for intensive mentored project experiences, and also mixes participants from all over the world.  This environment forces the leaders to change and adapt along the way in response to how the learning is evolving.  There is just too much diversity to force a common model or path.  The result is a rich and flexible learning environment.  Much of the learning occurs when participants help each other, demonstrating the power of collaborative learning.   Further, there is no need for grades.  Participants engage because they want to learn.  This keeps the emphasis on learning rather than chasing the grade.  Someone suggested this environment is much like the one room school house of old.
As different people recalled their education experiences, two fairly common perceptions were sensed:  (1) that standards required of students were much stricter in the past, and (2) that most of us were taught in the same old paradigm being criticized, so maybe it is not completely broken.  One person recalled an eighth grade school entrance exam that few high school students could probably pass today.  Several participants who have studied education quickly pounced on those perceptions, however.  They pointed out that education was more of a gate keeper in the past.  A few students thrived in the structured environment, and they went on to take higher level jobs.  Another small group, largely unmotivated but capable, got by OK and leveraged their entrepreneurial skills to be successful.  Those who did not do well in this academic sense dropped out or shifted into vocational curriculums.  They had opportunities in trades and manufacturing, for example, to earn a good living working with their hands.  The high drop-out rate was considered normal, not a failure of education, because the students had good alternative paths.  
The reality is that the education system we have was designed to serve only the top level of students.  But more and more jobs today require advanced education and skills, and the good jobs once available to those with only basic skills no longer exist (where a high school dropout could earn a very good living working at Bethlehem Steel, for example).  There are still some semiskilled jobs at the low end that cannot be outsourced or automated but offer little future, which are there for those with little education.  However, today's education system is being called upon to serve a much broader population.  We must reach the bottom half that makes up most of the population and get them to be innovative leaders.   It is no wonder that the traditional system has not been effective at such a different mission.
Also, in earlier times the teacher was the primary source of information.  It was reasonable to see the main role of teachers as sharing their information with the next generation.  However, today, information is a commodity─widely available to anyone with an internet connection.  And students are more versed in the modern information sharing technologies than their teachers.  Students become proficient at finding "the existing answers" but have little or no ability to develop new answers as is required in our 21st Century economy.  With existing information so readily available, there is less need for students to memorize as much core knowledge as before but more need to sort through vast amounts of unfiltered information and create new answers.  Teachers must learn to facilitate and focus on higher level application of knowledge, which is something they have not been prepared to do.  
As many of us pondered how effective our education had been, one participant shared that Thomas Edison's mother took him out of public schools and home schooled him because she was afraid that public education would drive away his talent and motivation for invention.  Perhaps our concerns are not as new as we think.  As another indicator, a participant shared comments from parents who immigrate to the U.S.  They find that their children are often bored with their schoolwork here.  They are accustomed to much higher demands, and they are ahead of the local students of the same age.

As we looked more deeply at this education system we have, we began to understand the challenges from systemic issues that will not be easy to solve.  One person noted that educators in schools often have very different life experiences than their students.  While those educators may try to engage and inspire students, the  lack of a common experience base impairs the communication.  Words mean different things, and empathy is difficult without reasonable understanding of another's situation.  Opportunities to motivate and relate are lost.  

Further, the educators we have in the system today learned to teach in the old paradigm.  There is no shortage of new learning theories to solve all the issues discussed, but they require radically different pedagogies.  Very few teachers or administrators have any direct experience with the new approaches.  The textbooks and other resources they have reinforce the old, and peer pressure encourages educators to not stray too far from what everyone is comfortable with.  There are no incentives to risk trying a new approach, especially in a society that seeks someone to blame for any undesirable outcomes.  Finally, most school systems are large institutions that are extremely difficult for even an enlightened leader to change for the same bureaucratic reasons that hold back change in any large organization.  We heard, for example, that a participant's wife, who is a school counselor, spends substantially more time on paperwork and legal issues than counseling students.  Teachers feel they are put into boxes and not allowed to teach the way they want.  In the corporate world, the market disciplines change whenever things get really out of whack, but there is no similar mechanism with public schools or government.  
Beyond those issues, there are a number of challenges that are somewhat unique to education because of education's role in local communities and politics.  Many of these relate to accountability.  Society expects all students to be treated fairly and equally, even though we admit that our education system was designed to weed out and help only an upper crust of students.  Giving a special experience to one student is deemed as unfair.   In response, educators tend to shift to some minimum level of common standards that apply to everyone.  But parents want their kids to have more:  more AP courses, more individualized attention, more sports opportunities, etc.  This leaves educators with an overconstrained equation.  The only objective accountability vehicle that fits the budget is standardized tests, so society and politicians drive undue attention to these tests while the individual parent wants more for his or her child.  Furthermore, if even one student falls short of expectations, someone must be found at fault─no matter what the history and circumstances outside the school that heavily impact so many students.  It is not possible to teach students innovation, which inherently embraces failure (fail early, fail often), in a system where failure is not allowed.  And all this occurs in a constrained budget environment that, because of the primary funding from local property taxes, can vary from about $7000 to about $17,000 per student in different districts.  The configuration of districts also tends to segregate students by socio-economic class, which concentrates social issues and removes the benefits of learning in a diverse community.
The only way for educators to survive in this environment is to lower standards for all.  Attempts to nurture differences among students cannot be tolerated because they could be judged as failures.   As budgets get tighter, cuts are made in the very arts-related programs and other electives that support more individual opportunity and motivation.  There is really no possibility for educators to be professionals who work together to insure that each student is prepared to their full potential.  We do not even have a good understanding of what is failure and what is success in a highly individualized environment, much less how to assess it.  National standards and accreditation processes can get in the way of change by forcing attention on pushing students to learn all those facts in the various standards at the expense of time to research issues and find new answers.  
On the assessment issue, everyone recognizes that, with so much public money involved, we need an effective way to assess so we can evaluate return on investment.  Conceptually, some manner of evaluating before and after to track the value created makes sense, but that is very challenging to do in practice.   Perhaps this is why corporate and non-traditional learning programs don't use grades.  They tend to accept that the quest for learning and power of collaboration will insure a valuable outcome.  It is also important to remember that students need to own their learning process and be held at least partly accountable for the results.  
Parents who attempt to drive the best education for their kids can be frustrated by all the constraints.  We heard a story where a family whose child was in a Montessori school (receiving individualized attention)  moved to a new community without that kind of learning option.  Because the child was ahead of other kids the same age, the parents tried to get the public school to at least advance the child to a grade more appropriate for her mastery, but were told students cannot be advanced more than one grade.  This is obviously frustrating to the parents.  However, we heard that there is significant research showing students advanced more than one grade have difficult social adjustment issues in later grades, so there is a good reason for that advancement policy.  Again, the issue is having too few options.  
In the midst of all this concern over organizational and societal barriers, a few voices felt that the basic issue is very simple: educators need to care about students as human beings.  A high touch environment with caring teachers goes a long way to overcome barriers and motivate accomplishment.  It also helps develop important soft skills including self esteem and confidence.  This simple message about caring is reflected in the fact that almost everyone remembers a teacher who cared to go the extra mile for him or her, with benefits accruing well beyond the subject being taught.  

Finally, and perhaps most important, there was discussion about how the world has changed much faster than American society has kept up.  At the time our education system was designed, the U.S. was overwhelmingly the dominant global power.  Other economies followed our lead, so U.S. business thrived because we alone could provide good quality products to customers all over the world.  Today, however, advancements in technology, transportation, and geopolitics have raised capabilities and opportunities all over the globe.  Competition is much more difficult; change is expected; and we find ourselves being challenged by countries capable of doing just about anything we can.  In this environment, creativity and entrepreneurship are really the only way to maintain any advantage.  All students must be prepared to be innovative leaders.  At the same time, students still need to master certain basics before they can be effective innovators, and they perhaps need to develop a tolerance to deal with non-creative environments where they make sense.   There is no clear consensus on the role and importance of basic skills versus innovation skills.  
At the same time competition has increased, our ability to work together for the common good as a society has deteriorated.   The political process has become less one of practical compromise and more one of grandstanding around ideological positions.  The gap between rich and poor has grown substantially.  Few citizens really understand the broader competitive dynamics beyond their own immediate situation, and few keep up with issues to the extent required to elect the best leaders.  Parents have become less involved with their kids.   But all have higher expectations, perhaps propagated by unrealistic portrayals on television.  It will be difficult to raise the education attainment of the majority of students until we have answers for those types of social and entitlement issues.
The biggest issue holding back educational change is this lack of knowledge on the part of parents about what their children really need to succeed in the 21st Century.  While our group might be highly informed, that is not the norm.  In fact, several educators reported that complaints from parents are often the biggest barrier to change.  Parents are concerned when their kids are not educated like the parents were.  We still have the entitlement mentality of the dominant world power rather than the scrappy, pioneering mentality that build our country (and that is found in many up and coming countries).  For this reason, the most important next step is probably an effort to educate more of the public and build a constituency for needed change in education.  
This is really a call to change society in a significant way.  It was suggested that we might look for a model from the past where societal values were successfully changed, such as the civil rights movement or perhaps the GI Bill.  

When asked for their perspective, some educators indicated that there are lots of grandiose ideas.  However, the issue is such a huge societal systematic problem that it is hard to know where to begin.  Government mandates and regulations, while well meaning, can foster high barriers to action.  Schools are subject to very local political meddling.  Perhaps the only answer is to start small with some grassroots initiatives and spread the word to engender support.

Roland Sigal reported that he has been asked by Charter Partners Institute to chair a committee which will develop a plan to get this message out in the community.  He is calling it Project Outreach.  He will be working with others to develop  a mission, and he also believes it will be valuable to have a website that helps educate parents on the new education needs and why.  It was suggested that the target for the outreach effort be the parents of children 6-16 years old.  Since we cannot talk to the children, we need to educate the parents so they can nurture their children and support schools to make the necessary changes.  Others noted that we might be able to reach the children, also, using social media such as Facebook.
[Note that the salons are intended to remain as informal places for serious, open discussion.  However, this should not prevent individuals and organizations from initiating actions based on ideas from the salons.]
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