Notes from Salon on August 3, 2011
Todd Welch opened the session by noting we wanted to do something different than the last session.  He suggested that we have a few people get us thinking by commenting on how the world is changing, and then break up into smaller groups to begin to define what skills, experiences, etc. we would want from an ideal graduate in 2025 if there were no constraints.  
Opening Discussion

From a student perspective, we heard that high schools don't challenge students enough.  As an example, many students get to college having never written a paper longer than 3 pages.  Perhaps more important, they never had to express their own perspective or thoughts versus playing back the "right" answer.  This student felt her private school education provided two very important benefits not usually available in public schools.   First, she was regularly challenged to write lengthy papers (15+ pages) where she had to review a lot of information and synthesize her own perspectives and ideas.  Second, she was encouraged to seek out and use additional resources when the standard experience was not adequate for her needs or desires.  An example would be seeking tutoring support to master some math concepts that initially proved difficult.  Finally, having to present your ideas to a group generally leads to deeper learning as well as valuable communications skills.
Those same issues and more were heard from the educator's perspective.  In particular, for most students school is just a meaningless process that needs to be completed to satisfy some authority.  There is little motivation to learn when there is no context for why one should study various topics.  Students are bored, and they are led to simply wait out the education process until they can get through school or drop out.  Most of those who work hard despite this fact still don't know why they studied what they did or how it will impact their lives after they graduate except perhaps to get them to the next level of education.  
One educator talked about being uncomfortable essentially feeding information to students and expecting them to regurgitate the same information back.  However, this is what all educators are taught to do, and what school systems expect.  His perspective changed when he worked with an outside entrepreneur and learned to be more of a "faciligrator."  He learned to step back, engage kids, and let them take ownership for what is happening in class.  Unfortunately, this is much harder to do than feeding students information, so it takes an intrinsic commitment to sustain.  Also, education schools do not train teachers to engage students.  
Another educator pointed out that schools reflect society, so when we talk about changing schools it cannot happen without changing society.  He noted, for example, that Parkland was originally a rural school district that made limited demands on students more associated with rural farm life.  Many parents in the area who cared about their children's education paid for them to attend Allen High School in Allentown for its advanced science and other programs.  However, as middle class families moved to the suburbs, Parkland became a highly rated district while Allentown became dominated by lower income families.  The schools changed for good or for bad primarily as a consequence of changes within the communities they serve.  
In today's legal environment, schools are also susceptible to lawsuits if they do not treat every student the same.  This has led to a least common denominator approach that lowers the standards for all students.  Further, schools are subject to a vast array of state laws and regulations.  This happened because activists found it easier to lobby state legislators for laws than to get local school boards to change.  Again, this reflects our democratic process and society playing out in ways that are not always helpful.  If we want to change our schools, we must make equivalent changes in laws and policies that are driving education today.
It was also noted that young minority kids are disproportionately incarcerated rather than rehabilitated.  They clearly will not learn much that will help them later in life while in jail.  

One educator felt that the issue was focusing on the students.  She finds that students, especially those in difficult situations, have a lot of needs which they know but cannot express effectively.  Schools need to be respectful of those broader needs and listen carefully to understand and respond to them.   For example, before her school started serving breakfast, a number of students passed out in the bathroom apparently due to nutritional issues.  Education institutions and curricula cannot be designed independent of the student body.  Educators must be sensitive and adaptable to respond not only to education needs but also related needs of students that get in the way of learning.  She felt that a certain among of structure is critical to maintain a learning environment.  Beyond that minimum, however, it is important to give students the freedom to express themselves and engage in their learning.  

Educators shared two interesting studies.  One was a strategy developed by DARPA for the Secretary of Defense regarding educating the next generation of war fighter (learner).  The strategy notes a need to address (1) core content, (2) adaptability in the new world order, and (3) controlling the animal instinct (social emotional learning).  The strategy envisions learning tools and systems that evaluate progress in real time and adapt to help the student grasp concepts that are proving difficult.  It was noted that DARPA has contracted with MIT to experiment with computers that are embedded under the skin.  This all suggests that technology will continue to impact education perhaps in ways we cannot predict at this time.  

The second study was entitled "Undereducated America."  This study made the point that our country will need 20 million new college graduates by 2025 if we are to keep up with demand for employees with college degrees.  The conclusion is based on the fact that employers have chosen to pay significantly higher salaries for candidates with degrees, indicating a shortage. It will take major attention and investment to meet that goal.  

The final constituency sharing opening thoughts were business leaders from a variety of backgrounds.  A common theme here was the need to change the structure of schools and how we teach to avoid suppressing creativity.  While accepting that some discipline is necessary, business leaders felt it should be redefined to foster more dialog between teacher and student.  For example, when a student raises a hand to ask a question or make a comment, that needs to be encouraged─even when it might interfere with the teacher's lesson plans.  There was a feeling that teachers don't challenge kids to apply their minds to different situations, and they focus only on the teacher's perspective rather than asking students "what do you think."  Creativity only flourishes when the mind is engaged and active, which requires an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect between teacher and student and among students.  
It was noted that today's students are very good at using computers to find clearly defined answers, often better than their teachers.  However, the students don't know what questions to ask in a given situation.   

At least one business leader felt that many current college subjects could be downloaded into high schools.  With the kind of information, tools, and experiences open to students today, high schoolers are capable of doing much more than 20-30 years ago.  We need to challenge today's students to learn as much as they can rather than get bored going through the motions.  

There is probably a need for certain basics of education that should be taught in the lower grades.  However, starting in middle school, there should be a stronger focus on letting students pursue more of the personal directions that interest them.  Since every student is different, we should avoid a cookie cutter approach to learning that treats everyone exactly the same in terms of requirements and expectations.  It was also noted that working in teams and presentation skills are extremely important skills for all students that are largely neglected in schools today.  Many external education programs put a prime focus on those skills.  It was also noted that, if education is engaging, there is no real need for grades.  Grades do a poor job of evaluating advanced thinking and creativity.  Future assessments are likely to favor a portfolio of work collected throughout one's education.  
One person noted that Allentown schools had a dropout rate of about 60% just a few years ago.  Studies predict that only 12% of students entering high school will end up getting a college degree.  Uneducated or undereducated people are not just unable to help communities prosper but they can be a large burden on the system.  For this reason, any investment that turns around education will be easily justified.  

Responding to these statistics, one educator noted that the No Child Left Behind law, while causing many problems in its execution, did get educators to pay attention to each child.  Before the law, educators mostly used broad averages for planning and evaluation, which reinforces the one-size-fits-all paradigm of education and means that large numbers of students with special needs and abilities will not be well served.  

Group Sessions
While the energy in the room suggested that the opening discussion could continue for quite a long time, the group decided to break after about 45 minutes and convene into three mixed subgroups.  The charge was to imagine it is 2025, and to talk about what skills, knowledge, experience, etc. an ideal graduate should have.  A hope was expressed that we could move away from concerns about education toward a forward-looking perspective on what is needed and what might be done.  After about an hour, all participants gathered again to hear report outs from each group.  
Everyone felt that it is hard to predict what the economy will look like in 2025.  There are likely to be jobs and professions that are unknown today.  In terms of trends, the nature of work will likely be more flexible and adaptable.  There will probably be more independent contractors who join in teams to carry a larger share of the load for any new business activities.  The world is expected to be even more interconnected and interdependent.  While face-to-face exchanges will remain important, more collaboration is expected to happen using virtual tools such as Facebook and Twitter or similar things that emerge.  Even large countries such as the US are likely to be more cognizant of global interdependencies, with international and intercultural collaboration the norm.  
In terms of the future graduate, at least one team suggested that education must begin by insuring that all the basic human needs (Maslov's hierarchy) of each student are being met.  This includes things not considered part of "education."   Some items mentioned included adequate nutrition, a safe environment for learning, and parental involvement.  

Another group noted that certain basic subjects and skills will continue to be important.  These include the ability to read and write and communicate with others and the ability to evaluate and solve problems using mathematical concepts and constructs.  We will likely want to raise the expectations with respect to the mastery of these basics.  However, in an even more information rich environment, the amount of information committed to memory will be less important than the ability to access good information, see patterns, and synthesize answers in both overloaded and starved information environments.  
Beyond the basics, every group included a number of what have been called 21st Century skills.  These include communications, problem solving, collaboration, teamwork, imagination, and creativity.  It will be important to build character and foster trust and integrity.  Other important elements are interpersonal skills that enable one to function effectively in the global creative economy.  Graduates must be able to relate to others in a constructive manner without bias, and be able to inspire the trust needed to get work done collaboratively.  Creative problem solving and innovation will be highly valued.  This means that graduates will need to have experienced how to try, fail, and get back up and how failure is a natural part of innovation.  Adaptability and knowing how to learn will also be critical.  Learning will be a truly lifelong endeavor.  
There were strong feelings the future graduates will need to understand themselves very well.  This includes one's personal interests and passions, as well as one's personality style and ways of working and how these impact interactions with others.  Intrinsic motivation will be a big driver of learning, so students will have more chance to pursue their own interests during their formal education as well as throughout their lives.  
Finally, one group suggested that schools might need to incorporate learning about various aspects of living.  For example, students might develop and work their own gardens to gain an appreciation of healthy food and provide a source of healthier food that might otherwise be too expensive for their families.  They might participate in governance of the school to develop real experience in the challenges and compromises of democracy.  They might work on various societal problems within their community both to develop understanding and to learn to approach challenges always looking for a better way.  

The skills identified also prompted some comments about the future school environment.  The organizational and physical structure of the school will need to change, particularly to foster more collaboration.  A key will be to maximize each student's individuals talents, which calls for a structure that provides much more personalized learning.  Teachers will act more as learning facilitators than expert resources.  Learning will be more collaborative, both in the way students interact with teachers and in more peer group learning.  

Students will take much more responsibility for their own learning.  Rather than divide students strictly by grade level in fixed classrooms, there is likely to be more learning within multiage and multicultural project teams, perhaps even international teams and projects using telecommunications.  

One group suggested that intergenerational learning could play a larger role in education.  Different ages and backgrounds can teach and learn from each other.  This will also help to develop the skills and temperament to leverage global diversity.

Since students past a certain age will select and direct more of their own learning, much learning is likely to take place outside a traditional school building: on field trips, working in the community, over interactive technologies, and at non-traditional hours.  Individualized learning will be driven by students own interests and passions.  For that reason, grades may not be needed.  Some type of portfolio will likely become the key record of evaluation.  

Finally, the school system itself will need to be highly adaptive.  Structures and resources will be designed so they can readily adapt and reallocate resources to address new learning issues, opportunities, and barriers.   

Next Steps
Nearing our closing time, Todd asked for suggestions on next steps for the group.  One suggestion was to spread the word about what we are doing.  It was noted that most people, even business people, are not really aware of the 21st Century competitive changes and challenges that are becoming more and more important.  A second suggestion was to look for action steps.  A concrete step might be to prepare an editorial message for the local papers.  (Galen Godbey agreed to work on a first draft to share with the CPI  board.)  Another might be to look for opportunities to pilot the things being discussed.  Mark Lang reported that CPI will be working with Lincoln Leadership Academy Charter School starting this fall to incorporate advanced leadership and innovation skills directly within the curriculum for all 11th graders. This provides a vehicle to develop and evaluate many of the education changes we have discussed as a regular part of the curriculum in a real school where more than 85% of students live in poverty.  A third suggestion was to involve students who are being left behind by the current education system.  Since they are a major target market, this could provide valuable insight on their circumstances and needs.  We might go on the road to hold brief interaction sessions with students at regional schools.  

There was some brief discussion about future meetings.  The feeling was that getting the whole group together about once a quarter is realistic.  The next meeting was thus set for Wednesday, November 2.  At the same time, there was interest in continuing the interactions on a regular basis between these quarterly meetings so momentum is not lost.  Smaller groups might meet, or some people might join the monthly board meetings of CPI.  We also talked briefly about creating an Internet presence that would foster further conversations on-line.  

It was noted that basic information on these salons has been added to the CPI website.  For those who do not opt out, names of participants will be added to this site.  

Anthony Marraccini prepared a graphic capturing the conversations while we were speaking.   It is presented on the following page.
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