Postscript – JULY, 2004

No book of this kind is ever easily written, for its canvas is broad and the mass of pertinent human detail inevitably entangled with complex and often confusing theoretical concepts.  I have struggled to bring context and coherence to both my own thinking and experience, and to the ideas of the many wise and thoughtful people whose work I value.  
My intention throughout has been to orchestrate a message that might just influence the multitudes, inspired by Boris Pasternak’s belief that “No real book has a first page.  Like the rustling in the woods it is borne heaven knows where, grows and rolls on, waking hidden thickets in its path, and suddenly at the darkest, overwhelming, panic-stricken moment it speaks out from all the treetops at once, having reached its goal.”1
Yet even the most significant message from the treetops can be lost if the wind is blowing in the wrong direction.  I’m all too aware that the storm winds that beat across the English educational landscape (and those other countries that seem to be following so closely in our wake) could leave this book stranded, unread on the dusty shelves of distant libraries.

In the three years that it has taken to write all this I’ve not had the luxury of dwelling in an ivory tower.  The constant need to fund the Initiative has meant sandwiching the writing between extensive periods of lecturing, and running training programmes. The upshot of this dual existence has been immensely positive because large numbers of the people I’ve addressed have added powerful insights of their own to this story.  In that sense this book has been a composite work, knitted together from yarn spun in many places.

“We are becoming a sad and cheerless race”, a Scotswoman teaching in an international school wrote to me, “Nowadays childhood is so confined.  There are no risks any more.  Smothering safety-consciousness is killing the spirit of childhood and especially adolescence.  The virtual world, of which children and most teenagers are wise, but not practically street-wise, creates artificial realities based on fictions, not experienced fact.  Young people have no basis from which to make informed or intellectual decisions about how to react or behave in the ‘physical world’.”2 A Nigerian questioned whether it is “simply stupidity, or is it inertia that prevents people from seeing the whole picture?”  While an Australian asked if I thought education hadn’t become so ground down by routine that teachers were simply just going with the crowd, and had lost the art of ‘bucking the system’.

“It’s a true Faustian bargain”, said a former headteacher, “for education has allowed itself to become a preparation for a way of life that teachers themselves simply don’t believe in.  Government is expecting teachers to impose on pupils a uniform model of success.  It just doesn’t happen like that; that’s not the way kids learn. But I must ask you, is what you’re arguing for too far out for the politicians to handle?  Is it that you’re seeing an impossible agenda for education?”

I’ve been stimulated by the many ideas and opinions I’ve heard in response to my argument, but have I really been arguing for an impossible agenda for education?  If so, by whose standards is it impossible?  Is it impossible by the political assumptions of today, or the possible social and political realities of the near future?  The political dogma of the past twenty-five years, initially in Britain but now increasingly across the industrialised world – basically neo-classical economics – has seen unimpeded economic growth, free markets and globalisation as the key components of a dynamic society.  All other considerations are seen to get in the way.  The more economically successful a nation, the more disposable income it is thought individuals will have and, so the argument has gone, the happier everyone will be.  Schools have rushed to create curricula that prepare youngsters for the market place.  It’s going to be tough, we’ve been encouraged to tell our children; this is a competitive world where the rewards for the successful will be enormous, but few tears will be shed for the losers.  Many adults have come to accept this message – and as a result they too have started to run ever faster.3
Teachers (if it’s meaningful to treat such a diverse range of people as a single group) are more predisposed than most to challenge this kind of orthodoxy.  They tend to be more resistant to the seductive claims of the media, and less inclined to give up their free time to enhance their earning capacity.  Most teachers have a greater interest in young people as individuals than they do in policies.  If the dominant code in a society deems that you are paid your market value, then teachers’ self-esteem will inevitably not be very high.  If what you are increasingly expected to do as a teacher appears to drive out what you believe children desperately need – in the name of continuous improved efficiency – it probably follows that you would doubt the very basis of how such efficiency is measured.  

“Having explained our predicament so clearly”, exclaimed an exasperated and deeply concerned teacher at a conference two and a half years ago, “what would be your first set of actions if you were appointed minister of education?”  

I responded immediately by saying that I would resign unless I could also become prime minister.  My audience was stunned for a second until they realised I’d reached the core of what all this debate was really all about.  It’s not the schools that are the problem - and it certainly isn’t the pupils - it’s the overall direction of our society which, in exchange for all the trappings of an apparently highly successful materialistic society denies the individual the space, the time and the experience to take real control of his or her own lives.  

Increasing numbers of thoughtful people are coming to realise that we have effectively replaced education with a search for credentials.  We instruct our children so well in the arts of schooling that they are frequently blind to all those other factors that are involved in keeping the world turning smoothly.  Often when the media, or a politician, discusses a problem about young people – be it their lethargy, lack of curiosity, obesity, promiscuity or lack of civic awareness - the immediate reaction is, “What will the Department of Education do about that?”  Weeks later yet another memorandum will then hit the schools with a list of prescribed ‘do’s and don’ts’, almost as if bureaucrats believe that the world of a child can simply be defined as being within the walls of a classroom.  Teachers know that it’s not like that, yet find their professional knowledge of what needs to be done is trivialised and made ever more complex by the minutiae of institutional prescription.

Now I can confidently predict that I will never be invited to become minister of education.  But that does not invalidate the response I first made two years ago and have reiterated many times since.  When Tony Blair became prime minister in 1997 he claimed that he would have only three priorities – education, education, education.  What he appears to have meant however, as England has since discovered to its cost, was that government would legislate for more and more school-based instruction to make up for the ever-decreasing opportunities for youngsters to learn directly from life itself.  The search for economic efficiency is taking away from parents and the community the time they need to nurture young people in the world beyond the school gates.  At a time when an increasing number of adults are going into smaller and more dynamic working organisations, we are subjecting children to larger and more impersonal schools.  It simply doesn’t make sense.  

English schoolchildren, the government has declaimed most loudly in recent months, are better educated than ever before, and teachers - say the same government sources - are better trained.4  More money is being spent on information technology than in almost any other country (the assumption being that this is educationally good and beneficial), while vast rebuilding programmes will shortly transform aged secondary schools into glass, steel and concrete showcases of twenty-first century design.  But just exactly what kind of world is it that these young people are being prepared for?  If young teachers in England are so well trained then why do forty percent of them leave the profession within three years of qualifying, and why is England fourth from the bottom in the league of industrialized countries in the number of seventeen-year-olds dropping out of education?5 
Careful observers look at this over-examined generation and sense in their restlessness and general lack of curiosity that something is profoundly wrong.  An aspect of this caught the attention of ministers in March 2004 when, it seemed, fifteen, sixteen and seventeen-year-olds were too prone to escape from school over the lunch hour and hang around the local chip shop.  “Keep secondary pupils in school over the lunch-hour”, David Miliband, the Schools Minister, told secondary headteachers, indulging in an extraordinary display of micro-management, “as (otherwise) they end up playing truant or get into trouble in the local community.”6 This was precisely what I, as a young and inexperienced headteacher had sought to do thirty years ago, for there is nothing new about youngsters letting off steam in inappropriate ways. It’s a perennial problem.  “Shame on you”, said my then chairman of governors, “have you so little faith in the quality of the education you’re offering that you don’t feel safe to let these youngsters out of your sight even for five minutes?”  I remember cringing at the rebuke; yet it was one of the most important lessons I ever learnt, for surely the justification for what is done in school has to be how it equips every child to act and behave reasonably when they are on their own?  That has to be what Subsidiarity is all about.  But English education is not about Subsidiarity; it’s all about exam results.  It’s about credentials and instructions rather than about how young people are prepared to live good and responsible lives.

David Miliband went further two months later when he told secondary headteachers it was better not to let pupils have time off to revise by themselves just before the exams. “While some young people might benefit from unsupervised revision”, for too many others, the minister said, such leave became no more than “video game leave”.7  He referred to a school that had replaced revision leave with structured revision run by teachers right up to the afternoon before the examination, and so increased its proportion of Grades A to C from thirty-five percent to fifty-six percent.  The Head of the National Association of Headteachers (NAHT), called this an “excellent initiative”.8  Yet no one publicly questioned why sixteen or eighteen-year-olds who, after five or seven years of studying a subject, and with their own futures at stake, had so little interest in what they were doing – or felt so little sense of ownership – that they simply couldn’t work out for themselves which areas of weakness they needed to focus on.  A good examination grade, achieved under the circumstances applauded by the head of NAHT surely does not imply that the youngster has developed such a general level of intellectual mastery that he or she could later use this knowledge when faced with an unusual problem. What it seems to prove, alas, is that such a youngster will always expect someone else to tell them how to do something that they ought to have been able to think out for themselves.  This is the real effect of “grade inflation”.  In times gone by it was simply called cramming.  No employer wanted someone who had simply been crammed by a teacher, for grades achieved in this way tended to mean very little.  

Profound disillusionment with the way in which market efficiency has become the determining factor in so many aspects of social policy is, of course, the reason why I argue that change has to come – in such a highly centralised system – from the Prime Minister, or Parliament itself.  It cannot be achieved by educationalists alone.  And the need for change is urgent.  Jackie Ashley, writing in The Guardian in May 2004, found herself, an atheist who throughout her life had looked to politics for idealism, commending two bishops for being concerned with “the yearning for happiness and fulfilment… and for an ethic of human flourishing, which is rooted in human nature.”  She went on to observe, “It has become almost unthinkable to go to politicians for this kind of language or ambition. [If they told us] that their main intention in public life was to make us happier, or to challenge us to rethink our values, we’d laugh in their faces.  The political arena has shrivelled drastically, back to a technocratic promise to use our taxes to provide services a bit more efficient than the other lot.”9 

Herein lies the problem, for our schools, our homes and our communities.  It is the way in which the meaning of efficiency has been perverted to become an end in itself – not a means to a more significant set of ends.  It assumes that counting money is more important than thinking reasonably about how you spend it.  It assumes that to close small village primary schools in the name of economic efficiency, while then condemning youngsters of six or seven or eight years of age to spend an hour or so a day being bussed to some larger school elsewhere, is educationally efficient.  What shortsighted nonsense.

Efficiency is a concept dating to the Greeks.  However the Greek philosophers used the term efficiency in a significantly different way to the meaning ascribed to the term by the late twentieth century advocates of open markets.  To the Greeks, efficiency was a means towards achieving Virtue, both for the individual and for the state.  The platonic division of labour was not about individuals engaging in efficient exchange of money, but rather about the best combination and utilisation of human resources to achieve the ideal state.10 
The English word efficiency derives from the Latin verb ‘efficere’ meaning ‘to bring something about or to make something happen’.  Two other words are derived from efficere – ‘effectiveness’, meaning a course of action that gets something done, and ‘efficacious’, an unusual word but one well known to the late 1960s music buffs in the context of Lily the Pink, who successfully administered her ‘medicinal compounds, so efficacious in every case’.  To the classical world efficiency was a means to an end.  It was not an end in its own right, as the modern world has reconstituted it, and its benefits were assumed to be for everybody not just the successful; it aimed at a far more inclusive and democratic outcome.  Edward Luttwak, the author of ‘Turbo Capitalism’, and Fellow of the Strategic Resources Institute wrote of efficiency in 2001, “I believe that one ought to have only as much market efficiency as one needs, because everything we value in human life is within the realms of inefficiency – love, family, attachment, community, culture, old habits and comfortable old shoes.”11  Which is a definition I would have made of efficiency, had anyone ever asked me to do so, when I emerged from being formally educated in the mid 1960s.

Using Subsidiarity as a concept to define the evolving relationship between a pupil and a teacher, and between parents and children, is not a principle that appeals to advocates of the market economy.  To them Subsidiarity is too imprecise, messy, problematic, and individualistic to be applied to a system driven by known inputs and measured in terms of quantifiable outputs.  Yet Subsidiarity was the principle (even though not known by that name) that drove the craft ethic that gave birth to the industrial revolution.  Those men were entrepreneurs because they felt in control of their destiny.  The scientific management of labour that Frederick Winslow Taylor and others set out had no regard for the Greek concept of the virtuous state.  What these men offered was a process that had so many immediate material benefits that men in their tens of thousands forsook the concept of the equitable distribution of labour, for the benefits of the accumulation of capital for those with the money to do so, and the almost inevitable dumbing down of those whose only role was to labour.

Perceptive people were quick to see in the collapse of the industrial economy during the 1970s that in the future young people would need those skills that would equip them to stand on their own feet.  Skills that would prepare them to adjust to continuous change.  What England has been appallingly slow to do, however, is to recognise that the industrial model of schooling with its heavy emphasis on control, prescription and uniformity continues to perpetuate Taylor’s concepts of efficiency as an end in its own right.  Under the guise of continually reforming the conventional model of schooling, England is failing to see the need to rebuild the process of learning around the concept of Subsidiarity.  We remain to this day a nation of officers and other ranks; one giving the orders, the other waiting to receive them.  The nation that prides itself on its practical approach to life has become blind to the need to empower people to work things out for themselves.  In the name of empowering people it has substituted instead a crude system of uniform credentialism, and imposed on education – as with other facets of social life – a tightly regulated and heavily managed set of systems.

Clive Hamilton, the Australian author of the groundbreaking book ‘Growth Fetish’ (2003), argues that political thinking evolves very slowly. “Today,” he explains, “the compulsion to participate in a consumer society is no longer prompted by material needs (these have been largely solved) but rather by political coercion.  It is prompted by the belief of the great mass of ordinary people, taking their cue from political leaders, that to find happiness a society, as with individuals, must be forever getting richer, regardless of how wealthy they already are.  If ordinary people today are exploited”, argues Hamilton, “it is by common consent.”12  People, it seems, have swallowed the dream that more money must inevitably bring greater happiness. Intuitively people know better, yet they are driven by society’s pressures.  More often it seems that for most of us to travel hopefully is more rewarding than to arrive.  Despite incomes having gone up two and a half to three times (in current day values)13in America and much of the European Union in the past fifty years the recorded level of happiness, as recorded by psychologists and other students of social affairs, has continued to fall during that period.  At the same time levels of clinical depression have gone up ten fold and bipolar depression is increasing everywhere in the developed world. Money has never been the measure of happiness, and never can be.

By way of example there are now thirty-one million more licensed cars in America than there are licensed drivers (which means that if every American with a driving licence got into a car and drove down the freeway there would still be thirty one million cars sitting idly in the parking lot).  At any one time there are fifteen million unoccupied homes in the United States, sufficient to house the entire Australian population.14  It seems that there is an evolutionary principle at work here.  To satisfy human basic needs increases happiness, but the ongoing search to satisfy an ever expanded set of ‘wants’ as set out most persuasively by the advertising industry, is a largely illusionary journey with no end in sight.  Robert Wright, the evolutionary psychologist puts it neatly, “we are born to be effective animals, not happy ones.”15  It seems that we are at our most satisfied when we feel that we have genuinely earned our reward, and we are proud of a job well done. The trouble is that too many people don’t have that level of involvement in their work.  A reward too easily gained means little to us.  Therein lies so much of dissatisfaction with modern life.  “Isolation, sorrow, bitterness, anxiety, loneliness and despair are in today’s US and European Union countries greater concerns than the supply of any material items.”16
Martin Seligman, the President of the American Psychological Association, attributes the massive rise in unhappiness – defined by him as various forms of depression – to four factors; an excessive emphasis on individualism, the constant attempt to bolster self-esteem, the belief that any mistake is due to victimisation and is not your own fault, and the continuous cult of consumerism.17  Teachers have been sensing for a long time that the convergence of these four factors in children’s homes create deep tensions which are then transmitted into the classroom – many of which the teachers are powerless to rectify.  Overwrought parents, feeling somehow guilty, buy more toys for their children, who in turn don’t appreciate them, and all too often both parents and their children end up feeling miserable.  Western societies are choking on the richness of the goods they are able to produce.  As Greg Easterbrook puts it graphically in ‘The Progress Paradox’, vast numbers of people can now afford to stay in a deluxe hotel room, to be pampered with a hundred or more television channels, to have access to a well stocked cooler of drinks and have unlimited access to room service, but there is a snag – they have no one with whom to share the luxury, and they can’t get out of the room.18  An American colleague calls this ‘the Affluenza Epidemic’.  Overstressed people, for their own survival, turn in on themselves.  The first casualty is their family; then it is the community.  Such people have no energy to spare for other people, and quickly other people have no time for them.

“The price of abundance has been the disintegration of community, and the disintegration of self”,19 continues Clive Hamilton.  In short, now that the economic problem has been solved, we need a politics that encourages people to pursue a rich life, instead of a life of riches.  “The defining struggle is no longer between proletarians and capitalists about how to divide the surplus of the production process; today it is about how to live a genuine life in a solid structure that manufactures ‘individuality’ and celebrates ‘superficiality’.”20
Does this mean that we are close to a tipping point21 – that moment when all the frustration and angst that has been building up over a long time and apparently getting nowhere, suddenly flips over, and what earlier seemed an impossible change to effect suddenly becomes perfectly possible?  I believe we have almost reached that point.  When trying, albeit rather badly, to explain this powerful shift in ordinary people’s expectations to a conference of teachers in Northumberland in April 2004, I attempted to show how teachers’ desire for promotion also led them to be caught in the same time-for-money trap.  I was quickly rebuked by an articulate group of teachers, “We don’t want the hassle of a promoted post”, many of them said, “we want enjoyment in our work, more than the additional pay that goes alongside the stress of being a headteacher!  That’s why there are so few applicants for such posts.”  I smiled to myself as I recognised in those twenty-first century teachers the instinctive reaction of that craftsman who had challenged Frederick Winslow Taylor back in 1911, “We don’t want to work as fast as we are able to.  We want to work as fast as we think it is comfortable for us to work.  We haven’t come into existence for the purpose of seeing how grand a task we can perform… we are trying to regulate our work so as to make it auxiliary to our lives.”  Years ago I was taught in history classes to regard such people as Luddites; I now recognise in them the sane voices as twenty first century colleagues seeking to find satisfaction in everything they do.  

Both to the neo liberal economists, and to all those millions of people who have absorbed the political dogma that social progress is forever dependent on economic growth, the ideas I’m explaining are likely to be an anathema – as indeed may be the argument of much of this book.  But pause and consider the case of Japan, that country which for forty years was the wonder economy of the post war world.  During the 1990s the country went through an extended depression with an annual growth rate of only one percent.  Economists predicted terminal decline, but it didn’t  happen.  In fact the recession provided the much-needed opportunity to reappraise and change entrenched working and social practices.  This was a society in which High School students who could not stand the strain of schooling regularly committed suicide.  Economic stagnation has actually allowed Japanese society to slow down, and for individuals to rediscover basic human values.22  “My husband never learnt to talk to our kids when he worked so hard”, one Tokyo mother told me in 2002, “that meant that I had to give him a list each week, printed on a piece of paper, of all the things that he could talk to the children about!”23  Japanese economists are now even beginning to see the benefits of a zero growth rate.  

Much social and academic research has shown how much more willing are those living in rich countries to surrender significant proportions of their family time if they see an opportunity to make more money.24  Yet there is another side to this syndrome.  In Juliet Schor’s book ‘The Overspent American’ she quotes powerful evidence of the exact opposite trend.  She records a significant ‘down-shifting’ in the lifestyle expectations of many Americans, noting that nineteen percent of the adult population had made deliberate choices over the past five years to accept lower salaries for shorter working hours.25  A comparable survey in Australia indicated a figure of twenty-three percent.26  Some years ago Americans called such people ‘cultural creatives’.

In a post-growth society, writes Hamilton, the primary function of government should be to encourage such people so as “to protect, expand and enrich our social, cultural and natural capabilities”  The pursuit of well-being would then “allow the emergence of authentic (rather than manufactured) individuality and the flowering of human capital.”  In such a world this would greater precedence to characters like old Mr McFadgen who taught me to carve, and local employers would no longer feel that they couldn’t afford to take on more youngsters for extended periods of work experience for fear this would inevitably lead to a decline in profits.  There would be time for dialogue, and community participation in politics.  People would revert to working to enable themselves to live, rather than simply living to work in a structure over which they had no control.

Again, my vision for the future of education resonates as much with a new political and social order as it clashes with the present system.  In 1945 eighty-five percent of the population who were eligible to vote did so, and apparently understood what the different parties stood for.27  Politicians, it seemed, stood for what they believed in, not what they thought would necessarily get them elected.  The proportion voting in British General Elections has fallen ever since that post war period; it was fifty-nine percent in 2001, and a projection in March 2004 suggested only fifty-one percent would vote in the next General Election. The proportion of those under twenty-five expected to vote is only half of that amount.  This apathy is a disaster.  If young people don’t see the ballot box as the gate to possible alternative policies for their, and our, future, then we have the ultimate condemnation of a society that has failed to educate its young people in affairs that really matter.  No amount of civics lessons in schools are likely to have much impact on youngsters who have never felt the tension of real political choices in their own communities.  

Increasingly people both young and old tend to see politics in terms of personalities rather than policies.  In the elevated role of so-called special advisors, the electorate can rightly wonder what is the possible significance of the candidate they could vote for when the media lionises an Alistair Campbell as one of the four most important people in government.28  Spin-doctors have not only taken their toll on politicians but, far more seriously, they have contributed to the continuing debasement of politics in the minds of ordinary people.  As Anthony Sampson in his 2004 book ‘Who Runs this Place?’ noted of the ‘Stop the War’ March in February 2003, “It all suggested that young people who had lost confidence in parliament had not lost interest in politics.”29  The same applies to youngsters’ interest in spirituality; it is faith in organised religion that is fast disappearing.  

So, too, are the conventional arrangements for the family and procreation; “It may not be children themselves who have changed and become more problematic but our (the adults) attitude towards them”, wrote Lawrie and Matthew Taylor in ‘What are Children For?’ in 2003.  In our competitive, long hours, work culture parents are at a practical disadvantage, the Taylors noted, “What has changed so dramatically in the modern world is not the capacity or readiness of children to follow parental codes for living, but the difficulty (for parents) of not knowing any longer what those codes might be.”30
Living in a world where even adults don’t feel in control of their own destiny parents find it almost impossible to construct “the master scripts” about how to live which were available to earlier generations.  We need to recognise that a society that is increasingly unwilling to nurture children doesn’t simply have a demographic problem, it has a much deeper problem – it has allowed the cult of individualism to destroy our connection with the future.  “Post God, post socialism, we still need something to connect us to each other and to the future course of human history.  Children are the new eschatology”31, (the story that gives meaning to our lives) “the necessary countervailing force to liberal modernity”, write the Taylors, probably little realising that that was exactly what our ancestors knew.

This explains why that ancient native American proverb, “We have not inherited this world from our parents, we have been loaned it by our children” is so powerful.  There may in fact not be much time left for us to rediscover the plot.  On that beautifully clear, sunny January day which heralded the new millennium, Sir Martin Reece, the Astronomer Royal, was asked what chance he gave the world of surviving into a fourth millennium.  I’m not sure about surviving a millennium, he was recorded as saying, “but I think the odds are no better than fifty-fifty that our present civilisation on earth will survive to the end of the present century. What happens here on earth, in this century, could conceivably make the difference between a near eternity filled with ever more complex and subtle forms of life, and one filled with nothing but base matter.”32
As I wrote this my mind flashed back to the ancient cathedral on the Venetian island of Torcello.  In my mind’s eye I saw again the tears on the mosaic cheek of the Teotoca Madonna – ‘The God Bearer’.  In that hauntingly beautiful but terribly sad young girl’s face is the reproach, transmitted over many centuries, to our own generation.  Could we ever let our technological knowledge so exceed the wisdom with which we should see all things in context, that our children or our children’s children could face oblivion?  No wonder those eyes seem to hold all of us responsible.

That call to think and act responsibly is the ultimate challenge to each and every one of us.  Surely it’s about time we got back to the natural rhythm of human learning, knowing that what went on between master and apprentice was not simply about the transference of skills, or intuitive knowledge, but about wisdom passed down through the ages.  It’s the search for wisdom that provides a sufficient challenge to keep all of us focused and purposeful on our pilgrimage.  We in our time can be, and must be, worthy heirs of a rich inheritance, passing it ever forward in a more glorious state.

*
*
*

Doreen/John/Drafts/Master and Apprentice August 2004 Single.doc

