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Much has been written about the galloping pace of change in today’s society and the inability of educational systems to change fast enough and fundamentally enough to keep pace with this change.  Many express concern that, while the paradigmatic changes caused by information technology and by societal and behavioral shifts at various scales of society (family, community, nation) have transformed the way we travel, do business, spend leisure time, communicate, handle our finances, and care for our health, it has not changed the way we educate.  Existing educational systems even in the wealthiest of countries have proven inadequate in servicing the poorest and most disenfranchised sectors of society on the one hand, and have not kept pace with the social, economic, and technical changes outside the academic world on the other.  And in the poorer countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America, problems of inadequacy and access are staggering.


There is no lack of attempts to reform educational systems.  The proliferation of programs to develop professional education managers has produced a generation of competent educators.  But their reform efforts have been largely on improving existing practice, on efficiency rather than effectiveness, aimed at modifying or improving the existing paradigm, rather than coming up with a new paradigm.  Thus, for example, curriculum reform focuses on how to improve and sequence the teaching of specific subject matter blocks, rather than to question whether to teach that subject at all or replace it with new learning content.  Another example would be proposals to expand access to an existing educational system without questioning whether the system itself is not designed to reach the unreached.  Reforms in university education look to alternative financing mechanisms and equitable cost recovery measures without questioning whether expansion ultimately leads to emphasis on credentialing rather than competence, and an eventual devaluation of such credentials. 


An analogy from the paradigmatic shift in transportation may be helpful.  The need for faster transportation over long distances was not met by building a better and better car, but by finally inventing the airplane.  Similarly, producing the written word was not improved by improving the typewriter, but by developing word processing in a desktop computer.


The East-West Center is now challenging the academic community and thoughtful leaders of society to contribute ideas toward the emergence of a new paradigm that does not just improve education, but re-conceptualizes it altogether.  This brief paper is one attempt to start thinking in that direction.

The Starting Point 


The starting point for such a re-conceptualization must be the immutable nature which defines the essential role of education:  to cultivate the development of the multi-dimensional potential of the individual, both for himself/herself, and for society, by this latter including family, community, nation and globe.  More specifically, education, if it is to develop this potential and capability, must see that the several learning needs of the individual are met.


There is a veritable universe of learning needs, and since everyone cannot be all things to all people, a distinction must immediately be made between general and specific learning needs.  General learning needs would include the need to communicate, to understand and be understood, to calculate and analyze, and to interact harmoniously and productively in society.  It is the right of every human being that these needs be met, and the responsibility of every society to guarantee the opportunity to have them met.  On the other hand, there are specific learning needs to assure that society find within itself individuals necessary for its continued functioning and flourishing, specialists in health, construction, finance, law, enforcement of order, and so on.


It must be said at the outset therefore that there must be at least two education paradigms—one for basic education, and one for specific (professional or occupational or special-interest) education, and indeed multiple variations of each for different societal contexts at different points in time.  In fact, even a well designed paradigm will by definition be limited by its design to suit a particular set of learning needs in a particular time for a particular community, and will have to change as the community changes.


But in every case that paradigm must be a new approach to meeting existing and emerging learning needs in today’s world.  The essential purpose of education to empower individuals and meet their learning needs for the benefit of the individual and for different scales of community remains the same (though emphasis may differ in different contexts).  But a new paradigm demands rethinking what the needs of today’s learner in today’s society are, and, based on that, re-defining the educational content, the pedagogical approaches, the delivery mechanisms to meet those needs.  And for this paradigm to be sound, its premises must be based on a keen perception of how fundamentally today’s learner, and today’s society, are different from the learners and societies that gave shape to the way we currently run our educational systems.


The paradigm here proposed is therefore based on a TRANSACTIONAL perspective, looking at the entire education enterprise as a LEARNING MARKETPLACE where needs are met.  It will be helpful at several points during the elaboration of this framework to draw analogies, however simplistic, from the world of commerce, as we look at this marketplace from the perspective of who the clients are (today’s learners and the societies they live in), and then what their needs are (hence the education content or the product), and then finally how these needs can be met (the process and the delivery systems).


A few caveats before proceeding:  The use of the transactional perspective carries with it the danger of wrongly reducing the education marketplace to one of purely transmission and exchange of information or data.  Clearly the “product” in this analogy is not just information, or even knowledge.  A correct and comprehensive definition of the content of education includes skills, values, and a socio-cultural worldview as well as specific information or knowledge bits.  A second caveat:  Even in the world of commerce, there is not such thing as a perfectly free market, markets where there is universal access to information and clients with equal opportunities; there will always be need for an oversight governance mechanism to promote equity, to level the playing field, and to ensure acceptable levels of quality and fairness, to foster innovation and creativity.  This is even more true in education.  

The Clients


Today’s learners think differently.  Perhaps the most important determinant of a new education paradigm is a true understanding of the nature of the clients, the learners themselves.  Success in any marketplace depends upon success in understanding the clients and their needs.


In the first place learners in different cultures around the globe think, react, and behave differently, speak different languages and have different worldviews, and therefore learning experiences must be structured differently.


And if contexts vary with place, they certainly vary with time.  If future generations are raised in an environment substantially different from ours, it must be assumed that they will think, act, be motivated, and indeed learn in ways substantially different from ours.  The baby boom generation, raised on rock and roll, the advent of television, and student activism is fast giving way to Generation X, raised on an internationalized pop culture, fast foods, and cable TV, who are raised quite differently and already think quite differently.  But Generation X educators themselves have to realize that their paradigms must address an even more distinct generation, a “nintendo generation,” if you will, raised in an environment quite different from theirs, amidst quick response video games, virtual reality, and the fading of geographical limitations.


The learner of the future will be from a generation raised in an environment of information overload, where instant gratification and quick response is the norm, where global competitiveness engenders a me-first mentality, where messages are packaged in 30-second sound bites or video clips, and where sustained attention is replaced by successive or even simultaneous MTV-type bombardment of images, where the printed word is replace by the colorful image, where the logical thought process fights for its place beside the instinctive grasp.  A new paradigm will have to foresee the implications of how future generations will think, will be motivated, and thus will learn.  This will obviously affect the paradigm’s conception of how to meet the clients’ learning needs, and indeed what these needs are, as would inevitably change the way specific policy issues are formulated and decided.


Students will testify that their most effective teachers, those who most influenced them, were not those who knew their subject matter best, or those with the latest pedagogies, but rather those who knew them best, the ones who understood their problems, the way they thought, the ones who spoke their language, saw their dreams, listened to their music.  As one teacher put it, “you cannot put anything into their heads or hearts as long as you do not get into their heads or hearts first.”

Today’s learners seek knowledge differently.  The learner seeking post-basic education in the past would automatically seek out the university, the ivory tower of the community, the only knowledge store in town. If one wanted to pursue learning beyond general education or wanted to prepare himself/herself for a special profession, he/she would have to go there for learning and credentialing.

Today there is a multitude of knowledge stores: specialized colleges and schools, open universities, in-company training, on-line courses, apprenticeship and internship programs, distance learning, easy access to the wide world of the internet.

Universities have not adjusted to this reality: they may still be the high end knowledge department store, but they are now in a knowledge shopping mega-mall which has a variety of offerings and a variety of delivery systems.  It cannot cling on to the old monopolistic strategy of being the exclusive dispenser of knowledge and credentials, but must change its strategy to find its unique and competitive niche in this new environment.  The department store cannot claim to be a fashion boutique, a fast food outlet, a supermarket, and a leisure center all at the same time when all these other options are available in the same mall.  Just as commercial transactions now take place not only in department stores, but in boutiques, local stores, supermarkets, roadside stands, and even virtually by internet from the comfort of one’s home, so also the exchange of information and the meeting of many learning needs are met in a variety of settings both educational (on-line courses, in-situ training, etc.) and non-educational (media, leisure activities, social groups by interest or faith or common need).  Universities have to realize that they are only one store, albeit the flagship store, in the megamall of information, and if students can get the same information cheaper and better and faster in other stores, they will stop going to the flagship store.  Employers and students are now giving less and less importance to college degrees and more importance to short term courses, or on-the-job training experiences.


Today’s learners, tomorrow’s citizens, will live differently.  Today we already see the increasingly common phenomenon of multiple or even simultaneous careers.  In the past, a professional would spend most of his/her first twenty or so years in formal schooling to prepare for a career, such as accounting, and then live the subsequent years being productive and content within that career until retirement.  Today this linear pattern is increasingly replaced by a cyclical pattern where one studies, works, then goes back to study or to pursue other interests, then works again, interchanging study, work and rest periods several times.  More and more individuals find themselves changing careers midstream, or taking on a second concurrent career or occupation, and recognize the need for more education.  Even those who remain in their chosen fields find that their formal schooling did not prepare them for new workplace demands and return for further schooling or training.  It is said that half of what one learns in school will be obsolete in five years, and half of what one will eventually need in the workplace has not been invented or developed yet.  And yet the dominant paradigm of education still assumes that one has to go to school and get degrees first, assembly line style, then come out prepared for a lifetime career in a given field.


For these reasons a new paradigm for education must assume a society of perpetual learning, where individuals will, throughout life, continually be seeking to meet emerging learning needs.  In this context, universities cannot just concern themselves with young adults, but with their alumni throughout life, and indeed all those in the learning society they serve.  Ministries of education will have to concern themselves with new, innovative, and alternative channels of learning that serve all different sectors of society.  Education programs can no longer be designed in a lock-step “assembly line style,” where one set of information traditionally follows another, dependent on clusters of age or credentialing; rather they must offer knowledge “supermarket style,” where all ages and levels of individuals can pick knowledge for their particular learning needs from open shelves of opportunities in whatever sequence they need it.  Linear patterns of schooling for a closed system for prescribed years of study, followed by years of productive work, followed by retirement and leisure will have to be replaced by cyclical patterns to suit lifestyles where one studies, works, raises families, goes back to study or do other things, changes jobs, interchanging study, work, and rest/leisure periods several times.  Learning in this environment will take place as much at work and at leisure as at school, integrating formal schooling and continuing training to suit a post-industrial and indeed post-professional society. 


Tomorrow’s society will be radically different from today’s.  Much has already been said and written about qualitatively different changes in the future, especially the changes that the information and communication technology revolutions are bringing to the fore.  But there are equally dramatic shifts in the sociological structures of society, as its basic pillars, the family, the community and the church, are re-defining and reshaping themselves.  The challenge is to translate these predictions into implications for a transformed educational system.


Implications.  More than ever before, education is much more than schooling in the usual limited sense.  Under the old paradigm the Minster of Education would concern himself/herself exclusively with the schooling system.  But under this paradigm, Ministers of Education cannot just be Ministers of Schools, just as Ministers of Commerce or Trade cannot just be Ministers of Stores.  Both ministers must concern themselves with the total policy environment within which the exchange of goods or of ideas, as the case may be, operates and can be fostered optimally and fairly, rather than controlled.  The learning marketplace is no longer just schools, but all of society, and rightly and inevitably so, given the pace and nature of change in today’s world. 

This implies a paradigmatic change of perspective for the design and governance of this sub-system in society.  There are implications that can be drawn from this approach regarding several issues, including governance vs. administration of schools, market responsiveness to current and projected learning needs, role of the private sector and communities, recognition of non-credentialed competence, and so on.


With the recent proliferation of learning channels, new types of jobs, and oversupply of unemployed professionals in traditional fields, the specter of over-credentialized societies will sooner or later give way to valuing creativity, competence, reliability, and experience over diplomas.  If learning needs are met and competencies are demonstrated, it will eventually matter little, whether the learning needs were met in degree courses, or on line, or in apprenticeship programs.  Decades ago, Ronald Dore warned of the dangers of proliferating a credentialing system independent of actual needs and competencies. Ivan Illich, also several decades ago, bemoaned the institutionalization of knowledge sharing into a rigid system and called for “deschooling society” and setting up alternative need-driven venues for transacting this knowledge sharing.  And what he prophetically visualized without the benefit of knowing about the current possibilities provided by the information technology revolution (and was therefore originally regarded as utopian) is now technically, if not politically, within today’s computer-enhanced reach.

The Product

The proposed paradigm calls for recasting educational content according to an understanding of what current and emergent learning needs are.  Testing this approach within the context of a typical school, one sees that at present the product, the curriculum content, tends to be supply driven, that is, it is composed of discrete blocks of academic subjects, language, arithmetic, science, social science, etc. for which standard bodies of content and pedagogy exist, and for which teachers are prepared.  If, on the other hand, curriculum design is demand driven, that is, shaped on the basis of the student’s learning needs, a paradigmatically different curriculum may emerge.  The marketplace lesson: one buys only what one needs or one wants.


One way of determining a student’s learning needs is to analyze those factors that contribute to his or her future success and fulfillment.  The most successful graduates of a school system and those who do best are often not the valedictorians or those who had the highest grades.  More often they were those who wrote for the school paper, the class clowns, the athletes, the school activists.  All the book knowledge of the valedictorians did not serve them as well as the student reporter’s talent for finding out important things, or the athlete’s dedication to be the best he or she could be, of the activist’s passionate love for his/her community or country, or even the class clown’s ability to understand people, get along with them and make them laugh.  These were the ingredients for success, not knowledge of the historical dates of national revolutions, or the ability to multiply mixed fractions, or familiarity with the chemical table.  And yet the old paradigm focuses on the latter as goals, rather than on the former. But when one leaves school, one is tested, valued, and honored on the former rather than on the latter.  A new paradigm would not call for stopping the teaching of the traditional subjects of arithmetic, social science, history, and so on.  But these will be used as a means to instill discipline, sharpen individual minds, and foster desirable values and attitudes, which indeed they can and do, rather than as ends in themselves.  This translates into a radical reevaluation and transformation of content.


A specific example of this transformation is the real-life experience of a principal-initiated curricular reform in a primary school.  The principal noted, as above, that her most successful alumni had qualities beyond the capability to secure high grades.  Analyzing the factors of success of these graduates, she recognized that IQ was not the only determining factor.  Hard work, working well with others, and a stable emotional personality were major determining factors.  So the school re-cast their curricula and indeed trained their teachers to design lesson plans and strategies that would, in all subjects, deliberately address and try to improve, and indeed measure progress in, each student’s “4 Qs”: the information quotient, diligence quotient, social quotient, and emotional quotient.


Another example of re-casting content to suit learning needs, is a curriculum based on expanding circles of concern.  In an urban city school which was allowed to experiment, the child’s first year of schooling dealt with only the topics directly concerned with the child’s person: parts of his body, his emotions, his initial likes and dislikes, his basic motor skills and social development.  The second year of schooling expanded the circle of concern to home, involving basic communications skills and interaction skills with family members and immediate surroundings in the home.  The third year’s expanded circle of concern dealt with the neighborhood, and subsequent years dealt with the town, the nation, and the globe.  Correspondingly, “science” at earlier years dealt with things at home (water, food, etc.) then with things in their garden (plants, flowers), then town and then country (geography), and then the world (global environment and the universe (astronomy).  History and the social science, reading, and even arithmetic, used the same expanding circles of concern paradigm.


Other examples exist: the Melbourne experiment of re-organizing the curriculum around the four pillars (learning to know, to do, to be, and to live together) from the Delors Commission report, the reconstitution of content around Gardner’s seven intelligences, the grouping of subject matter around the world current major ills, etc.


Whereas the first example illustrates how a needs based design of education content can be derived from an analysis of the ingredients of success of individuals, so also it can be derived from the a contrasting analysis of the ingredients of failure of the societies into which the learner will grow.  Environmental degradation, violent ethnic conflict and intolerance, moral bankruptcy, economic polarization of rich and poor, the drugs and HIV/AIDS endemics—all of society’s evils are a virtual inventory of the consequences of not having met this generation’s learning needs properly.  In a way, the failure of a society is the failure of its educational system.  But instead of deconstructing society’s ills to determine learning needs, curriculum specialists dangerously assume that the future will merely be an extension of the present, and spend their efforts reclassifying or rearranging old knowledge in familiar academic boxes.  Instead of forging new content, they repackage old content, putting old wine into new bottles.  Much of their efforts are akin to those of the waiters on the Titanic who were busy rearranging the dining room silverware even as the ship was sinking.


Determining the product mix, or the learning content, must of course go beyond information.  The Delors Commission report reminds us that this content must foster learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to live together.  Current paradigms of education are definitely skewed in favor of the first dimension, the acquisition of information.  Current ills of society, such as violent ethnic conflicts, war, environmental degradation, are the price now being paid for neglect of the other three dimensions, especially the fourth.  

In the past other societal structures of strong families and strong faith communities met learning needs in the self-knowledge, social, and ethical dimensions.  Nowadays, however, the breakdown of family structures from the phenomena of working parents, single-parent families, and early home leavers, and well as from the diminished ethical influences from diminishing participation in organized religious and other community-based activities, makes it more urgent than ever that educational systems focus on learning needs in all areas, and on the development of the total human being, and not just on the transmission of information or training in specific skills.


In this connection, a new paradigm for learning content would be careful to maintain the essential balances between the tensions that the Delors Commission point to:  the balance between the global and the local, between the universal and the individual, between tradition and modernity, between the long-term and the short-term, between the spiritual and the material, between social and individual goals, between competition/meritocracy and social cohesion/equity.

The Process


The marketplace reminds us that no matter how good a product, if the process and system for delivering the product is not meticulously thought out and carried out, taking in mind the clients and their environment, the product will not sell as it should.


The impact of the information/communication technology breakthroughs on the process of education cannot be overstated.  What used to take months of plodding through library volumes and weeks of correspondence with scholars now takes minutes in front of a computer linked to databases and chat rooms or discussion groups. 

Whereas once the learner was in a desert of ignorance looking for a wellspring of knowledge somewhere, now the student is overwhelmed in an ocean of information around them.  This changes the role of research, the role of teaching, and indeed the very process of learning.  Once students had to cast about for as many sources as possible to produce substantive papers; now their task is to make judgments on which of the multitudinous sources engulfing them to use.  The role of the teacher must change from being a source of information, or even a channel or a path to the wellspring in the desert, to one of being a fellow passenger in the same boat on the ocean of information, helping the student sort out and make sense of the information all around them. 

It must be stated that new paradigms of technology-aided learning present a danger of reducing learning to information absorption, arguable at the expense of social skills, ethical considerations, sound judgment and mental discipline, all of which must factor into the process of learning.  For example, even quick computer-assisted access to data cannot and must not substitute for the development of a learner's concentration, memory and logical analytical skills.  Nor can interaction with a computer or even an internet discussion group substitute for a face-to-face social learning environment with nurtures interactive social and cultural skills.

But learning must balance the explosion of available information with the individual’s capacity to manage, filter and absorb it in the most meaningful and productive way possible. As Carl Sagan has warned, “Whether we will acquire the understanding and wisdom necessary to come to grips with the scientific revelations of the 20th century will be the most profound challenge of the 21st.”  The last years of the last century have significantly pushed back the frontiers of what we know in the area of child psychology, cognitive processes, and how best we can deal with information technology, distance and interactive modes, and inter-relations with society.  Unfortunately neither classroom practices nor teacher training institutions often reflect the fruit of these advances.  In the essential task of teaching the fundamentals of reading and arithmetic, for example, vast diversities and levels of success exist between and within countries.  Unfortunately examples of success have not systematically been arrived at, nor have they systematically been studied or shared with others.

The pedagogy  for the other three pillars is even more complex.  Teacher training programs for values education for example soon realize that it is less productive to train teachers to teach values than to engender and foster those values in the teacher himself or herself, as “values are caught, rather than taught.”

For example, a student will not learn a respect and tolerance for diversity from lesson plans and lectures on democracy, but from the way the teacher in the classroom and the principal in the school handle dissent, differences of opinion, and respect for the rights of others.  One wonders how many fundamentalists who have turned to intolerance and violence have been shaped by the only authority role model they knew: a dictatorial teacher who was never wrong, imposing his or her information and will on forty or so cowed and silent students, in a classroom where there was absolutely no room to learn how to handle discussions, differences of opinion, and the diversity of the real world outside.  The pedagogy of the classroom, more particularly the democracy of the classroom, is especially crucial in countries recently undergoing transformation, where compliance rather than initiative has been the key to success, and now that there is space for disagreement and dissent, there is a temptation to test these limits in ways that may actually foster intolerance of diversity.

Any discussion of pedagogy in the future involves the wholesome trend toward more interaction and dialogue and less rote memory and rigid discipline in the classroom.  While this is no doubt laudable, there are dangers: promoting individual initiative and self assertion at the expense of sacrificing teamwork and collaboration does not bode well for teaching how to live together in social cohesion.  The spontaneous free exchange of views without discipline does not foster creative yet ordered and concentrated minds that can master linguistic, mathematical and scientific competencies so needed for the future.

This is one final contribution to the pedagogy of the future that we owe to those apostles of mainstreaming the education of those with special needs.  The Salamanca World Conference on Special Needs Education in 1994 marked a turning point in the policy of many educational systems in favoring adapting schools and pedagogies of the system to accommodate children with disabilities, rather than building segregated facilities for them.  Because of this shift, the beneficiaries have been, not just the minority of those with special needs, but also the majority of all those in the system.  The reason: in re-orienting teachers, content, and learning materials to focus on reaching the individual regardless of his or her particular level of competence, the emphasis has changed from teaching content, or even from teaching a class, to teaching the individual and making sure learning does take place in every individual case.  

By extension it can be said that the formal system benefits, or at least it should, from the experience and efforts of those responsible for teaching the traditionally excluded and marginalized, in both formal and non-formal settings.  In these contexts, only programs designed to explicitly meet specific learning needs survives.  Literacy and non-formal education workers, as well as teachers in remote and minority areas, are often practitioners of a pedagogy that could signal paradigmatic shifts for the rest of the education system.

The  Delivery Systems


In the light of the above, how does one configure Education Ministries?  How does one organize a seamless network of schools, workplace training centers, educational media, and other learning venues?  How does one set up mechanisms to address different learning needs—for work, for leisure, for citizenship—for all members of a society regardless of age, formal schooling, location, or competence? How does one reconstitute schools into a veritable learning hubs for the entire community?  When will their lessons reflect learning needs of the future; when will their pedagogies take into account the different ways in which today’s youth think and learn?    What can be learned from the paradigms of organizational structures and working methods spawned by the new and emerging technology and knowledge enterprises?


Obviously, different societal contexts, and different scales and scopes of responsibility will dictate different answers to the above questions.  But these questions must be asked, and answered, if a relevant operational new paradigm can emerge.  And only after that can one meaningfully discuss specific educational issues and make policy decisions on the urgent questions society keeps raising about the ultimate ineffectiveness of our current education systems. 
Conclusion


The above had been an attempt to re-think the education enterprise along transactional terms as a marketplace to meet today’s learning needs.  Much remains to be done in terms of refining the re-conceptualization of the clients, their needs, and the ensuing educational content, process, and delivery systems within this proposed paradigm.  Even more remains to be done to tease out the new configurations, structures, modalities, and policy decisions that are implied by each of these (and the combinations of them), as they apply to standard educational concerns of equity, quality, assessment, external efficiency, role in society, and so on.


It is entirely possible, even desirable, that this attempt at a new paradigm will trigger major modifications or even completely different alternate paradigms to address the need for education to cope with today’s fast changing world.  Only by focusing attention away from re-statements of the problem and on to possible areas where a solution can be found, and only by generating a critical mass of thinking and analysis towards this end from as many as possible, will a genuine and workable new paradigm emerge.  But a new paradigm can and must emerge;  the poor and the unreached cannot wait; the world’s rapid new technological, social, and economic changes, for better or for worse, will not wait.
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