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Summary


As we begin our sharing our reflections this week on innovative reforms in learning systems, curriculum and pedagogy, it is good to take a step back from specific activities and look at the broader context in which such reforms must take place.


Education is after all basically about preparing children, youth and adults for the future.  But if those responsible for the educational process--teachers, administrators, and policy makers alike—are not too clear about what that future is going to be like, then the validity of the entire educational effort can be questioned.


Perhaps the worst error that can be made, and it is unfortunately quite common, is that the future will simply be an extension of the present.  

This translates into a mind-set of non-innovation and non-reform, preserving systems designed for a now obsolete environment and hoping it will serve in a vastly different context.


Of course predicting the future is something that no one can do with absolute precision.  And yet all of us are implicitly aware of what the dominant trends of the future will be, and I think many of my remarks will strike a chord of familiarity with you.  The challenge for the educator is not, just how to guess what the future will be like, but rather to draw out what the innovation and reform implications of that picture of the future are for education.


Let me start with the most often used traits that are used to characterize what type of world we are entering into in the next millenium:  We are told that we are entering an increasingly technological world, an increasingly borderless world, an increasingly polarized world. What are the implications of technology, trans-nationalism, and polarization on education?






I


Perhaps the most overstated theme in conferences such as this is the tremendous impact of the information and communication explosion brought about by technology.  We have been told many times that the way people communicate and absorb information now is nothing short of a revolution. Overstated perhaps, but true nonetheless.  Indeed we now get our correspondence by e-mail rather than by letters; we do our research on the Internet rather than in libraries; we get our news from television rather than from newspapers. 


The implications for learning are clear enough.  Teachers’ roles have changed: whereas before the teacher was the source of information to the learner, now the learner has multiple sources of information and the teacher is merely the guide and facilitator for all that information.  The schools’ roles also have changed: where as they were the only “knowledge store” in town, now they are just one of a variety of possible stores or sources of information and learning.  But talking to teachers and visiting schools will quickly reveal how unchanged things are; teachers and schools carry on much as before, even as the world around them, and the students before their very eyes, change in the way they act, think and learn.


But technology is a tool,  a vehicle, and not its contents, it is a means and not an end.  Being unaware of this fact allows it become an end in itself and, worse, to unwittingly carry hidden messages and values.  The task of education in the next century is to master these tools, not to be mastered by them.  Carl Sagan, the Nobel prize physicist who passed away only a few years ago, put it so well, “ Whether we will acquire the understanding and the wisdom  necessary to come to grips with the scientific revelations of the 20th century will be the most profound challenge of the 21st.”






II


The second discernible trend as we enter the new millenium is the phenomenon of increased interaction and interdependence across national boundaries.  Doubtless the technological revolution we spoke about has been a major tool in dismantling borders, as trade, commerce, finance, entertainment, even friendships and romances, become more and more intercultural.  The rise of the multinationals, for better and for worse, has shaped market patterns and consumer behavior in many different ways.  A homogenization of taste, of attitude, even of values is being heralded by the irreversible wave of globalization.  


But in the face of this not everything is inevitable.  Educators have a responsibility, going against the tide if they have to, for preserving what is good and true and unique in each individual’s culture and tradition.  Universality and unity do not mean uniformity; indeed true universality recognizes, studies, respects and ultimately celebrates the diversity that make up this planet.  And one must start by celebrating one’s own family, ethnic, national, and regional identity and culture.  How to do this and yet foster the harmony that can only come from a global sense of intellectual and moral solidarity is UNESCO’s greatest task; indeed is education’s greatest task.  The now well known UNESCO Delors Report on Education in the Twenty First Century, “Learning: The Treasure Within,” makes this its fundamental point:  To the pillars of learning to know, learning to do, and learning to be must be added the pillar of learning to live together.  That is where the twentieth century education has been weakest, and that is where twenty-first century education must succeed.






III


A third observable phenomenon currently commented on and unfortunately getting worse is the increasing polarization in the world, not just between poor countries and rich countries, but dramatically between the rich and the poor in the same countries.  And here I refer not only to the increasing disparity in economic wealth, but also in access to information, in learning opportunities, in empowerment and civic freedoms.  The very technology we hail as the greatest contribution of our century can be, and often is, a tool that makes this gap greater.    

 Policy makers have a responsibility to protect the less advantaged and ensure their access to education. Lack of access to education creates fundamental weakness in a society.  Already a famous Indian sociologist has warned that, more dangerous that physical slums in cities is the existence of “mental slums” of ignorance, prejudice and intolerance, which is fertile breeding grounds for civil unrest and the enemies of peace.   

But access to education is not just a simple matter of building more schools and supplying more teachers, forcing those outside the system to adapt to the standard national pattern.  This requires designing new systems tailor made for the excluded, eliminating precisely those factors, which keep them away.  More fundamentally, it requires a radical reform or transformation into an educational system that is truly inclusive, where everyone’s learning needs can be met.


At the moment UNESCO is collaborating with member states throughout the world on a thorough and measurable evaluation of progress made towards Education for All since the World Conference in Jomtien in 1990.  We are now in the process of synthesizing these reports.  

While national totals show an encouraging positive trend towards more and more children in school, a deeper analysis of the figures at sub-national levels show that within countries much less progress is recorded in rural vs. urban areas, and in educating girls vs. boys.


Another major trend that is emerging is the widening gap between the increased demand for school places resulting from population and participation growth, and the much slower increase in education budgets made available to meet this demand.  In other words, if demands and targets are realistically to be met, what is required is a quantum leap in national budget allocations which most governments are not ready for, or massive financial participation from communities and the private sector, or a fundamental reform in the way the teaching learning/process is carried out so that effective cost per learner becomes dramatically reduced.


Will see such a fundamental reform at the dawn of this millenium?  Such a reform has not occurred in centuries; maybe now its time has come.  The parallel I can think of dates back to the eighteenth century, when a French cleric, worried about the rising number and deplorable conditions of street children in Paris, got some of his friends to organize these youngsters into groups of twenty or thirty, or “classes,” so that they could be given simultaneous instruction.  Up to that time, education was an activity that involved mostly a single student and a single teacher, making ii by necessity a luxury that only the rich could afford.  By introducing simultaneous instruction, mass education first took shape, and education for all, even for the poor, as a possibility was born.  The cleric eventually organized his band of teachers into a religious order of men, who gave up their lives, even the chance of becoming priests, for the sole purpose of becoming teachers.  The man’s name was John Baptist de la Salle.

Now of course simultaneous instruction has evolved so that public school systems are creaking under the overload of their own weights, with oversized classes in the capitals of Asia crammed with as many as 60 or 70 students.  What we are looking for is a new way, a more effective way, and yes, a cheaper and more affordable way of imparting education and nurturing learning.  Technology may be able to help us here, but more than technology, we need the commitment, imagination, and courage that men like de la Salle had.
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A technological world, a borderless world, a polarizing world—this then is the type of world into which our students will be entering.  It is a fast changing environment, changing much faster than the pace of even the best-intentioned education reformers.  But it is the world for which we must prepare our students and, in that sense, true and fundamental reform is not just an admirable thing, or a desirable option, it is an absolute necessity.

