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FOREWORD
to the
Chinese Edition of Better Schools

It is a great honour to have Better Schools publiched by East China
Normal University, and I am very pleased to be able to write this foreword
to the Chinese edition of the book. I was asked by the publishers to speak
about my current approach to schooling, against the background of my
general career path. In doing so, 1 will begin by outlining how life events,
including my visits to China, have influenced my thinking over the past
decade. While my basic approach to education has not changed substan-
tially since Better Schools first appeared, some expansions and shifts have

occurred, due in part to life experniences.

Adjustments in my perspective over the past decade

In the early 1990s, afler many years of participation in the Philosophy
of Education Society of North America, | became its President. At that
time, members of the Society were heavily involved in applying the insights

of postmodernism to educational theory. Influenced by this trend, I read,
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discussed, and reflected in the area, and when 1 gave the presidential
address in 1993 it was on the implications of postmodernism for pedagogy
in schools.

A postmodern perspective was not entirely new to me. Since my
undergraduate days, I had accepted the evolutionary, instrumentalist
conception of knowledge advanced by John Dewey, whom Richard Rorty
has described as one of the leading postmodernists of the 20th century. * In
1974, in Educational Philosophy and Theory,’ 1 referred to knowledge as a
“working understanding” of the world and of life, and claimed that differ-
ent people need a different conceptualization of reality, depending on the
purpose it serves in their lives. Knowledge is not universal and eternal;
rather, it is an ongoing, goal-driven process. In Better Schools, 1 spoke of
the goals of education as emerging from what humans desire and seek,
rather than being “written in the heavens. "

Despite these views, however, my theory of knowledge, values, and
pedagogy was still too closely tied to traditional Western notions of inquiry
and human nature. As a result of my studies in the early 1990s, I began to
build postmodern insights more fully into my theory of schooling. For
example, I recognized that we must not have an overly fixed agenda for
schooling, but rather be open to the views of teachers and students and the
twists and turns of the classroom experience. This led to my taking the role
of the teacher more seriously, stressing dialogue with students (as in the
final chapter of my 1993 book, Learning to Live the Good Life}, * and
emphasizing the importance of classroom activities as distinct from text-
books and other published materials.

The next turning point in my thinking about schooling began in the
mid-1990s, when I made my first extended visit to Asia. Professor Kohei
Yamane of Kobe Shinwa Women’s University had been a visiting scholar at
OISE/UT in 1993 — 1994, working on the Japanese edition of Berter

Schools. ® He invited me to come to Kobe for two months in spring 1995 to




teach in his Childhood Education program. It was perhaps the most won-
derful two months of my life, and was to be followed by more such visits
over the next few vears. Teacher education students from Shinwa also
began to come to Toronto each fall to visit our partner schools, and a strong
relationship developed. 1 learned much from Japan, but especially how
aesthetics can pervade a society, and how people can feel supported and
secure in a strong community. During my visits I too enjoyed that support
and security. My growing emphasis on community in schooling arose partly
from this experience, and also from concurrent reading of postmodernists
on how culture influences thought and hehaviour.

The trips to Japan made it possible for me to travel also to China,
where I came every year from 1995 to 1999. While these visits were rel-
atively short, they had considerable impact on me. 1 was struck by the age
of the Chinese civilization. In Canada a building 250 years old is consid-
ered a marvel, and in Australia (my birthplace) the first European set-
tlement occurred little over two centuries ago; but China, of course, is
very different. In Beijing I saw the Great Wall, one kilometre of which is a
marvel, let alone several thousand kilometres. I visited the Forbidden
City, the Ming Tombs, the Temple of Heaven, the Summer Palace. 1
witnessed the beauty and wonder of Qufu, Confucius’s hometown. | expe-
rienced the crisp momings of Changchun; the sophisticated avenues of
Shanghai; the lush gardens of Guangzhou; the sea-side vistas of Qingdao
and Yantai. In China, I liked the emphasis on theory of education, a type
of theory, however, which is integrated with practical principles. Perhaps
my strongest impression was of the importance attached to everyday life:
this supported my own focus on developing a “way of life. " 1 appreciated
the balance of Confucianism and the harmony and “flow” of Taoism. My
visits helped deepen my belief (expressed in Better Schools) that goals and
values must be “down to earth, " embedded in nature and human nature,

which, however, are always in process.




[n the Fall of 1995, after many years of teaching only at the graduate
level, | joined the faculty team of the Mid-Town teacher education program
at OISE /UT. This is a small “cohort” program with integrated courses and
a strong community emphasis.’ In the context of this program, I visited
schools often and became more familiar with the challenges and rewards of
everyday school teaching. Partly as a result of this work, 1 started to move
away from my earlier emphasis on values education as a separate field. I
saw that values education — or " life learning as I often call it — should
normally be integrated into the curriculum and life of the classroom. When
we teach values as a separate subject, we reinforce the idea that it i1s an
autonomous field, whereas in fact value questions can usually only be
answered with the help of social, economic, political, and other fields of
inquiry. Separate teaching of values encourages teachers and students to
treat moral rules as absolutes and have unrealistic expectations of people. 1
continue to be interested in values education (what could he more impor-
tant than learning how to live? ) but I now try to integrate it with “ordinary”
schooling.

My growing interest in teacher education and everyday schooling
eventually led me to transfer from the Philosophy of Education program at
OISE/UT to the Curriculum, Teaching, and Learning department; and I
feel more comfortable and useful there. I have abandoned the “trickle
down” or “technical rationality view of educational inquiry, ® according to
which educational theory is developed by academics on the university
campus and then applied, by student teachers and others, in the school
setting. I now believe it is nccessary to be in close contact with the field in
order to create sound educational theory. In line with this view, and my
new teaching activities and departmental affiliation, my research is now
mainly “empirical”’ in nature. It is focused on teacher education and
everyday schooling. It relies largely on interviewing student teachers,

teacher educators, and teachers in schools. 1 still have a strong theoretical




interest and write papers and teach graduate courses on developing a

“philosophy” of teaching and learning; but I belicve theory and practice

must be intertwined.

My major current concern: The lack of student engagement in schooling

After these various experiences and adaptations, what is the main
focus of my thinking about schooling? My central concern at present is that
schooling is not sufficiently interesting, intrinsically motivating, or
“engaging. " Tt is largely imposed on students from above. Typically,
students do not have a sense of “ownership : they see schooling largely as
something done to them. As Carl Bereiter has said, schooling today is
much more humane than in past eras, when students were often subjected
to harsh mental and physical discipline, to the point of brutality. > How-
ever. students still tend to “work for marks, ” secking “good student”
status and academic and vocational advancement, rather than being per-
sonally involved. “What mark did I get?” is the most frequent question
they ask about their work. As a result, learning tends to be superficial and
temporary, and students frequently gain a poor self-concept and a life-long
dislike of academic learning.

This state of affairs was somewhat ameliorated in Western countries in
the 60s. 70s, and 80s. Many attempts were made to shift schooling in a
more  progressive direction. There was less emphasis on external exam-
inations, more student choice of subjects, more teacher choice of learning
materials, and greater use of anecdotal reporting rather than number or
letter grades. And curriculum documents were developed which set out
broad principles instead of detailed lists of learning requirements.

However, many of these changes are currently under serious challenge
in the West, with governments and school authorities trying to turn the
clock back almost to where we were half a century ago. ' The reduced

flexibility and often meaningless learning tasks dictated by the new cur-
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ricula are undermining the student-teacher relationship and the class
community. And it seems likely the earlier problem of students dropping
out because of a narrow curriculum and impersonal atmosphere will soon
reappear, thus increasing the isolation and disadvantage of students of less
privileged backgrounds.

But we should not lay all the blame on governments. Universities have
not given enough attention to assessing the old and new approaches,
developing detailed theory and implementation strategies, working with
school systems, and lobbying governments. Furthermore, there is certainly
room for improvement in schooling. Part of the reason for the backlash
against “progressive’ schooling is that it has not been effective enough.
People want more for their children. The progressive approach has been
successful in keeping students in school longer, helping integrate disad-
vantaged youth into school and society, and improving teacher-student
relationships. It has also led, in my view, to gains in depth and breadth of
learning, although these gains need to be better documented. However,
the approach has to be more fully articulated and implemented. Seymour
Sarason has observed that even Dewey, who made an enormous contribu-
tion to analyzing and implementing progressive education, spoke largely at
an abstract level and left many gaps to be filled.

Lacking adequate conceptualization, progressive schooling has often
been inconsistent and ineffective. Sometimes students have been given
choice without the help they need to choose wisely. Sometimes collabora-
tive learning has not been well planned and implemented. Sometimes basic
skills in writing and mathematics have been neglected. I do not believe
there has been a decline in effectiveness in schooling. On the contrary.
However, the gains—both academic and personal—have not been large
enough, or sufficiently well documented, to maintain solid public support

in the highly contested and very costly enterprise of public schooling.




What should be the future direction of schooling?

I believe that, rather than attempting to turn the clock back, we
should go further in a progressive direction. In the past two decades in
North America educators have developed a more coherent and detailed
progressive approach to schooling, sometimes referred to as the “teaching
standards” or “best practice’ approach. '* I think this offers considerable
promise for more effective academic learning in schools. It emphasizes
deep student engagement with subject matter. This engagement is achieved
by studying fewer topics in greater depth, making links to the real world,
and integrating subjects around interesting themes. Students talk about
issues and methods, rather than just absorbing information and practising
skills. According to the approach, it is not enough that students can solve
mathematical problems, for example; they must be able to explain what
they did and why; and they must as far as possible be able to see its
usefulness in everyday life. This approach has been developed largely by
discipline organizations, with heavy teacher involvement, such as the
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics and the National Council of
Teachers of English. In my home province of Ontario in Canada, the
approach is reflected in the recently adopted Standards of Practice of the
College of Teachers and the Introductions to the new Ontario Curriculum
booklets. In these documents, emphasis is placed on teaching for under-
standing, real-life application, cross-disciplinary study, and students
being able to talk about concepts, procedures, and issues in the various
subject areas. (The highly detailed nature of the new Ontario Curriculum,

however, tends to undermine its progressive intentions. )

Life learning as well as academic learning
While the teaching standards approach has much to offer, 1 believe it
is too exclusively focused on academic goals. Even when links to the

outeide world are made, engagement with academic disciplines alone does
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not constitute good schooling. John Goodlad was eritical of a similar
approach to schooling advocated in the 1960s, commenting that “the
structure of the disciplines stands at the center of curriculum planning and
(determines) the very objectives, organizational patterns, and subject
matter. " '* In my view, “life learning’ must be co-equal with academic
learning in schools. Dewey stressed that school is not just preparation for
life (though it is that), but life itself. " An approach to life must be
experienced in the classroom and school. Nel Noddings states that tradi-
tional liberal education, with its exclusively cognitive emphasis, is not
good education for anyone, whether they are academically inclined or
not. '* She proposes that half the school day be spent studying the “caring”
side of life, including caring for ourselves, other people, animals, and the
environment. Of course, there must be ways to relate much of this study to
academic disciplines, otherwise we will not have enough time to achieve
hoth sets of goals. But exploring life issues should not be given lower pri-
ority than discipline study. Emphasis on life issues is found in Japanese
and Chinese schools in that morality is studied as a special subject. But
Noddings would take this further, allocating more time to life learning and
addressing many other aspects of life in addition to morality.

One reason why we must emphasize life learning 1s that young people
today spend so much time in school. In the early days of education in the
North America, most children went to school for only a few years, and
perhaps for just a few hours a week; and many of them spent most of the
summer at home helping on the farm. But now nearly all North American
young people attend school for about a fifth of their life on the planet,
during their most impressionable years; to a large extent, school is their
life. So it is unfair to focus just on academic learning. One might almost
say it is a kind of child abuse. Students in school should be able to live a
fairly balanced way of life, with friendships, meaningful relationships with

adults, genuine conversation (not just discussion), emotional expression,




arts of many kinds, sports, hobbies, cooking, parties, and relaxation.
Otherwise we will give them a distorted view of what is important in life, a
view that not even adults adhere to(with the possible exception of aca-
demics! ). And since schooling monopolizes young people’s life to such an
extent, it should prepare them for life in general, not just for the academic
side of life and the job market. It is inappropriate for young people to be
thrust into the world at the age of 18 with minimal knowledge or experience
of how to live well, how to achieve “the good life. " They should as far as
possible have a satisfactory way of life already in place, and be able to look
back later on their schooling as among the best years of their life.

An exclusively academic approach to schooling is questionable not
only because it is life-denying and a poor preparation for life. It is dubious
even from the point of view of academic learning. Many students in North
America today, while not actually “dropping out, " are staying away from
classes, not participating in classes, and not doing their homework. By
contrast with Japan, we have what might be called “study refusers,  rather
than “school refusers. ~ While people in the teaching standards movement
say schooling should be connected to real life, they do not seem to realize
the extent to which the type of learning they recommend is removed from
life. Sometimes 1 am surprised at how much students put up with in
school: they are remarkably tolerant of the irrelevant subject matter we
often make them learn. Of course, not everything can be seen as
“ elevant” at the time. But if students are to be engaged with their
schooling, and learn effectively, they must in general have a stronger sense
of its present and future value for their lives. As Deborah Meier says:

To put up with twelve years of serious high-stakes study young people

have 1o want to be there, they need to be engaged learners. .. They

need a bridge that connects their understanding of the meanings of the

world to the ones being offered by capital E Education. o
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Community in classroom and school

If there is to be student engagement, a key requirement is strong
community in the classroom and school. Students must engage with each
other and with their teachers. In Japan, a great deal of attention has been
paid to building community in classrooms. In North American high schools
we face the difficulty that most teaching is done “on rotary. = Students do
not have a home room or a home class to a significant degree. Rather, they
go to a subject specialist’s room to be taught that subject, and the group-
ings of students vary from subject to subject. One positive aspect of this
arrangement is that students have a lot of choice; another is that teachers
usually have specialized knowledge. However, some educators argue that
community is so important, for both academic and personal development,
that students should belong to an identifiable group and have a close rela-
tionship with a few teachers, even if this reduces subject choice and
teacher specialization.

Several methods have been suggested for achieving this kind of inti-
macy. One approach, employed widely in Japan but not in North America,
is for a group of students to do most of their classes together 1n their home
room, with specialist teachers coming to that room to conduct classes. In
this way students have an obvious social home and their own physical
space. A disadvantage of this arrangement, however, is that students’
relationships with teachers may not be very close. And we have found, in
our work with teacher education students at OISE/UT, that closeness to
teachers is crucial in community building: teachers must be part of the
community and model a community orientation.

Another approach sometimes used in North America is to place stu-
dents in relatively small “advisory groups. " Under this system, all pro-
fessional members of the school staff, with the possible exception of the
principal, are responsible for about 15 students each. They meet with

these students as a group for about half an hour several times a week,




attemp to get to know them well, and offer them personal as well as aca-
demic support. In the group meetings attention is given to news, problems,
celebrations, personal organization (e. g., assignments, projects, home-
work ), career planning, and life issues. Often, however, advisory groups
do not work well, partly because teachers are not trained for this kind of
setting and do not have appropriate resource materials, and partly because
the groups are somewhat artificial: they come together for this purpose and
none other.

A third way of promoting community is to create small schools. In
Canada, this is not common at the high school level: it has occurred
mainly in “alternative schools” or “free schools, " housed in buildings
originally designed for other purposes. In the U.S., however, small high
schools are more widespread, often taking the form of a “school within a
school. ” The same school building may contain two or more high schools,
each with a distinctive philosophy and organization. There have been some
outstanding success stories with this approach. '" However, it is usually not
popular with governments and school boards, who are concerned about
variation in standards and lack of accountability; and there is often resis-
tance from students, who like the facilities and opportunities for meeting
people afforded by large schools. '* If we are to go in this direction, we
need more research on the relative effectiveness of education in small
schools and stronger leadership in implementing such and approach.

Finally, community in high schools may be enhanced by means of a
cohort structure or “house system. ' Under this arrangement, about 60 or
70 students study with the same team of teachers, perhaps staying with
these teachers for two or three years. To make this feasible, the same
person teaches two different but related subjects, such as literature and
social studies, or mathematics and science. Proponents of this approach
argue that what is lost in subject specialization is more than compensated

for by gains in personal conlact between teachers and students and a sense

1
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of community among the students. One major advantage of this method is
that it may be implemented even within a large high school, without
changing other aspects of school structure. Once again, however, the ap-
proach goes against traditional patterns of high school organization and will

require research and strong leadership if it is to be widely implemented.

A system-wide approach to school renewal

I have spoken of the need for greater student engagement in school-
ing. I have argued this requires greater flexibility, depth, integration, and
relevance in the academic program and more attention to life learning and
life experience in school. This in turn calls for community building in
classrooms and schools. But how do we achieve these changes?

In the past, many attempls at school reform have been "top-down, "
that is, imposed by governments or school districts through standardized
curriculum and mass inservicing of teachers. This approach has been
criticized by Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle, who point to the
irony of a situation where teachers “are expected to learn about their own
profession not by studying their own experiences but by studying the find-
ings of those who are not themselves school-based researchers. = *° Ken
Zeichner, similarly, is critical of professional development which “ignores
what teachers already know and can do and relies primarily on the distri-
bution of prepackaged and allegedly ‘ research-based’ solutions to school
problems. "

According to Michael Fullan, school change must be both top-down
and bottom-up: it cannot come from just the institution or the individual,
working separately. ** Similarly, Sarason argues that school improvement
cannot occur through individual school initiatives, because of the powerful
inertia of the “culture” of schools and school systems as a whole. ¥ He

maintains that Dewey was largely unaware of these difficulties, and never

really systematized what his ideas meant for how schools and school systems




should be organized.” * It seems to be difficult, then, for individual

teachers to have much influence on the way their school is run, or for in-
dividual schools 10 have much impact on the school system. Equally, there
are limits to the extent to which individual teachers or schools can change
even their own practices, without support from the system as a whole.

While system-wide school reform is needed, however, it should not be
confrontational, as we are experiencing it in Western couniries al present;
it should be carried on with teachers. Although teachers are included on
commitiees developing new initiatives, they are often co-opted by the
process rather than being allowed genuine input. As a result, when the
“reforms  reach the classroom, they are not recognizable as something a
regular classroom teacher would suggest. On the other hand, as I have
said, teachers cannot achieve very much reform by themselves: a sys-
tem-wide approach is necessary. We need to develop a shared vision of
schooling so the efforts of individual teachers and schools do not cancel
each other out. Comprehensive support and opportunities for teacher de-
velopment are required. Teachers must feel part of a larger effort.

Sometimes when I talk with teachers about having a shared vision and
working for school renewal at a system level, they become nervous. They
fear for their autonomy as teachers. However, I think this is because, in
the past, the “vision” has usually come down from above. They are ac-
customed to being told, “These are the new expectations, and here is how
you must achieve them. " If instead their views were systematically sought
and utilized, I think they would be open to the idea of a common vision,
collaboratively developed and implemented.

In closing, I would like to summarize what I have said in terms of a
basic principle for school renewal. In attempting to bring about change,
we should ourselves use the approach we are seeking to implement. In the
present case, because our goal is to create classrooms and schools char-

acterized by engagement, community, and collaboration, these qualities
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should be seen in our efforts at school reform. Teachers must feel part of a
wider community, attempting to achieve reforms in a collaborative manner;
and they must have a sense of ownership in the reforms as a result of having
input into them and understanding their purpose. Simply stated, teachers
must be genuinely engaged in the process of increasing student engagement.
And students too must be involved in the change process, through a rela-
tionship of community and genuine dialogue with their teachers.
Clive Beck
Toronto, June 2002
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