
Creating

Tomorrow’s

Schools Today

Education • Our Children • Their Futures

Second edition

Richard Gerver

Foreword by Sir Ken Robinson

[image: image]

 

 

Contents

Acknowledgements

Foreword by Sir Ken Robinson

Introduction

Section 1   The challenge

  1   Our children, their futures

  2   Tomorrow’s natives

  3   Selling school

  4   Encouraging the mistake makers

  5   Who is school for?

  6   What should we teach?

  7   Learning that matters

  8   An end to factory schooling

  9   For their futures?

10   Making school the next ‘must have’

11   Beyond only schools

12   The way forward?

Section 2   The way it could be

13   Creating the vision

14   Developing the whole child

15   Beyond subjects

16   The Grangeton Project

17   A curriculum of all the talents

18   Into the unknown

Afterword

Bibliography and references

Useful websites

Index

Copyright


Get involved in the debate!

Follow Richard on Twitter @richardgerver and have your say on the education system using #Edvision



 

 

Acknowledgements

With love and thanks to my family and the people who helped me find my future.

Heartfelt thanks to all of those people who have encouraged and believed in me. To those who have guided me, to the children I have taught and who have taught me. To the many experts who have helped me learn about the craft that is teaching and the complexity of child development.

Particular thanks must go to Sir Ken Robinson, my mentor, friend and inspiration; to Brendan Barns and his team at Speakers for Business; Monica Abangan and the team at The Washington Speaker’s Bureau. To all the teachers, school leaders and passionate educators I have had the privilege to meet around the world and through my career and of course, to the young people who keep us focused on what really matters.

May I thank in advance, any politician or policy maker who has the courage to do what is right in the name of our children.

Thanks also to all those at Bloomsbury, particularly Holly Gardner for persuading me that it was time to do a second edition.

To David Drew Smythe R.I.P the greatest teacher I have ever known.

Finally, special recognition must go to the extraordinary children, staff, governors and parents at Grange Primary School, Long Eaton; who really created this book through their actions, creativity and commitment.

 

 

Foreword

Civilisation, as H. G. Wells memorably said, is a race between education and catastrophe. If education is to win, we need urgently to pick up the pace of change in our schools. Most education systems around the world are being reformed. But reform is not enough. The truth is that we need a complete transformation in the principles and processes of public education. Educational transformation is what my own work has been about and it’s what this book by Richard Gerver is about.

As a species and as a planet we are facing challenges that have no precedent in human history. They come in part from rapid population growth and the massive strains that our apparently insatiable appetites are putting on the world’s natural resources. They come too from the unpredictable interplay with human cultures of accelerating innovations in science and technology. Many of these challenges are the direct result of the global convulsions of the Industrial Revolution, which are still reverberating around the earth. Our generation and the ones we’re educating have to deal with these challenges, right now. The problem is that the dominant systems of education through which we’re trying to do this are rooted in the values and methods of industrialism that created many of these challenges in the first place. Making these systems more efficient simply won’t do. In the proper sense of the word, we need a new paradigm for education.

Industrial systems of education are essentially impersonal. They emphasise conformity in the curriculum and in teaching methods and standardisation in assessment. And, too often, national systems of accountability treat students as raw materials and statistics as outcomes. A high degree of wastage is taken for granted. I know I’m simplifying here, but not much. You can get some idea of how wasteful these systems are by looking at the high rates of drop out and truancy among students and of turnover among teachers, especially from secondary schools, and at the precipitous rise in prescription drug use to keep students of all ages with the programme.

What these impersonal systems overlook is that education is always, essentially and inevitably, personal. I can’t imagine there’s a child anywhere who jumps out of bed in the morning wondering what he or she can do to raise the school district’s reading scores. Students learn best if they’re engaged, interested and motivated personally and, if they’re not, they tune out and turn off. This was always true. It’s even more important to understand this now. Young people are living in the most connected, information-driven period in human history. Their facility with technology and the appetite for networking show how eager they are to learn if the conditions are right. Creating these conditions means customising education to each school, to each community of students, teachers, staff and parents, here and now. Thinking creatively about how to personalise and customise education is what this book is really about.

These days, education has four main roles. The first is individual. All children are born with immense, natural powers of imagination and curiosity. These come as standard in human beings. In addition to what they have in common, all children have their own particular aptitudes, dispositions and potential passions. One purpose of education has to be to help realise, in both senses of the word, the unique abilities of every student. The second role is cultural. Education should help our children understand the achievements and traditions of their own, and other, communities, in an ethos of empathy and tolerance. The third is economic: to enable all students to achieve financial independence and contribute to wealth creation in ways that are ethical and sustainable. And the fourth is social. Effective schools sit at the heart of strong communities.Through outreach programmes, work with adults and partnerships with parents and families, schools must foster the spirit and practice of community life and responsibilities.

As you’re about to find out, Richard Gerver is an exceptional educator whose work in schools shows that the value of personalising and customising education is not just a theory. His book shows that this is the best, and I believe the only, practical way to realise the talents of all our students and to help them engage in the real challenges they face. The book is in two parts. In Section 1, he sets out his view of the wider forces that are shaping education in these opening years of the twenty-first century. Against this background, in Section 2 he describes exactly how he and his staff transformed one failing school in England and saw it evolve in a few short years from neglect and despair to local success and international acclaim.

Informing all that Richard Gerver says and does is a deep, optimistic belief in the great qualities that this generation of young people brings with them to school. There’s no question for me that this optimism for human possibility is a crucial factor in his outstanding success as a classroom teacher and as a school principal. His transformative work with the Grange School is also a compelling example of how the principles of personalising and customising education play out in practice, to the huge benefit of the children, the teachers, the parents and the wider community of the school. It is these principles that count.

Each school is different and every child is unique. Consequently, there isn’t a single model of this new paradigm of education that will work everywhere. That’s the whole point of this book. The task for educators is to apply these principles creatively with their own communities, to find what works best in their own here and now. It’s the only approach to education that really works, and the only one that ever has. In this passionate, first-hand account of one teacher’s and one school’s journey, Richard Gerver shows both why and how this is true.

Sir Ken Robinson

 

 

Introduction

In the summer of 2007 I was sitting on the terrace of my parents’ retirement home in the hills of Southern Spain, looking out over the village of Alhaurín El Grande: a traditional place, beautiful. It was a momentous summer for me; I had handed in my notice at Grange, was about to start my last term before leaving the school, to head out on the new adventure that my life has become. I was glad I was there, surrounded by my family; it’s funny, really, that in times of uncertainty, you want to be close to those you love and, even as an adult, that is often your mum!

It was there, in that idyllic place, that I wrote the first draft of what became the first edition of this book. Writing this now, I can still feel the place: the warmth, the smell of the Mediterranean flora and fauna and my emotions: a confused mix of excitement, sadness, fear and pride. It’s funny really; I hadn’t set out to write a book that summer; I just wanted to record my thoughts and experiences of the incredible journey I had had at Grange. I wanted to record them whilst I was still there, whilst it was all fresh and real. The book didn’t see the light of day until 2010, by which time I was well into a new life. Over the last few years the book has helped to take me to places and meet people I would never have imagined possible when I was sitting there, under the bougainvillea and vines, on that whitewashed terracotta terrace. I have been left humbled by people’s reaction to the book: to my thoughts, my passions and the remarkable story of that incredible community of people at Grange, who, it turns out, have shown the world how it could be!

Of course, the world has turned since those heady days – globally, nationally, for Grange and for me – so when I was asked by my wonderful commissioning editor at Bloomsbury, Holly Gardner, to consider revising Creating Tomorrow’s Schools Today, I jumped at the chance.

So, here it is. It is not a total rewrite because much of the book is still relevant – the Grange Story will always be that – but I did want to reflect both on how my experiences have moved my thinking on, and also on how the global educational climate has shifted.

In England, of course, the agenda has lurched back to focus on a more traditional approach, pandering to the work of reports such as the OECD PISA tables (the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Programme for International Student Assessment). There is huge conflict growing between some in Government and some teaching organisations; as a result, I am not sure that morale has ever been as low. There have been seismic changes to the structure and governance of how our schools are created and managed, and, as a result, I detect that the actual needs and rights of our young people have never been further from the core of the agenda. Ironically, that was partly why Grange had been struggling all those years ago, at the time we began our journey, and is, sadly, struggling again now in the current political climate.

I have learnt over the years that virtually every country I have visited is going through similar challenges, and that we are more connected than we could possibly imagine. It isn’t just education that is struggling either; the business and corporate world too is working hard to recalibrate the way its people think and behave, stuck in a conflict between a return to traditional methodology and a need for change and new models that reflect the challenges of the fast-approaching twenty-second century.

The world is stuck in a vicious cycle of reactive policy development and the search for silver bullets, as we hopelessly endeavour to find a solution in order to regain a feeling of control. Policy makers fire out new ideas in order to grab headlines and convince voters that they know what to do and how to do it. Other stakeholders rail against the enforced and incessant changes and, too often, we find ourselves in a thickening soup of conflict, vitriol and despair. We desperately need to breathe, recalibrate and remember that if we can find a clear, constructive and binding vision based on the needs of our children, we can find a way through this turbulence.
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Grange Primary School transformed its approach to learning 

With all of that in mind, I have tried to revise the book to reflect that new climate and to tell of the stories and experiences that I have been lucky enough to have had, that have made me more certain than ever before that we must fight harder to ensure that as we create tomorrow’s schools, we do so to prepare our children for their futures and that, most importantly, we do it today!


Section 1

The challenge


1

Our children, their futures

Our job is not to manage an education system that trains our children to cling on to our world, it is to create a system that frees them to seize their own.

Could you make a list of the things that exist now that didn’t 20 or 30 years ago when we were kids? It would be long and varied. That list could include not just technology, but television programmes, music, books, world orders, cultural shifts, working patterns. If we expanded that list back further, to our parents’ and grandparents’ generations, the lists would be almost infinite. The world is shifting second by second, even ‘nano-second by nano-second’. There’s a relatively new term, and I’ve started my list already.

In the time it has taken to write this sentence, new discoveries and inventions have begun to change the world in which we live. How many of us could have predicted the Internet 30 years ago and the effect it would have on our lives? Who foresaw that the computing power in a mobile phone would be greater than that used to manage the Apollo space missions? Who knew that innovations like Snapchat and Twitter would revolutionise the way we and our children communicate? I recently discovered a quote that underlines the pace of change and the lack of ability we have to calibrate it. In 1949 a headline article was published in an American magazine called Popular Mechanics that proclaimed, with a degree of drama, that future computers might weigh less than one and a half tons.

From the first mass education systems of Victorian times up to today, the system and the thinking behind the system have changed little, so, in many ways, schooling is becoming less and less relevant. Education and the notion of mass education must surely be to prepare our children for successful lives as adult citizens. As a parent, I want my children to live happy, fruitful lives, making positive contributions to the world around them. I expect their schooling to prepare them for the challenges of the future and to help them develop the skills and behaviours that will see them flourish in the middle of the twenty-first century and beyond.

In order for schools to successfully meet these challenges, they need to have clarity about their role and about the patterns of future needs. This, of course, becomes scary territory. We can no better predict the future now than we could 50 years ago, as the article from Popular Mechanics magazine demonstrates. The world that our children will inhabit as adults is as far, if not further, removed from the one we live in as the one that we live in is from the world of our parents.
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Developing essential IT skills 

How on earth do we prepare children for a world that does not yet exist? Some argue, and have done so for generations, that we should stick to certainties, that we should continue to improve the system as it is and as it was. We live in a world where we constantly hark back to our past to find solace and stability. The good old days will always be that, no matter when we were born or when the old days were. There is much in our system of learning that is vital to ensure the success of the journey, but seeing where it now fits, and with what, is the difficulty.

We do know something of the future and the changing shape of our lives. Crucially, much is centred on work and working patterns. For example, the financial landscape of our world has changed and is changing further, underlined by the events that began to unfold towards the end of 2008 when the global economic crisis began to have a profound impact on us all. The problems have left a profound legacy on the world of work.

The continent of Asia has become the world’s manufacturing base and will hold the key to much of the world’s future employment patterns. Some years ago, China redesigned its educational system, developing a new ‘national curriculum’ created to fan the flames of their industrial growth, in order to create employees who are focused and productive and who possess high levels of technical efficiency. It had a clarity and focus similar to that which led to the development of our mass education systems of the late nineteenth century. It has been incredibly successful as the 2013 OECD PISA tables demonstrate, with some
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