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Foreword

Civilization, 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 emphasize conformity in the curriculum and in teaching methods and standardization 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 customizing education to each school, to each community of students, teachers, staff and parents, here and now. Thinking creatively about how to personalize and customize 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 realize, 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 personalizing and customizing education is not just a theory. His book shows that this is the best, and I believe the only, practical way to realize 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 personalizing and customizing 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
October 2009
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Grange Primary School transformed its approach to learning


Preface
The moral imperative

Our education begins from the moment of our conception and will shape the people we become, the lives we will lead and the impact we will have on others. It is surely the single most important part of human development. Whether we like it or not, consciously or subconsciously, we are learning; experiencing, processing and growing for as long as we draw breath.

Formal education, that is to say our schooling, provides the most potent part of our structured experience and therefore there is a moral imperative, an absolute, that those of us who have responsibility for it, as teachers and as parents, must keep at the forefront of our minds and at the heart of our thinking.

A sausage sandwich, or as we call it in my part of the world, a sausage cob, recently provided me with one of those moments, a moment of clarity and of deep thought. I was on my way to Aberdeen to give a speech on leadership to a number of small and medium-sized businesses. My journey began at my local airport, where, at 5.45 in the morning, my needs were simple. I wanted a sausage cob! So, with great purpose and the clarity of action that only hunger can bring on, I headed for the café. My eyes lit up as the counter came into view, behind which was a pyramid of carefully stacked, crisp, glistening sausages, next to a pile of fresh baked, crunchy white rolls … If there is such a thing
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