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George Leonard

The End of School

The schoolrooms of tomorrow won't resemble even the
best of those we have today—and they shouldn't

S CHOOL AS WE KNOW ITIS DOOMED. AND EVERY ATTEMPT
to improve—but fundamentally preserve—the present system
will only prolong its death throes and add immcasurably to
its costs, both financial and social. By the year 2010, if we arc
to survive as a2 democratic socicty, our children will have to
lcarn in a variety of new ways, somc of them already on the

wing board, some unforcsecn. None of them will involve

acher in the front of a classroom presenting information
to 20 or 30 children scated at desks.

We can no longer improve the cducation of our children
by improving school as we know it. The time has comc to
recognize that school Is not the solution. It is the problem.
Take a look:

e Clearly, human beings learn at different rates. This doesn’t
mean that slow learners are less intelligent than fast lcamers;
they're just slower. Yet by and large, school as we know it forces
everyone Lo Jearn at the same ratc of be declared uneducable.

e When we human beings first emerged on this planct, our
ability to cooperate gave us an advantage over larger and morc
powerful creatures. Throughout history we have worked
together and learned together to further ourselves and our
species. Today, if you need help, you'relikely to find a friend
or a fellow worker who will bat the problem around with you,
check out your ideas, offer suggestions. Yet, for the most part,
school is sct up to teach competition rather than cooperation.

® A certain amount of sclf-confidence and sclf-respect is
an essential precondition to lcaming. Yet by and large, school
is set up to humiliate publicly those who, for whatever reason,

s unablc to come up with the right answer when called upon.

Middle school and high school make it worse. The day is
divided into periods of some 40 minutes. You sit in 2 room
with 20 or 30 other people with whom you arc discouraged
from talking over what you arc hearing, listcning toa presentation
that's probably either too demanding or not challenging cnough
for you. Then a bell rings, and you go sit in another room with
20 or 30 different people, listening to another presentation that's
probably cither more or less than you want, on another subject.
The teacher in this room probably doesn't know what the teacher
in the other room has said or done, nor will any of the teachers
in still other rooms know what the other teachers have said
or donc.

BUT HOW ABOUT THE GOOD OLD DAYS? DIDN'T SCHOOLS
work then? In 1900, the number of high school graduates was
¢qual to only 6.3 percent of the nation’s 17-year-olds. As late
as 1940, the comparable percentage was only 49 —and included
a rather high proportion of the same kind of academically
motivated kids who can get something out of present-day
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schooling. Academically successful kids, both past and present.
have learmned, for the most part in spite of, rather than because
of, school. The emphasis of today's reformers on the importance
of homework and family support points up the fact that school
on its own dues not and cannot do the job of educating our
children.

“In the old days, people used 1o go to doctors to get cured,”
says Albert Shanker, the president of the American Federation
of Teachers and onc of the few true visionaries among today’s
cducation reformers, “but for scveral centuries doctors were
actually harming their patients, indeed sometimes resulting in
deaths, because they didn't realize they had to wash their hands
and sterilize their instruments. In other words, in the normal
course of practice, doctors were
doing things out of ignorance
that were harmful to their

School is

set up to patients. We need to ask whether

schools in the normal course of

humiliate education do- things that are
pub“cly those harmful to students.”

Schiool as we know it is not

Whol for incvitable. From the beginning,

whatever it was an administrative expedi-

ency, an attempt to adapt the
tutor-learner system to mass cdu-
cation, a crude way of handling
a large number of leamers with
a much smaller number of teach.
crs. We were able 1o get away

reason, are
unable to come
up with the
right answer

with it in the past chiefly because
when called our socicty required few aca-
upon. demically or technically edu-

cated citizens. In 1900, farming
alone absorbed 37.5 percent of
the American work force. As late
as the 1950s, even the 1960s,
unskilled jobs were still relatively

casy Lo come by. What has
happened is that the demands and stresses of today’s multi-

cthnic, technological society have revealed the fundamental
flaws in a system we have long taken for granted.

In spite of the best of intentions, the commissions,
foundations, task forces, governors’ conferences, national and
state administrations and departments of education have missed
the point. Longer bad school days and years don't add up to
a good education. Cranking up the assembly linc 2 bit tighter,
spending all year teaching to the achicvement tests might
increase the scores a few points, but at the cost of whatever
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love of learning remains in our students’
hearts. Raising graduation standards
without radically improving the mode of
instruction will only increase the dropout
rate or worsen the cheating that is already
rampant in our schools. The assumption

that higher-quality textbooks, or teachers
who "really know their subject matter”
can set things right crumbles beneath the
boredom, cynicism and despair produced
by the present system. Even if the top
graduates from the most prestigious
universitics were to go into teaching, their
best efforts would founder within an
essentially unworkable system.

IF ALL OF THIS IS TRUE, THEN WHAT
is the alternative? The key to good
cducation, almost totally overlooked by
the putative reformers, is to be found
by taking the viewpoint of the learncr,
and, more particularly, by focusing on
the interaction between the learner and
the learning environment. We can say
that the cffectiveness of any learning
chcricncc depends on the frequency,
varicty, quality and intensity of that
interaction. Unless the interaction is
improved, any and all proposals to
improve cducation are moot. With this
premise in mind, one can casily see why
school is doomed.

Start with the fact that the human
being is a learning animal, purc and
simple. What scts him or her apart from
all other known forms of life is the ability
to learn prodigiously from birth to death.
By the time our children start schoul,
almost all of them have completed one
of the most spectacular learning tasks
on this planct: the mastery of spoken
language with no formal instruction
whatever. Rather than any kind of formal
instruction, they have enjoyed a feast of
high-intensity interaction with their
learning environment, which, in this
case, comprises all the adults and older
children around them. Here are teachers
who react immediately to success,
permit approximations and aren't likely

o indulge in lectures—that is, the best

kind of teachers. School as it is now
constituted minimizes interaction and
thus minimizes learning among our
children, while yoking teachers to a
frustrating, essentially impossible task.
What can we do? We must summon
the courage to recognize that the
present system is entirely inadequate to
our present educational nceds. We must
move as swiftly as possible to end it. We
must empower our educators (o create
interactive learning environments rather
than merely presenting information to

passive students. We must shift our
national educational goals from improv-
ing school as it Is to building something
beyond it—call it metaschool.

A number of educational experiments
that move us in the direction of meta-
school are already under way. Albert
Shanker points to the success of a
sccondary school in Cologne, Germany.
There the Koln-Holweide school uses
team teaching, cooperative learing and
peer tutoring to create a close-knit
learning community for some 2,000
secondary-school students from middle-
and lower-income houscholds. Teachers,
rather than administrators, make all
instructional decisions at this schoal.
They work in teams of six to cight,
keeping the sume group of 85 w0 90
students for their entire six years at the
school, from the equivalent of our grade
five to grade ten.

But these teachers don't hold forth
from the front of the room. Actually, the
room has no “front,” no rows of desks
lined up in the same direction. Instead,
the students sit around tables, working
with the same “table group” of five or
six students, integrated by sex, ability and
cthnic origin, for at least a year. The table
group Is the basic unit of leamning, the
key to the school's success. Students are
in constant interaction, helping one
another learn. “If a student has a prob-
lem,” the headmistress, Anne Ratzki,
cxplained in an interview in American
fducator magazine, "he doesn't have o
wait for a teacher; he can ask his table
group for help. 1If the group can't help,
then the teacher will—hut the first
responsibility is with the group.”

The school day at Koln-Holweide is
long, from 8:15 1o 4:15, with a 30-minute
pause in the moming, an 80-minute lunch
period, and, for each student, generally
one or two periods a day devoted to
tutorial or project work or free leaming.
School closes early every Tuesday, so that
students can take care of doctors’ appoint-
ments, piano lessons and other nonschool
activities. What we would call homework
is mostly taken care of in the tutorial or
free-learning periods, during which other
students or teachers can help out. The
extended lunch period is time for sports
in the gym, special lessons in such things
as theater and ceramics and dancing in
a disco.

What are the results? A dropout rate
of one percent, as compared with 2 West
German average of 14 percent, and an
astonishing 60-percent rate of admission
to four-year colleges, as compared with
a national average of 27 percent. And this

despite the fact that Koln-Holweide's
student bady is far from an elite one. Best
of all, the kids seem to enjoy their
education. Parents report that they can't
wail until the holidays ¢nd, so that they
can get back to school. By ¢nding frontal,
lockstep teaching, maximizing interac-
tion with-the leaming environment and
putting the natural human-bonding drive
to waork for rather than against the
educational process, Koln-Holweide
travels a good distance past school as we
know it and 1oward the metaschool that
lies beyond.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN COMPLUL
terized interactive multimedia can ke
us considerably further. ‘The filmmaker
George Lucas is one of a number of
innovators who are devising tools for
electronic learning. Lucas, the creator of
the Star Wars and Indiana Jones sagasis
devoting a quarter of his time these duys
to long-term rescarch and developments
in education. He hopes over the next few
years to create a “curiosity-driven”
demonstration project, perhaps an entire
semester’s eighth-grade curriculum,
combining still and moving pictures,
sound and text, all computerized so that
the learner can intervene and interact at
any point along the way.

Alrcady his LucasArts Learning, in
cooperation with National Geograpibie,
has produced GTV, an American history
course for middle-school students. GTV
requires only a computer, a television
screen and a videodise player. If you let
the material on the videodise run 1o
completion, you have a richly rextured
two-hour survey of American history, with
still pictures, moving pictures, chans,
narration and background music. But this
is only the heginning. GV, like all
interactive multimedia, is meant not o
be viewed passively but rather o be
touched, molded and remolded, played
with. A trove of information lics just
beneath the surface. Using a mouse that
controls a pointer on the computer
screen, you can frecze the image on the
television screen at any point and ask for
additional information about whatever is
pictured. A photograph of some rather
primitive-looking safety pins, for example,
yiclds this caption: "American ingenuity:
Inventor Walter Hunt created the safety
pinin three hours. He patented itin 1849,
and later sold all rights to the pin for
$400."

Another click of the mouse reveals that
images of 39 American inventions are
scattered throughout the progrun, rang-
ing from the cotton gin 1o the dpollo
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moon lander. You can select any or all
of these images, put them in any order
you wish, writc your own captions and
present your own multimedia show on
the subject of American ingenuity to the
rest of the class,

In the interactive-multimedia world,
you aren’t locked into any one linear
sequence. Time doesn't just unreel: it
unfulds. You can move swiftly across the
entire span of American history, jumping

. from one decade 1o another, one century
“to another, spotting patterns that might
otherwise be hidden from view, expe-
nenang the resonance as well as the
results of history. The supple all-at-
onceness of the new medium comes
closer o the workings of human con-
scivusness than does a lecture or a
textbook

When computers were first proposed
as learning tools, some people were
¢ erned that children would become
Litwe robots, plugged in to their machines,
isolated from human contact. In most
cascs, just the opposite has happened.
Actually,"the conventional classcoom, not
the computer, is the isolation cell, the
lockup. Contemporary electronic tech-
nology. used not as an adjunct to the
conventional classroom but as something
entircly new, inspires coopceration,
cncourages learmning teams and builds
student confidence.

Maorccover, this technology can join
students with a whole universe of infor-
mation, allowing them 1o reach out to
other learners and teachers all across the
United States and overseas, and 1o link
up with data bases that eventually will
contain a goodly chunk of all human
knowledge. When these connections are
made. the classroom walls will dissolve,
the egg-carton model of education will
g ’™M¢ 3 memory, and the schoolhouse
wbcwrnc, in effect, the whole world.
Metaschool, a truly new educational
entity, might well be born from an
imaginative combination of highly inter-
active technology with the kind of
nonfrontal, cooperative learning modeled
at Koln-Holweide.

Education circles in the United States
are astir with talk of something like this,
something beyond school as we know it.
But.most of the talk thus far has led only
Lo piccemeal experimentation: a model
classroom here and there, a “school
within 2 school.” One exception can be
found in Modesto, an agricultural town
with a large Hispanic population in
Galifornia’s central valley. “We are not an
extension of the past,” says Charles Vidal,
the principal of Evelyn A Hanshaw Middie
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School. “We're something entirely new
and different—a new building, a new kind
of teacher, 2 new educational concept,
a new way of thinking of our kids. We
don't call them students. We call them
citizens.”

At Hanshaw, which opened lust Sep.
tember with 807 “citizens,” 78 pereent
of them Hispanic, teachers work in teams,
children sit around tables rather than in
rows, and every room contains a coun
puter lab, in which all the computers
linked into a network. From the begin
ning, Vidal has sought to eliminate the
textbook as a prime educational toul
Instead, teaching teams work out core
subjects from which related knowledge
develops. Social studies provides a core
for history and English. Science serves as
a springboard into math. During their
two-year stay, the citizens of Hanshaw
must also do cight Zexploratorics™ in such
subjects as arts and crafts, home cconom-
isand drama and chorus. The technology
exploratory is made up of 28 five-day
scgments in such specialties as pncumat-
ics, robotics, hydroponics and desktop
publishing.

It's still too early to tell how this
mctaschool will work, but Vidal's aims are
nothing if not ambitious. Hanshaw is made
up of seven subschools, which are named
for the seven California state universities,
and during the year all the children are
bused In for a visit to their school's
namesake university. “During the visit."
Vidal says, [ ask them to close their cyes
and sce themselves there.”

WHAT'S NEEDED TODAY IS A WILLING-
ness to think the unthinkable —that
school as we know it is doomed—and
the will to create something new to take
its place. Only a consummate fantasist
could argue that this can be done without
2 substantial initial investment of federal,
state and local money. Since all ¢lse in
our national life follows from the devel-
opment of our human resources, this is
the most important long-term investment
we could possibly make. The end of
school could mean the beginaing of an
cducation that would tap the potential
of all our children, and immeasurably
increase individual fulfillment and
national success as we enter a new
millennium. W
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