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Preparation of this drticle was prompted by what I regarded as
- somewhat inadequate discussibns of both Liberalism and Liberal
“Education published in The Good Society Vol. 13, No. 3. My
.main complaints were, I suppose, that the articles failed to ade-

"quately discuss the goals of education, let alone liberal educa- -

tion, what lies at the heart of liberalism, the nature of the huge
deficits in civic competence {(and in particular the madequacy of

widely shared beliefs about how society works and the role of :

the citizen within it) which are undermining our society, the
deficits in public management arrangements which typically
result in public provision failing to deliver the benéﬁts which
most people want from it (and most often delivering its opposite
~ the most important being the sustainability of our society), the
competencies that are required to develop societal management
arrangements which will overcome these deficits, or how these
competencies are to be nurtured in educational institutions. By
and large, subject-oriented (viz. content-oriented) views of edu-
cation dominated the discussions and the conventional wisdom’s
great lies and myths about education — such as the myth that cur-
rent forms of education significantly enhance occupational com-
petence — seemed to be accepted without question.

- How to justify such a sweeping criticism and to provide at
least some insights-into an alternative perspective?

The problem that I have is that any attempt to summarise our
work in this area! tends to result in an article that comes actoss
as both dogmatlc and crazy. This is not only because so many
-common assumptions, myths, and preoccupations have to be
challenged before one can make much progress. It is also
* because new thinking in any one area (such as in relation to edu-
cational goals) has implications for thought and practice in other
areas (such as assessment and public management). At the heart
of the societal problem we face lies the need to think in more
systemic terms about how society works, how societal (even
individual) behaviour is determined, and how these things are to
~ be influenced. In essence, it is necessary to map the complex
interactions and feedback loops between different components
“of both our educational and societal management systems in a
manner analogous to the ways in which the interacting forces
which control the movements of the planets were mapped or,
more precisely, in the manner in which the interactions and feed-

. “back loops that control the functioping and evolution of an

ecological habitat can, with great difficulty, be mapped.? -
So the best I can do is offer a few provocative remarks which
just might whet some readers® appetites sufficiently to motivate
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 them to refer back to the publications on which they are based.

The article will follow a2 somewhat discursive, cyclical, path
moving from discussions of education to public management
and back again, largely taking the same course as the evolution
of our research. -

- Cycle Number I

 So let us start where we began — with education. Over the
years, my colleagues and I have reviewed the writings of educa-

. tional philosophers, studies of the effects that the development
 of different patterns of competence (including within that con-
. cept such things as perceptions of society, how it works, and
~ one’s own role within it®) have on people’s lives, the organisa-

tions they work for, and the societics in which they live.# For the
purposes of this article, it is most convenient to hint at the con-

. clusions emerging from this work by very briefly-summarising —

and thus necessarily over-stating — some results from our sur-
veys of the opinions of parents, teachers, and children.

The overwhelming majority of those we interviewed thought
that the main goals of education are “To develop the confidence
end initiative required to introduce change”, to nurture, and give
people recognition for the diverse, often idiosyncratic, talents
they possess, and, while recognising that mastering the formal
knowledge on which they are based is a waste of tirne, to help
people acquire the credentials that appear to control entry to
jobs. '

Interestmgly, as the chapter by Page and Shaplro in Elkin and
Soltan’s edited book,” might lead one to expect, the other
research reported in the books mentioned in endnote no. 1 to all
intents and purposes supports our interviewees’ opinions. _

Let me unpack this a bit. One of the things revealed by our
reviews of the literature on the state of the planet® is that, con-
trary to the views expressed by Lawler in the previously men-
tioned collection of articles, our species is set on a disaster
course that will lead to its extinction, carrying the planet as we
know it with it. To avoid this fate we will have to radically
change our way of life. While it is unlikely that most of those we
interviewed had change of this magnitude in mind when they
said that one of the main goals of education was to nurture “the
confidence and initiative required to introduce change” it there-
fore seems urgent to answer to the question “What are the com-
petencies required to bring about radical change and how are
they to be nurtured?.” In point of fact, although it may be true
that few of our respondents had such radical change in mind, it
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has since emerged that about 40% of the population of Great

Britain knows that, for our species to survive, it will be neces-

sary to get rid of our motor cars, our planes, our chemical--

_ intensive agriculture, our centralised production and distribution

networks, our so-called defence systems, and our bankmg and -

insurance arrangements.” What does
an economy society without all these
~ activities and sources of employment’
look like? And, bearing in mind that
hundreds of thousands, if not millions,
of people are now dying each year
because we in the West have not made
these changes, what arrangements can
be made to enable our fellow-citizens
_ in the West to survive the transition?
Yet, somewhat paradoxically, while very many people can see
the need for such change, most still seem somehow to believe
that, with a little tinkering, we can go on living pretty much as
~ we do now. Such, indeed, is the message embedded in many
inter-governmental reports such as the “Bruntland Report™
which seem incapable of shedding .conventional notions of
“development.” Unfortunately, our own research leads us to a

very different conclusion. As far as we can see, for our species
to survive, our way of life will have to differ from our current

way ‘of life by as much as life in an agricultural society differed
from that in a hunter-gatherer society. And just as no one in a
hﬁnter—gatherei' society could envisage what an agricultural soci-
ety would look like, so no one in our society can envisage what
a sustainable society will look like. There can be no blueprint.

So, just what are the competencies which the educational sys-
tem needs to nurture if people are to contribute in one way or
another to the evolution of an as yet indiscernible way of life?
And how are they to be nurtured?

In the course of this article I will suggest some components of
an answer to this question.

But first I would like to say something about the second set of
educational objectives endorsed by our interviewees, namely the
nurturance of diversity. Activities designed to nurture the idio-
syncratic, high-level, competencies of each child must, after all,
lie at the heart of any concept of liberal education worth the
name. Although one might not suspect it from looking at the so-
called “educational” system as we know it, or at the paraphemna-
lia of the educational and psychological testing movement, there
is, in fact, ample evidence (some of which I will review later)

“which shows that, given appropriate environments, people have
the capacity to develop a huge variety of very ’differe'nt qualities

and that-these diverse talents are needed by organisations and -

society.” As Spearman'® put it: “Every normal man, woman, and
child is a genius at something. The problem is to identify at
what.”
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But what we actually encounter in our “educational” system .
is a system which renders most of these talents invisible.!!
Instead, it arranges people in a single hierarchy, entrappingly

-codenamed “ability.” Although there is'a sense in which the sci-

entific “existence” of something which might be called “general
cognitive ability” has now been placed
beyond reasonable doubt,!? its predic-
“tive power has been wildly over-
exaggerated. Furthermore, while its -
pre-eminence has been reinforced by -
:rendering other abilities invisible,!3 the
main reason for its pre-eminence and.:
the main reason why the development
of measures of other qualities has been,
‘neglected is that it performs an
extremely 1mportant sociological function. That function is to
legitimise the allocation of “the rich. man to his castle and the
poor man to his gate”!# as the hymn “All Things Bnght and
Beautiful” used to put it before the verse was eliminated o
political correctness. The sociclogical effect of creating a deeply
divided society legitimised by this single-factor concept of “abil:

ity” is to terrify everyone into doing all sorts of things they don’

want to 'do — such as working directly or indirectly for a war
machine or producing or marketing junk foods, junk toys, and
junk research, or presenting themselves as other than they are.
They do these things in order to avoid the fate of those deemed
to lack this “ability.” (In passing we may note that, while the net
result of this process — viz. most of us committing a numerous
unethical acts every day is of great concern in itself, it raises
serious questions abouf the focus of individualistic moral philos
ophy and “moral education” in particular. It suggests that a
major objective of moral education must be to nurture the ten
dency to get together with others to understand and influence the

. wider social forces which, as is now obvious, overwhelmmgly

determine behaviour'3).

But, once we challenge the notion of a single-factor concep
of “ability,” it is not only some versions of “liberal” mqrality
that begin to fall apart. So, too, do most images of a just'societ_y

‘based on a “meritocracy” — for how can differential access to the

good things in life be justified if people not ‘only have very dif
ferent talents to contnbute but also, as we will see-in more detai
later, need to contribute in those very ways if our species is to
survive?

At this point, although we have already sald a great deal abou
it, we may-focus for a moment on the third major concern of our -

interviewees: their concern to gain credentials which will buy

entry to jobs. And again it turns out that they know more than
many people give them credit for — for most of them already
know that mastering the content on which those credentials are
based is a waste of time. The knowledge they are required to




master and regurgitate is out-of-date when it is taught, does not
relate to their personal or occupational problems, and forgotten
by the time it is needed.!% 17 Yet, precisely because these cre-
. dentials seemingly'® play such a vital role in allocating position
and status, it is the acquisition of them that comes to dominate

- schools.

It is vitally important to understand what is being said here,
not least because it does not seem to have been understood by
the authors of the three articles that prompted me to pen this
response. For example, Blitz, in common with many academic
authors, asserts that there is a major conflict between the quali-
ties that the employment system requires the educational system
to nurture and those which anyone»genuinely interested in edu-
~ cation would set about nurturing. In reality there is little such
conflict. What there is (and it is an even more difficult problem
" to tackle than any real conflict between vocationa! and educa-
tional goals) is a stark conflict between genuinely educational
goals and the sociological functions that the so-called educa-
tional system performs for society. Widespread failure to under-
stand the difference, and mis-representation of the problem by
authorities like Blitz, only enhances the power of these sociolog-
ical forces. In this context it may be useful to refer to another
~ chapter (this time by Steiner) in Elkin and Soltan’s book. What

 there has been little change in the competencies actually required

really needed are not represented in the credentials.
' Cycle Number 11

sion of liberal education and liberal public-managemeﬂt, let me
now return first to the question of how to nurture diversity on the
one hand and the confidence and initiative to introduce change

reviewing the problems which such work poses many people’s
concept of liberal government (or societal management). v

I will begin by summarising some observations we made in
the course of research we conducted (in both elementary and
secondary schools) into thepffeétiveness of, and barriers to,
inter-disciplinary, enquiry-oriented, group-based, project work
-conducted in the environments around schools.

- pupils engaged in a project designed to get something done
about the pollution in the local river. The project, its organiza-
- tion, its effects, and the problems it posed for evaluation all merit
detailed discussion, but only the briefest account can be given
here. Interested readers should refer to one of the sources cited.
~ Some pupils decided that the first thing to do was to measure the
poliution in the river. Some of them then set about collecting
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Steiner shows is that the level of credentials demanded for entry .
" to most occupations has inflated out of all recognition whilst

to do the jobs — and, further, that the competencies that are
Having briefly cantered over sonie issues pertinent to a discus-

on the other and then again take the discussion forward by -

In one of the elementary schools we studied,' we found the
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samples of the river water and trying to analyze it. This took
them to the not-so-'localvuniversity where they worked with
members of the university staff. Note that these pupils were
developing the competencies of the scientist: The ability to iden-
tify problems, the ability to invent ways of investigating them,
the ability to obtain help, the ability to familiarize themselves
with a new field, and the ability to find ways of summarizing
information, Other pupils decided that more progress in docu-
menting the pollution was to be made by recording the dead fish

“and plarits along the river bank. Still others argued that all this

was beside the point: The river was clearly polluted and the
problem was to get something done about it. Some then set about
drawing pictures of the dead fish and plants with a view to

releasing community action. The objective was not to depict

what was seen accurately, but to represent what had been seen
in a way that would evoke emotions that would lead to action.
While the “scientists” mentioned above sought to describe the
resulits of their work in what might be termed a classic academic
format, other pupils again argued that that was irrelevant and set
about generating slogans, prose, and poetry that would evoke
emotions that would lead to outrage and action. The criteria for
what constituted effective reading and writing thus differed
markedly from those which dominate most classrooms and they
varied from pupil to pupil. Still other pupils argued that, if any-
thing was to be done about the river, it was necessary to get the
environmental standards officer to do his job. (It turned out that
he knew all about the pollution but had donc nothing about it.)
This led some pupils to set up domino-like chains to influence
politicians ‘a,n'd public servants. This in tum led the factory that
was causing the problem to get at the pupils’ parents saying that,
unless this teacher and her class was stopped, they would all lose
their jobs. Unabashed, some pupils set about examining the eco-
nomic basis for the factory’s claims. '

Note that this teacher was not so much concerned with
enhancing pupils’ specialist znowledge in each of these areas
(though, even if it had been, documenting that knowledge would
have posed insuperable problems for evaluators steeped in clas-
sical measurement theory because the knowlcdge to be docu-
mented was largely idiosyncratic and tacit) but to nurture a wide
range of different competencies in her pupils. These competen-
cies were not limited to substantive areas of investigation but
also included the ability to contribute to group processes, includ-
ing such things as the ability to put people at ease, the ability to

" de-fuse the intolerance which develops between people who

contribute in very different ways .to a group process (e.g., the
intolerance of the “artists” for the “scientists”), the ability to
publicize the observations of the quiet “ideas person,” and the
ability to “sell” the benefits of the unusual educational process to
parents. The teacher in fact devoted considerable attention to

 highlighting the different types of contribution which different
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