LEARNING IN A WORLD OF STRANGENESS

Hope, wisdom and “The Treasure Within”

‘Think Piece’ done as background to presentations at UFA NE celebration event and Fellows Conference

The premise is this. 
‘Life’ around us seems to be increasingly complicated. Many professionals, particularly in education, experience the relentless and constant pressure of change. There are many global tensions that impact upon our personal lives. If we are to feel degrees of happiness and control in our lives then these complex conditions require us to learn in different ways. Learning to understand ourselves, and our motivations, and learning to work with others are just two of the possible pillars for this learning. To bring these pillars of learning to some fruition will require a wider variety of organisational and institutional arrangements than are currently available today and will require some very different characteristics of leadership. It may sound simple-minded but organising people from a range of cultures, ages and experiences together, to learn together, at a local level, can provide contexts that bridge new associations in a meaningful way and develop the hope and aspiration that ‘things’ can be made to work in the future.

This is what the UFA learning challenges aim to do in extended learning spaces and times. The picture of hope in my head is the work of people like Daniel Darenboim, the Israeli pianist and conductor, who brought together Israeli and Palestinian musicians to make music together, or the voice of Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela on reconciliation in South Africa. It may sound pompous, but surely of no less importance to the participants, to compare this picture of hope to the work of colleagues around the country who create energetic and co-operative summer schools with young people from varied schools who have never met each other before, or bring adults from various backgrounds to share a common language of learning. This is at the heart of what the UFA try to do in creating learning teams and could play a crucial role in dynamic extended services provision.

‘Strangers in a Strange Land.” The argument unfolds like this

In an increasingly complex and unstable world that we can no longer control, even though we cling to the illusion of control, we are desperately in search of solutions to the apparently relentless and overwhelming tide of change. We are entering a new land with very few navigational tools to help us. The more our information and knowledge creating capacities increase so does the level of complexity we create and have to deal with. We can become strangers to each other in a world that has become strange to us. 

So complexity operates in human organisations whether we like it or not. The International Futures Forum remind us that optimism may be a good quality sometimes but ‘hoping for the best’ can be a neurotic and helpless response. We will require a psychology that points to hope, that recognises how difficult life can be but keeps a spirit of care and striving alive. George Steiner talks about entering this century with a ‘core tiredness’. Hope can be the splash of water to keeps us awake.

Our evolutionary advance as a species was made in the context of small groups whose interaction with other humans must have been very limited. We are very attached to shared genes, clans and small groups. So are there new organisational forms emerging to deal with conditions of complexity that can respond to the local and the personal needs? These will be organisations that are not necessarily those decreed by corporations or governments; however many large corporations are finding new ways of organising themselves in order to maintain a competitive edge and small communities of innovation emerge within the corporate expanse. The emergence of new patterns of organising then become themselves generative drivers. In other words we are rapidly moving into a world where local decisions, local forms of action and personal choices are going to become as important as the centrally decreed target.

The sociologist Manuel Castells argues that we are living in networked societies where knowledge and innovation is the new currency, abundance or lack of which, can determine your life opportunities. Can we design learning opportunities that equip young people with some future flexibility and creativity in mind? This future is as yet unspecified, what are we to learn? Futurology often makes us look very silly, ask Decca records or Bill Gates.  (“We don’t like their sound and guitar music is on its way out” response to not signing the Beatles.  Bill Gates “I60K ought to be enough memory for anybody.”) We know however where the fields are heading and we can extrapolate the exponential growth rates of science and technology to suggest that we will never be short of the technical means to adapt. The question is whether we have the will.

 Some readings of complexity theory (non-linear dynamics) suggest that we need to design for systems that maintain us (heating, lighting, payments and so forth) and for systems that enable emergence: the rise of the unpredictable and the novel, the new level of thinking that takes us to a different plane of understanding. The latter may work through local communities and organisations working at solutions pertinent to them, that the simple idea may have greater knock on effects than can be imagined. 

Centrally driven targets that hope to engineer change in a linear fashion are now appearing to be increasingly out of sync with the way people create meaning. As we enter this future (the Dada art movement of the early twentieth century used the metaphor of being booted through the trap door of history) there may be tools that help us gain our bearings that have some evidential and credible research background. We need to sort these out through research and practice and be wary of the glittering illusions peddled by snake oil sellers. The policy context is ripe for new partnerships and creating new times and spaces for learning.

It is interesting to see how certain scientific minds are approaching the more holistic views that other traditions such as Buddhism and Sufism have of the universe. This is not the time to deal with these but the physicist (the late) David Bohm, the chemist Ilya Prigogine and biologist Fritjof Capra, for examples, talk about the movement of the universe and our consciousness as one and the need to engage in human meaning as part of understanding the larger unfolding patterns of the cosmos. Interesting too how major organisation and futures thinkers are re-examining the process of change from the need to have a much greater understanding of our personal beliefs, motivations and reflexivity. Of course there are many voices who will disagree with these viewpoints but only by engaging honestly and openly with these differences will we further our understandings.

Toward new learning organisations?

In the words of the International Futures Forum we have to redesign the plane while we’re still flying it. There can be no grounding and starting again, our lives don’t work like that, and it is in practices not values or ideas that these things evolve. So we have to work with what we’ve got and that means extending the concept of what school is and breaking down barriers about what learning is especially to generations of adults who equate learning with failure and disappointment.

 Learning is fundamental to human evolution (although we are not the only species with this capacity.) Our minds are amazing information processors and computational machines (though not like computers.) We created tools that amplified these processing powers and now in turn these tools are modifying us. We can learn many things in a perfunctory way, an adaptive ‘get by way’. However many human creations such as our most symbolic systems for mathematics and writing are alien to our original selective evolutionary solutions. Some of accumulated human knowledge requires sheer hard work and it requires motivation. However there is enough research to suggest that this learning can be done more convivially for more people than we are achieving at present. 

Can we persuade adults who may have been turned off education and learning to create learning for themselves and support the learning of their children? Supposing we could find places and times that people found more convivial to learning other than schools and colleges (as well as schools and colleges)? Can we encourage people to volunteer to share time and experiences – time banks- to help create this learning? Can we persuade local businesses to give time and space for a community learning activity that can also be a development opportunity for their staff? Can we persuade HE institutions to let some of their students run imaginative summer schools in their subject areas as part of their degree projects? Can young people run and develop interest-led learning activities for their peers on small budgets and in community or extended school spaces? Can schools see themselves as a part of new learning communities instead of all of it? Can the UFA be involved in training all these people?!

Home, school and community

Connecting home, school and community was one of the founding principles of The UFA. The notion being that something powerful could be created if what was learnt in one arena could be shared and transferred to the others, if a shared language of learning could be established between the three sites and if there was a sense that learning could take place anywhere any time but needed a linking mechanism. The UFA learning team concept was at the heart of this connection with the idea of creating different relationships for learning and with young people beginning to take leading roles in these teams.

The concept of a learning team that operated in extended learning centres foreshadowed the concept of extended schools. It is time to renew our acquaintance with this principle; perhaps we need to hold on to the simplicity of the idea that brings together people with different experiences to learn together, while developing more sophistication about how we apply the belief to particular contexts.

For one the idea of what we mean by community has to be explored again, particularly if the thesis of the networked society is anywhere near correct. The word community has re-emerged on the political map, for the ‘old hands’ in the education world there maybe a feeling that we’ve been here before. This paper is not going to deal with these complexities, that will have to be the subject of another discussion, but if the starting premise is valid we need to raise the question and start developing practices that encourage the learning team concept to proliferate.

The need for, and the paradox of, values

However hard work alone is not going to fulfil our potential to do good. Quoting George Steiner, again, a man can read Goethe, listen to Bach and Beethoven and turn up for work in Auschwitz the next morning. Although change comes about because of practical, ‘grounded people’ arriving at better ways of doing things, values can guide beliefs and actions.  Rich and powerful learning requires a value dimension not just the technical one. We cannot organise and co-operate to fulfil our learning potential unless we value each other in some fundamental way. We cannot hope to engender trust, co-operation, courage and kindness unless we model those qualities ourselves. This is a statement of belief from the psychological evidence available to us but also a statement of value. 

Values are difficult things, hard fought for, hard won and not easily agreed upon. Yet if we do not make the effort to start these conversations we trivialise education and are in danger of drifting from one snake oil merchant to the next. From our experience in the UFA a deeper sense of learning, of self-understanding and of co-operation arrives not through the content but the way people are valued in the process and the learning relationships that are modelled in order to understand the knowledge. The paradox is enabling people to be creative for themselves while holding values that suggest we know what is good for them. That is why openness and generosity and dealing with complexity are part of the UFA value set because we hope that while we are generous we can’t be mean to people (!) and while we are comfortable with complexity we may be able to take on board different perspectives without shutting down or being defensive. Utopian? Well so be it, we have to be hopeful.

Back to hope again

If we think of the smallness of human communities but also of the wholeness that the new thinking is encouraging then we can see a wisdom emerging that links intimate human meaning with new organisational forms. Positive learning experiences are the glues that can support this wisdom.

Wisdom will be the quality to understand and apply our technical and scientific knowledge for the greater good and will require the ability of citizens to engage in informed conversations with each other and with policy makers. This ‘stuff’ is too important to leave to experts. Understanding the future and our way into it requires a multi-disciplinary perspective, and a ‘fusion of horizons’ other than our own. No longer can we rely on science and technology alone, or social theory alone, or hope that some artistic renaissance will rescue us. The horizons need also to be cross-cultural and international in a global world. 

In our humble way I hope the UFA can make a contribution to this process of bringing understanding together across communities partly because we have some well researched psychological tools but also because we believe in creating strong relationships around shared languages for learning and ethical dialogue. 

The UFA neatly contributes to the “learning to be” and the “learning to live alongside others”, two of the four pillars of lifelong learning as outlined in the UNESCO report “The Treasure Within.” 

Written in 1998 this statement still resonates:

“In confronting the many challenges that the future holds in store, humankind sees in education an indispensable asset in its attempt to attain the ideals of peace, freedom and social justice.  The commission affirms its belief that education has a fundamental role to play in personal and social development.

The commission does not see education as a miracle cure or a magic formula opening the door to a world in which all ideals will be attained, but as one of the principle means available to foster a deeper and more harmonious form of human development and thereby reduce poverty, exclusion, ignorance, oppression and war.”

Jacques Delors, intro to UNESCO Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century.
That helps us to capture why we do what we do.

THE CHALLENGES FOR THE READER?

This paper has raised more questions than answers, we hope to answer some of these questions in the future and provide some practical ideas for organising learning experiences. In the meantime here are a few questions, not an exhaustive list, for you to ponder on to stimulate seeking answers to the challenges!

ME

How do you provide time for your own learning? Are you able to be still and reflect?

How do you deal with difficult challenges in your life? What positive and negative coping strategies do you employ, can you find better ones?

How do you perceive change around you?

Are you a good listener do you really hear what others are saying?

Think about your personal values and beliefs? How do they guide you or shape what you do? Do you test them out with yourself, how do they stand up to scrutiny? 

ME & MY ORGANISATION?

How do you deal with the frustrations of working in your organisation and how do you celebrate the positive aspects of your work?
How does your organisation react to change?
Is your organisation able to create new thinking easily?

Are you able to influence your organisation positively?
Who are the key change agents in your organisation and who/what are the key networkers?

ME & MY COMMUNITY?

How do you and your organisation know that you are doing a worthwhile job, that you really deliver on your aims?

Who are the stakeholders in your organisation, how do they influence or exercise any leadership over what you do?

What ‘communities’ are you involved in/have influence within?

What meaning does the word community hold for you?

Discuss one idea from this paper with colleagues or friends, what are the puzzles, challenges and agreements for you?

