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The Learning Sweet Spot and How to Find it  

 Paul Henderson
Paul is rapidly making a name for himself with his reflective and incisive educational writing. This article, first aired on the CPE-PEN Blog, was recently picked up by Wendy Preisnitz at Life Learning and published there. It kicks off the broad theme of this journal and how we might consider learning built around the learner and not the institution. It was written shortly after Roland Meighan’s death and is dedicated to his memory.
The Learning Sweet Spot: and how to find it
Achieving optimal learning conditions for every young person is the holy grail of education. Finding such educational nirvana, if it exists, would surely require the resolution of a myriad of counter-balancing or contrary philosophies and ideologies. It may seem an impossible task to balance and reconcile all of the often contradictory, contentious and multidimensional ideas affecting education and learning, but education is so important that it has to be worth trying. It may even be the case that all of these ideas can be interpolated, approximated, and rounded to a general and easy rule of thumb, in the same way that the highly complex set of variables affecting general well being can. There have been a million-and-one self help books written on health and happiness involving a zillion-and-one fad diets, exercise regimes and pop-psychology theories, all filled to the brim with scholarly references to recent research studies, but it all boils down to the general rule of thumb of eating a balanced diet and getting a reasonable amount of exercise, sleep and social/community interaction in whichever way suits best. Can a similar common sense rule of thumb guideline be found for education? That is what this piece aims to explore. 

Some of the most important contentious, divergent, contradictory or differing educational issues which would need to be resolved in order to arrive at a general guideline for optimal learning are:
1. Progressive versus traditional learning. The debate on this is over and the result is that both are needed. If you want to teach soldiers how to march, or any group of people how to perform any specific task with military precision, using learner-centric techniques would quickly descend into a somewhat comical farce – traditional techniques are far better for these types of activities. If you want to teach anything that is personally meaningful and has anything remotely to do with self-motivation, self-discipline and working in groups to collaboratively arrive at creative solutions as part of fulfilling the aims of a larger organisation or purpose, then progressive learning techniques are essential. Finding the right balance between progressive and traditional learning and knowing when to utilise each philosophy is very important.
2. Mastery learning versus pace. In 1984 the world-renowned educational psychologist, Benjamin Bloom, defined his two sigma problem which showed through a series of carefully controlled experiments that learners taught one-to-one using mastery learning techniques achieved results two standard deviations better than similar learners taught in classrooms using standard classroom learning techniques, meaning that ‘the average tutored student was above 98% of the students in the control class’. Studies from MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) have shown that mass learning can significantly improve on standard classroom learning when a combination of mastery learning and immediate feedback formative assessment is utilised. It must be remembered that MOOC learners are highly self-motivated volunteers, not conscripts. One-to-one or small group personalised learning wins out overall because it can utilise an individualised bespoke mix of blended mastery learning (where new concepts can be introduced before previous ones have been completely mastered as long as the unmastered concepts are consolidated and mastered within the learning of the new material – thus gaining mastery and pace).
3. Asynchronous versus synchronous learning. It has been noted in unschooling and democratic free school alternative learning environments that the natural learning process appears chaotic to the outside observer. It seems to progress in fits and starts with learners flying ahead in some areas while others seem to stagnate for long periods of time then jump forward abruptly. Asynchronous learning is also a characteristic of the way gifted people learn and has been noted as a key ingredient in successful learning from studying detailed data from the individual learning maps utilised in MOOCs. This evidence suggests that learning environments which are adaptable enough to facilitate asynchronous learning have significant benefits over those that utilise age-stage locked or any other type of synchronous learning. Asynchronous learning may be linked to readiness, in that individuals naturally develop in an asynchronous fashion and therefore some people may become naturally ready to accomplish different things at starkly different times in their development rather than at prescribed age-stage-locked stages.
4. Formal and informal learning. Almost every time the word ‘education’ is used in the media or in general conversation, what is really meant is formal learning. A more inclusive and accurate definition of education might be ‘the means by which a society transmits its culture, values, principles and knowledge in a way that can be learned.’ The vast majority of learning that informs most professional and personal identities came from informal or ‘on the job’ learning (even people in highly technical jobs often find that practice is very different from theory), therefore to conflate any kind of formal learning such as conventional schooling with education is a big mistake that most pupils, students, parents, teachers, educationists (or should I say schoolists?) and the secretary of state for ‘education’ make on a daily basis. It is well understood that the fastest rate of learning happens under the age of three and learning actually starts in the womb. If education has anything to do with learning then it is a huge mistake to conflate schooling with education and much, much more credit should be given to informal learning or natural life learning, which is where most of our formative learning experiences occur throughout our lives, no matter how many formal learning certificates we accumulate. Sometimes more importance is given to formal learning because of the correlation between formal learning achievements and income. This is often used to imply that there is a causal relationship between the two; however, the fact that there is no correlation between a country’s educational world ranking and its GDP per capita proves that the correlation between formal educational achievement and earnings is not directly causal and is more likely to be associated with a complex web of confounding variables, one of which may well be the significant positive influence that natural informal autodidactic learning has on successful formal learning. It is inevitable that a high proportion of those who gain academic certification in areas of study that lead to high income jobs have the good autodidactic learning skills required for tertiary education, therefore a more plausible explanation for the correlation between formal learning achievements and income is that it is due primarily to good autodidactic learning skills. In other words highly driven self-motivated individuals often do well whether they achieve formal academic certificates or not; however, many of them realise that they have to go down the formal learning route at some point in order to gain the certification required to fulfil their self-defined aims. Saying that there is a causal relationship between formal learning achievements and income is like saying that driving licences cause people to drive because everyone who drives has one. There is a100% correlation between those holding a licence and those driving legally on public roads but licences do not cause people to become successful legal drivers. The vast majority of drivers taught themselves how to drive, by utilising a balance of formal and informal learning sources in the form of friends and family taking them out with ‘L’ plates on and some private lessons. It is not learning sources or the acquisition of certification that causes successful learning; it happens entirely due to the efforts of the individual learner through actively seeking out and engaging with learning sources, formal or informal, with optimal learning occurring through utilising the most suitable and efficient balance between the two. Classroom learning is a factory model industrial revolution solution to mass formal learning. MOOCs and the like are a 21st century information revolution solution to mass formal learning which has proven to yield results one standard deviation (a significant amount) better than conventional classroom learning. If the learning sweet spot is to be found by striking a bespoke individualised balance between formal and informal learning, is there any rationale for the existence of intra-curricular schooling in the 21st century except to provide a venue for candidates to sit the exams required for academic certification and for the ‘free’ childcare it provides?
5. Formal Learning Strategies. The five strategies for formative assessment are a ready-made solution for optimal learning; however, a bias towards the cognitive domain and linguistic and mathematical intelligences is likely when they are utilised coercively merely to deliver a curriculum and achieve prescribed learning outcomes set out by exam boards.  This would only suit the minority of people whose aptitudes are similarly biased. Ironically such formal learning strategies are more likely to result in a learning environment adaptable enough to suit most people when they are applied in convivial voluntary or informal settings in which learners define their own learning intentions and success criteria, and then share them with their teachers/mentors who can then apply the strategies. Our brains have been prewired through millions of years of evolution to be naturally intent on learning how to make the best of ourselves through our personal interests, passions, aptitudes and attitudes, and by learning optimal survival strategies on a need-to-know basis. It is only in relatively recent times that governments have conceitedly hijacked our innate biological learning agenda by replacing our natural learning intentions with state prescriptions. That might be fine if politicians and schoolists know more than Nature and educationists do about the type of learning that has enabled the human species to thrive for hundreds of thousands of years – not so good for the future of mankind if they don’t! Healthy people don’t need public ‘servants’ to intervene in the way their lungs or hearts work so why is it all-of-a-sudden OK for the state to meddle with the way their brains work by prescribing what they learn and how they learn it?
6. Low and high order learning. Bloom’s revised taxonomy of learning states that creating is the highest order of learning; therefore the pinnacle of any learning process ought to be for newly acquired knowledge and skill to be applied creatively. A common misunderstanding stemming from Bloom’s taxonomy is that creating is only possible when there is assessable linguistic (usually written) evidence that an agreed body of knowledge has been satisfactorily and fully learned at the lower orders of learning associated with a particular creative endeavour, according to prescribed criteria, before the creative process can begin. This contradicts instances where artists create intuitively. Intuitive creators don’t create out of a vacuum; they remember, understand, apply, analyse and evaluate what they are doing intuitively rather than in a way that can be easily verbally articulated for exam purposes. For example an intuitive musical artist may use their musical intelligence to evaluate a work in progress rather than their linguistic intelligence. They may even see the process of having to demonstrate their remembering, understanding, applying, analysing and evaluating in a verbal fashion (the process used to assess music candidates’ formal musical knowledge) as distracting and flow-spoiling. In other words intuitive musical artists may have a highly developed musical intelligence but low levels of linguistic and logical mathematical intelligence which is why many of the most popular music artists of all time would in all likelihood fail a fairly low level formal standard musical assessment, yet their creative musical endeavours earned them international success, critical acclaim, fame and wealth. This begs the question: To what extent are standard written assessments fit for purpose?
It is only in relatively recent times that governments have conceitedly hijacked our innate biological learning agenda by replacing our natural learning intentions with state prescriptions. 
Paul Henderson

7. Convergent versus divergent thinking. Again, both are required but formal learning environments are all about convergent thinking, making them very unbalanced and not conducive to creativity. It is well understood that the creative process requires divergent thinking but studying for tests and exams requires convergent thinking; however, if teachers could adopt a strategy for teaching through the test rather than to the test then perhaps learners could experience a more balanced and creative learning path. If you think of the teach-to-the test process as a lens which focuses learning in a convergent manner onto an assessment, which could be thought of as a focal point of learning, just as light is refracted by a lens to converge at a focal point then, just as light diverges after leaving the focal point, so too may thinking, if given the right conditions. Instead of summative assessments being a full stop in the thinking process perhaps they could be seen as a crossing point where convergent thinking turns into divergent thinking. This may be done by considering the learning gained through studying for a summative assessment as a creative tool kit with which learners, through the support of resources and mentors, can create. For example let’s say the criteria for passing an exam is that learners must demonstrate the ability to play a three minute song using six chords. To prepare for this exam learners must learn the skills required and learn to perform the song well enough to pass the exam, but rather than the learning experience ending with a solo performance assessment, what if learners were encouraged to think of their new found skill set as a creative tool kit with which to create entirely new music? After their exam, a period of time could be set aside for learners to take their new found skill set and project it forward in a divergent fashion in directions that only they can imagine, thus encouraging blue skies creative thinking. Cynics may say that this would only work with genuinely interested intrinsically motivated learners and not with those who are intent purely on gaining enough academic credits to allow them to proceed to the next stage in a course of study perceived to lead to a happy future in a well paid job – they may have a point.
8. Flow – a delicately balanced mental state. Much has already been said of the desirability of flow in the learning process. Flow is the opposite of boredom. Experiencing flow is rewarding and experiencing boredom is punishing and it may well be that this innate punishment and reward stimulus acts as a natural self-regulating learning thermostat negating any traditionally perceived need for extrinsic behaviourist stimuli?
9. Hierarchy versus anarchy. As Ken Robinson says, life is organic, not linear. So too is natural life learning which is a leaderless process not directed according to the prescribed criteria of any recognised authority. There will always be a need for an institutionalised formally certificated hierarchical approach to learning, which should always be available to those who wish to use it to further their self-defined aims but, if that approach is all learners ever experience, and the only reason for them to experience it is for the sake of experiencing it as dictated by social and cultural expectations, there is a real danger of their learning skills becoming institutionally dependent, which will do them no favours whatsoever if they ever intend to spend any significant time living and learning outwith the hierarchical formal structures of institutions. Strictly hierarchical learning institutions are very good when it comes to implementing traditional teaching methods and learning content that requires convergent thinking and military style drilling and discipline; which may very well be the sort of ‘tough love’ environment that some parents wish for their children, but they don’t suit everybody and they don’t reflect the organic nature of life.
10. The Cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains. Formal learning environments are heavily biased towards the cognitive domain whereas in life learning these domains can be far more naturally balanced to suit the needs of every individual. The bias towards the cognitive domain found in formal learning environments does not get the best out of most learners whose unique proclivities will usually be balanced more evenly across all three domains. By the law of averages people with natural aptitudes dependent primarily on the cognitive domain will be in a minority, therefore a learning environment tuned to suit this minority will not suit most people, and for the people whose strengths lie in the cognitive domain Bloom’s 2-sigma research strongly indicates that classroom learning cannot meet their needs efficiently relative to the efficiency of one-to-one (or online) tuition. In other words, all things considered, conventional classroom learning does not even suit the minority of people that it is statistically geared towards!
11. Multiple intelligences. Everything that has just been said regarding the cognitive domain also applies to linguistic and logical/mathematical intelligences. Consequently, from a multiple intelligences point of view it transpires, yet again, that conventional classroom learning does not even suit the minority of people that it is actually geared towards!
12. Attitude and aptitude. It is has been said that attitude plus aptitude equals altitude. This is a very true saying (as long as there are opportunities to gain a bit of lift!) and in informal learning environments learners have more freedom than they do in formal learning institutions to fully explore areas of learning biased towards developing their personal attitudes, aptitudes and passions through whatever balance of domains or intelligences suits them best.

13. Coercion versus free will. Coercion en masse has a lot in common with fascism. Classroom coercion does not generally manifest itself in the stereotypical image of the screaming school teacher doling out punishment exercises every two seconds to miserable browbeaten children. The reality can be quite different. A lot of kids really enjoy school these days, and there are extremely gifted classroom teachers who can consistently teach engaging and flowing lessons period by period, day by day, year in year out, without ever raising their voice or using the school discipline system. These highly competent individuals seem to be able to cast a kind of magic spell over kids which appears to make them willingly learn state prescribed learning intentions almost without realising that they are doing it. Highly sophisticated behaviourist techniques utilise cunning tricks such as video game culture to manipulate students into gaining satisfaction by getting to the next level in their learning by beating the teacher in the game, but all the time playing into his or her hands. It’s all clever stuff and even though it’s not overt coercion, the use of kid friendly gaming psychology through gaining reward points through level ascension is still insidious ‘punishment by rewards.’ Coercion of any type, no matter how covert, is not conducive to deep and lasting learning and is therefore undesirable in any learning environment; persuasion, on the other hand, is often very useful. Just like traditional and progressive teaching methods, it is very important to know when persuasion can be productive. Coercing people to learn a prescribed curriculum that they are not necessarily interested in can often kill motivation, creativity and the ability to learn in an independent autodidactic fashion, but there are instances where carefully controlled and caring persuasion can be beneficial. For instance where self-motivated learners are pursuing a passionately held interest in a very specialised and narrow field, sometimes their mentor may realise that pushing them slightly outside of their comfort zone will open the door to other areas of learning that learners may not even know exist but mentors know from experience tend to be strongly beneficial in gaining a deeper understanding of the original narrow area of interest. This is where a mentor, who really knows the personal proclivities of learners and their personal history and interests, can take what learners are passionate about and, through gentle nudging, can deepen and broaden learners’ understanding in ways that they themselves could never have done because of their lack of experience. Learning driven by free will enhances the natural learning drive, and careful mentoring can deepen and widen learners’ interests and passions, sometimes through strong persuasion, which over time learners begin to trust. Sometimes learners are stopped in their self-defined learning tracks because of fear of failure. In such instances a firm but supportive nudge in the right direction may not be what’s wanted, but it may be what’s required just to get over a perceived hurdle. 
14. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Psychologists often extol the virtues of finding self-concordance through intrinsically motivated activity, yet all too often the type of motivation necessitated by an inflexible curriculum and assessment deadlines is extrinsic, sometimes with an overt utilisation of the crude behaviourist stimuli of punishments and rewards, and more often through a far more sophisticated ethos of positive reward-driven reinforcement. Thus the balance found in the conventional classroom learning environment is often heavily biased towards extrinsic motivation, making it a highly unsuitable place to experience the virtues of finding self-concordance through intrinsically motivated activity.
15. Libertarianism versus utilitarianism. Anything that is designed to have a formative influence on entire populations, such as an education policy, cannot be divorced from politics, which in turn cannot be divorced from political philosophy. It would seem reasonable to adopt a utilitarian attitude to formal education which would advocate that resources and curricula should be designed to meet the needs of, and provide maximum happiness for, the maximum number of people. The only problem with such ideas, as Michael Sandel pointed out in his excellent book and TV series, ‘Justice,’  is that utilitarian-influenced policies designed to benefit the majority are often categorically wrong for the individual. While some may argue that the design for schooling may be politically reasonable and well intended, the reality of its impact on societies may very well be categorically wrong, not just for a minority of individuals but, as advocates of alternative learning have been illustrating over the last hundred years, for the vast majority.
16. Totalitarian democracy versus liberal democracy. Any educational reform, initiative or policy designed to include ‘all young people’ or to leave no learner excluded (left behind) without any obvious alternative choices or opt-outs is totalitarian in that it is clearly and unambiguously intended for compulsory imposition on its stated target group in total, without exception. The things that governments decide to impose on entire populations are sometimes slightly odd. For instance in Germany you can drive your car any speed you like down the autobahn (potentially risking life and limb) but you cannot legally partake in the relatively harmless activity of home education. The German law banning home education was created during Hitler’s reign of terror. The idea of people learning and thinking for themselves was clearly not popular with Nazi law-makers.  Oddly, even in this day and age, it would seem that modern-day Germany regards home education as being more dangerous to society than high risk life threatening motorway speeding. It would seem reasonable to assume that a good indicator of a liberal democracy is one in which citizens are allowed to learn, think and behave the way they want to as long as it doesn’t harm anybody. Based purely on the harm it does to society, rather than home education, perhaps it is schooling that is far more eligible to be banned due to the tragic number of bullycide and abuse cases that have been associated with it since its inception.
17. Specialist versus generalist. General exam board age-stage expectations and their corresponding intra-curricular learning intentions are designed around what is achievable using classroom teaching methods. Benjamin Bloom’s 2-sigma research shows that the realistic expectations of classroom teaching are very far removed from what individuals are actually capable of achieving if they are motivated and have access to one-to-one tuition (or perhaps online virtual tuition such as Khan Academy or MOOCs which are freely available to all those with internet access and have been proven to be more efficient than standard classroom teaching). Classroom learning may suit learners who have a passing interest in the subjects they are studying in a general sense but the pace of learning most certainly would not suit those who have a special interest, unless provision can be made to study special areas of interest two, three, or even four years in advance of average classroom expectations – the knock-on implication being that students studying subjects they have a special interest in could start studying them at degree level around two or three years earlier than would normally be expected. It may be argued that students can try out lots of subjects at school from a general interest viewpoint before specialising when they get to the usual ages for starting university, but that does nothing for those who find their ‘element’ around the age of 11 or 12. 
18. Educating versus instructing. The root meaning of the word ‘educate’ is to draw out, and the root meaning of the word ‘instruct’ is to fill up. Teaching may be regarded as the art of finding exactly the right balance between drawing out the best in learners and filling them up with the knowledge. The balance point varies dramatically depending on learning intentions (from military drills near one end of the spectrum to modern art near the other) and from learner to learner. Finding it is an art, not a science. Some may say that success is largely dependent on teachers’ scientifically informed and formulated teaching strategies, but outside of a controlled environment it is impossible to tell whether excellent learning achievements originate from formal learning strategies or from a smorgasbord of informal sources (online tuition, parents, carers, mentors, communities etc). It would be hard to deny that a rich informal learning environment offers learners significant advantages, and advocates of alternative learning often put forward strong scholarly and evidentially substantiated arguments that even the very best of formal teaching strategies utilising the very best of resources are the cause of dependent learning, poor intrinsic motivation and atrophied creative abilities.
19. ‘Service providers’ versus ‘service users.’ A teacher once told me a story of some parents who got so dissatisfied with the service the school was providing for their children that they, getting no answers from the school, went to the media. When the director of education heard about it he called a meeting with the parents and bawled them out. He told them that if they ever went to the media again he would personally see to it that their children would be permanently excluded from every school in the entire region. The parents subserviently acquiesced to his diktat and the matter ended there. Who was serving who in this scenario? Some public servants have a very strange way of serving the public. It sometimes seems that conventional schooling, like our banking system, is deemed to be too big to fail, therefore when it gets it wrong and wreaks havoc in people’s lives we respond by meekly acquiescing to its further demands. It sometimes seems that the organisations and institutions we have created to serve us are now our masters, bringing to mind the classic quote from Frankenstein’s monster, ‘You are my creator but I am your master - obey.’ Conventional classroom learning continues on and on despite more than a century of some of the world’s leading thinkers exposing its tragic truths – perhaps too many people regard it as too big to fail; perhaps too many influential people enjoy the status quo which feathers their own nest at the expense of the tax-payer. Perhaps the organisations and institutions designed to serve our needs but which appear to enslave us through our cultural compulsion to consume their mostly unnecessary products and services are here to stay. Do we have any choice other than to meekly acquiesce to the ever increasing demands of our so called ‘servants’?
The above list of contentious issues is by no means complete but it is enough for the purposes of this piece.

Finding the Educational Sweet Spot

It would seem that the educational sweet spot is different for every learner and is dependent on finding a balancing resolution point between many differing ideologies and philosophies. The best people to try to find that balance for young learners are undoubtedly parents, since they know their children best. In finding a balance between informal and formal learning some parents may decide to delay formal classroom learning for a year or two, others for six or seven years, or even as many as eleven years. It has been noted that home educated children generally integrate well into schooling at whatever stage they enter it, if they enter at all, which seems counterintuitive. Secondary school teachers say that if a child misses two weeks of schooling it will have a detrimental effect on progress, since end of unit assessments are often carried out every six weeks or so and the results of those assessments may be used to stream classes; so if a student misses the first two out of a six week course of study, he or she will most likely get a lower mark in the corresponding test since the learning leading to the test is often cumulative. This means that the first two weeks of a course of study may provide a foundation on which the rest sits and if the foundations are shaky, so too will be whatever sits on them. A low test score may in turn result in poorer end of term results and a placement in a lower-achieving class, which in turn may lead to lowered expectations overall. This type of downward spiralling false academic labelling and subsequent knock-on effects are not a problem in unschooling or democratic free school learning environments because they are adaptable enough for learning to progress with impunity in a far more natural asynchronous fashion. 

Results from research studies on those in developed countries who have learned by means other than conventional classroom learning have clearly shown that formal learning environments are often essential if specific certification is required for learners to further their self-defined aims, but other than that are necessary only for the ‘free’ childcare they provide to working parents. If parents don’t need the childcare but still decide to send their children to school then they should be careful to make sure that their children use school rather than school using their children. It often seems as if schools use the results of all the tests and exams that their students sit in order to justify their own existence and politicians’ policies rather than pupils using schools to gain useful knowledge and deep learning that they can retain for more than a day or two after an exam. If all that learners need from classroom learning are the certificates to gain entrance to the university course of their choice at the age of 18 then home educators have shown that any classroom learning before the age of 16 is unnecessary from an educational perspective. Any preparation work leading to such exams can be easily done using a home-based educational approach. If learners decide to miss school altogether they can gain the prerequisite qualifications for university at a local college or take an entrepreneurial approach through starting their own business thus bypassing formal learning altogether.

After careful consideration of all of the above, what is the general rule of thumb for finding the optimal educational environment for your child? To find the educational sweet spot parents need to take a pragmatic open-minded and inclusive approach to education rather than a subservient tunnel vision approach which excludes all educational options except classroom learning. Parents may feel compelled by our ‘comply or die’ culture to consume what everyone else is consuming at the same time and place that everyone else is consuming it; however, there is a strong evidentially substantiated argument, consistently put forward by leading thinkers and academics over the last century, some of whom are regarded as amongst the greatest educationists of all time, such as John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Benjamin Bloom, Paulo Freire, Howard Gardner, Ken Robinson, John Holt, Peter Gray, Maria Montessori, Edward Holmes, Roland Meighan, Ivan Illich, Sugata Mitra, John Taylor Gatto, Wendy Priesnitz and their great many associates. They have all effectively said, some more explicitly than others, that conventional school classrooms are not optimal learning environments. 

Perhaps the relative inefficiency of conventional classroom learning is its saving grace because it allows just enough wiggle room for some students to think for themselves despite the best efforts of schooling. But what if the dreams and aspirations of schoolists and politicians came true and the schooling process became 100% efficient and successful? What if entire state prescribed compulsory core curricula could be directly transferred to the brains of the world’s young people, in total, without exception, in a way that enabled 100% recall and achieved 100% scores for every candidate in every exam? This would make league tables and educational world rankings for such subjects redundant since every school from every country would achieve 100% in every subject. This might sound great to some people, but considering that the greatest advances, contributions and achievements from the greatest minds in human history all came from creative original thinkers with a diversity of knowledge and thought processes, perhaps the perfect state-controlled homogenisation of human thought might not be such a good idea after all. If perfectly efficient schooling is not a very appealing idea then what is so attractive about the highly imperfect version of schooling that hundreds of millions of families currently buy into? Would it not be better to grant young people their rightful freedom to reclaim their biological destiny by making the best of themselves through their interests, pursuits, passions and proclivities? This would require the whole notion of compulsory core subjects to be abandoned in favour of making the study of all areas of learning equally and freely available to all learners on request. Surely a diverse voluntary, convivial and non-coercive educational landscape utilising modern and efficient methods of formal learning at the request of learners and catering for all sorts of different types of people ought to be the most suitable overall provision for optimal learning and diversity of thought.

Full-time mainstream schooling, democratic free schooling or part-time flexischooling may well be the perfect optimal learning environment for some children, while for others it may consist entirely of unschooling or an individualised bespoke mixture of all of the above; but determining the exact right balancing point between formal and informal learning settings can only be decided by parents, in consultation with their children, having fully explored all of the options with an open mind. It cannot be determined by the state. It is parents’ duty, by law, to educate their children; not the state’s. This parental duty is too important to be meekly shied away from in deferential acquiescence to social, cultural and political expectations, which are often arrived at through groupthink or adversarial majoritarianism (as Alfie Kohn might say) rather than genuine fully informed consensus democracy, if such a thing truly exists.

As a general rule of thumb guideline, taking all of the above into consideration, it would seem that parents would do well to adopt an all-inclusive pragmatic ‘whatever works’ approach to educating their children rather than following any exclusive traditional, progressive or alternative educational dogma. It is important to differentiate between a ‘whatever works’ approach and an ‘anything goes’ or a ‘follow the herd’ approach. The ‘whatever works’ approach means that families are granted their rightful freedom to actively seek out and fully exploit suitable opportunities and learning environments or sources that are truly in line with their children’s needs.

Sometimes conventional schooling gives the impression that it is offering a standardised budget-priced ready meal approach to formal education instead of an approach more in line with bespoke wholesome home cooking utilising fresh local ingredients and tailored to suit individual tastes. Formal education, at its best, is supposed to serve learners’ needs; learners do not exist to serve the needs of schooling; children do not exist to serve the state; therefore when children reach school age the people more qualified than anyone else to really know what makes them tick should not subserviently and meekly acquiesce to the distant diktats of conventional schooling without first fully considering what educational options would truly and genuinely meet their children’s needs. Certain aspects of schooling such as instrumental music instruction and extracurricular activities do genuinely meet the needs of those who participate in them, mainly because they are voluntary, convivial and non-coercive; however such activities are add-ons and as such could be added to any alternative learning environment. 

If conventional classroom learning, even at its very best, really does not meet the needs of most learners very well, then history has shown through its catalogue of failed educational reforms that the nature of institutionalised formal learning has never and can never be substantially changed by voting at the ballot box; history has also shown that immensely liberating and empowering change has come for millions of families living in information-rich societies who have finally found their educational nirvana through summoning the courage to stand up for their children’s education by voting with their feet and cheerfully, triumphantly and successfully walking away from conventional classroom learning altogether.

This piece was written in memory of Roland Meighan, whose unique achievements as an author, academic researcher and publisher had a profound influence on the educational course of my own family. I hope that his legacy will be preserved, explored and enjoyed by countless generations to come. Paul Henderson, March, 2014.

Paul is an experienced educator in the fields of science and music education. His own family is being home-educated and Paul uses his experiences of learning in conventional and Elective Home Education settings to write about education. He has been a regular contributor to the CPE-PEN Blog and previous journals.
Learning not Schooling
Don Glines PhD
We continue to have regular communications with Don, a tireless educator, campaigner and writer in the USA. A true giant in the field of educational innovation. He deplores the narrow educational straitjacket and argues for real choice and alternatives.
The Legislature is wrong in requiring one-size-fits-all schooling for everyone. The remedy is to provide personalized learning options for learners of all ages. The recent Common Core Standards mandates and accompanying state tests make no sense for most students. These narrow evaluations neither reflect the whole person nor the potential for positive contributions to society.

Education codes continue to be passed by lawyers, business advocates, and career politicians—lobbied by textbook and testing industries—and wealthy individuals. Most persons elected to governing bodies only know traditional schooling patterns. They do not understand personalized learning structures, 100 years of research, non-traditional learner options, or views of brilliant philosophers. The State Department and the State Board of Education, the school administrator, teacher, and school board associations are controlled by traditionalists who accept political edicts without challenge in return for promises of additional funding.
Choices of very different learning environments are possible for parents, students, and educators in both large and small districts and colleges at no additional expense. The current secondary school formats arose circa 1900. The self-contained elementary classroom emerged circa 1862. These century-old patterns are not valid in 2014.

Nationally, 7,000 youth drop out of schooling each day. Of those who stay, 30 percent receive ‘D-F’ or low achievement evaluations; 40 percent are rated ‘C.’ Thus 70 percent of youth are at best average, unsatisfactory, or pushed out. These statistics do not reflect a learning system. Of those who receive ‘A-B’ ratings, most are bored. Increasing numbers are skipping high school, spend two years at a community college, and after two more years in the university system, graduate with their degrees.

There is undeniable proof that ‘7th graders’ are physiologically spread six years. Their classroom achievement scores have a ten-year range. It is impossible to have a “7th” curriculum. Further, politicians determine kindergarten entrance eligibility by one minute on the clock. Teachers of the young are immediately faced with a 12-15-month chronological gap. When culture, language, home, and income variances are added, they are confronted with a 24-month growth and development range, leading to the shameful practice of remedial reading. Learners achieve best through interests and successes, not through weaknesses and boredom. 

Most students learn to read well and comprehend math basics somewhere between ages 3 and 13 if started when ready and given appropriate time and materials. Those not ready should not begin in pre-school or kindergarten. Grade level patterns are not appropriate, algebra for everyone has no validity, and foreign language illiteracy is the result of introducing the subject 55 minutes daily for two years at the secondary level. Second or third language learning should begin in early childhood.

The famous Eight-Year Study proved the courses taken in high school make no difference related to success in college, marriage, and careers. The reduction of such as industrial, home, art, music, and drama programs is another mistake by traditionalists who blame it on budget cuts rather than obsession with one-size curriculum. In the 1940s through the 1970s when California ranked number one nationally, there were few state requirements, no state tests, no Common Core Standards. There was no need for the flawed Charter School legislation, for Education Code 58509, signed by Jerry Brown, gave the State Superintendent the authority to waive the entire Education Code except for safety issues. This provided the avenue for establishment of public non-traditional programs. Private schools and home schooling are out of reach for most families.

Providing choices is as easy as the religion model, where one is assisted in ‘being good’ through diverse approaches. Education can follow a similar path. Four ‘cluster schools’ can offer four choices: traditional, non-traditional, personalized learning, and research design. In 1966, Congress passed Title III funds to provide for experimentation, innovation, research, and evaluation to search for better learning opportunities, not to raise test scores. 

An elementary building might offer three choices:  traditional, non-traditional, and personalized learning. A high school of 2000 can offer a traditional approach for 500, a non-traditional design for 500, a personalized center for 500, and 500 in small academies such as a language immersion program. Universities can offer colleges within the university. Opportunities for specialized programs are offered too.  Such diversities cost no more; the building, staff, budget, maintenance are already in place. A year-round education calendar coupled with options for flexible home-based education, can provide learning options 24/7/365—always available as are hospitals.

Nationally, 7,000 youth drop out of schooling each day. Of those who stay, 30 percent receive ‘D-F’ or low achievement evaluations; 40 percent are rated ‘C.’ Thus 70 percent of youth are at best average, unsatisfactory, or pushed out. These statistics do not reflect a learning system. Of those who receive ‘A-B’ ratings, most are bored. Increasing numbers are skipping high school, spend two years at a community college, and after two more years in the university system, graduate with their degrees.
Don Glines

One version of a personalized learning center can be student-centered with mixed age groupings and no mandated requirements, report cards, homework, or tests.  Advisors are selected by learners. Parent centers and parent/community evaluations are included in the options. There are at least 69 successful non-traditional practices. These personalized programs create interest and reduce absences and truancy, as the 175-day attendance requirement is available year-round.

The keys to improving education in California are the elimination of one-size-fits-all mandates, coinciding with personalized or other learning style options. Those learners with adjustment difficulties can be offered Person Centers. All these illustrations have been successfully implemented with positive results at no additional cost. The goal is freedom of opportunities for creative Pied-Piper educational leaders—not lawyers, traditional school people, and corporate politicians—to ensure choices of learning alternatives that reflect the essence of America.

.

Biographical note from the Don Glines collection at Minnesota State University, USA.

Don E. Glines received his B.S. degree from Springfield College in Massachusetts, and his M.S. and PhD degrees from the University of Oregon. During his educational career, he worked as an elementary and secondary teacher, K-12 administrator, university professor, organization and planning specialist, and a consultant at the elementary, secondary, university, and state department levels in both public and private sectors. 

In the 1960s, Don began his career of educational change. In 1963 he created the first daily smorgasbord schedule in the United States in Tucson, AZ. From 1965-1967 he served as a ‘Vice-President for Heresy’ (a full-time change agent) for University City, MO public schools, acknowledged by the Kettering Foundation as the most innovative public school district in the United States. In 1967 he helped implement change in Watertown, South Dakota with the development of the Lincoln Education Laboratory nicknamed, ‘Disneyland of South Dakota.’

From 1968-1972 Don worked at Mankato State University (now Minnesota State University, Mankato) where he directed the Wilson Campus School, co-directed the Center for Experiential and Alternative Education, and created the alternatives teaching degrees at the undergraduate (S.E.A. program) and graduate (Experiential Education) levels. Wilson Campus School (WCS) was recognized by the National Observer as ‘probably the most innovative public school in America,’ and Glines was cited as ‘one of the foremost apostles of educational innovation.’ In 1968 Wilson became the first K-12 year-round education program in the United States since the Aliquippa, PA program closed in 1939.



In 1971 Don co-founded the National Association for Year-Round Education and later directed the growth of the California state year-round programs from 1974-1980. After retiring from the public schools in California, Glines served as Director of Educational Futures Projects, a consulting group helping educational decision-makers envision 10-25 years ahead and then assisting them to change from what currently existed to what could be now and in the future. Many concepts and philosophies espoused were based upon the experience and research from WCS 

Don has been very active in educational organizations including co-founding the National Association for Year-Round Education and being an active member of the International Association for Learning Alternatives. He has published over 120 books, articles, and conference papers and has been listed in 12 ‘Who's Who’ style publications for education and community leadership, including Who's Who in American Education. In 2004, Glines was honored by the Minnesota Association for Alternative Programs for ‘Exemplary Contributions to Alternative Education.’’
Don Glines currently lives in Sacramento, California where he serves as the director of Educational Futures Projects.
Rethinking Learning and Lives 2040: Educational Technologies and Personalised Learning Landscapes.
Peter Humphreys
This article was part of a number of thought pieces developed  as provocations for Rethinking Educational Technology Project at the University of Brighton 
http://blogs.brighton.ac.uk/edres/files/2014/04/Rethinking_Educational_Technology_-_Scenarios-xfhmlw.pdf   http://edres.info/learning-theories-and-methodologies/critical-perspectives-on-educational-technology/links-resources/ 
Peter looks at possible educational futures and individual scenarios with reference to educational technologies.
The old views of education, economy and society started to self-destruct in the 2020s and then began a slow process, which moved us toward a more democratic, personalised, digital and networked learning society. It was recognised that the traditional hierarchies, institutions, teacher-centric professional inertia and gate-keeping had led to stagnation and overbearing social control. Such structures and processes had become stiflingly rigid, bearing little relation to the changing flexible, hyper-personalised, digital habitat and economy around them. Schools and universities had become inefficient, overinflated exam factories with fetish-like adherence to a veneer of proxy indicators of an education. The social elevator had disappeared and their key accomplishment was to replicate the unequal, unsustainable consumption-driven world from whence they derived. Learning systems, from nursery to higher and further education were found wanting, unable to meet basic requirements of a democratic, sustainable, healthy and peaceful society. Learners became over-schooled but under-educated. Inequalities in wealth, access and status amplified disaffection, social exclusion and the digital divide. Instability and threats to social cohesion grew. 

Technology was an important site of the struggle and a disruptive influence. Despite the rhetoric of educational technology in the first quarter of the 21st century, it remained firmly entrenched in the hands of teachers, and the dominant instructional mode pervaded schools. Children and young people continued to ‘power down’ at the school gate and were denied access to the real, social, connected and digital world they inhabited beyond the formal setting. The volatility and variance in the wider economic context and stranglehold of the existing power elites ensured the human and social cost was no longer sustainable socially or politically. If educational technologies and broader digital worlds were to be directed toward the greater social good, something entirely more democratic, self-determined, personalised, flexible and firmly learner-centric was required. Some promising signposts were already available. There had always been families and learners adopting a different educational view travelling their own unique pathways. They had taken a more holistic approach to life, family and education, freed from the constraints of state schooling prescriptions and pre-packaged progressions of learning and assessment. They drew on the autonomous philosophy of education, centring on learner-managed learning, invitational settings, catalogue and natural versions of the curriculum, invited rather than uninvited teaching and assessment at the learner’s request. 

These pioneers tended to recognise the existence of an educational landscape through which learners should be able to navigate at their own pace, personalised to their needs. Rather than being hostage to a linear model of conventional schooling they explored a range of settings, some conventionally educational, some not. Essentially their mantra was ‘alternatives for everybody, all the time’ and they worked to the principle of ‘anybody, any age, any pace, any pathway’. 

This meant learning could be drawn from the whole catalogue curriculum of formal and non-formal curricula. Alternatively, they could pursue the passions and interests of a learner’s own natural curriculum (i.e. that which interests them, including the informal). Here the learner could choose to follow learning or create learning as they saw fit, without the constraints of traditional subject boundaries and progressions. Readiness and not age underpinned when and if they sought assessment and accreditation. Their experience was flexible, agile and efficient in full contrast to the ponderous, uninvited institutional silos and practices. They were used to co-creating these learning pathways and experiences with the support and challenge of family, friends, networks and educators. Some followed more autonomous, ‘bespoke’ natural curricula models; others veered more towards traditional ‘packages’ but in reality, most followed a mixture of educational journeys and episodes across the whole range. At all times they were in control and learning and assessment was always invited by them. Underpinning their learning journeys was the ability to use whatever digital technology and tools they thought appropriate, and to engage in networks and online communities that supported their learning needs, rather than being set within the boundaries of institutional hierarchies and conventions. They were amongst the first digital natives and early adopters consistently making choices on the basis of fitness for purpose.

Great sacrifices were often made in order to follow this philosophy; however, the outcomes spoke for themselves. Whatever the family contexts, talents or dispositions, the learners overwhelmingly matured into independent, self-motivated, flexible, passionate young people. They were well-placed for existing workplaces and careers but also endlessly adaptable and creative in responding to the constantly shifting fields of social and technological development. Characteristically, they followed their interests and aspirations, learned deeply and rapidly. They accessed competency-based and research qualifications and experience (academic, practical, vocational) when and as needed for the next part of their educational and life journey. Just in time (JIT) learning featured strongly avoiding endless, inefficient and unwanted packages of teaching. Work experience placements were negotiated at any stage and were important in helping young people connect learning to working lives and societal contributions. 

This was essentially invitational learning. It was ‘I did it my way – though often in cooperation with others.’ 

During the 2020s a confusing, if not unsurprising period ensued as the old educational world view confronted the new. The government, traditional institutions and gatekeepers tried desperately to maintain they held the ‘gold standard’ education, metrics and status. As regards technologies they struggled to make any fundamental shifts in practice, in access or to transfer the locus of control away from the teacher. With few exceptions educational and the broader digital technologies replicated and reinforced the existing structures.

Commercial providers entered the arena mashing up the offer somewhat. They pitched and sold online course content, often partnering with existing providers, creating blended learning opportunities. Early on, Google, Amazon and the like had learned our preferences and customised our experiences. 
On entering the digital educational landscape they quickly followed suit developing apps and tools to assist hyper-personalisation and guidance  Joined by others like Microsoft, Virgin and Sky Education, they competed to sell their commoditised, consumer-packaged versions of content, micro-charging and monetising along the way. The power and influence then moved into the commercial sector and particularly huge global corporations. 

Despite coupling the educational and personal technologies with their products, they emerged as the latest gatekeepers. Inequalities remained on the basis of affordability, control of content, and limitations on technology and tools choices. 

Others entered the fray acting as learning travel agents: eBay, the School of Everything and others created tools that powerfully linked learners with experts and courses, offering guidance, suggested packages or support with bespoke learning pathways. Despite serious issues these new offers introduced endless flexibility and provided proof of concept in addition to practical routes for those looking to break free from the old. They developed considerably and became able to respond to some of the learner’s needs and desires. Learners soon began to develop their digital portfolios containing all their learning experiences, outcomes and accreditations they secured along the way.

Institutional walls and professional monopolies further weakened and blurred. Scaled operations made much online material very cheap, such that it as far more attractive than, expensive traditional time-framed course structures. The growth of Open Source Education (OSE, see Danish Interaction Design Education), the Wikisphere and Open Educational Resources (OER) provided no-cost alternatives. Global reach universities, colleges and eventually clusters of schools added to the Massive Online Open Courses (MOOCs) providing the open access and free versions. They believed this would lead to the learner purchasing other content, assessment and accreditation. There was some opportunity then, for those with ownership of basic educational technology to have access to a broader catalogue of formal learning and more control over when, where, how and at what pace they would learn. 

More and more people began to appreciate the chasm between schooling / higher / further education and an education. Increasing numbers by-passed existing linear institutions, and used the ubiquitous availability of content, information and growing support options to their advantage. For the younger age groups, some did this independently as home-based educators, and some mixed and matched as flexischoolers. Others chose alternative democratic schools or learning centre settings, where they were free from age-stage restrictions and the inflexible, anti-learning barriers of school time, terms, lessons and the like. They found to their delight that this meant families could consider very different lifestyles and life-plans, more balanced and sustainable. The push for flexibility and creativity grew stronger across society. 

Learners like these were adaptable, well used to connecting and coming together across communities for designing collaborative learning episodes and projects. They had also gathered face-to-face and online in communities of interest with specific agreed aims in mind. In this ultra-connected, networked world the possibilities multiplied. Some autonomous learners navigated across a range of virtual learning communities (rhizomatic) without being institutionalised by them (WikiQual / Sqolars). They selected and supported a diverse range of tools and technologies based on learner preferences.

Others recreated new alternative institutions with the express purpose of developing learning in a ‘community of practice’ to meet a specific employment outcome (see The Alternative University CROS). Here the choice of tools and technologies were more purposefully chosen so that learners and facilitators could work together in a more straightforward manner.

The landscape opened up exponentially, and rigid boundaries between the approaches and pedagogies of sectors from early years to adult learning blurred, and they were valued at any stage by learners on a fitness for purpose and context basis. Some elements were clearly for the better but whether these shifts were sufficient to support the wider social good appeared problematic as regards educational technologies, services and support for the most vulnerable, disaffected and challenged groups in society. Where developments were primarily content / course / curricular driven they still gave an over-emphasis to traditional epistemological subject classifications of knowledge and pedagogy whilst underplaying the importance of new knowledge development and links, and of user-generated content. The balance therefore needed some redress.

A number of developments proved catalytic and moved the landscape and technologies forward. Some were to be found at the macro socio-political level. This was about an emerging understanding that the whole world, physical, human and virtual was a learning space that could become predisposed in the way it worked to providing endless opportunities for learning. This meant embracing the information highway and digital habitats as a utility. They were as important as water, gas, electricity and roads. They were basics, fundamentals underpinning a comprehensive, life-long learning landscape. It also reflected a real commitment to bridge inequalities and access to technology gaps. 

After experimentation with education loan grants, personal learning credits, and technology loans, the simpler, less bureaucratic and cost effective route was to look at a life-long commitment to provision of access to learning and technology. By joining the dots people began to recognise the continuous gains for society throughout a lifetime far outweighed this commitment. People power applied upward pressure and it was agreed to finance this pledge via taxation and growth of the fourth sector / Economy 3.0 with its wider social benefits and focus on the common good. These trends reduced the impact of global corporations and their endless drive to control and commoditise education and information, whilst promoting greater social ownership, active participation, citizenship and greater democracy. The government conceded an enhanced Scandinavian-type social contract involving free education and training throughout life. 

Furthermore, and very significantly to ensure equality, the notion of digital utility was further extended to each and every citizen who had entitlement to basic personal devices, informatics and continuous access to the information highway and cloud services. 

As the learning, lives and communities of those following the new educational pathways blossomed and were positively shared, government grew more comfortable in loosening its remaining grip, promoting and encouraging innovation. As a consequence, confidence grew and the educational landscape transformed at a greater pace, rapidly expanding to provide a range of services, tools, intelligent and smart machines to support the learner in making his or her choices and to permit virtual access to content and teaching from anywhere. Artefact and landscape embedded technologies; ambient cities (by design) helped to shift the content control from the politicians and teachers into the OER arena. The availability of ubiquitous technologies and the new active and collaborative learners generated a huge expansion in communities of interest and practice. The scale of growth in user-generated content soon allowed for rapid moderation of quality and usefulness. Innovative educators, called pedagogues, emerged. They laid stake to a new professionalism, new roles and methodologies, co-creating learning pathways, and supporting learning and assessment. More and more learners reclaimed their birthright to follow their interests, direct their own lives autonomously, as co-creators and content creators and learning navigators. 

Debates as to the merits of particular technologies and tools were soon replaced with a realisation that most had a place in time and an acceptance that they evolved or disappeared rapidly anyway. Critically, a new set of educational and societal values were emerging. Technologies were orientated towards serving the greater good - individual and community wellbeing and mutual sustainability of the planet and its people.

Technology could never claim to be the whole answer but it accelerated change and did provide a key disruptive space in which creative thinking and new answers could be generated. The infrastructure of physical educational settings remained of utmost significance. Schools and colleges were recycled and rebuilt into imaginative invitational, all-age Community Learning Centres (CLCs) open 24/7/360. They all maintain services for learning, extensive libraries, study, sporting and leisure facilities for the whole community and learners of any age. They are built around a multi-media and digital technology resource hub where technologies can be used onsite or distributed for citizens’ use. Some additionally have specialisms and residential accommodation for visiting learners. 

These CLCs are the physical bases for the pedagogues. Learners aside, pedagogues are one of the most important features of the new educational landscape. These are a cadre of the very finest educators, confident with digital technologies and tools, driven by their calling and amongst the most highly regarded people within society. Often polymaths, these experienced professionals and learning travel agents, act across a range of roles: guide, mentor, coach, tutor, teacher, and assessor. But principally they help the learner co-create their learning journeys and experiences, offering inspiration and challenge. These educators are available physically and virtually through ubiquitous access to and development of tele-presence and the wider technology-embedded landscape. Although learners can work with as many as they like, some maintain a relationship throughout their formative years and beyond. In addition to the pedagogues, the CLCs are augmented by a range of teachers, instructors and mentors who can be invited to support with any catalogue curricula courses, learning, or areas of wellbeing. The professionals also run a range of more traditional ‘packaged’ courses from the catalogue curriculum. More informally, any learner can still access as required any family, peers or experts they feel could support them. The CLCs have a wide variety of onsite volunteers and expertise in all manner of areas of learning and maintain extensive open access databases of who and what is available in the locality. Aside from other centres and settings in the physical landscape, the CLCs additionally provide face-to-face venues for various interest networks and communities of practice. Importantly, where home and personal contexts are challenging or where there is a lack of resources, the CLCs offer access to key technologies and tools. 

They also provide some accommodation specifically for those who require or would benefit from being away from the home environment to focus on their learning experiences, projects and pathways. 
Some families and learners needed time to come to terms with new choices and possibilities in their lives and learning. These were always accommodated and they continued to access linear, onsite packages from the catalogue. But as the generations moved on less and less persuasion was required. Unsurprisingly, those who faced the greatest challenge in identifying the need for change were those who had gained most from the traditional systems. Whilst at first they felt the previous system had served them well personally, as the wider possibilities began to emerge, they began to realise the structural limitations that had been placed on their own progress. Society as a whole was forced to examine its core beliefs about children and young people, about education, learning and life. An unstoppable critical mass transformed lives and learning. Once alternative and marginal, navigating personalised learning journeys and experiences now became the new mainstream. Digital and educational technologies were assigned their rightful place as a utility for all. People engaged in life-long learning and citizenship, now much more in control, more fulfilled and adjusted for the world around them. This was a saner, more participatory and democratic, sustainable society that the majority yearned for. The hyper-networked, distributed and highly personalised landscape had reclaimed education from schooling. In its wake great advances had been made in removing inequalities to learning, content, learning tools and processes. Limitations of place and age-stage thinking were removed. Everyone had the opportunity to navigate through their own purposeful educational journeys and episodes at any time of their lives: ‘any body, any age, any time and place, any pathway, any pace’
Vignettes

Learning in 2040 is characterised by learners navigating their way through the educational landscape experiencing personalised journeys and experiences at a pace that suits them and their lives. This process is not about collecting SATs scores, GCSEs, degrees and so on. This is about helping life-long learners locate those dispositions, qualities and gifts and that they can contribute to the wider society. It’s purposeful, engaging, intergenerational, authentic, productive, highly efficient and very effective. It’s a learning landscape that reflects a growing, active, participative, sustainable and more equal democracy.

Sophie 

Sophie had a pretty common start to her learning journey experiencing home-based learning, playgroups, and kindergarten within the community and the local CLC.

Whilst at kindergarten the children went on a series of outdoor challenges. One of these was a trip to the sea. She was immediately hooked and developed a fascination with water, sealife and sailing boats. Driven by her engagement with this natural curriculum Sophie invited her family, CLC pedagogues and instructors to help develop her reading and basic numeracy. Her first forays into the sciences looked into the physical science of water, marine biology and water’s importance to the human body. She looked at global access to safe, clean, drinking water. 
The majority of her learning was based around these themes and developing the skills and tools she needed to investigate the knowledge she desired. She eagerly adopted the researcher model and conducted a series of focused interest-led projects all before the age of nine, using a variety of media for her outcomes including print, still and moving image and animation. At eight she began to spend all her available time learning to sail at a local inland sailing club. With the support of experienced members of the club and their contacts, Sophie began to gather an extensive experience on a variety of sailing boats large and small. She joined the Sea Scouts which could now be accessed throughout the day (not just an after school bolt-on). Sophie loved the early opportunity to share her passion with like-minded young people and began to build up a wide range of competency-based qualifications and awards accessed online and with practical learning. She engaged in the wider communities of interest surrounding sailing and set up her own website and blog. 

She enjoyed a rich and varied social life with young and older people alike. 
At 13 Sophie sat down with her parents and a specialist pedagogue and developed a short-to-medium term Personal Learning Plan leading towards Royal Yachting Association qualifications in skippering and yacht mastering. These would be the portal to a career at sea. Hyper-personalisation and guidance tools were used to look at potential gaps in Sophie’s learning experience and the possibilities to address these. At 14 Sophie won a scholarship as an intern on tall sailing ship. She sailed the world, built up further competency qualifications, added to her log of sailing hours. She studied Spanish, French, Portuguese, took scuba diving qualifications and enjoyed marine photography. She continued to write and publish her photography on her website and blog. Returning to the UK Sophie continued her own self-directed studies whilst joining flotilla sailing companies whenever she could as an apprentice skipper. At 18 she was sufficiently skilled and competent to skipper herself. She currently spends her time skippering on charter boats and researching and photographing the marine ecology of coastal UK.

Aleksandar 

Aleksandar was born with a predisposition for music, art and drama (MAD) and performing to whoever would watch. He enjoyed nothing better than being with his peers preferring to learn socially, and cooperatively. From the earliest age he accessed a range of MAD programmes from the available catalogue in various CLCs with a specialist MAD focus, and was a regular member of local amateur dramatic companies. His early literacy was developed rapidly, with guidance from parents and CLC instructors, by his desire to read and perform plays. 

Later Aleksander, with some of his like-minded peers, sought the assistance of a specialist pedagogue to help them develop all the knowledge and skills required to produce, direct, perform and market a play. This turned into a year long collaborative and co-created project leading into a run of performances in the local region. As part of the learning the group invited assessment and gained accreditation for their work. The following year the same group of peers repeated the process autonomously and raised funds for local charities. Aleksander developed a love of scriptwriting and took on some online courses and worked with communities of interest both virtually and physically. Gaining confidence he self-published a series of plays to some success and set up a website for aspiring playwrights to network and publish their own work. 
Continuous involvement in a wide range drama companies ensured Aleksander was very comfortable with members of all ages and he matured rapidly. 

Work experience for local and national theatres, TV and radio followed as he expanded his experience and repertoire. In his spare time he taught himself music and to play guitar and piano, picking up tuition, assessments and gradings when ready.

Aleksander used video technology extensively throughout his learning, often for developing and evidencing his work. He has since written and developed a series of online coaching videos. Aleksander supplements income with part-time work as an instructor in his local CLC and has developed a love of working with youngsters with special needs.

Asia 

Following in her grandmother’s and mother’s footsteps, Asia knew she wanted to be involved in health and medicine from the earliest age. She was precociously talented and impatient to get there. Entry pathways into medicine were well mapped and comprehensive options were available within the available catalogue curricula. Asia was able to combine a number of these routes and follow them at her own accelerated pace. She worked through a vast range of the biological and human/life sciences inviting the support of family, instructors and pedagogues as required. 

Asia had long-standing associations with St John’s Ambulance and Red Cross Societies, completing all of their accreditations and qualifications as soon as she was ready. She served as a young volunteer and later as a leader / instructor in both organisations. Asia worked with expert pedagogues on her own extensive research project into basic public health care across the world. She accessed a range of content from various MOOCs and from OER. In her early teens she travelled around UK taking part in peer-led health related teaching projects for young people. Subsequently, she went abroad with the Red Cross delivering similar programmes. Whenever possible Asia explored various aspects of surgery with freely available immersive and gaming-like technologies. At fifteen she was skilled at cardio by-pass and cataract surgery in these digital environments. 

However, she decided surgery was not for her. Asia went on to university to study to become a doctor. She became fully immersed into communities of practice both physically and virtually. Her prior qualifications and experience enabled her to take a modified and personalised route through this. Asia became interested in personalised medicine and how access to big data could help provide greater insights into this. She is currently involved in strategic work and how personal informatics and social media can contribute to, and harvest, big data in the medical field. She is also working on her book The Human Body – An Owner’s Manual.

Selina 

Selina came from a pretty poor background. Deprivations were extensive and a history of abuse led to very early depression and self-harm. In previous generations Selina would likely have ended up with addictions and be amongst the NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training) population. Selina was directed towards specialist counsellors, mentors and pedagogues who were skilled in taking their time to allow her to confidently regain control over her own life and learning. She decided that periods away in some CLCs with accommodation would provide the best context to focus on rebuilding her life. 

Her personal learning plan, constructed with those who supported her, allowed for her to have plentiful opportunities to network virtually and face-to-face with others who had come through similar issues. She learned about her conditions and how she could empower herself to manage them effectively. Throughout her early years through to beginning her teens, great care and nurturing was available to assist her in learning basic skills, in literacy and numeracy when she invited the teaching. Selina was able to access technologies in the CLC but also take what she needed to interact, network and take part in the wider world off campus

. 

By her mid-teens Selina grew in confidence to share and articulate her own experiences and journey. Slowly, she began to realise she had unique insights and important experience which was valued and could help others. She grasped opportunities to teach peers and others. She learned the crafts of managing groups and facilitating workshops from CLC staff. By the age of seventeen she had built up wide theoretical and practical experience learning about educational technologies and the various ways in which artefacts, tools and social media could spread her work to a broader audience. She located her learning in a myriad of places  some from formal courses in the CLCs, some with communities and interest and some with personal research. As she approaches her nineteenth year she has already established a reputation as a renowned communicator and continues her work with the wider network of CLCs and online tools and social media.

Paul 

Paul’s Asperger’s syndrome was accommodated with expert support to the family from specialists who were continuously available virtually or physically. Early home-based education and additional mentoring from the wider Asperger's communities were interspersed with outdoor learning programmes in the local CLC. The balance of formality, informality and physical experience retained his and his family’s sanity, and has given him the ability to follow his own interests. This has allowed his family, pedagogues and others to help him begin to come to terms with his conditions and learn to self-manage. 

His interests were the gateway for Paul to access his literacy and mathematical knowledge. From the earliest age Paul had an obvious love of outdoors and an obsessive passion for plants and particularly trees. He was not disposed to academic learning and classroom-type situations as such, but learned practically, immersed in observation, lists and identification guides. He would spend hours at home and at the CLC using computers to research his current interest. Paul used personal mobile technologies extensively. Smart phones and tablets provided the opportunity to photograph, identify and geo-locate specimen plants and trees. He spent hours developing encyclopaedic knowledge of several plant and tree species and readily shared his growing understanding of how they grew and their contexts with experts in natural history museums, horticultural and arboreal societies. His reputation grew and he was invited to visit and join a range of expert forums. 

Arising from one of these associations, and a visit to a tree nursery, Paul got hooked on plant breeding and nursery work. At fourteen he began a regular internship / work experience work at a plant and tree research institute. In his element, he co-created a personal learning plan with a specialist pedagogue that would lead him into this field as a career. He engaged in a long-term research project drawing on his contacts and networks into plant and tree breeding. At twenty this work continues and he has joined business partners in developing an arboreal nursery, and he acts as an advocate for re-foresting the UK.

Peter Humphreys is Chair, trustee and a director of the Centre for Personalised Education – Personalised Education Now. Peter spent 25 years as a primary teacher, 10 years as Headteacher. Since that time he has worked as an educational consultant covering roles in local authority advisory service, BECTA (the government agency promoting ICT) and Futurelab. He currently works for Birmingham City University with teacher education. Peter researches, edits, writes and publishes in the CPE-PEN Journal, CPE-PEN website and blog.  http://personalisededucationnow.org.uk  http://blog.personalisededucationnow.org.uk/ 
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Foreword by Dr Penny Lacey
Paperback: £19.99 / $32.95 

2013, 234mm x 156mm / 9.25in x 6in, 168pp
ISBN: 978-1-84905-367-9, BIC 2: JNSG 

Josh Gifford
Andrew Colley has written a book which will be very inspiring, illuminating and, at the same time, practical to anyone who is working with young people with profound and multiple learning difficulties. It is also more widely important for its refreshing contribution to the writing on personalised learning and, in this area, I found the focus on relationships particularly notable.

In the first chapter ‘Not Just Babysitting’, Andrew Colley introduces us to some of the young people who we will meet during our reading of the book. This creates a practical and relational thread which runs throughout the book grounding practice in the lived reality of each young person’s life. The chapter also provides a helpful orientation to the reader, at this early stage of the book, with a section on Labels and Definitions.

The second chapter ‘Getting to Know You’ begins with some brief definitions of the conditions which teachers may come across in their practice. Most striking about this chapter is the description of the care, sensitivity and time that is taken to really get to know each young person and indeed their parents. This is evident, not only in the practical suggestions, but in the underlying principles which inform all the practice. Andrew Colley writes: ‘Happiness, communication and independence: these three things should be at the heart of any curriculum for young people with complex needs.’
Towards the end of the second chapter there is another paragraph which I found arresting:

‘At this period of observation and interaction.....we will have learnt a great deal about each of the young people we will be working with. Above all, though, we have begun to see each one as they are. There is no need to impose a ready-made, off-the-peg curriculum, because each young person contains within him his own unique curriculum’.

I found Chapter Three, ‘He Meant to do That’, of particular interest because of my previous work with pupils excluded from school and young people in the criminal justice system. Andrew Colley is very helpful indeed in understanding the behaviour of young people with profound and multiple learning difficulties. He provides examples of how to think about behaviour, how to put each behaviour into context and how to orientate ourselves towards responding skillfully. Through his writing he provides the kind of coaching which I have often found so missing in school environments. For example: ‘The ability to lower our own level of arousal to stress, to breathe, to stay still, to slow down, to be calm and focused. Above all to keep it simple. When dealing with a young person like Daniel, less is usually better than more.’
In Chapter Four, ‘What do You Actually Teach Them’, Andrew Colley states that ‘a curriculum for any young person with complex learning difficulties.....must be a direct response to his or her actual needs. It has to grow out of everything we know about them. So, if there are 12 students in a class, there will be 12 curricula.‘ He goes on to explore this theme through sections ranging from ‘What is Learning?’ to ‘Being Happy‘ to ‘Independence‘ all of which have important relevance to any educational setting.

After reading the very practical and helpful Chapter Five ‘Environment, Staffing and Timetable’, I was intrigued how Andrew Colley would deal with ‘Target Setting and Assessment‘ in Chapter Six. He states at the beginning of the chapter:

‘This is a non-linear, organic approach to their education. An education for life, where the focus is on creating an environment where they can learn at their own pace. An education where they are not constrained by external expectations, external curricula, external targets and assessments. An education where they are not held accountable against measurable criteria set by someone else. An education which is about each individual person.’
Then he goes on to say:

‘It’s difficult, though, to get away from some form of target setting, so as teachers of young people with complex needs we have to learn to make targets work for us and, more importantly, for the young person we are working with.’ 

These two arguably irreconcilable positions have exercised some educators for generations, particularly during the last thirty years. I feel that Andrew Colley, in subsequent pages, does a great job in exploring, and sharing with us, how he reaches a workable reconciliation of these positions in his own practice. I would recommend this chapter to anyone in any educational setting who would find it helpful to explore theory and practice in this area.

With the same care demonstrated in Chapter Two, ‘Getting to Know You‘, in Chapter Seven, ‘Moving On’,  Andrew Colley explores the issues of the transition of leaving school for young people with complex needs. In the final chapter, ‘Edward’s Story’, in keeping with the thread of relatedness throughout the book, Andrew Colley writes about how the personalisation process might be used to create a unique curriculum for Edward.

I feel that this book is about much more than its title. Yes, it is about young people with profound and multiple learning difficulties but, more broadly, it is about the care, attention and respect we pay to each other in any education setting and beyond that too. It is unusual in that it is a book with a big heart with feet firmly on the ground!  

Josh Gifford is a trustee / directors of CPE-PEN. He was a long-time member of Education Now (beginning as an Associate Director) and subsequently CPE-PEN contributing to conferences, journals and meetings. Josh retired this year from his work with young people excluded or at risk of exclusion from school. He worked creatively and successfully leading his team in Lancaster and brings with him a wealth of insight about learning and life.

PERSONALISED EDUCATION NOW

The vision of Personalised Education Now built upon 

a funded Personalised Educational Landscape.

* A focus on the uniqueness of individuals, of their learning experiences and of their many and varied learning styles.

* Support of education in human scale settings, including home-based education, community learning centres, small schools, mini-schools, and schools-within-schools, flexischooling and flexi-colleges, networks of groups or individuals, both physical and virtual.

* Recognition that learners themselves have the ability to make both rational and intuitive choices about their education.

* The integration of learning, life and community.
* Advocacy of co-operative and democratic organisation of places of learning.

* Belief in the need to share national resources fairly, so that everyone has a real choice in education. 

* Acceptance of Einstein's view that imagination is more important than knowledge in our modern and constantly changing world.

* A belief in subsidiarity… learning, acting and taking responsibility to the level of which you are capable.

* Adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.
PERSONALISED EDUCATION NOW

Maintains that people learn best: 

* when they are self-motivated and are equipped with learning to learn tools.

* when they feel comfortable in their surroundings, free from coercion and fear.

* when educators and learners, value, trust, respect and listen to each other.

*  when they can invite support / challenge and co-create their learning pathways from those educators and others they trust.

* when education is seen as an active life-long process.

What is meant by ‘Personalised Education’?

Personalised education as promoted by Personalised Education Now is derived from the philosophy of autonomous education. This centres on learner-managed learning, invitational learning institutions, the catalogue/natural versions of curriculum, invited rather than uninvited teaching, and assessment at the learner’s request.  Its slogan is, ‘I did it my way – though often in co-operation with others’ and it operates within a general democratically-based learning landscape that has the slogan, ‘alternatives for everybody, all the time’.

Within the context of the UK ‘schooled society’ there are already some key institutions that work to the autonomous philosophy within a democratic value system. A prime example is the public library. Others are nursery centres, some schools and colleges, museums, community arts projects, and home-based education 
networks. They work to the principle of, ‘anybody, any age; any time, any place; any pathway, any pace’. 
Such institutions are learner-friendly, non-ageist, convivial not coercive, and capable of operating as community learning centres which can provide courses, classes, workshops and experiences as requested by local learners. These are part of a rich and successful, but undervalued personalised learning heritage, from which we draw strength, and which we celebrate. 

Personalised Education is legitimated by the latest understanding about the brain, and how we develop as learners and human 

beings throughout our lives. It operates within a framework of principles and values resulting in learners whose outcomes are expressed in their character, personality, in the quality of life they lead, in the development and sustainability of our communities and planet, and in peaceful coexistence and conflict resolution. Learner success is therefore measured in terms of good physical and mental health, in peaceful existence, freedom from crime, usefulness of their contributions and work, and levels of active 

citizenship. In reality, these are more significant than the limitations and delusions of over-emphasis on assessment scores and paper accreditations.
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Recycle Schools Now into invitational, all-age community learning centres operating year round.

Personalised Education Now seeks to promote educational ‘alternatives for everybody, all of the time’ through a diverse, funded Personalised Educational Landscape. This would meet the learning needs, lifestyles and life choices made by individuals, families and communities. State funding would be secured through vouchers or personal learning accounts.  We encourage education based on learner-managed learning, using a flexible catalogue curriculum, located in a variety of settings, and operating within a framework of democratic values and practices. An educator becomes, predominantly, ‘the guide on the side’ rather than ’the sage on the stage’.
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The Centre for Personalised Education Trust (CPE)

Personalised Education Now (PEN) is the trading name for The Centre for Personalised Education Trust (CPE), a charitable company, limited by guarantee (Charity number: 1057442). It emerged from Education Now in 1996 as The Centre for Personalised Education Trust (CPE). In 2004, after 17 years’ pioneering work, Education Now transferred its resources and membership to PEN.
What can you do?

This is a message for everyone. Enter a dialogue with as many people as you can. Share the journal (hard and digital copies) with others. Engage them in the issues and encourage membership of PEN. 

There are kindred spirits in all sorts of surprising places and of course there are those who just need a little more convincing. Often people partly understand but cannot conceptualise solutions or how we move forward. The arguments are not about blame as we need to engage the present system, not alienate it. One of our roles is to explain and show how current learning systems are and how things could be different. Within a developing personalised educational landscape solutions will evolve according to localised possibilities, including ways of learning that we have not yet imagined. It’s all too easy to take the moral high ground and believe we have all the answers because patently the enterprise is challenging and far from easy. But even as it stands we can share the rich history and current practice of learning in all sorts of settings. These signpost a better, brighter learning future. 

Publicise and forward our web and blog links, circulate our PEN leaflet (from the general office). Bring the strength of PEN to succour those currently engaged in personalised education, and provide vision to those who are not.

To find out more, visit our websites:  

Main site: http://www.personalisededucationnow.org.uk 

 Blog:  http://blog.personalisededucationnow.org.uk/  

Educational Heretics Press: http://edheretics.gn.apc.org/
Roland Meighan: http://www.rolandmeighan.co.uk/   

Flexischooling Families UK - Facebook Group
Flexischooling - Facebook Group
Contact Personalised Education Now

Enquiries should be made via Janet Meighan, Secretary, at the address in the next column or on Tel: 0115 925 7261

Personalised Education Now Trustees

Peter Humphreys – Chair

Janet Meighan – Secretary

Alan Clawley - Treasurer

Hazel Clawley

Josh Gifford

Alison Sauer

Wendy Charles-Warner
Journal Publication Team

Peter Humphreys – Managing Editor

Email: personalisededucationnow@blueyonder.co.uk
Hazel Clawley – Copy Editing / Proofing

Janet Meighan - Copy Editing / Proofing

Contact via the General Office (see next column)

Copy Contributions 

Journal:

Contributions for consideration for publication in the Journal are welcomed. Authors should contact any of the Journal Publication Team to discuss before submission. 

PEN operates an ‘Open Source’ policy:  PEN resources and copy can be reproduced and circulated but we do request notification and acknowledgement.

Blog – Ezine:

Contributions via 

http://www.personalisededucationnow.org.uk/ContactUsSubPage.php 

personalisededucationnow@blueyonder.co.uk 

Newsletter: 

Contributions for the Newsletter are also welcomed. Contact Janet Meighan.

Membership of Personalised Education Now

Personalised Education Now welcomes members, both individuals and groups, who support and promote its vision. Its membership includes educators in learning centres, home educating settings, schools, colleges and universities. Members include interested individuals and families, teachers, head teachers, advisers, inspectors and academics. PEN has extensive national and international links. Above all the issues of personalised education and learning are issues with relevance to every man, woman and child because they lie at the heart of what kind of society we wish to live in.

Newsletters

 January 2015
August 2015
Journals

Issue 22 – Spr/Sum 2015
Issue 23 – Aut/Win 2015
Learning Exchanges / Conferences

Flexischooling Learning Exchange April / May tba
Further information - blog / newsletters. 

Join Personalised Education Now

Membership Includes:

Minimum of 2 PEN Journals a year and specials

 2 PEN Newsletters a year

Learning Exchanges (Usually April/May - free)

Discounted publications from Educational Heretics Press http://edheretics.gn.apc.org/
 Access to and support of a diverse network of learners and educators.

Your membership supports:

 Ongoing research and publications

 development of the PEN website, blog, learning exchanges and conferences and other resources
---------------------------------------------------

Yes, I would like to join Personalised Education Now

Subscription:

£25 (£12 unwaged)

Send cheque made payable to the Centre for Personalised Education together with the details below:

Name individual / Group / Organisation:

Address:

Postcode

Tel:

Email:

The Centre for Personalised Education Trust

Personalised Education Now 

General Office
Janet Meighan, Secretary

113 Arundel Drive

Bramcote, Nottingham

Nottinghamshire, NG9 3FQ

Contact Janet for details of payment by Standing Order and of Gift Aid contributions.
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