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ABSTRACT

The Learning Circle:
the design of an alternative learning environment

for Quebec children

Ann Louise Emanuel

This study is an analysis of Quebec's current public
school system, through its Dbeginnings and subsequent
development, and of the many alternatives to it that have been
proposed and implemented over the history of public schooling
in North America. There is a 1lengthy description of
alternatives to the traditional public school classroom as
possible models to lead to effective school reform for the
beginning of the twenty-first century. This study continues
with a design for a learning environment that may enable
educators to better meet the needs of elementary 1level
learners and the communities from which they come. This
thesis concludes with reactions to the design from a panel of
informed parents, elementary level teachers and school board

trustees.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Learning is a personal activity and one premised on free
choice, genuine interest and curiosity. Our institutions of
learning have failed us, and even harmed us, when they have
not accounted for the nature of learning and for how children
learn.

In fact, it can be argued that much schooling is not
about education, but about something else entirely. In
school, some children come to hate learning and to hate the
institution most focused on them. This can be seen as the
system's most horrific failure. Through what goes on in
classrooms, students learn order and conformity, praise and
censure, power over others and powerlessness in the face of
arbitrary authority. There may well be too much valued placed
on power over others in our classrooms and not enough
cultivation of power from within the individual to achieve
personal goals. When the aim of schooling is seen as one of
socialization through subordination and conformity, this kind
of classroom practice makes some sense. However, through
teaching our children subordination to authority and
conformity to the status qua, our society cannot easily move
beyond its present dilemmas of inequality and inability to
solve problems of environmental and social crisis.

The Canadian education system began as a community

response to a community's need: the need for literacy and



numeracy in the face of a changing society. However, schools
in the early 1880's were woefully inadequate because teachers
and administrators did not take into account, indeed they knew
little about, the nature of 1learning and the ways that
children learn. To bring the population to full literacy and
numeracy they could have used other mechanisms. They could
have taught the mothers, grandmothers and grandfathers how to
read and cipher in small community schools and then set them
the task of teaching the children. However, they did not do
this. They institutionalized learning and gave us the phrase
"formal learning", which roughly translates as regimented,
planned, or extrinsically controlled learning.

Ever since the education system began to emerge from the
people's need for literacy and basic skills, there have been
alternatives to it. These alternatives have sometimes been
mere proposals, sometimes successfully functioning learning
environments. Many of these alternatives have attempted with
more or less success to take into account the nature of
learning and how children learn. However, always they have
been created as alternatives to, and even challenges to, the
existing system. As it has acquired power through funds and
the sheer weight of the numbers of people involved, the
government sponsored and approved system has created a
paradigm within which all alternatives struggle for
legitimacy.

Alternatives challenge the monopolistic character of the

public school system. They also allow new and sometimes



radical ideas about how children learn best to be tried and
tested. The history of educational alternatives has much to
offer to those who would propcse reform of the system now.
There is currently a great debate going on in the United
States about their schools and school system. In Canada, and
in Quebec specifically, there is a constant concern that we
could be doing better than we are for our young people and our
society, and that we are not keeping pace with seemingly
inevitable technological, demographic, social and economic
developments. Attempting to deal with these technological
developments, changes in our demography and in the labour
markets, and changes in the structure of the family and the
environment of ‘the home; proposals range across ihe
educational and political spectra, from "back to the way it
was in the 1800's", to high tech and high cost solutions,
privatization of our school system and everything in between.
When we compare the system and its environment, the
society, as they are now to the way they were when the system
was largely created, we see a number of huge discrepancies.
Yet, the essential elements of the system have not changed.
Alternative structures have been proposed, but no alternative
has managed to change the fact that education throuc¢h the
public school system is organized by adults and that
children's learning is controlled and depersonalized almost
from their first day at school. Technologies of communication
and information transfer, storage, retrieval and processing

offer some hope that learning may become again a perscnal



activity based on free choice and genuine curiosity. These
technologies practically demand of us that we restore to
learning its active, self-directed essence.

Educational technology is an area of study and practice
concerning all aspects of the organization of educational
systems. The includes the design of educational environments.
Tue following is an attempt to synthesize the best ideas from
various models of teaching and learning to design an
environment worthy of Quebec school children living in today's
society. It is an attempt to restore learning to its ideal
place as the great human endeavour that all people should
participate in from their infancy to their old age. It is a
different learning environment than the one that most
Quebecers know from their school days because it concerns
itself primarily with children's attitudes toward learning and
life rather than with test scores and other measures of
information recall. The design which follows uses technology
as well, in an optimistic attempt to meet our society's need
for literate, confident and able learners who can meet the
challenges of the twenty-first century.

The name "learning circle" is used in the field of Adult
Education to represent a specific design. The Learning Circle
model presented here is a new model for elementary school
children. All that is shared between the two designs is the
name. The following design of a learning environment uses
ideas introduced to the school reform debate over many years.

It proposes an egalitarian and collaborative environment for



young learners. It also combines learner-directed activity
with a common core curriculum. It uses systems thinking to
ensure an adaptive environment that seeks and makes best use
of feedback from its components and its surroundings. The
learning circle could be a viable alternative to the

classrooms that most students in Quebec attend today.



CHAPTER TWO

A Statement of the Problem

The Quebec Public School System's Unresponsive Nature

Smith (1973) stated that schools exist to provide the
essential skills of language, numbers, and orderly thought,
and to transmit in a reasoned pattern the intellectual, moral,
and aesthetic heritage of civilized people. Many people today
would still agree with that statement. However, while many
might agree about the purpose of schooling in a broad sense,
those same people might question the methods still used today
to achieve such a purpose. Kenneth Sirotnik (1983) found
through an extensive survey at elementary and secondary levels
that teachers outtalk students by 3:1. Teachers provide
little corrective feedback to students. Teachers devote
little time to questioning of any sort and almost no time to
open questions that call for complex cognitive and emotional
responses. Whole class instruction predominates, with almost
no independent.,, small group, or cooperative work by students,
and there is little praise, enthusiasm or intensity of any
sort.

Smith (1979) describes a traditional educational system.
Within it, there is no coherent stated theory of learning
underlying everyday decisions and behaviours. Motivation is
based on punishment, reward and competition. Behavioural
psychology has had a definite influence or the traditional

educational system while cognitive psychology has not had a



strong influence. Rote learning and the recall of information
are stressed. The hidden curriculum plays a key role in the
lives of learners; its message is that learners are dependent,
and they are not responsible for their own learning (Gatto,
1991). 1In general, the teaching process in the traditional
educational system has not been guided by a theory of
instruction. Teacher talk 1is the dominant mode of
communication, while a few modes of instruction dominate the
system; class discussion, recitation and lecture, supervised
study and modelling.

Textbooks have been the dominant influence on the
traditional curriculum. The textbook provided for each
student determines the major portion of the course content.
The overall content of the textbooks is determined by the
national textbook market and by a few, probably not more than
a dozen, major publishers that dominate it. The traditional
schools are basically conservative and the curriculum is
resistant to change attempts, partly because replacing

textbooks is very expensive.

Values in Schoonls

Schools are still repositories of ideals that the
community does not actually practice. A perfect example of
this is the "no swearing" rule in the school while students
parents use "swear words" quite often. Because of this,
children learn cynicism and hypocrisy and teachers are asked

to live unauthentic public lives. Our ideas about the culture



and values that schools should transmit are in disarray. Our
communities are so0 pluralistic now that such cultural
confusion seems almost inevitable. This is partly why we so
often end up concentrating on academic skills (Featherstone,
1976). This also helps to explain the many schools,
especially high schools, where a sense of coherent values is

lacking.

Changing Elements in the System and a Changing Environment
There are also differences between students now and
students in the past. We are much less inclined to respect
people in authority today. From our highest leaders to the
local police and the classroom teacher, we are much more
sceptical of those in authority. For at least 300 years, the
school was the major source of information in the society.
This 1is no longer true. That fact alone beygs for a
transformation of the schooling paradigm. Children and youth
spend more time watching television now than they will ever
spend in elementary and secondary schools (Smith, 1979).

We live surrounded by change. Even essential elements of
the system are changing; students, teachers and educational
technology. Why has the average classroom not changed more
than it has? Students of organizational behaviour recognize
that resistance to change is deeply rooted in individual
psychology and group culture (Schein, 1985). We applaud
change in principle, but oppose it in practice. Change

challenges competence and power, creakes confusion and



conflict, and risks the loss of continuity and meaning (Bolman
and Deal, 1991). It is precisely to preserve stability that
organizations build culture; a set of strongly embedded
assumptions, values, and customs. This fundamental
conservatism in the culture of institutions shapes their
response to demands for change. Because resistance is
inevitable, the primary task of managing change is not
technical, but motivational and political. The challenge is
to build commitment to innovation among those who must

implement it (Evans, 1993).

Questioning This System's Foundations

In some ways, school is not about a child's d.scovery of
the world, but about something else entirely. Graubard (1972)
believes that the norm of hating school and hating learning is
systematically created. The fact that children come to hate
formal learning and to hate the institution most focused on
them must be addressed. However, in important ways, the
school system is not a failure. It serves very important
functions for the society: inculcating conformity, reducing
diversity and individualism, keeping children and adolescents
occupied, and freeing parents to participate fully in the
production and consumption that create our economic situation.
There are powerful social and economic reasons that help
explain the features of the system that are deplored by so
many people. Carlson (1992) maintains that school structures

are not the result of applied intelligence based on



controlled, scientific experimentation as much as they are the
result of applied power in the interests of dominant groups.

An openly stated goal for education is that of
socialization and preparation for productive living in the
society. Hamilton (1983) discusses these socialization
issues. Through the group structure of most school classes,
students are constantly confronted with delays in getting the
teacher's attention. Students' personal needs for recognition
and help are subordinated as they learn order and conformity.
They also learn to function within the context of a group, but
they could conceivably 1learn this without also learning
subordination. As praise and disapproval are given to
students by teachers and their peers, they learn, more or
less, to handle the stress of being evaluated publicly and to
balance their teacher evaluations and expectations with those
of peers.

As well, power is constantly being exercised in
classrooms by teachers and through this students encounter and
learn about a more impersonal type of power than that seen in
the home. This power is more like that which will be
encountered in the larger society. However, when we teach
children to respond unquestioningly to this impersonal and
sometimes arbitrary power, we make much less 1likely the
development of a society where order is based on respect for
others and a sense of communal responsibility for the

wellbeing of the society itself.
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As well, the literature shows that in the United States
and in Canada educational socialization serves to
differentially socialize and stratify students and
occupational statuses. Race, sex and social-class bias in the
socialization and educational process in the United States
work to the disadvantage of women, low-income students and

various ethnic and racial minorities (Thomas, 1988).

Welcome to the Hierarchy

Schools may be considered as part of the government; they
are bottom 1level sub-systems. Their controllers are
politicians and administrators. As Henchey and Burgess (1987)
explain in their historical analysis of the Quebec school
system, there are many of these controllers and all of them
have some authority to tell the schools what to do and how to
do it. All of them also are under constant pressure from
constituencies and interest groups to put that authority to
use in controlling schools. As democratic officials, they
have strong incentives to respond to these democratic
pressures - so they do - and the result is that the schools
get buried in policies, rules, regulations and bureaucracy
(Chubb and Moe, 1992).

The amount of public policy affecting schools has
increased dramatically over the past three decades; schools
and school systems lhave become more complex, organizationally
and politically. The chief source of this complexity has been

the creation of new teaching and administrative roles and the

11



growth of organized political interests in the form of
teachers' unions and parent associations. These roles and
interests have become increasingly institutionalized. They
have become a stable, legitimate presence in policy-making.
Any fundamental change in school organization reverberates
through these institutionalized interest groups, altering
their positions relative to one another (Elmore, 1990). This
is why negotiation between these groups and recognition of all
the voices and all the people involved in the schooling

process will be essential to any change in the system.

Attempts to Change the System

Despite the existence of large and influential interest
groups in the domain of public education, at the level of the
school the available literature consistently reveals that
teachers and parents rarely exert significant influence on
significant issues (Malen and Ogawa, 1990). Essentially,
principals retain control over building-level policies,
teachers hold control over instructional practices and parents
sometimes provide support. This is true even when certain
conditions designed to ensure meaningful parent and teacher
influence are met. Teachers can have impressive resources
available to them to aid them in their empowerment, but
studies have shown that these resources may not be used (Malen
and Ogawa, 1990). Parents may have the potential to persuade
and pressure but not make use of it. Power cannot be

legislatively given; people have to take it.
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Thus, management of change requires real leaderxrship -
political leadership. At stake are existing power structures
and people's levels of influence and ability within the
institution. For example, women form the majority of
teachers, especially in early childhood and primary education.
Most of them are mothers, often of dependent children. In
that respect, relations between "professional" mothers and
"amateur" mothers have become increasingly complex (David,
1993). In this context, asking for greater parental roles in
educational decision making becomes a very difficult political
problem. Mothers who are not professional teachers can be
devastated by comparisons between their abilities and those of
qualified teachers. Teachers who have worked behind closed
classroom doors for years can be terrified of parental
criticism and interference. This is just one example of the
difficulties of initiating change and developing new
structures.

There are powerful voices representing forces grappling
for position in the struggle to improve education. There are
protectors of the system - working to maintain the system
largely as it is; the standards movement - seeking competitive
advantage over other societies through more discipline and
higher standards in schools; the technological movement -
seeing hope for the system in recently developed technologies;
and the choice movement - said by some (Barlow and Robertson,
1994) to be coupled with an unprecedented corporate and

conservative political interest in school systems. These
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elements of our society often conflict with each other and
even work against each other in their attempts to achieve
their goals within and for the school system. Yet, as
Carlisle (1993) wisely maintains, each movement has positive
features to add to the mix and each movement can help to

negotiate for the common good.

Competitionni in the System - chaos or control

Private schooling in Quebec, especially that provided by
the Church, has a long tradition extending over 350 years.
During the reforms of the 1960's many private schools
disappeared and the influence of the Church declined.
However, the importance of the private sector was affirmed at
that time by a specific inclusion in educational legislation.

While private schooling in Quebec has been allowed to
flourish, there are some people who feel that the private
sector is a threat to the continued existence of the public
system. There is also the criticism that the private schools
are an elitist and divisive element in society (Henchey and
Burgess, 1987). Private schools for the elite tend to develop
independence, self-confidence and creativity among potential
leaders, while public schools train children to follow the
rules laid down by the leaders (Simmons, 1983).

Some people do not mind that private schools exist, but
question the amount of government funding which they receive -
which is surprisingly high in Quebec, up to 80% of operating

costs in some schools. It must be remembered that along with
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high government funding there is a high level of government
control of curriculum in private schools. There is also the
criticism, in relation to main-streaming in the public sector,
that many school boards simply do not have the financial
resources necessary to provide the services required to all
students, including learning disabled ones. The public school
system is required by law to accept the "responsibility of
responding adequately to the educational needs of all Quebec
children." It can be argued that private schools will
increasingly tend to cater to the talented and wealthy,
whereas the public schools, required by law to accept everyone
regardless of ability, aptitude or handicap, will become the
depository of the rest of the population.

Not surprisingly, dissatisfaction with the quality of
education in the public schools has 1led to many parents
enroling their children in the private sector. Private school
enrolments have increased and have augmented the already
serious decline in public school enrolments in Quebec. The
private sector, heavily supported by government subsidies, is
seen as a threat by both school boards and teacher unions, and
so it is. The private sector challenges the public sector
into improving its performance and thus may play a part in
ensuring the viability of the public school system.

Alternative schooling within the public sector has been
introduced during the last twenty years. Alternative schools
are those that offer a specific curricular focus or

pedagogical approach that meets the needs of a specific
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clientele. They are almost directly comparable +to private
schools. They can be found in both the Catholic and
Protestant sectors in Quebec and at both elementary and
secondary levels. Many cater to specific populations, such as
high school drop-outs or "at risk" adolescents. At the
elementary level, most of the alternative schools are within
the French sector and follow the principles of open education.

The development of alternative schools questions the wvery
nature of public schooling. Does this create two broad
classes of schools; selective on the one hand, and community
based on the other? Will public schools start to compete with
each other for clientele? What are the implications for an
open and accessible educatior system and what does this imply
for the philosophy of public education? On the other hand,
the success and popularity of the alternative schools show
that the public sector can respond effectively to the needs of
the population, can perhaps do so as well as the private
sector.

The world in general, and Canada in particular, is
experiencing a powerful trend toward multiculturalism. The
priority of society is giving way to the priorities of the
group and the individual (Holmes, 1991). Given current
realities and trends, it seems reasonable to assume that there
will be continued and probably improved prowvision for
independent school funding in accordance with principles of
accessibility and satisfactory instruction. Most public

schools in urban and suburban areas already face competition -
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from Roman Catholic schools, from French immersion programs,
from private schools, from special programs, and from open
enrolment policies. Given the reality of competition in the
system; how can we ensure the benefit to all Quebecers of a

system of diverse learning environments?

The Question of the System's Goals

The focus in general in education has moved from equality
of opportunity; with all aspects of the classroom experience
being uniform regardless of class, race or gender of the
children; to effective schooling through a variety of methods
and approaches (David, 1993). The emphasis is on preparing
young people for inclusion in an increasingly complex and fast
paced society. Effective schooling seems the answer.
However, Featherstone (1976) identifies two assumptions about
formal schooling that need to be questioned. One is that more
and more schooling is needed because society is becoming more
and more complex. This is not necessarily the case. The
second assumption 1is that more education automatically
increases opportunities and enhances the personal development
of the young. If the second assumption is not true, and there
is evidence - to be discussed here - in the system and in the
system's failures that it is not, then the first assumption is
probably not true either.

As well, there are assumptions being made about the job
market today and about the needs of our society which can, and

should, be questioned. Carlisle (1993) argues that American
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employers cannot hire enough qualified workers, so skilled
work is being abandoned or exported. It is also said that
American business is being forced to spend immense sums on
remedial training. Figures on illiteracy are disturbingly
large. Perhaps 25 million adults in the United States, and a
smaller proportion of Canada's population, are functionally
illiterate, and as many as 25 million more need to update
their skills and knowledge (Carlisle, 1993).

However, Levin (1984) warns us to avoid two fallacies
reflected in the kind of argument offered by Carlisle. The
first assumes that the fastest growing job categories,
percentage wise, are in high technology industries. The top
occupations in terms of fastest growing are fast food workers,
guards and doorkeepers, kitchen helpers and janitors. The
second fallacy is that technology industries offer jobs that
require advanced education and highly complex job skills. The
available evidence suggests just the opposite. Other than a
small layer of specialists in systems work, computers for the
most part generate a huge supply of low-paying unskilled jobs,
often occupied by temporary female labour (Kahane and Oram,
1989).

American industry has promoted the rationalization and
de-skilling of labour throughout this century in an effort to
reduce labour costs and increase centralized control over
production; and this continues to be its guiding purpose in
introducing technological changes. Industry has created far

more semi-skilled jobs over the past few decades than it has
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professional-managerial jobs, and it is semi-skilled workers
who are in greatest demand in the job market (Carlson, 1992).
When we talk about the environment surrounding our education
system, the economy that high school graduates will be faced
with, we need to be aware of these conflicting claims about
the job market.

Indeed, in Canada, Barlow and Robertson (1994) seek to
increase the public's awareness of very similar conflicting
claims. Their reading of a 1989 Statistics Canada survey of
literacy skills leads them to claim that only 7% of Canadians
aged twenty-five to thirty-four, and only 6% of those aged
sixteen to twenty-four have limited reading skills. They
question the existence of a literacy problem in Canada at all.
They also cite evidence to show that business leaders in
Canada perpetuate the belief that our high school graduates
lack skills needed to get jobs, while the reality of the
situation is that the majority of jobs are being deskilled and
that there really is no skills shortage. Thoughtful Canadians
and Americans may question the news, produced by media
conglomerates and corporate leaders, that tells them that
unemployment and other social problems are their own fault and
that they must become ever better schooled in the ways of
business and technology if they, and their society, are to

prosper.

19



The Actual Purpose of Schooling

There are three possible views of the objectives of
education: to please parents, to serve society, or to maximize
children's abilities. Many would argue that public education
should serve society. Advocates of a choice system as an
alternative to the present system seem to favour education to
please parents. Those involved in a child-centered approach
see education as a way to maximize children's abilities. When
we maximize children's abilities, it can be argued, we please
most parents and serve our society quite adequately.

Willje and Miller (1988) believe that the series of
reports on educational reform produced in the United States in
the 1980's reveal the continuing absence of a common ninion
about what is basic and essential in education. A debate
about this issue is also going on in Canadian educational
journals (Dobbin, 1994 and Lawton and Tzalalis, 1994). Willie
and Miller postulate that a consensus on the essential
components of a comprehensive education has eluded us because
we have not, as a society, come to a common undz2rstanding
about the purpose of education. One of the things that we can
ask ourselves is; what kind of society do we wish to create
for ourselves and future generations?

However, even having achieved a sense of purpose by
answering that question, Sarason (1991) reminds us that
essentially schooling should recognize, capitalize on and
exploit the obvious fact that children begin school with the

major psychological attributes that are essential to

20



productive learning. They are thinkers and doers before they
come to school. They are eager to integrate new worlds into
their existing one and motivation is not a problem. What is
at stake as a consequence of the experience of schooling that
children go through is this motivation, enthusiasm and
eagerness to be thinkers and doers in their adult years as
well.

What is at stake, in effect, is the kind of society we
will live in when these children are adults. Sarason (1991)
asks whether we should not judge whatever we do for children
in our schools by the criterion of how we are festering the
desire to continue to learn about self. others and the world,
to live in the world of ideas and possibilities, and to see
the life span as an endless intellectual and personal quest
for knowledge and meaning.

When the education process and the system dedicated to it
have as a goal the maximization of childrza's abilicies and
levels of self-actualizing personal power, the society as a
whole can benefit. When the goal is seen as one of
socialization through subordinétion to societal norms and
conformity to peers and authorily figures, the society cannot
easily move beyond its present dilemmas of inequality, and
inability to solve problems of environmental and social
crisis. We have to become better than we are now, to
transcend tne difficulties that face us as a society, as a

world and as a race.
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Mitchell (1990) defines education as both a
responsibility of the individual and of society and argues
that this responsibility concerns the intentional development
and monitoring of each person's learning how the world
functions, how to get along in it and how to contribute to the
wellbeing of oneself and everyone else. It is this 1last
contribution to wellbeing that demands more than simple
conformity.

Twenty years ago, Cremin (1973) was arguing that the
environment of the school system had changed. He called for
an educational movement that combined the humane aspirations
and social awareness of the progressive education movement
with a more realistic wunderstanding of the system's
environment. Cremin argued that youngsters are being taught
by many curricula. Consider that every publication in every
medium has its curriculum! Second, looking beyond the school,
we are all taught by radio, television, peer groups and
advertising agencies, libraries and museums; a whole city can
be seen as a learning environment. Finally, he asked us to
focus on the learner herself. The needs of learners have
changed, through the changes that have taken place in the
environment surrounding them, the society. Once educators
take seriously the fact that we are 1living through a
revolution in which opportunities for education and
miseducation are burgeoning throughout the society, they will
give far more attention to equipping each youngster to make

her way purposefully and intelligently through the various
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configurations of education and the media, with a view to the
kind of person she would like to become (Cremin, 1973). Brent
Cameron (1994) defines intelligence as the ability to make
choices. His model of schooling encourages the development in
children of the ability to make choices that are good for
them.

In an age of information overload and unprecedented
environmental crisis, we can ask ourselves how educators are
fostering the desire to continue to learn about self, others
and the world. We need citizens who question and who think
critically about their environment and situations. We need
much more than basic skills and easy conformity if we wish to
improve our society.

The tension between the forces pushing for socialization
and conformity and the forces encouraging individualism and
diversity can be viewed from a macro-systemic viewpoint.
Historically, conformity issues have been in the forefront
when there was increased immigration and/or when there have
been national emergencies like war, depression or recession,
as well as when there have been threats to personal freedom
like McCarthyism. Trends toward encouraging individualism
seem to occur more during periods of economic affluence and
political stability. Regardless of the current climate and
emphasis in our schools, the dominant educational paradigm
historically has been socialization for 1life and work.
However, there are ways to strengthen opportunities for

individual enhancement, no matter the meta-systemic context.
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These include; helping individuals to increase self-awareness,
helping individuals learn how to learn, helping individuals
develop self confidence, and recognizing and respecting human
differences (Lynch and Chickering, 1988).

To encourage people to become self-reliant learners and
critical thinkers, the educator must work for the autonomy of
the student, the school for the autonomy of the educator, the
t.chool board for the autonomy of the school, and the state for
the autonomy of the school board. Everyone should be working
for the autonomy of those below them in the hierarchy (Clark,
1987). This is not now being done. Students learn dependence
on authority in many schools. Gatto (1991) argues from his
experience as a teacher for many years that that is what they
learn above and beyond anything else.

As well, an examination of purpose should focus not on
the nation as if it had a single norm, but on the various
population groups and their multiplicity of norms. There are
at least two sets of norms; those of dominant people and those
of subdominant people. Both the goal of individual
enhancement, often the goal of the subdominant group, and the
goal of socialization and preparation for life and work are
important and essential. They complement each other (Willie
and Miller, 1988).

Institutions oriented toward enhancing individual
potential have tried to recognize a wide range of learning as
educationally legitimate; Howard Gardner does this with his

multiple intelligences model. To the extent that education
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responds to these wide-ranging needs, society is enriched by
diversity. However, no matter what you do in terms of
recognition, when you measure and treat statistically what
children do in school, on any dimension of human ability, half
of the students in a sample will be below average. There is
no way around this. Egalitarians have to realize that people
are not equal in ability and that the normal curve reflects
this fact. The only way to deal with this in terms of having
everyone "succeed" is to expand the number of dimensions along
which talent and ability are measured (Lynch and Chickering,
1988). Again we see the desirability of diversity and choice

in the system.

The System's Environment and Boundaries

Another problem concerns the interface between the
education system and its environment. The boundaries of the
system have slowly become more and more ill-defined as the
system has grown. The school system concerns itself with the
education and development of children. It concerns itself
with children's health care through early detection and
vaccination programs. It concerns itself with detection of
child abuse and poor family situations. It concerns itself
with dental care and nutrition through education programs. It
concerns itself with recreation and physical education, career
preparation and creativity, prevention of delinquency and teen
pregnancy. Teachers often consider themselves to be surrogate

parents, and for many youngsters who 1live in one parent

25



households or abusive households, teachers offer a lot. The
question is; Can they deliver? The system's boundaries are
determined in part by the myriad demands being made upon it.
Its boundaries have to do with its goals. However, that is
only part of the picture.

The school system 1is in competition, as has been
discussed. There is competition within the system, between
traditional classrooms and alternative classrooms, public
schools and private schools. There 1is also competition
between formal schooling as a whole and the many other sources
of information and development now available. We have
municipal recreation and learning programs. We have so many
publications for people of all ages and all interests that
there is virtually something for everyone. We have the lure
of commercial television and the excellent educational
programming of public television. We have story-telling and
reading aloud at the municipal library. We have the practice
of apprenticeship making a comeback, along with home-schooling
as an alternative to formal schooling. We also have easy

travel; long considered by its advocates to be one of life's

great teachers. We have municipal museums, planetariums,
botanical gardens and architectural tours. We have
experimental farms. Home-schoolers argue, and they have a

valid point, that there is so much on offer out there, much of
it free of charge, that there is no reason for eager,
energetic kids to be sitting passively in classrooms for just

over 180 days a year. The occasional field trip does not
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begin to make good use of the learning experiences provided by
any Canadian city and hinterland.

Thus, the public school system's boundaries, its
relationship with its environment, is problematic. The system
is both too big and too small. It is too big with respect to
the scope of its goals, the responsibilities that it is
willing to take on as parents become more and more dependent
on the system to know what to do with their kids. 1t is too
small with respect to the resources available to learners.
Its limitation is, in part, its definition of itself as a
classroom experience. The boundaries between activities that
are labelled educational and those that are not could be
pushed back to encompass informal as well as formal learaing.
Much gets left out of the classroom and much passivity on the
part of the learner seems built right into it.

Ivan Illich argued as long ago as 1973 that people, to
learn, need access to things, to places, and to processes, to
events and to records. They need to see, to touch, to tinker
with, and to grasp whatever is there in a meaningful setting
and through their own interest. This learning was then, and
incredibly still is now, largely denied in institutionalized
learning environments - that is, in schools (Illich, 1973).
Learning is a personal activity and one based on free choice,
genuine interest and curiosity. Our institutions of learning
fail us, they lessen our chances of transcending our current
crises, when they do not account for the nature of learning

and for how children learn.
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Summary

When things obviously do not work designers should
redefine systems and problems. To do so means that we must
discern a meta-system and learn its characteristics and goals.
wWhen we begin to think about the interconnectedness of systems
and the role of decision makers far removed from the system in
focus - politicians, employers, designers of technology and
textbook publishers - we can see how the system is regqulated
and how its equilibrium can be disturbed (Mitchell, 1990).

We can design an educational system that shares with
everyone what has recently been decided, discovered, invented,
produced or evaluated. The entire society can become a
learning society. As well, all of the people in our society
can become confident and able thinkers and doers. Only
through life-long learning can people work confidently in the
environment of constant change and challenge which surrounds
us all. Our current school system does not foster a love of
learning, and this it should do, above all else.

The design presented here is a model for a small
elementary level learning centre that can be implemented in a
community. This model can be replicated across the province

if this is seen as desirable.
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CHAPTER THREE

The History of Our System

The System's Beginnings

The history of our school system is one of slow evolution
from the simple provision of instruction in basic skills at
the local level to a huge and complex system controlled and
mandated by a central authority to meet all of the educational
and developmental needs of the roughly six million people of
Quebec. The system was not designed, rather it grew more and
more complex through its attempts to meet the demands made of
it by diverse elements of the society that is its environment.
The demands made by children were not, of course, taken into
account.

In Canada, the original school house appeared in the
first decades of the 1800's. It was a community organized
and financed operation. Attendance at the school was not
mandatory. Those who wanted to take part in schooling could
do so as often as they wished. Parents paid fees to finance
the school. Since people were not able to provide much money,
the building was wusually drafty and of poor quality. The
teacher, usually a man, was not necessarily qualified and was
definitely not trained in any way to teach. He was paid
little and generally stayed for less than one year in the
school. The teacher was in fact very likely unskilled, but
could read and write (Phillips, 1957). There was no teaching

of individuals in the one-room schoolhouse. Since most
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teachers lasted no more than a year in any one school, they
could not know the children and care about their learning as
could the parents of such children. It is noteworthy as well,
that the teacher was brought in from outside the community.
He could read and write, and little else, but he was An
outside expert who could bestow learning on the community.
Knowledge and skill thus subtly became defined as things given
to us, not as things that we can acquire for ourselves on our

own.

Early Schooling Methods

The method used to "teach" the children was not very
enlightened or effective. It was primarily an endless cycle
of rote memorization and then recitation. There were no
classes, books or grades that would indicate a child's level
of achievement. Pupils progressed pretty much at their own
rate at the work of memorization and recitation. The students
might have benefited from individualized instruction if there
had been any instruction at all. There was little or no
expository teaching and no class activity in terms of
questioning and answering questions, or working on projects
and reports (Phillips, 1957).

In fact, the stated aim of education in its beginnings in
Canada was rote memorization of textbook content and perhaps
the ability to apply the memorized rules of arithmetic,
grammar and spelling (Phillips, 1957). Some people felt that

too much education for the common people was a dangerous
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thing. However, this attitude toward education was not
universally held. Others felt that a complete education, one
going beyond forced memorization of meaningless phrases, was
essential to enable all people to participate in a society
that called itself democratic, or that aspired to the
democratic ideal. It is clear from public education's
beginnings that a philosophy of education and a school's
mandate are essentially political. Knowledge is empowering,
and even more empowering is the realization that knowledge is
everywhere around us and is ours for the taking if we know how
to do so.

Individuals seeking to change the system were engaged in

fighting an uphill battle. The Royal Gazette of Fredericton

published in 1830, without editorial approval, a letter which
objected to the expenditure of people's money on schools,
"where the children are taught the antiquated, obsolete,
superstititous (sic) nonsense about fearing God and honouring
the King, and submitting to governments, pastors, and masters,
and ordering oneself lowly and reverently to one's betters."

(MacNaughton, 1947)

Local Control and Central Control

In Quebec, the people of each community were given some
control of elementary education and began to elect trustees in
1829. But most people were unprepared for the innovation of
electing trustees to a local board. They had some experience

of local school administration since it was established in
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1824, but it was done in close association with the church.
The legislation of 1829 gave no share in the management of
schools to the clergy, and the largely rural population of
Quebec judged itself to be too ignorant and too inexperienced
to carry on without the support of the church. Central
authorities were thus loathe to give 1local boards the
opportunity to really take control of 1local schooling
(Phillips, 1957). They have been ever since. The concept of
local control over schocling through local school boards is
based on the belief that given funding and opportunity, the
people can themselves organize and provide education for their
children. However, this premise has continuously been
questioned.

From the 1840's to the 1870's in eastern Canada were
developed the strong central authorities to control elementary
schooling that we still work with today. There were four
steps in the development of central control over schooling.
First there was the establishment of some regular system of
grants from the government to the local schools. Second,
there was the setting up of boards which were intermediate
between the locality and the government. Their role was to
examine and license teachers. Third, there was the
establishment of a provincial board with wider powers.
Finally, there was the employment of a provincial
superintendent and additional "expert" personnel. Money was
the key to gaining control of schooling (Phillips, 1957).

Whoever paid for it, had control over it. Also during this
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time, there was a change tec local taxation based on property
values to allow the operation of "free" schools. This allowed
for, and in fact honoured, the ideal of schooling for everyone
regardless of their position in society or ability to pay

(Phillips, 1957).

Compulsory Schooling

This provision of schooling for everyone in society is
one of the most important aspects of our education system.
However, we have made a profound shift from gffering everyone
an education to forcing everyone to attend a government
accredited school for just over 180 days a year for eleven to
twelve years. Gone then, is the idea of free choice through
genuine interest and curiosity. It is replaced by a system
based on coercion which takes little account of what learning
is and how children learn. Quebec, in the early 1900's, had
the highest average daily attendance in relation to pupils
enrolled and that was without any attendance legislation.
Finally, in 1942, despite the high attendance rates, the
Council of Public Instruction in Quebec expressed agreement
with the idea of compulsory attendance. Every other province
had it and it was supposed that we needed it too. Legislation
was enacted immediately to require the attendance of children
from six to fourteen years of age in rural areas and from six

to sixteen years of age in urban centres (Phillips, 1957).
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Private Funding and the Ideal of Public Schooling

The issue of funding and local responsibility was debated
almost one hundred years ago, and is currently being debated
again. In January of 1900, a school enrichment programme
funded by parents was implemented which was very similar to
current enrichment programmes in public schools in the
Montreal area which are seeking funding from parents, like
Royal Vale Alternative School in the PSBGM (The Gazette,
Section B, April 17, 1993). By 1902 the Avenue Road Voluntary
Public School had thirty pupils. The idea, currently in vogue
again, was to have parents pay a voluntary fee to supplement
the money spent through the school board. They would supply
specially qualified teachers and offer an enriched curriculum.
School board administrators and others in the system objected
to this on the following grounds: if minority groups are
permitted to supplement the standard education given to all in
detached 1little public schools of their own, they will
inevitably become pressure groups lobbying for the reduction
of school taxes on the grounds that they pay directly for
their children's education (Phillips, 1957).

In effect, the essence of public education as a
democratic institution is that those who want better schools
for their own children must help to provide them for all
children in the community. This is a noble principle, yet it
is continuously being eroded in fact by private school
clients, by those parents who line up to register their

children at Royal Vale and comparable schools, and by home-
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schoolers. Those who want more than the public education
system can offer, or who want something very different from
what is on offer in public schools, illustrate one of the
problems inherent in this principle: learning is a personal

activity based on genuine interest.

The Development of Formal Learning

After 1900, urbanization and industrialization increased
and consequently children learned less and less in the home as
less and less went on there. Thus subjects and skills such as
manual training, household science and nature study were
introduced to the curriculum. These course titles represent
the institutionalization of learning about the world around
us. It can be argued that "classroom nature" study is an
oxymoron. No longer were the schools charged with bringing
only literacy and numeracy to the population. Things that
children had been able to learn on their own in their homes
would now be taught by strangers, outside experts, in schools.
The home had deeply changed through urbanization and
industrialization. The school replaced the home as a source
of information about the world. Other subjects to "enrich
life and bring refinement to it" were added, such as art and
music. After 1925, the changes begun in 1900 were more marked
and social studies were added to give further understanding of
the world (Phillips, 1957).

This curriculum change marks a profound shift in the role

of the family and of the school. Something as seemingly
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innocuous as a curricular decision can have a profound impact
on the way people perceive the family and the school and on
the expectations that they have of these when it is multiplied
by the total number of children and parents in the society.
The family's role in raising children and teaching them about
the world was reduced dramatically, while the school's was
augmented. Also, we see again the potential to inculcate
students with the message that knowledge is something that one

acquires in school.

The Development of Modern Motivational Techniques

In the early 1900's, for the first few decades, the study
of psychology had an impact, as it still does, on methodology
in education. Before the end of the last century, McLellan

wrote, in a book called Applied Psychology, that the learner's

interest was essential to learning (Phillips, 1957). Canadian
educators influenced by psychology stressed the need to
consider the child as a whole person and the advantages of
presenting a block of subject matter that the child could
grasp as a meaningful whole before going on to study details
(Phillips, 1957). As well, in the early decades of this
century, there was a revolution in discussions about teaching
and learning through the introduction of the concept of
motivation. It came to be known that although the fear of
punishment and the hope of a reward would drive a person to
work hard until the one was avoided or the other was achieved,

neither a child nor an adult would work with their will, or
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take a real interest in something unless it was done of their
own determination and under conditions that were seen by ali
to be fair (Phillips, 1957).

Never-the-less, most schools continued to use rewards and
punishments to get kids to do what was required of them in
school. There were only cautious attempts to have children
learn by doing things of their own will and at their own rate.
These did not come close to the real choice advccated by some,
even though people knew that real interest is required for
learning to take place. There were units in te:ntbooks, so
that students could work on units at their own pace. There
were projects and the use of the enterprise method. The
Canadian authority on the enterprise method was Donalda
Dickie. It was a group project method which was favoured in
elementary schools across Canada. The activity was usually
centered around fact finding, application of knowledge and
skill, cooperative effort and democratic or consensual
decision-making, and sometimes evaluation by students of their
own achievement (Phillips, 1957). This sounds very much like
some current ideas being discussed, yet I remember doing this
as a grade four, five or six student. Students then called
them projects, not enterprises and they are what I remember

most and most warmly about elementary school.

Later Developments
In the mid 1950's there were innovations in the field of

education; new curricula - 1like new math, team teaching,
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programmed instruction, television and the language
laboratory. The prevalent attitude at that time was that
anything new is better. These innovations were undertaken in
well-established schools with conventional philosophies
(Gross, 1971). They were not based on careful thinking about
the nature of learning, the nature of the child or how people
learn well.

In the early 1960's, the Quebec education system was
deeply transformed by the Quiet Revolution. Most of the
reforms of the 1960's were the result of findings reported by
a Royal Commission set up to examine the system. The Parent
Commission produced a report which had a profound influence on
the province's schools. Elsewhere in the world, similar
changes were taking place. The recent history of Quebec's

school system is similar to those of other states' systems.

The Recent Pevelopment of Quebec's School System

The Ministry of Education (MEQ) was created in 1964. It
became the official authority for all education in the
province. There was, needless to say, a substantial increase
in the proportion of the provincial government given to
education. Because of this dramatic shift to centralized
control over the system, the separation between the Catholic
and the Protestant systems, represented by confessional school
boards, began to break down. The MEQ acted as a unifying body

(Henchey and Burgess, 1987). Ever since the creation of the
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MEQ, the school boards have been losing power to either the
central ministry or the actual schools themselves.

Because of the Parent Report, the Quebec elementary
school of today bears 1little resemblance to the old
stereotyped schools of the 1950's, yet there are aspects of
schooling that have stayed with us since the 1800's. At the
elementary level, reform was more concerned with processes
than with structures. The authors of the Report were inspired
by the teachings of modern psychology and by examples that
they had seen for themselves in England, Germany and
Switzerland. They recommended a six-year, co-educational and
activist elementary school. Educational programmes would be
child-centred. They would depend on the curiosity of the
child, rather than being programme-centred. This wvision of
the elementary school held by the authors of the Parent Report
is based on such developmental psychology principles as
follow: that the child is an active being and that the child's
capacity and personality develop through active participation
(Henchey and Burgess, 1987). Finally, people involved at a
high level in our education system began to take into account
the nature of the child and the nature of learning.

The Parent Report suggested that more latitude be given
to individual teachers in preparing their lesson material, and
in choosing teaching methods, evaluation strategies and
techniques. Presumably this was suggested because the

teachers are closest to the children and know them fairly

39



well. It must be remembered, however, that +the average
teacher works with a child for only ten months.

The Parent Report recommended that pedagogical
directives, as much as possible, should not be mandatory. In
terms of what should be taught, the Report recommended that
this should be left up to the teachers and school boards to
determine. This kind of reform; liberal, progressive, and
humanistic, was widespread in many western countries during
the 60's and early 70's and was usually a reaction to the
authoritarian and teacher-centred elementary schools that it
hoped to replace.

In 1966, the MEQ (Ministere d'Education du Quebec) issued

a document called The Cooperative School: comprehensiveness

and continuous progress. It served as a commentary and a

guide to both educators and parents on the implementation of
the recommendations of the Parent Report. In essence, this
document suggested a flexible and ongoing regrouping of pupils
rather than strict grade levels and continuous prcgress in
individual subjects instead of promotion by grade. The
overall effect of all this reform was to free the elementary
school from external restrictions and supervision. However,
it placed a lot of responsibility for the quality of the
education provided at the local level and specifically on the

teaching staff at the school (Henchey and Burgess, 1987).
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The Swing of the Pendulum

Towards the end of the 1970's, there was more and more
public criticism of education and a dizzying swing of the
pendulum toward centralized control of objectives and content,
more detailed programmes, and more systematic evaluation of
learning outcomes. In other words, there was a reaction
against the allowances of the Parent era in Quebec education;
it was felt that there was just too much freedom at the level
of the individual teacher in a local school. Included in the
proposal to reform the school system (the Green Paper),
offered for public consideration, were the following
propositions for the elementary level schools: specified
learning objectives for each subject; uniform content and time
@llotment for all schools in Quebec; more detailed programmes;
more emphasis on language and writing skills; more homework
and more emphasis on the evaluation of learning outcomes. The
extent of the shift from child centred programming to state
mandated curricula was great. It seems that until now there
has been no middle ground in Quebec's elementary schools.

The general approach of the Green Paper was for far more
centralization and uniformity in terms of curriculum and
teaching methods. However, it suggested greater
decentralization in terms of administration and school
organization. It also suggested greater parent involvement.
It thus represented a very interesting mix of centralized
control over curriculum and decentralized, local control over

a specific school's aims and priorities. It was an
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opportunity for Quebec to try something new, but it was
wrapped up in linguistic nationalism and another assault on
the already weakened school boards. The school boards fought
it tooth and nail.

Overall, in few areas of the proposed reform policy was
consensus reached. Criticism was made against the paradox of
promoting administrative decentralization through an
individualized educational project for each school, while also
imposing a more uniform and centralized programme of studies
on all schools. It was also seen as illogical to focus the
school on the individual creativity of the child, which had

been the main focus of The Cooperative School, while

simultaneously introducing a strict and uniform curriculum
that all students would be obliged to follow.

In spite of all the controversy, in February of 1979, the
MEQ published another document titled, The Schools of Quebec:

policy statement and plan of action. It outlined the policies

that the government would then follow based on the Green Paper
consultations. It dealt with two separate areas of the school
system; the curriculum and pedagogical matters, and school
management, parent participation and decentralization. The
changes heralded by this document lead to a school system very
different from the one advocated in the Parent Report.
Regarding curriculum and pedagogy, the MEQ would develop
new courses of study and teaching guides throughout the school
curriculum. These would specify minimum learning objectives

in all subjects and impose new and more precise criteria for
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evaluation. These were called "régimes pédagogiques", or
pedagogical rules. These rules govern the working lives of

teachers and the classroom activities of students today.

The Quebec System Now

The régime pedagogique for +the kindergarten and
elementary level is a carefully worded and detailed document
that establishes rules for virtually every aspect of the daily
operation of the province's elementary schools.

All programmes and courses are prescribed or approved by
the MEQ. The courses contain compulsory objectives and
optional objectives which can be adapted to meet the
priorities of the area. School boards may design special
programmes for their needs, but these must first be approved
by the Minister. That represents a loss of autonomy and power
on the part of the school boards. The school boards and the
Ministry are involved in continuous evaluation of programmes.

Every pupil must have at least one textbook for each
course and these textbooks and other teaching materials must
be approved by the Ministry. Unauthorized textbooks and
materials are not permitted. This can be seen as an attack on
intellectual freedom for teachers and students. Now knowledge
is not restricted only to that which will come to the child
through a teacher in a school; it is that which the MEQ
designates as fitting and appropriate for youngsters to learn.

Henchey and Burgess (1987, p. 82) sum up the remarkable
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shift in attitudes and structures between the Quebec school
system of the 1960's and that of the 1980's.

"Whereas the curriculum reforms stemming from the

Parent Report in the 1960's indicated a shift from

centralization and control towards a system that

was characterized by freedom, individuality and

choice, the régimes represent a marked shift in the

opposite direction. Freedom was replaced by
control, individuality was replaced by the need for
equality, and choice was replaced by restriction,

all undertaken in the name of improving the quality

of education."

People who have never met a child dictate to that child what
he or she will learn, and they do this for every child in
Quebec unless parents opt for home-schooling. It is not a
question as to whether the curricula are "good" or not. Much
of what has been done in terms of curricular development is
admirable. The point here is that people learn when they are
interested in something and this interest cannot be mandated
by a provincial government. When the attempt is made to do
so, a child's love of learning may well decline as the child
comes to associate learning with that which seems irrelewvant
to her.

The MEQ also directs school boards to provide students
with a large list of services; psychological, pastoral, health
and social services as needed by individual students. Apart
from all of that, they have to provide students with
"auxiliary services", which develop students' self-reliance,
provide appropriate supervision in school at all times, and
encourage them to participate in student activities. They
also have to provide special services to learning disabled

students and those from economically disadvantaged areas.
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That is a tall order for school boards, and ultimately for
schools, since schools are the points of actual service. A
lot of these services could be provided by the family, or by
other institutions; a CLSC for health care, for example. A
lot of demands have been placed on the education system, while
the community, the family and the home are disengaged. It
used to be that father knew best, but now it seems that the
people at the MEQ know best and entitle teachers to pass it

all on to Quebec's school children.

Parental Involvement in Quebec Schooling

Parents in Quebec have been serving on school committees
and participating in parent-—teacher associations for years,
although until the Quiet Revolution the Protestant sector was
the one which saw most parent involvement. 1In 1966, the Royal
Commission report recommended a major change in school board
structures which would have made parents a key element at the
level of both the school and the school board, but these
recommendations were not implemented. In 1979, however, Bill
27 and Bill 71 established a 1legal framework for the
participation of parents within the system at both the level
of the school and that of the school board. These
arrangements for parent participation in Quebec remain as
established in 1979.

Regarding school management, parent participation and
decentralization, the 1legislation of 1979 provided parents

with a lot of power should they choose to use it. Parents
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would be permitted direct representation on school boards.
Principals would have to consult parents on matters relating
to school objectives and procedures. Orientation committees;
composed of parents, teachers, the school principal and
others; would be permitted to develop a distinctive
educational project for each school. This can be thought of
as a school's overall aim and orientation as defined by its

community.

Decentralization within Centralized Control

Bill 71 of 1979 provided for parents to participate in
the process of defining a local school as a community school.
By defining it as a community school and giving it the mandate
of an educational project, they could have it withdrawn to a
large extent from the control and supervision of the local
school board. An example of this process in the real world is
Royal Vale Alternative in Montreal, the school already
discussed as a fee charging public school. In theory, the
parents could be very involved in determining the specific
orientation or ethos of the school through the creation of an
orientation committee. The orizntation committee brought
together all the principal agents involved in the daily
operation of the school, except the children. Bill 71
specified that the school board was obligated to establish an
orientation committee when requested to do so jointly by the

school principal, a teacher and a parent. There is a list of
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what the orientation committee could do that is quite
wonderful. They could:

-determine the specific orientation(s) of the school
-participate in the preparation of the school's educational
project (aims and priorities), follow the work of the project,
evaluate the finished project and report on it

-make by-laws respecting the conduct of the students of the
school

-make by-laws for the use of school premises

-make recommendations to the school board on the introduction
of new curricula (meaningless now with the MEQ control of
curriculum)

-make recommendations to the school board on the
implementation of school daycare services

-prepare and submit a budget to the school board for approval
and see to its administration

That 1list represents substantial power in the creation and
maintenance of a school, in terms of what goes on there and
why. The law sought to have the orientation committees take
on a number of the responsibilities formerly held by the
school board.

The educational project was first discussed in the Green
Paper of 1977, and was then confirmed in 1979. The proposal
was that each school develop an educational project. This has
yet to happen; not every school has one. The aim of this
proposal was to enable each school to become more autonomous

and individual in character or philosophy. The aim overall
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was to decentralize the administration of the school system to
the level of individual schools.

It seems that the people who came up with this idea
wanted those directly involved in the educational process to
come up with their own set of objectives. By answering the
questions, "What are we trying to accomplish here?" and "What
are our priorities and interests?" an educational project
would be defined. As well, the people involved would then be
clear in their own minds about why they were working in that
school building and what they were working towards.

Henchey and Burgess (1987) and Milner (1986) agree that
teachers, parents and the wider community served by the school
can be linked together by the educational project. It should
reflect the character, needs, and priorities of the various
members of the community it serves. The implication is that
individual schools should reflect the diversity of their
communities and that each school should develop its own
character, style, dominant wvalues and/or orientation. This
could be reflected in such things as the religious or moral
character of the school, and the kind of conduct that is
promoted among members of the school community. Further, the
educational project can serve as a guide to choices made
within the general framework set out in the law - the regimes
pedagogiques. The legislator's duty is to establish basic
standards; the educational project fills in and enriches that

basis (Milner, 1986).
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A plan drawn up in 1981 by Camille Laurin in the form of
a White Paper, after the establishment of the educational
project for individual schools and the regimes pedagogiques,
was unexpectedly radical in its decentralizing tendencies.

However, it was not implemented as designed. The Quebec

School: a responsible force in the community, aimed at

replacing a system based on confessional school boards with
one based on local school councils on which parents would be
dominant. Significant power would shift from the boards and
the teachers' unions to the parents and teachers in the
schools (Milner, 1986).

Chapter two of the White Paper of 1981 surveys the
problems in Quebec education and suggests that the fundamental
problem is the minor 1influence of parents and local
communities on the orientation and life of the institution
educating their children (Milner, 1986). There is an attempt
made here to address the disengagement of the family and the
community from the upbringing of their children, an attempt to
deinstitutionalize, to some extent, children's upbringing.

Chapter three sets out the major objective of the reform;
"to redefine the schools, to give them responsibility for
their own educational projects, to make them the focus of our
educational system, and to put them back into the hands of
those who use and run them." (Ministere de 1'Education, 1982,
p 37) The school was to become a corporate entity under the
authority of the school council. The school council would

elaborate the school's curricular and extracurricular
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objectives in the form of an educational project, but this
would be under the mandatory guidelines and objectives of the
pedagogical rules laid out in detail by the Ministry. The
school council would select the principal, deploy staff, and
recruit students based on the objectives of their educational
project. That is considerable power, even under the
pedagogical rules. Parents would be able to choose among the
schools of their area according to the educational priorities
that they set for their children (Milner, 1986). This would
have allowed real choice for parents, if not for their
children.

Quebec has come cluse to the development of a unique
system combining centralized and complete control over
curriculum and assessment with decentralization in terms of
individual schools' operations and orientations. A system of
choice already operates to some extent in Quebec, particularly
in the greater Montreal area where about half of the
province's people 1live. Laurin's proposal would have
formalized the existence of choice within the system.

Milner (1986) contends that the debate over the White
Paper came to rest on the assumption that parents are willing
to put considerable time and energy into their children's
education through the schools. One parent who served on a
school council told me that meetings often lasted until
midnight! An institution with no real power, the school, was
suddenly placed at the center of the entire system, which one

could argue is wheie it should have been all along. This
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assumption was challenged by the school boards, who had much
to lose had the changes taken effect. Few orientation
committees have been established (Milner, 1986 and Henchey and
Burgess, 1987) although more and more are coming into being.
Some of the recommendations of the White Paper have been put
into effect through Bill 3; witness Royal Vale and other
schools with powerful school councils. The concern is that
institutional structures significantly affecting people's
lives should encourage rather than inhibit people in asserting
control over those structures. Institutions need to be cast
on a human scale so that the people whose needs they serve are
able to take responsibility for articulating those needs and
identifying the means for satisfying them. This is perhaps

what the original Laurin plan sought to achieve.

A Paternalistic System

Slowly over the course of our school system's
development, the aims, curricula, methods and disciplinary
policies showed evidence of a growing confidence in people's
ability to make decisions for themselves and in children's
abilities to learn actively and through their own motivation.
This tendency continues today, especially in debates about
decentralization and control of curricula, so that we can see
ourselves acting in an historical context which moves slowly
from paternalism to humanism. However, we have not gone far
enough and our students are often disengaged by the elementary

schooling ezxperience. It is not enough to seek the
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involvement of parents on school councils. We must stop
hindering children in their attempts to do that which they
naturally do very well; learn. Throughout the history of our
system, there has been a parallel history - the history of
opposition to the system and proposed alternatives to it.

This history has as much to teach us about what our system

needs now as does the other.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The History of Reform Movements before 1980

Europe's New Education

There have been criticisms of the public school system
and challenges to its hegemony almost since it became firmly
established as an institution of our society. The oldest
worry about schooling has been that it emphasizes rote
learning, mere exercises in memory, and fails to encourage
creativity, thinking or imagination in solving problems of all
types. The New Education of England, Germany and France
started from that premise and built alternatives. In the late
1800's and into the early years of this century on both sides
of the Atlantic - progressive education parallels new
education - there was a reaction against passivity 1in
classrooms, against rote 1learning and the sacrifice of
individuality, and against an absence of attention to the
child's spirit, imagination and feelings (Beck, 1987).

The New Education's students were treated as family
members taking major responsibility and even helping in the
support of the school through gardening. The idea of a
community of work was popular in the Free School Communities
in Germany, which were based on the model of the English rural
New Schools. The main idea of these schools in both countries
was that the management of the school was to be cooperative.

A. S. Neill was just one of many members of the New School

53



movement to create a cooperative, egalitarian community of
children and adults. The director of the school and the
teachers joined with the students in responsibility for the
management, discipline included (Beck, 1987).

These Free School Communities, despite the name, provided
structure to school life, including the curriculum. In terms
of teaching and learning, there was no fixed time table and
children worked at the topics of their choice in small guided
groups. We see here the allowance of self motivation through
curiosity and interest. There is no record of a criticism
that any of the new schools had low academic standards.
Children under the age of ten were given instruction in
reading, writing, drawing, stories, biology and arithmetic.
This instruction was integrated and organized around centres
of interest, or themes. This sort of theme work has been done
in many settings since then (Beck, 1987). Adolph Ferriere
of Switzerland is considered to be a founder of the movement
in Europe. He defines a new school as a "self-governing
country boarding school in which all education is based on
personal interest and experience, and intellectual work is
combined with manual activities in workshop and field..."
(Boyd and Rawson, 1965, p 16) What is interesting in this
definition is the importance of personal interest. Curriculum
can be broadly defined by others, but education emanates from
personal interest and experience. Ferriere describes the
Activity School as a place of spontaneous, personal and

productive activity (Ferriere, 1928). It seems that
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throughout the century, people offered such learning
environments, but always as an alternative to the standard
classroom environment of coercion and consequent learner
passivity.

The years between the wars were the best experienced by
the New Education. A. S. Neill's Summerhill was founded in
1924. There were quite a number of these English country
boarding schools and variation among them was very great in
the 1920's and 30's. Any number of social ideals were
represented. However, many of the movement's experimental
schools were private and therefore expensive and totally class

bound (Beck, 1987).

The American Progressives

The activity school was psychologically and
philosophically close to what John Dewey and the progressives
were writing about and creating, in part, in the U.S.A. 1Its
values were those of educational reformers from past
centuries, Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Herbart and Froebel, but it
was made modern by using the findings of child psychology. It
failed, however, to continuously and consciously update its
methods and values based on new psychological findings (Beck,
1987). This inability to adapt to new situations and new
understanding was a fatal flaw.

It was also a weakness of the free school movement that
the protests and criticisms of the early free school movement

in the United States did not pick up where the New Education
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movement had left off such a short time before. Free
schoolers and radical reforncrs of the new era did not learn
from the accomplishments and mistakes of the Europeans, or
their own Progressives. Instead, they read A.S. Neill's
Summerhill in isolation and tried to recreate a forty year
old, British vision of free schooling without adaptation, or
further reflection and reading. What is most striking in any
comparison between the two movements, the former and the
latter, is the atheoretical, ahistorical character of the free
school movement (Cremin, 1973). Potter (1972) asserts that a
major problem with many free schools was the lack of a
particular philosophy behind the establishment of the school.
The later movement was far less willing to look to history for
ideas.

Progressive education as a movement began around 1890,
peaked in the 1920's and 30's, and then collapsed in the years
after World War II. The Progressive Education Association met
its demise in 1955 (Beck, 1987). The movement was not an
isolated phenomenon in American 1life, but rather the
educational side of a broader progressive movement in American
politics and social thought. The movement began in protest
against the narrowness, the formalism and the inequities of
the late nineteenth century public schools. We have to
imagine these based on what we know about the history of our
school system in order to understand what the Progressives
were attempting. As the movement shifted from protest to

reform, it saw the school as a means of continuing social
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improvement, as an instrument of individual self-realization,
and as an institution for facilitating the adjustment of human
- beings to a society undergoing rapid transformation (Cremin,
1973). What 1is interesting here is the definition of the
school as an instrument of individual self-realization.
Schools are societal structures designed to shape youngsters
to society's mold. Schools function within the society and
mirror it. They do not cater to individual visions of selif-
realization. For the Progressives, the school could become a
Loor opener; it could enable youngsters from any socio-
economic group to realize their goals in life.

Some ideas associated with progressive education follow.
Subjects should not be taught in isolation. ™lanning should
be cooperative, with children involved along with everyone
else. Learning involves no preconceived goals, but rather a
constant reconstruction of the ideas and ideals of students
and teachers. Knowledge is active participation. Learning is
a theory of inquiry and thus a specific project or inquiry may
become the subject of extended investigation (Mayer, 1964).
There is a concern with context and the relationship of
information to the learner. There is also a concern with
control of children's attention. The Progressives held the
ideal of self-generated questions leading to self-motivated
study and inquiry. They saw that learning is a personal
activity based on genuine curiosity. These ideas are repeated

in some of the literature of the free school reform movement.
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The ideals of the Progressives echo further. Freedom and
cooperation govern the progressive school. It was felt that
students learn best when they share ideas and experiences;
competition 1leads to anxiety which negates a genuine
educational experience. The teacher works with children so
that mutual goals are achieved and creative capacities are
actualized. Education thus becomes an experience in
relatedness. The school becomes a miniature democracy, where
the interests of all are safequarded. The effectiveness of
the school is measuved not by its ability to transmit
knowledge, but by its ability to develop constructive
attitudes and motivations so that cooperation and freedom may
prevail (Mayer, 1964).

The progressive movement was very diverse. John Dewey
was influential throughout the movement and served as the
chief articulator of its aspirations. The main influence that
Dewey has had so far on Canadian education is the move made in
the late 1930's to revise elementary school curriculum content
to make it more meaningful to the students (Phillips, 1957).
This minor adjustment is a far cry from Dewey's idea of
learners' self-directed, purposeful activity and vital contact
with the world.

The movement collapsed in the 1950's due to a number of
factors; internal factionalism, the erosion of political
support, the rise of an articulate opposition associated with
post World War II conservatism and an ideological

inflexibility that made it unable to contend with its own
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success (Cremin, 1973). Again, a reform movement offering an
arguably valuable alternative was unable to endure because it
had no way of dealing with the inevitable need for adaptation
and renewal.

It is worth noting that the conflicts within the
progressive movement were very much as the conflicts within
the restructuring movement are today; schooling as work and
preparation for work opposed to schooling for creativity and
intrinsic values, education for homogeneity opposed to
education for cultural diversity. There was also the central
dichotomy and tension between equality and meritocracy, or a

goal of excellence (Featherstone, 1976).

Common Threads

Here, in a description of the progressive school, we have
an uncannily accurate description of the British primary
school model of open education that became so popular in North
America in the 1970's. Many of these insights into learning
and the creation of learning environments are also being
echoed in the late 1980's and early 1990's. The call for
cooperative learning is repeated through the decades. The
focus on attitudinal development is kin to the current call
for "learning to 1learn". Also, as with the New School
Movement in Europe, we see the democratization of the
classroom. Children learn about democracy and group decision
making by being part of a democratic institution. They are

empowered to set goals and then to work to achieve them on
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their own terms. There is an emphasis on attitudinal
development and values education rather than on training in

skills and acquisition of knowledge.

The Free School Movement

The 1960's brought another educational reform movement to
North America's schools and neighbourhoods. The fundamental
issue for educational reformers of the 60's and 70's was the
implementation of the simple and sensible reformist ideas
about schooling which had been around for a good while. It is
amazing how the educational arguments of the 60's and 70's
echo those of Dewey from over sixty years before (Graubard,
1972).

At least two of the three themes of the progressive
movement, child-centered education and social reform through
the schools, later emerged fully in the free school movement
of the 1960's. The free school movement also remained as
school-bound as the progressive education movement of the
earlier decades (Cremin, 1973). This was in spite of the
writings of Illich and other de-schoolers. These writings
remained on the fringe.

Many of the educational critiques of the 1960's were
fuelled by the various movements of empowerment; the black
movement, the women's movement, and the peace movement
(Nemiroff, 1992). The school system was criticized for being
a lifeless and authoritarian place. Public schools were

characterized as factory-like environments designed for the
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systematic processing of students with rigid curricula and
criteria for judging the students' success. This critique of
the schools is not significantly different from some of the

criticisms implicit in the Parent Report discussed earlier in

the context of the history of Quebec's school system
(Nemiroff, 1992). Nor is this critique very different from
some of the criticisms of the system being made today.

Free schools attempted to abolish authority relations
between teachers and students - not simply to educate children
better, but to create a new sort of human being and a new
model of cooperative social life (Duke, 1976). Here we see
the attempt to change the society by changing what goes on in
schools. The idea was that students should be empowered and
allowed to take responsibility for their own curricula and
their own learning. As well, it was a prevalent notion that
the consequences of schooling should be sought not in academic
attainment, but in how students feel (Smith, 1973). Attitudes
and awareness were to be developed in schools, rather than
specific skills and information; another echo of the
Progressive Movement can be heard.

Graubard (1972) describes free schools as places where
"children and young people are not oppressed by the arbitrary
discipline and total power characteristic of most public
schools and where the possibilities for experimenting and
searching for new and better ways for children to live and
learn can be explored." p.x Unfortunately, new and better

ways were often not sought, rather anything that was not what
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had previously been done before in schools was good and
anything that was schoolish or technologically oriented was
not good. 1In this sense, the free schools were limited by
their reactionary character and could not truly progress as
Graubard had envisioned.

Graubard differentiates between three levels of reform.
There is reform that does not question the society or its need
for social control and that seeks to improve existing
institutions to better fulfil the schools' functions and role
in society. There is a more perceptive reform which proposes
to change existing institutions in order to achieve goals
which seem to be generally acknowledged in the ideology of the
society (liberty, happiness, equality), but which are
apparently thwarted by the actual workings of the
institutions. This idea is similar to Stafford Beer's
description of systems that do not d¢ what people suppose they
should do according to stated values, but do a very good job
of what they are designed to do in actuality. The third kind
of reform, radical school reform, questions the aims of
education as an agent of socialization because it questions
the society itself. This is the reform that asks a tremendous
amount of the school. It asks that the school counter all the
other influences of the society on a child; home, television,
peers, comic books. It asks that the school do such a good
job of inculcating new values and attitudes into its students

that they then go out and transform the society so that it is
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able to keep pace with the enlightened attitudes taught by the
school.

Graubard tried to deal with this issue by asking how the
schools could relate to the broad political and social
realities of our society. In other words, how can reformers
deal with the obstacles to reform that are present in the
society? The problems of society are manifested in the
schools, but they are not created there alone and they cannot
be solved there alone. Graubard saw that the schools could
not take on the role of transforming society. He argued that
the best and perhaps only education feor social change is
action to bring about that change (Graubard, 1972). Such
action happens outside of the school, although the school can

be involved in it.

The Issue of Curriculum

For the reformers of the 60's and 70's, the issue of
curriculum was of central importance. John Holt (1970, p.
218) in How Children Fail says,

"we cannot possibly judge what knowledge will be

most needed forty, or twenty, or even ten years

from now....Since we can't know what knowledge will

be most needed in the future, it is senseless to

try to teach it in advance. Instead, we should try

to turn out people who love learning so much and

learn so well, that they will be able to learn

whatever needs to be learned."
Here is the emphasis on attitude that is in part mirrored by
today's trend toward focusing on "learning to learn”.

However, Holt has been criticized for this stance since it can
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be seen as a cheap and easy way to get around the dilemma of
curriculum control and curriculum development.

Graubard (1972, p. 212) feels that we need a curriculunm,
even if some part of it is child created. Discussing
curriculum, ~raubard says, "If we take the individual young
person's concerns and interests seriously, then we wiil
observe how much is learned -~ often unpredictably - in the
course of being engaged in the world in an active way." Home-
schoolers who are also de-schoolers would agree with this idea
of self-determined, spontaneous curriculum.

Curriculum implies the right of some to prescribe what
others shall learn. Self-directed learning is a process
wherein each person creates her owwn unique "curriculum". She
asks questions and seeks answers to the questions raised by
her own unique experience. The will to learn is synonymous
with the basic human desire to gain understanding oi the
world; it is a chance to relate understandingly to the
envirounment. The mistrust of self-directed learning owes more
to a4 fear of anarchic individGduality and freedom than to
evidence that people only learn under pressure (Truefitt and
Newell, 1973).

It is true that even the best curricula, nationally and
within schools, however free, are typically designed by
teachers for pupils, not by teachers and pupils for each
other. However, planning a curriculum, at its best, is
identical to pursuing a <course of study, and the final

curriculum should be no more than the completed pursuit of
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that course of stuady. When teachers take charge of the
planning, they effectively demand that the pupils pursue their
course of studies rather than the pupils' own. One solution
is to define curriculum planning as a collaborative enterprise
between teacher and pupil. in this process of curriculum
development - development of questions to be answered and
learning outcomes to be attained, neither teacher nor pupil
has primacy over the other. Tuaeir roles are interchangeable.
Schocling then becomes a collaborative exercise in learning,
or more fundamentally, a collaborative pursuit of knowledge
and truth (Armstrong, 1973).

What is important to remember when discussing the
development of a curriculum is that enforced instruction
deadens for most people the will for and love of learning.
Learning is a personal activity, based on genuine curiosity
and desire to understand.

Illich (1973) argues that knowledge tvreated ac a
commodity, delivered in packages, and accepted as private
property once it is acquired, will always seem scarce. We
have to remind ourselves that most people acquire skills and
knowledge when they do whatever they enjoy; most people are
curious and want to give meaning to whatever they come in
contact with (Illich, 1973).

Graubard (1972, p. 244) explains that, "There 1is a
natural tendency to ignore the question of curriculum because
we are so conflicted about what is worthwhile, in a human

sense, not primarily because we aren't sure what will be
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useful.”" Good gquestions to ask when developing a curriculum
with students are: What kind of world do you want to live in?
What do you need to know? What are you good at and want to
work at to build that world? So again, schooling is seen by
the radical school reformers as action to change the world.
It must be remembered that this is not the definition of
schooling espoused by the traditional public school system.
Their definition of schooling is training to fit into the

world as it is.

The Principles of the Radical Reformers

The basic platform of the radical reformers of the 1960's
and early 1970's goes something 1like this; teaching and
learning should start 2and stay with students' real concerns,
standard classroom practice should be abolished including;
silence, tests, grades, lesson plans, hierarchical
supervision, homework and compulsory attendance; also most
existing textbooks should be thrown out, schools should be
much smaller and more responsive to the diverse educational
needs of parents and children, legal requirements which impede
the formation of new schools by independent groups of parents
should be abolished, and finally, the schools' monopoly on
formal education should be broken (Gross, 1971).

We see here a combination of child centred ideology and
reaction against schooling as it has been. Many of the ideas
listed above are worthwhile in their own right. Most teachers

would agree that teaching should address stucdents' real
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concerns, except where a much needed basic skill or a crucial
value is at stake. An example of this is the issue of
violence in our society. Students today are very concerned
with violence. It is what they want to talk about, write
about, describe and enact. The children that I know tell me
that it is what they know best because they see so much of it
on television. My deep concern as a teacher is instilling in
these children the sense that wviolence is a negative and
destructive force in our society. Schooling cannot always

blindly cater to students' concerns and interests.

The Problem of Authority and Discipline

The free school movement had a terrible time dealing with
the issue of authority and the role of the teacher. Some
radicals even felt that adults had nothing of value to offer
to children. The British open school model gave a more
realistic role to the teacher than that of passive observer or
mere participant. They sought to have teaching practice
reflect the incredible diversity of children and treat them as
individuals. For this reason alone, informal schedules,
physical arrangements, groupings and instruction were seen to
be preferable. The ordinary relationships among children and
between adults and children were considered of supreme
importance. Much learning in an open classroom would receive
direction and take shape in the course of ordinary

conversation. The legitimate authority of the teacher was
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seen as that of an adult responsible for developing a

nurturing environment for children (Featherstone, 1976).

Attempts to Break the School Systems' Monopoly

The most important point made in the 1list of changes
required by the radical reformers is the point about schools'
monopcly on schooling - on teaching and learning. The points
listed above about allowing parents to set up alternative
learning environments, about compulsory attendance, and about
textbooks all reflect a concern with this monopolistic
tendency of the public school system. Parents, or teachers,
or both together could set up alternatives to the existing
public schools if they received comparable funding. Their
alternative may well challenge the nearest public school
through offering competition, but perhaps this is what the
public school system has needed all along; real competition to
force it to address the real needs of parents and children;
its clientele.

Textbooks are here named as part of this monopolistic
aspect of schooling because the use of certain titles and
purchase from certain publishers is dictated by the state.
The information contained within them is often biased or out
of date. Teachers have no choice about what books they can
use in the classroom, at least in Quebec. This lack of choice

is what is called into question here.
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Learning Outside of Schools

Home-schoolers now, as radical reformers previously,
fight compulsory attendance in a school. Luckily for them,
many school board officials are sympathetic to their views.
Many parents do not question the idea that school comes before
all else. The only valid excuses for not attending school are
illness or a death or tragedy in the family. However, parents
engaged in home based learning, or home-schooling as it is
commonly known, do question the value of attendance in a
school. I have watched a home-schooled boy helping his
father with the labour intensive process of turning the maple
sap into maple syrup in late March. The boy was handling a
good deal of responsibility and learning about distillation at
the same time. Experiences offered through a parent or other
significant adult outside of school can rival what the schools
have to offer. Compulsory attendance works against
serendipity in a child's life.

A community is a facilitative context for teaching and
learning. Students, such that they feel themselves to be part
of a community of learners, are extremely helpful to one
another. Bruner (1971) called for the establishment of a
"learning community" beyond the narrow definition of a formal
school. He called for everyone to become a learner and a
teacher. As a curriculum project, he called for finding a
means whereby we could bring society back to its sense of
values and priorities in life. To do this we might well

concern ourselves with putting knowledge, wherever we find it
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and in whatever form we find it, to work to solve some of the
problems facing our communities. Bruner reaffirms the
importance of values in education yet again. For so many of
those offering alternatives or suggesting reforms, attitudinal
outcomes are as important or even more important than

knowledge and skill oriented learning outcomes.

The Open Classroom Model

The model of the open classroom at the elementary level
came to North America from Britain and was very popular in the
1970's. The lesson of open classrooms in British schools was
that theory can be of practical use only when it has a living
relationship with teachers and children. British primary
schools evolved from basic theories of young children's
development, but the best educational practice went beyond the
best current theory. Good open classroom teachers started
with the lives of children then and there and proceeded from
the children's experiences toward more disciplined inquiry
(Featherstone, 1976). However, the open classroom in North
America was a poor imitation of the British model. It was
imitated superficially, but often not philosophically or in

the attitudes and behaviours of the teachers.

Assessment of Alternative Learning Models
There is generally no significant difference shown
between formal and informal schooling in terms of mastery of

conventional subjects. "Progressive" students tend to show up
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better than formally taught children in those characteristics
that "progressive" schools value; initiative, critical
thinking, ability to express oneself in writing, capacity to
pursue a task on one's own and so on. The research is a
morass, but from it we know that there is no evidence that
reducing the amount of formal control over students
significantly impairs the acquisition of conventional academic
skills. However, it is plainly impossible to make inflated
claims for informal teaching in terms of conventional test
scores (Featherstone, 1976 and Swidler, 1979). What replaces
academic effort in alternactive classrooms 1is social
interaction, and what replaces academic 1learning is the
learning of group skills (Swidler, 1979). The importance of
such interpersonal skills is becoming more and more clear in

any case.

Effects of the Reform Movements on the Larger System

The critical ideas expressed by writers popular in the
late 1960's and early 1970's surfaced in many educational
institutions in many Western countries. In response to those
critiques, numerous official commissions were formed to
evaluate educational systems. Their conclusions, however, did
not usually result in systemic change, in changes of
institutions or in the creation of new institutions. Most
educational «critics were concerned with presenting a
philosophy of education in which growth, not just the

acquisition of facts, was an important factor; acknowledging
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also that growth is a holistic phenomenon involving personal,
intellectual, spiritual and social factors. They were
interested in making school an integral and relevant part of
society, as was Dewey. They were interested in breaking down
the social barriers between students and teachers. They
advocated empowering students and giving them greater freedon,
with the purpose of making them more responsible citizens in
a freer society. They saw education as a facilitative force
in improving society (Nemiroff, 1992).

A statement quoted by Hillis (1973) and made by the
editors of This Magazine is About Schools conceded that, "If
there's anything we've learned over the last six years, it's
that there is no alternative to the public schools, and that
all our energies must go into changing that system." Some
conclusions can be made about the role of public alternative

schools. They provided options to thousands of students and

continue to do so. Their presence has been the impetus for
many reforms in traditional schools and classrooms. On some
indicators they seem to outperform traditional schools. The

alternative school movement in general has had an effect on
state legislation and educational policy (Deal and Nolan,
1978). The effect has just not been as dramatic or systemic
as some would have hoped. The tolerance of diversity and the
growing notion among teachers and parents that there is no one
right pedagogy for all is one important after-effect of the

recent classroom reforms in many places (Featherstone, 1976).
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Large scale efforts at reform in the free school era
failed, however, to produce large-scale changes partly because
it is so difficult to make a dent in the public school system.
It b..nds, absorbs, and springs back to its original form.
Many of the reformers either avoided the public school system
altogether or attacked the problem from the top down (Foster,
1977). As well, many of the radical analyses and blueprints
for change were only partially and superficially adopted in
schools in an unenthusiastic spirit of reform that frequently
undermined the purpose of these changes (Nemiroff, 1992).
Even modest reforms threatened some educators. Teachers
trained in reformist attitudes and strategies would not be
allowed to try out the new techniques they had learned. The
schools prevented them from making changes (Foster, 1977).

Thus the reforms of the late 1960's and early 1970's had
little lasting impact. 1In fact, conservative elements in the
education system could point to some of the more radical and
reactionary learning environments of the time as reasons to
ignore the reformers altogether. Classrooms remained largely
the same. Teachers conducted monologues or more or less
forced class discussions, rather than making use of all the
new methods and attitudes toward children and 1learning that
had been talked and written about so much (Featherstone,
1976) .

The free school movement did not learn from past reform
movements or from systems in other countries. It avoided the

benefits of technology through its ideology of return to a
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more natural, loving and rural world. The movement was self-
centred and unrealistic; believing that free schools could
change the society, when in fact they seem in hindsight to
have made barely a dent in it. The free school movement was
not able to work with or to alter the public school system, it
remained outside of the system as a fringe alternative and
continues to do so even now. Thus, despite all the noise and
all the energy that was expended on the free school idea, our
schools today are very like what they were in the first half
of the 1900's before any of the reforms had been implemented.

In a sense, the free school movement was not truly
radical; the problem had to do with the question of what
school is for and little to do with how to make instruction
more "free" (Postman and Weingartner, 1977). The free school
movement was not sufficiently thoughtful, and most
significantly it lacked a process for and a commitment to
self-criticism and continuous development. However, some of
the ideas about learning, about children and about curriculum
that surfaced and bubbled during the free school era are
worthy. It seems very fitting that they should have
resurfaced in the literature of reform of the late 1980's and

early 1990's.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Current Reform Efforts and Debate

Ideas Versus Political Trends

In exploring the reform efforts and the initiatives which
have been debated and implemented over the past ten to fifteen
years, a distinction between them becomes apparent. First,
there are good ideas, often based on educational research,
which seem well worth the effort of implementation by any
school system intent on improving its service to the public.
Secondly however, there are also political trends in reform
proposals and in the debates about them. Schooling is highly
politicized since politicians partially control the public
school system through ministries of education and school
commissions.

In the discussion to follow, political trends in the
Canadian debate about public schooling's future will be
described as clearly as is possible. All proposals to reform
the Quebec public school system must be understood as
political statements. No matter how grounded in research
findings, or how sensible an idea may seem, it may never see
the light of implementation in the public schools because of
the political ramifications of its implementation in the

public school system.
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New Ideas

The reforms of the United States are discussed
extensively here because they make an impact in Canada.
American trends and developments are often mirrored here.
This is not to say that they need be so, just that people look
to the United States to find answers for Canada and so reform
debates and initiatives there hold a strong influence over
Canadian school system debates and initiatives. There are a
number of types of reform being discussed in the United States
and therefore representing possibilities for Canadians in the
90's. These are identified by Kirst (1990).

One involves improving the existing delivery system;
making school delivery systems Dbetter, bigger, more
standardized, or to run to higher standards. Another seeks
greater professionalism on the part of teachers; it involves
greater decision-making, peer reviews, and curriculum
development by teachers. It is the sort of innovation that
Featherstone {1976) called for back in the 1270's.

Another type of reform 1is called "outcomes based
education" and links state payment of schooling to results
produced by individual schools, or possibly districts, based
on assessments of drop-out levels, achievement, attendance and
other indicators of a system's health. Another is an employer
driven strategy linking high schools to employers' needs, like
the high technology space school already in operation in
Montreal. This model of school reform and development also

calls for financial and tnchnical support from businesses.
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Still another type of reform is based on consumer choice; it
allows choice of school by parents (Kirst, 1990).

None of these reform proposals change the essential
nature of the schooling process. The politics of the
student/teacher relaticnship remain intact, the idea cf a
rlassroom wherein children learn about the world outside
remains central to the schooling model. The hierarchy of
autheority wupon which our society is currently based goes
unquestioned (Cameron, 1990).

Other ideas about new ways to use school buildings, or to
structure schooling are worth mentioning since they
demonstrate the value of divergent thinking about our school
system. One proposal is that schools be turned into all-day
learning centres which can function as daycare centres as
well. During the full day, they could offer a full range of
remedial and enrichment programs, extracurricular activities
and sports programs. Within the building, extra help for
learning disabled students could be offered. Volunteer
tutoring from parents and others in the neighbourhood, as well
as special-interest courses from the same source, could make
further good use of the building. Private teachers of music,
art, drama and other arts and crafts could use the building as
well (Bishop, 1990). By extension of this idea, we can
envision the value of keeping school buildings open during the
summer. Another proposal which also looks for support and
input from a previously under-used resource comes from David

Salisbury and the Florida Schoolyear 2000 Initiative (1992).
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He proposes that we can and should allow lea ners to
contribute knowledge and skills to system operations through
peer tutoring, community service, on-campus work and other
services as yet to be determined. Toch (1991) calls for
sraller groupings of students and teachers. He argues that
the closer ties between students and teachers in small schools
result in a level of genuine caring and mutual obligation and
that these largely intangible qualities are crucial elements
of successful schooling. Small schools are less dependent on
bureaucratic governance. There are fewer 1rules and
regulations defining roles and relationships for both teachers
and students because there is less need for them. There is
greater collegiality among teachers. Small scl.ools are able
to pay greater individual attention to students in the
classroom. However, the move {Loward smaller schools and
smaller groupings of students and teachers appears to be in
direct opposition to the reduced fundirg that most schrol
systems are experiencing. 1f schools were made smaller, in
terms of student populations, school systems could use the
buildings currently called schools even though they are large.
Each building could house a number of independent programs
more tailo.ed to the needs of tneir clientele. Toch (1991)
advises that we become more flexible through smaller, more
diverse '"schools", in order to become more successful at
schooling. A pumber c¢i small urban schools have achieved
extraordinary results with disadvantaged, inner city students

and in fact, many school systems are attempting to combat
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their drop-out problems by assigning "at risk" students to

"alternative schools"”" like Montreal's Options I and II. These

have smaller enrolments - as few as thirty students in the
school - and extensive teacher-student contact and

remediation. The success of these programs would appear to
support the argument for smaller groupings and learning
environments.

A small town in eastern France, called Epinal, has
experimented with its school system in a very different way
(Caristiane Chombeau, Le Monde, October 16, 19¢1%). It has
enlarged its schooling environment to include the entire
community. Elementary school children spend the morning in
school engaging in traditional school activities, and the
afternoon in various parts of the town engaging instead in
sport or cultural activities. These latter are organized by
other than teachers, exposing the children to a variety of

adults as role models.

The Reactionary Eighties

The 1980's educational reform movement in the United
States can be seen as a continuing reaction against the free
school movement and the open educatior. policies of the 60's
(Martin, 1989). The free schoolers' focus on child-centered
and humanist education 1led to a reaction of centrally
mandated, and rigidly prescribed curricula throughout North
America. The emphasis has tended to be on measurable and

basic learning objectives. This swing back to the schooling
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practices of the past can be seen in Quebec's dramatic and
continuing rejection of {he prescriptions contained in the
Parent Report and in its imposition of a centrally created and
maintained curriculum. These are described in Chapter Three.

However, the observations and criticisms of the public
schools that led the reformers of two or three decades ago to
their radical prescriptions were still valid in the 1980's, as
they are today. As well, in order to justify the reaction
against the practices of humanistic and child-centred
education that were implemented in the 1960's and 70's, it has
been necessary to discredit schools' methods and results in
various piblications. Barlow and Robertson (1994) in Canada,
and Bracey (1994) in the United States, accuse the media of
failing to report on school sysi1ems' successes and instead of
overemphasizing and even exaggerating their failures and
weaknesses. The uncontrolled swing of the pendulum has meant
that the experimental programs described in Chapter Four have
not always received a fair trial. They have been rejected for
various reasons, many of them political. The role of the
media in influencing public opinion about school systems
cannot be iguored. Canadian as well as American media have
lately had an assured audience of concerned parents, and
prospective employers for their descriptions of the school
systems' failures. As Bracey (1994) says so simply, "...bad
news sells".

In an attempt to mediate the two extremes of educational

ideology which seem to vie for our system's soul, Toch (1991)
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calls for a synthesis of the 1960's reformers' desire to
humanize schools and the 1980's reformers' commitment to
rigorous academic standards and students' acquisition of basic
skills. These two perspectives on schooling may not be
incompatible. Wickstrom (1994) argues that the need for
control and consistency in the system need not be in
opposition to the need for variety and creativity. In fact he
suggests, in concert with others such as Toch, the
desirability of a balance between the system's need for
certainty and centralized control and its need to allow for

variety and ambiguity.

The Continuing Appeal of Child-Centred Schooling

Since the time of Pestalozzi, child-centred schooling has
been seen by many as a viable schonling model. Despite the
apparent swing of the pendulum toward increased control over
students' learning, child centred schooling in a variety of
forms continues to be & valued reform option for many
educators. However, it never seems to be adopted on a large
scale and consistently.

Gray and Chanoff (1984) describe Sudbury Valley School in
Massachusetts. This is a private day school which is run
entirely on the principle of self-directed learning. The
students there direct their own education and often learn
through play. Observation of learners there has convinced the
adults involved in the school that unguided play involves the

acquisition of skills and knowledge and that young, playful
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learners naturally evolve into efficient adult learners when
they are allowed and encouraged to do so. One of Sudbury
Valley School's central principles is the bringing together of
people of all ages. This allows for youngsters to learn
through observation and imitation of various adult and child
role models.

Levin (1994) at the University of Manitoba points out the
parallels between the +treatment of teachers by system
administrators and government education ministries, and the
treatment of students by teachers and school administrators.
Neither group, he argues, has very much control over what they
do, when they do it or with whom they work. Neither group has
much ability to influence or change its working situation in
order to meet its own needs or pursue its own interests. He
calls directly for student empowerment along with teacher
empowerment and an end to the model of schooling which insists
that students be passive recipients of information and
direction from others. He suggests that this be done through
sustained conversations between teachers and learners about
what learning is and how it can best be encouraged, and later
evaluated, in any given environment. Echoing this, Salisbury
(1992), of the Florida 2000 Initiative, proposes that we
involve learners in their own learning and in evaluation of
their progress.

The program for the primary level of the British Columbia
province wide school system's Year 2000 educational reform

plan makes use of non-graded classrooms and child-centred
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activity. Robertson (1994) describes the program as one in
which learning is seen as active, spontaneous and directed by
the child's own curiosity about the world. Curriculum and
assessment reflect this theoretical base by being defined as
learner-focused and responsive to the learners. Child-centred
schooling is seen by the Ministry of Education of British
Columbia as a viable reform option at the primary level.

Brent Cameron, also in Vancouver, goes so far as to argue
that the compulsory nature of most schooling and the
imposition of curriculum by authority is a violation of the
essential rights of children as individual learners. His
"Wondertree" learning centre works to enfranchise children
through self-directed learning and allowance of choice. In
fact, he defines intelligence as the ability to make
successful choices, thus his goal as a learning consultant is
to encourage in young people the ability to make more and more
choices (Cameron, 1990).

Some home-schoolers have the same aim; they create home
based schooling to allow for and encourage self-directed
learning. The Canadian Alliance of Homeschoolers circulated
a questionnaire to home-schoolers in 1989. Of 1000 families
questioned, about 68 percent said that they used an informal,
child-directed home education style. They allow their
children to choose what they want to learn as the need arises.
They see themselves as guides and advisors, rather than as
teachers of their children. Strong objections to the

compulsory nature of schooling motivate these families, while
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others who choose home-schooling, about 25 percent of them, do
so for religious reasons (Priesnitz, 1993).

In seemingly direct opposition to this trend toward
child-directed iearning and child-centred school programs are
the concerns with children's acquisition of skills to succeed
in an increasingly tight job market and with Canada's ability

to compete globally for our collective economic well-being.

Business in Schools and Ecorcxic Demands

The 1980's can be characterized as the decade of
conservative school policies in the United States and in
Canada, as has been said. Howcver, a related and even more
important development has been the increased involvement of
private businesses in the public schools. Business leaders
have become involved to an unprecedented degree in the debate
about schools' purpose and priorities. Barlow and Robertson
(1994) write that the majority of business leaders believe
that it is their business to influence curricula. They base
their assertion on a 1993 Gallup Poll which found that 59% of
Canadian business leaders believed that the private sector
should be actively involved in forming educational policy and
shaping curriculum and standards. Barlow and Robertson argue
as well that the politicization of the school system has
resulted in layer upon layer of rhetoric obscuring the reality
of what the system does and how well it carries out its role

in our society. This is what makes it so difficult to assess
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our schools' performances and our children's progress as
learners.

As well, Carlson (1992) calls attention to the fact that
business models of organization and control, and business
conceptions of the bottom line, productivitv and efficiency
are now taken for granted and treated as politically neutral
and disinterested, when in reality they have a profound effect
on attitudes toward and within the school system. These
business models influence what we value and what we focus our
attention on in schools.

Closely related to the increasing influence of the
business lobby on our school system is the change that our
economy is currently undergoing. Many vo‘ces have been heard
in the past decade or so, arguing that workers need to be
increasingly s<killed and capable of learning on the job if
they are to keep pace with the new demands of the job market.
Actually, the evidence is that the opposite is true (Levin,
1984; Kahane & Oram, 1989 and Henchey, 1987). Technology is
eliminating many middle-level jobs, leaving a high skilled job
market for the few, and a low skilled job market, or
unemploynient, for the many. Barlow and Robertson offer
further testimony from the Ontario Federation of Labour that
technology is replacing many skilled workers and that hiring
tends to favour those with only basic entry-level job skills.

The reformed school system proposed by those in the
business lobby and by some Canadian conservatives - raising

standards and demanding excellence - would more efficiently
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select the brightest and most capable for the traditional high
status occupations in the emerging high technology
information-based industries, leaving the rest to compete for
the remaining lower status jobs (Martin, 1989 and Barlow &
Robertson, 1994).

It is not surprising that for those who bzlieve that
business drives our economy and our society, and that business
interests are paramount in our society, the school system
should concentrate on meeting the needs of business. The
argument for reform of the school system put forth by those
who favour the dominance of business interests in the society
is not based on the needs of students, or even the needs of
the society as a whole, but rather on the needs of employers.
Barlow and Robertson (1994) argue that an overqualified
workforce in a shrinking job market gives a great advantage to
employvers since they can keep wages down even among highly

schooled and skilled workers.

Empowerment Through Choice

The question of introducing choice into the system is a
loaded one. This is because it cuts to the heart of public
schooling's mandate. Charles Phillips, writing in 1957 about
the development of education in Canada, expressed the dilemma
very clearly. Those who want better schooling for their own
children must help to prrvide this for all children in the
community. The public schooling experience should somehow be

equal for mverybody. However, equal does not necessarily have
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to mean identical. The possibility of equity within the
diversity implied by choice can be explored.

The public choice movement is defined succinctly by
Bacharach (1990) as involving parents in reform through
consumer power. This forces the public schools to compete

with each other to develop a school missic‘. that the parents

will find wvaluable, like the educational project now
encouraged in Quebec schools.

Educational vouchers are one way of providing choice in
the system. The idea of vouchers has been put forth for
consideration since the 1950's. Each citizen at birth
receives an actual or notional boock of vouchers or coupons
which entitles him to so many units of education which can be
bought at any time in his life. They represent his share of
the nation's, or the province's educational budget. A
voucher system theoretically creates genuine freedom of choice
with competition on equal terms between different kinds of
learning.

Ward (1973) argued as long ago as the early 1970's that
options to the public schools have been pre-empted by the fact
that every householder and every taxpayer is compelled to
finance the system as it exists. This can be seen as
inhibiting the development of alternatives since it means that
alternatives are dependent on the marginal income of potential
users, over and above the compulsory levy to maintain the
existing system. A voucher system could facilitate a whole

range of alternative experiments; street schools, community
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workshops, and alternatives to school; which now receive no
share of public schooling funds.

Fantini (1974) describes a system of choice that could
make effective use of some of these alternatives. Each of the
participating groups; teachers, parente and students; have a
choice of the option that best supports their style. In a
diverse society a responsive system of public education can
provide a range of options and choices (Fantini, 1974 and
Holmes, 1991).

Fantini lays down some ground rules for the system. No
alternative within the PSC practices exclusivity. Each school
works toward a comprehensive set of educational objectives;
these must be common to all schools within the system. No
person or group imposes an educational plan or design. Each
new alternative can operate on a financial level equivalent to
the per capita cost of the school district as a whole,
assuming some additional costs for initial planning and
development. Each alternative includes a plan for evaluation.
Assessment is essential as a basis for continuing to improve
the option and to help determine the relative effectiveness of
each option (Fartini, 1974).

Parent associations could exnlore options. Advertising
could play an important role as it does now with university
and college programmes. Orientation sessions, special back-
to~school night programmes, mailings to parents, and newspaper
articles could serve to make the decisions of parents and

students informed ones. The extensive time spent on public
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relations would be a necessity in a system ., . .e (Nolan,
1978).

The PSC would be an adaptive system. Options would be
judged by results. As the results associated with quality
education, determined by parents, students and teachers
themselves, were realized more in one model than in another,
the attractiveness of the successful model would grow. The
options that were more snccessful would li%ely be more in
demand, based on what we know about consumer behaviour, thus
triggering an adaptive process (Fantini, 1974 and Urbanski,
1990).

School-based management is a reform idea that is called,
by Barlow and Rober*son (1994), the thin edge of the wedge
leading almost inevitably to a system of choice. They decry
this kind of choice in the system as being destructive of the
principles of public schooling. However, Delaney (1994), in
the context of providing an overview of its influence as a
model, gives school-based management a favourable review as an
organizational context for reform. It is described as a means
to achieve improvement at the school level rather than a goal
in and of itself. Using school based management, each school
and district works to reorganize the decision-making
structures so that many important decisions that will directly
or indirectly atfect the education of chiidren are made at the
level of the local school. School based management involves
teachers, parents and even students in shared decision-making

about the daily and long term running of the scnool. It is
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designed to involve the entire school community in the
establishment of school objectives, the development of
programs to meet those objectives and the subsequent
evaluation of programs. This is beinc¢ done in Edmonton's
public schools now and has been since the late 1970's. It
seems very similar to the school councils and parent
involvement organized in CQuebec's 1982 White Paper ("The ABCs
of Public-School Fees", Lynn Moore, The Gazette, Saturday,
April 17, 1993).

Rochester's Schools-of-Choice System is a working model
of Fantini's (1974) vision. Choice within the system was
introduced during the late 1960's and early 1970's, as a means
to organize voluntary desegregation of schools. The most
important dynamic complementing the schools-of-choice movement
is the school based planning agreement negotiated in the 1987-
1990 contract. The teachers' union, with the district,
negotiated a staffing agreement that, in addition to seniority
criteria, emphasizes choice as well as racial and programmatic
balance (Urbanski, 1990).

Toch (1991) argues that permitting students to select the
public schools they attend can significantly improve the sense
of community of a school. Indeed, where it is well
established, the choice system in public education seems to
work. As well, the introduction of a marketplace into public
education through parent and student choice creates the
accountability that some reformers seek while diminishing the

need for prescriptive mandates from central authorities.
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Ideally, teachers should, through +{heir unions and
associations, take part in choice as well. Such involvement
empowers and engages teachers directly in modifying
educational practice. Teachers become involved in decisions
and management in the context of pursuing what is most
essential to them. If both staff and students select a school
it will achieve a firmer sense of mission and it will enjoy
stronger consensus and coherence than can schools of
assignment. We all need community and a feeling of meaningful
connection (Raywid, 1990 and Toch, 1991;.

A genuine syscem of choice 1is a truly radical
proposition. Chukb and Moe (1992) arque that it consists of
three basic changes to the system as it exists now. First,
parents and students must be free to choose their own schools.
Second, they must be given some variety to choose from. New
schools of various types must be allowed and encouraged to
emerge in response to the needs and interests of students and
parents. Third, all crucial decisions about organization and
governance must be placed in the hands of the schools. They
must be truly autonomous. The authority to concrol the school
from above must be eliminated as much as possible because any
authority that remains in the hands of politicians through the
central authorities will inevitably become a magnet for
political pressure and will be used to reassert control when
the schools exercise their autonomy in ways that powerful
political interests do not 1like. Herein lies one of the

controversies fuelling the debate about introducing choice to
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the system. The controversy involves the question as to who
should control schooling and who should determine what goes on
in schools. This is a truly charged issue for many who are
involved in the school reform debate.

A second controversy colouring the debate about choice in
the system is that which questions the provision of equal
schooling experiences for all children in a choice system.
School restructuring through school based management and/or
schools of choice could result in serious inequities between
schools. Barlow and Robertson (1994) express strong
objections to a choice system of providing schooling. They
claim that because schools of choice will operate in a climate
of competition, the children enrolled in them will also face
stiff competition. The connection is not obvious to me; a
school encouraging cooperation and non-competition as part of
its mandate would probably have less competition between
students than most public schools currently have. It is also
claimed that schools of choice set out to be homogeneous. Yet
+t+he school wherein I teach, a private school thus operating in
a competitive, choice environment, caters to an amazingly
diverse population. The diversity of our student population
is a defining characteristic of the school. 1 have learned of
a school on the west coast, another private college, that
boasts that it welcomes students from all over the world.
Again, in this school, diversity is seen as a selling point.
This is the opportunity of the choice system; those who value

homogeneity can find it in one of the options available; those
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who favour diversity in the student population can find that
ales. Elmore (1990) argues that, even in a system of choice,
the central authorities will want to impose uniformity, as
they have done for many decades, even at the expense of
quality and innovation at the school level. He predicts that
central administrators will have to develop new ways of
handling diversity and variability in school systems. They
are already facing this challenge to usome extent since most
large city neighbourhoods are very different from one another
and school populations are becoming more diverse and varied
all the time.

Barlow and Robertson argue that proponents of schools of
choice believe in competition. Many of them may well do so.
This does not make choice a bad option for systemic reform.
Choice offers the possibility of diversity in the system to
meet the diversity of the population. It offers greater
levels of responsiveness to the needs of students, parents,
and even teachers.

Problems in irpplementing a system of choice include
issues of funding, staffing, and equity. Barlow and Robertson
paint a bleak picture of public schools of choice being
starved of both funds and students as they compete openly with
private schools. However, if schools are allowed only to be
non-profit, if limits are set on fees that schools may charge
for their services, and the province funds all schools equally
per student as they come close to doing now in Quebec, the

playing field is levelled; public schools and private schools
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virtually cease to have any major differences between them.
Teacher associations and unions can look after the interests
of their members within a system of choice and both learners
and teachers can choose where they would like to work and
learn. Legislation can be enacted disallowing rejection of
students or staff by schools on the basis of sex, race, or
disability - including learning disabilities. Concexns about
discrimination in schools can be dealt with in the same way as
concerns about discrimination elsewhere; anti-discrimination
legislation and subsequent enforcement can benefit our
increasingly pluralistic society much more than can some
stubborn clinging to sameness as a valuable characteristic of
classrooms. We are not all the same and there is no reason
why our learning environments should all be the same either.
If learning environments differ from school to school, as is
already the case in Quebec, why should we not offer choice to
parents and students as to which of the variety of schools
they would like to attend?

There are various ways of providing schooling options;
using the variety of existing teaching styles; adapting
innovative classroom patterns; having teams of teachers form
schools within schools; or creating new school options housed
apart from traditional schools. Students and parents can
select learning environments; a school, home-schooling, a
learning centre, distance education, televised teaching or
whatever else is on offer. It seems promising to contemplate

just how much is on offer today.
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The Needs of the Children

Making the context of the reform debate more urgent and
difficult is the evidence that the 1level of stability and
support in the 1lives of many students is diminishing.
Disadvantaged students - those of low income families, single
parent families, or who have mothers who work - are the
fastest growing portion of the American school population

(Toch, 1991). Even in Canada, Globe and Majil columnist

Michael Valpy writes, "Our schools, in every community and to
an unprecedented degree, are being expected to cope with
physically and emotionally unhealthy children, neglected
children, children whose parents lack the time and energy to
be with them, substance-abusing children, children with
minimal social skills, children from a vast range of bruised,
stressed and fragile families." (Michael Valpy, "The 40%

Factor" Globe and Mail, October 2, 1993).

A real reason for the sense of crisis present in debates
about our school system is the actual crisis being experienced
by our society as the family and the community break down and
become increasingly dysfunctional. It is no coincidence that
the two systems considered to be most in need of reform - the
two systems which are considered to be in crisis -~ are the
systems which deal with the helpless in our society. These
are the public school system and the public health system.
Children and the sick and elderly used to have most of their
needs met by their families and communities. This is no

longer true, since we have institutionalized learnirng and
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healing. Public schools have struggled with their new roles
as providers of social, emotional and even nutritional support

for needy, neglected and even abused children.

The Purposes of Schooling

The reforms of the 1960's were deeply concerned with
creating a safe environment for the development of the whole
child. They were closer to the design of learning
environments than to system reform. Now reformers want much
more. They speak of the whole system and push for
restructuring. It is as if we cannot stand to see schools
looking so much as they did twenty or thirty years ago while
the world around them is so very changed. Thus the energy
being expended now in attempts to reform and restructure our
school systems.

However, in the process of reforming, we have to ask what
the purposes of schooling are, and what kind of citizens we
hope to produce. Giroux (1992) points out that schools are
the major institutions for preparing students for public life.
Thus, schools should function to provide students with the
knowledge, character and moral vision that build civic
courage. Schools are in fact centres of culture which
legitimize certain forms of knowledge and disclaim others.

This power that schools have - and have had since their
beginnings - must be recognized and used very carefully. When
we act as though schools legitimize knowledge without bias, we

err. Witness the collapse of native language and culture
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through careless schooling in the dominant culture of Canada.

We need first a philosophy of education that can provide
us with clearly articulated aims. There is widespread
confusion and disagreement about what our schools are for and
consequently what our schools should be doing. Giroux (1992)
argues that even for the white middle class majority,
education often functions to silence rather than to empower
children. Teachers' value assumptions need to be questioned,
as do the value assumptions of state curricula and indeed of
the entire public school system.

In communities, there is little agreement about the goals
of school reform or how improvements might best be measured.
It is at the level of community, and arguably even lower - at
the level of each school, that the debate must be resolved.
The schools lack and need a methodology for creating consensus
about their goals. There is a need to promote informed
thoughtful discussion about the purposes of schooling among
teachers, students, parents and community members - possibly

through local school boards (Wagner, 1993).

Serving the Public Interest

Are schools to uncritically serve and reproduce the
existing society or should they challenge the social order to
develop and advance its democratic imperatives? Advocates of

critical education challenge all those involved to reconsider
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and recreate their prior knowledge (Frankenstein, 1992). The
purpose is to create a citizenry critical enough to both
analyze and challenge the oppressive characteristics of the
larger society so that a more just, equitable and democratic
society can be created (Giroux, 1992).

Something very like this is being done in some parts of
Quebec through the idea of popular education, which is
government funded through women's centres, youth centres and
other groups, but aims to empower citizens to question and
oppose, where necessary, situations in the society which
exploit them. This concern with critical pedagogy implies a
shift towards multiculturalism and the promotion of
difference. A critical curriculum that emphasizes anti-
classist, anti-racist and anti-sexist social reconstruction
and that uses the viewpoints and experiences of oppressed
groups would be a fundamental step in the direction of
preparing students for democratic participation in a complex,
multi-cultural and rapidly changing world (Carlson, 1992).

It is argued that educators have a public responsibility
that involves them in the struggle for democracy (Giroux, 1992
and Barlow & Robertson, 1994). Thus public schooling is much
more than preparation for the tyranny of the job market.
Democracy is a celebration of difference, and the dominant
groups fear thiz. Thus one of the aims of schooling could be
to allow and encourage questioning of the dominant
philosophies &nd assumptions of our society. However, this

cannot be achieved when politicians, through powerful and
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centralized school authorities, dictate what will go on in

schools.

The Question of Curriculum

The existing model of teaching and learning could be
replaced by one that engages students in active problem
solving, and knowledge acquisition through problem-solving
activities. There is more and more evidence that 1learning
involves deep understanding and active engagement in the
acquisition of new knowledge (Marton, 1975). Curriculum can
encourage or hinder deep understanding.

Many feel that all students need to master a common core
of shared knowledge, the important question is, who will
participate in the formulation of that knowledge and whose
interests will it serve? Banks (1991) argues that such
knowledge could reflect cultural democracy and serve the
interests of all of the people in our pluralivtic nation.
Again, these questions need to be answered in communities by
the people who live and work there.

Hargreaves suggests that if substantial curriculum reform
is to be developed and implemented effectively, teachers, as
a routine and scheduled part of their work, must be encouraged
to move beyond their own classrooms into other classrooms,
into regular scheduled meetings with colleagues, into other
schools and into contexts where they consider and discuss
educational theory. With such a reconstruction of teachers'

experience, the curriculum development that teachers come to
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own will likely be of a bolder, more imaginative nature. What
Hargreaves argues for is not likely to happen given the way
schools are now organized. Teachers simply do not have the
time.

Hargreaves has a plan for achieving his ideal of teacher
initiated curriculum development. He argues that curriculum
development and decision-making must be substantially
decentralized. School-based curriculum development must have
sufficient scope to allow for flexibility, responsiveness and
sensitivity to individual and community needs. Decentralized
curriculum development mast be accompanied by parallel changes
in the culture and work of teaching, as has already been
described. These two changes must be coupled with a set of
centrally produced guidelines directing schools to provide a
broad and balanced curriculum in a way which recognizes and
rewards a wide range of educational achievements. This can be
done at the provincial level in Quebec. Different areas of
educational experience and forms of achievement to which all
pupils have an entitlement could be centrally defined. They
must then be mandatory and accompanied by practical examples.
They should lend a sense of direction, an overall purpose.

The fourth component of an alternative curriculum
development strategy is classroom feedback for teachers based
on students' work. These are forms of pupil self-assessment,
sometimes called pupil profiles, sometimes records of
achievement. They include a regular one-on-one review between

each pupil and their teacher of progress, performance,
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experience and both their achievements. The periodic process
of one-on-one review makes assessment part of learning, rather
than a judgement passed on performance when the learning is
over. It is designed to draw attention and give recognition
to a wider range of achievements and experiences than has been
customary. It is intended to give pupils a sense of greater
responsibility for their own learning, a say in what they do
and how they do it. It is also meant to improve teachers'
diagnoses of pupils' 1learning needs. Supplied with this
feedback, teachers can match work to a pupil's abilities.
This fourth component 1links curriculum development with
assessment development. New patterns of pupil-based
assessment develop the pupil, the teacher and the curriculum.
They form a mutually reinforcing system. However, these kinds
of assessment and curriculum development strategies will only
prosper if the scope for curricular adjustment at school level
is wide. Also the management and funding of teachers' work
will need to recognize and encourage contact with individual

pupils as a routine part of that work (Hargreaves, 1989).

New Roles for Students

A number of new roles for students have been proposed in
the 1980's and 1990's. Many people agree that students should
learn to collaborate; that includes working constructively
together as well as communicating effectively. Reich (1990),

for instance, calls for numeracy, literacy, responsibility and
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collaboration as goals for students. Hawley (1990) calls for
going beyond improved performances on standardized tests and
developing a capacity to 1learn, to be intellectually
resilient, and to make better decisions in seeking to solve
complex problems. Generally, students are now expected to
learn critical thinking skills, study skills, problem-solving
strategies and collaborative methods of work. Yet, assessment
tools have not completely kept up with these new roles and
demands. Standardized testing remains an ubiquitous

assessment tool.

New Roles for Parents

Virtually all researchers who study student achievement
agree that it is significantly related to the extent to which
parents are actively involved in their children's learning
(Constable and Walberg, 1987). Marburger (1990) arques that
a child's schooling is vitally affected by the level of
involvement of parents in the child's school experiences and
in the school's workings. Riley (1994) argues that ideal
parent involvement means reconstructing the school as a place
where parents are partners in the decision-making. The
traditional educational hierarchy can begin to question itself
and the ways in which it functions. The situation as it is
now excludes parents from most decision making. This is not
true in Quebec in certain schools with vocal parent committees

and school councils. Chapter Three describes the legislation
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enacted in Quebec that has given parents strong voices in the

schools that their children attend.

New Roles for Teachers

It is argued by Shedd (1990) that collective bargaining
over educaticnal policy issues will represent one of the most
distinctive features of future bargaining in public education.
Collective bargaining is likely to assvme more prominence in
the overall management of school systems in the coming years,
but with new issues such as decision-making, collegiality and
professional development.

Sykes (1990) argues that promising programs and practices
of teaching originate in many locales and should be available
for scrutiny and trial. This can be done through professional
journals inviting more teacher submissions. Professionals can
stay abreast of developments in the field. To this end
administrators should provide opportunities for teachers to
identify and evaluate new materials, instructional strategies
and programs. As well, teachers can open their classrooms to
observation and become more articulate about their practice
than they have been.

The Task Force for Educational Technology in 1986 defined
teachers' new roles to be those of diagnostician of students'
needs, designer of individual methods of instruction, and
manager of technological resources and learning experiences.
These new roles for teachers reflect new roles for students as

well. These have been discussed above. However, the new
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definitions of teachers' professional roles cannot be decided
or imposed from outside the schools. The change in teachers'
roles can be expected to evolve over time and to adapt to
local conditions as teachers and school officials explore
alternative approaches, experiment with new forms and
negotiate a new order. It is also worth bearing in mind, as
Postman and Weingartner (1987) point out, that there can be no
signiiicant reform of the school system that does not have at

its very center the attitudes of teachers.

The School as a Learning System

Mitchell (1984) defines a system as a set of entities
and, importantly, their inter-relations which are organized to
fulfil some purpose. Thus a systems approach, which has
become popular in the current reform literature, consists of
analysing an operation as a whole; in terms of the whole,
there is no wvalidity in optimizing a single component
subsystem separately.

The immense educational challenge of the future requires
a new paradigm. The school as a system should be able to
accumulate improvements through evaluation and revision. To
be improvable and adaptable, schools must accumulate critical
opereting data and use that data to make planned revisions;
they must be designed to learn and develop (Branson, 1990 and
Mitchell, 1990).

Gideonse (1990) goes further to say that insofar as a

school's operation was collegial and collaborative it would,
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as an institution itself, manifest signs of learning. To the
extent that schools adjust their practices based on
experience, they demonstrate agreement between their own
behaviour and the larger learning aims that they purport to
serve. The design of self-correcting cybernetic feedback
loors in the system's decision-making and consensus-building
processes can help to ensure the adaptability of schools.

Miller (1994) 1links systems thinking in the context of
schooling with a holistic perspective. He invites us to
attempt to view learning in the context of the entire school
and its community environment. The school can be seen as a
complex system that evolves through a sense of purpose and
collaboration between all components of that system; staff,
students, parents, community members and resources. Cameron
(1990) reminds us that each child is a system among many other
systems. He suggests that all parts of the system should
experience success, and that success be on their own terms.
For him, the recognition of the personal and self-directed
quality of learning is essential to complete understanding of
the learning environment as a system of systems.

The school system as a whole can be enriched by its
inclusion of a wide variety of learning environments. When we
make this mental shift, we open ourselves to a large number of
alternatives which already exist and function. Many are
privately run and thus function in a competitive environment
that demands flexibility, responsiveness and adaptability; the

characteriscics that those calling for systems thinking
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declare to be most necessairy to the wviability of our schools.

Viability Through Diversity

The alternatives to the conventional classroom, many of
which were created in response to the system's failures, needs
and areas of weakness, are examples of the system's responses
to feedback from its demanding and critical environment. This
is not true if we define the system closely as "elementary and
secondary schools funded by the public sector", although even
within that limited system there are now alternatives which
did not exist before. However, when we greatly extend the
system's boundaries we can see a plethora of programs which
are the system's self-correcting management of the situation.

Home-schooling, free-schooling, private schools,
educational broadcasting and outdoor education are all
examples of the system's dynamism. The system's ability to
come up with novel approaches and diverse alternatives is also
its hope for survival. We speak of bio-diversity as being
essential to an eco-system's health and viability. We speak
of diversifying a manufacturer's product line as a way of
ensuring continued market share. Why not applaud diversity in
our schooling environments and in people's ideas about

teaching and learning as healthy and essential to the society?
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CHAPTER SIX

Ideas From Which We Can Benefit

Introduction

There are many ideas that have been tried and that can
function well. These form alternatives to the traditional
classroom. The programs and ideas presented here are not all
that exist. These are some that seem most promising from
among the ones that have been presented in the literature.
Each has 1ideas to offer and many share similar attitudes
toward children and learning. They are presented here in a

roughly chronological order.

The Montessori System

The Montessori System has been very popular as a learning
environment for young children. However, its tenets can be
helpfully inspiring to those who work with older children as
well. The system is based on the following beliefs. To
function adequately as a responsive and responsible social
being, the child must develop sensitivity to the feelings and
rights of others, and skills and attitudes requisite for
adjustment, adaptation, cooperatior and initiative in social
situations. Education must focus on physical, intellectual,
emotional, moral and social development. The Montessori
System has a focus on problem-solving and decision-making
skills. Cameron's (1990) definition of intelligence as the

ability to make good choices echoes. In the process of
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thinking and solving problems, the <child is actually
structuring her own intelligence. Existing constructs, or
schema, as Piaget called them, are in an almost constant state
of revision and expansion as successive relevant experiences
are grappled with (Fleege, 1979).

A sense of responsibility for self-development is
encouraged. Then, self-esteem is nurtured as the child
experiences daily successes and becomes more clear about
himself and what he can do. Another aim is to help each child
experience success within a framework of internalized ethical
values. Basic to the system is the belief that every child is
born with a desire to learn. As well, and significantly, how
the child comes to feel about himself is more important than
what he is learning to accomplish. The Montessori self-
learning environment fosters the gradual acquisition of the
habits requisite for a lifetime oI learning. As well it
fosters the acquisition of core academic skills, which become

the tools for a lifetime of creative learning (Fleege, 1979).

Montessori Methods

A disciplined child in Montessorian terms is one whose
behaviour is directed from within in accordance with given
rules and expectations. An inner change in behaviour cannot
be accomplished by pressure from without. Children need to
experience freedom and inner control at all stages of their
development. Ground rules limiting the freedom of children

are discussed democratically, leading the children to ask

108



questions, to express their opinion and finally to voice their
acceptance (Fleege, 1979).

The Montessori method of instruction is primarily that of
assisting the individual in learning through guided discovery.
The teacher will identify the specific needs implied in a
child's behaviour and introduce the child to a relevant
activity with a specific, realizable goal. Meaning for the
child partly determines the nature and content of the learning
curriculum. The learning environment must provide for every
child a match for his developmental needs. Grouping of
children is flexible, according to level of development, and
motivation is aroused through assisting children in setting
realistic goals. The Montessori System also goes on the
assumption that an effective educational program requires the

close cooperation of school and home (Fleege, 1979).

Family-Designed Learning

Family-Designed Learning is described by Esbensen (1973).
It is designed to give a great deal of control to parents and
their children.

Using very specific listings of learning objectives, the
parents and child choose what will be covered during the year,
or the semester. These learning objectives are embedded in a
student contract, a request that the student do a series of
things. Whenever a student begins to work on a new contract
from among the ones selected by him and his parents, he must

make a commitment as to when he will complete the contract.
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This is called a bid and the procedures governing it have been
elaborated into a system called the Bid Game.

A student does not need to compete with others to win at
the Bid Game. He need only fulfil his commitments as a
responsible learner. To the extent that he does this, he
accumulates points, which may be used to buy time for other
activities in which he is interested. The purposes of the Bid
Game are to improve a student's ability to assess his own
capabilities in relation to specific learning tasks, and to
increase his level of achievement motivation. 1t is assumed
that the accomplishment of these attitudinal goals will
promote the development of self-directed learning.

A weakness of this system is the amount of time required
of parents. Some parents may not feel comfortable with this

level of involvement in their child's education.

Individually Guided Education

Individually Guided Education (IGE) is also focused on
encouraging students to be self-directed learners. Bahner
(1979) explains that those involved believe that education
should help students develop an attitude of being life-long
learners, should provide them with learning processes, and
should help them to become aware of their full potential.

Education should involve learning by doing and
practising. It is important that education help a learner
understand the manner in which she learns such that she may be

more self-directed and accept more responsibility for learning
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throughout life. For proponents of IGE, the means of becoming
educated are the true ends of schooling.

Common to all IGE schools is the fact that students have
long range goals, and specific objectives for a given period
of time. They can choose from a variety of appropriate
activities to help them reach those objectives. Student
evaluation is a cooperative endeavour between the student and
the teacher. They devise a variety of assessments of the
degree to which the student 1is achieving her learning
objectives. They also evaluate the manner in which the
objectives are being achieved. They assess the degree to
which the student is learning how to learn.

Bahner (1979) asserts some of the basic principles of
behaviourist educational technology in describing the
organization of IGE. When learning objectives are pitched at
a level to ensure success most of the time, a student knows
clearly what she is to achieve, and obtains feedback of her
success, motivation and morale remain high and the major
causes of school discipline problems disappear. Inactivity or
time spent socializing are acceptable providing the
responsibilities of the student are met. BAcademic interaction
and students helping others are encouraged. Self-directed
student movement within the classroom and throughout the
school is considered to be normal.

In the IGE system, parents, students and advisors act as
a triumvirate in program planning. This calls for good

interpersonal skills. Parents participate in the learning
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program as much as they feel comfortable doing so; attending
study groups wherein they learn how to provide an
intellectually stimulating home environment, assuming a
teaching function, or acting as an aide (Bahner, 1979).

This system could not work well for everyone. Some
parents may not feel comfortable with any involvement at all.
Some students may not have educational goals to enable them to

benefit from this system.

Individual Education

The system of Individual Education is based on Alfred
Adler's Individual Psychology of Power. It is described by
Corsini (1979) as being an environment that operates on the
assumption of absolute equality and children's rights. This
is very similar to the more current work of Brent Cameron
{1990). In this system, there is the belief that the most
universal of all motives is the motive to improve one's
powers, to learn, and that every human being interprets how to
attain this goal of superiority in a unique way. In other
words, self-directed learning is the only truly motivated
learning (Corsini, 1979).

This system assumes that the child knows best what she
wants to learn, but also when to learn, how to learn, how long
to study, under what conditions and so on. IE puts the child
in charge of her own education. The teacher will help her to
set goals, tell her what he thinks is important and give her

a variety of ways to go about achieving those goals. 1IE calls
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for the provision of units of instruction, with clear,
attainable goals.

Corsini describes practitioners of IE as being
enthusiastic about testing. They use classroom tests as an
informal assessment of progress, unit tests, review tests
covering several units, practical tests to measure what the
child can actually do, and standard scholastic achievement
tests. At the same time, those practising IE believe that
schools with a rigid schedule of curriculum are harmful to a
love of learning. So, they use a community based creative
program to augment the state mandated curricula.

Parents, teachers and students write down any specific
subject that they would like to either teach or learn, and
then the school tries to make a match of interests, goals, and
schedules. Children, and possibly parents, can then sign up
for the courses they would 1like.

Corsini claims that evidence of progress helps students
to move along. This is the function of the Progress Chart in
the IE system. Reports are made only to the child. The child
reports to the parents about progress or lack thereof. IE
makes constant use of units; a lot of development would be
needed to implement this system. Curriculum guidelines are
used as well; these can be generated by the local or central
school system authorities, or by people in the school
community.

Each student's program of study is completely

individualized because it is largely created by the student.
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The student goes through stages of educational planning.
First, there is testing to determine his level on each subject
taught. Then a counsellor informs him of the facts relative
to grade 1levels and testing results and advises him
academically. The child's academic activity is actually up to
him. He is tested objectively for every unit, and results are
made known to the counsellor who records this on the progress
chart. Once a month, the child and the counsellor review the
progress made. However, students make all final acadewnic
decisions themselves.

The system also uses weekly discussion grouv
adult and about four to eight students. This 1is
pure sccialization and personal discussion and is o (e
most important parts of the program. The discussion groups
have been observed to generate strong loyalties, and develop
solidarity in a group. The groups are moderated by having a
responsible adult as a member (Corsini, 1979).

This system assumes a high level of maturity on the part
of the child. This limits the design; it may work well only
with adolescents. This is also a complex system and would
require a large amount of time, and therefore of money, to

implement.

Education By Appointment
Education By Appointment is a system of nonscheduled
learning that was developed for use at the high school 1level.

The idea presented by Roth (1979) is that schedules are rarely
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created for students, but rather for teachers and
administrators. An alternative to the well-known tyranny of
the clock, the calendar and the schedule is a system where
each day brings different needs that are met by a series of
appointments.

Within any school, one can classify students according to
the degree of dependence or independence they have on the
teacher. Students tend to be either low, medium or high in
this dimension. Roth has found that students low in teacher
dependence do not need much structure provided for them.
Students high in teacher dependence need guite a 1lot of
structure, feedback and monitoring. They need approval,
attention, reinforcement and direction. There are shorter,
more frequent appointments for high dependence learners and
longer, less frequent appointments for low dependence
learners. Thus teachers in this system give unequal amounts
of time to dAifferent students. The goal is to bring the high
dependence learners to greater independence (Roth, 1979).

This learning environment and almost requires students to
work at learning with their friends or with persons of their
choice. When learners are free to get help from friends as
well as teachers, when they know that in demonstrating
learning they will be rewarded and finished with the course,
there is a greater motivation to work well and finish. In
this system, when a student does not know how to proceed, she
should go to a peer first for help. The teacher is the

resource person, available when other students cannot be of
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help. Students help other students immediately, often in
language and terms they can understand more readily than the
teacher's explanations. This system multiplies the number of
teachers by the number of students (Roth, 1979).

Roth explains that if a student completes a course and
immediately gets a statement of credit earned, motivation may
be enhanced. School learning has traditionally been a slow
and tedious process, but it need not be.

Roth explains that this environment works on the
assumption that the best learning activity is the one that the
student implements. Learning is a personal activity based on
interest and curiossity. This alternative system, like quite
a few others, gives the student more choice and responsibility
than does the traditional classroom environment. In order for
this to happen, people at the top of the structure, like the
principal, should steadfastly refuse to do those things that
those at the next level, like teachers, can do for themselves.
Persons at that level should refuse to do for those at the
following level, the students, what they can do for
themselves. Roth claims that because of this, decision making
is shared, choices are imperative and growing independence is
assured. There are self-tests for the students and summative
tests can be used to issue credit for learning accomplished
whenever the teacher thinks this is necessary.

In such an environment, students learn how to learn
through practice. They understand that they have to use the

learning skills they have acquired to find information, work
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out solutions, and discover new meaning. Role-modelling on
the part of teachers is very important. Teachers who are not
involved momentarily with helping students can read, take
notes, or do research in the library. In the same rooms that
students are in they can prepare objectives, create courses,
write, read and solve problems. They can accomplish many of
their responsibilities in the environment on school time, just
as students do (Roth, 1979).

This system can accommodate a wide variety of community-
based course offerings. As well, the system is advantageous
in the area of practical and industrial arts. Students can
block out half a day or an entire day to complete a project
that would suffer from e fragmentation of time dictated by
a conventional school schedule (Roth, 1979).

A weakness of this system is its dependence on highly
motivated and dedicated teachers and students. The level of

trust required in this system is high.

Open Education

Open education is another alternative learning
environment that has been with us for quite a few years.
Rogers (1979) explains that in an open education environment,
space is used in free and flexible ways, and the activities of
children are many and varied. The origin of children's
activities is quite spontaneous and child-centered, thus the
range of topics studied is wide and open-ended. Time and

daily scheduling are flexibly arranged, and interactions
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between teacher and child are begun as often by the one as by
the other. As well, the teaching target is often the
individual rather than the group, and interaction among
children is free.

Open schools seek to provide the opportunity for service,
responsibility and work in the school community and beyond,
recognizing the importance of these responsibilities to the
child's healthy development. Open schools are organized so
that children of many ages play, work and share together.
Also, adults from many walks of life and ages are encouraged
to appear regularly in open classrooms. There are as few
rules as possible in open classrooms, and ‘hese are devised by

adults and children together (Rogers, 1979).

Cooperative Learning

Cooperative learning has gained in popularity in the past
few years and hopefully will continue to do so. It can be
used as a strategy for achieving social equity and justice in
classrooms and for helping students to understand how
cooperative behaviour can be applied in broader, societal
contexts as well. Cooperative learning is a pedagogical
approach in which a teacher structures learning so that groups
of students work together tc achieve a shared learning goal.
Each student is responsible not only for his learning, but for
other group members' learning as well. The key to cooperative
learning is positive interdependence and individual

accountability (Sapon-Shevin and Schniedewind, 1991).
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Cooperative lzarning is democratic; all students are
active participants and have equal access to learning
opportunities and resources. Groups are heterogeneous; mixed
by ability, race and gender. The teachar structures learning
carefully so that each student in a group has an important
task. Students are taught skills to help others so that all
can succeed (Sapon-Shevin and Schniedewind, 1991).

Slavin (1987) reports that research supports the premise
that working in cooperative groups fosters more positive
student interaction among diverse groups. The structure of
cooperative learning itself is conducive to positive
intergroup relations. A cooperative, multicultural classroom
is democratic; students take responsibility for themselves and
others, and heterogeneity and diversity are highly valued.
The teacher is careful to organize instruction and activities
in such a way that children who are not from the majority
culture are not made to feel like "outsiders". 1In cooperative
classrooms where intergroup competition is not used, student
cooperative groups are often encouraged to help other groups,
thereby fostering a feeling of total classroom coopersation.

In classrooms where intrinsic motivation is the goal,
teachers discuss with students the rationale for helping
evervone learn and the values of responsibility for self and
others, sharing and caring. There is now substantial
evidence that students working together in small cooperative
groups can master material presented by the teacher better

than can students working on their own. Slavin also claims
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that individualized instruction <can be combined wich
cooperative learning; group members do not have to be at the
same level, or doing the same thing, in subjects like math and
spelling.

Limitations of this educational practice include its use
with students struggling with Attention Deficit Disorders and
who have problems focusing on the task at hand. As well,
cooperation between students requires the elimination or
suppression of students' competitive attitudes. This may not
be easily achieved. Finally, students working cooperatively
may not be involved in self-directed inquiry. Their studies
will probably be based on textbooks, workbooks and assignments
given by the teacher. One could question the level of actual

interest in the material on the part of the students.

Collaborative Environments

Collaborative skills consist of such social skills as
listening, encouraging others, giving constructive feedback
and checking for understanding. Also, students can learn how
to ‘"process" their group; analyze its functioning by
discussing what contributed to or detracted from the smooth
working of +the group. Research indicates that group
processing may result in higher productivity and improved
individual achievement in both cooperative and collaborative
learning environments (Johnson et al, 1990). As well, when
students are given opportunities to understand and practice

applying cooperative skills beyond the classroom, they can
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understand that cooperation is a choice and that they have the
skills to make that choice a reality (Sapon-Shevin and
Schniedewind, 1991).

Collaborative learning environments should be
characterized by shared knowledge among teachers and students.
There is a corresponding blurring of roles, with shared
authority and responsibility among teachers and students. The
teacher has a new role as guide in learning. As with
cooperative learning environments, there is heterogeneous and
small grouping of students (Chung, 1991).

Collaboration is not cooperative learning. Cooperation
is a form of collaboration. Collaboration refers to the more
humanistic relations in the classroom in order that learners
become more autonomous and responsible. In collaborative
learning, learners are active and the gap between teachers and
learners is narrowed because knowledge is created
collaboratively rather than transferred from teacher to
students (Chung, 1991).

The computer can be a valuable tool in the collaborative
learning environment. The difficult processes of studying
texts for meaning, imagining different ways of thinking about
a topic or issue, communicating those ideas to others for
review, and then embarking on whatever new cycle that review
suggests can all be facilitated by the computer. Students can
see what others in the class are up to and writing becomes
more of a dialogue within the classroom community than an

abstract, required act (Barrett, 1993).
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Action Research

Action research with students as co-researchers can be an
empowering experience for students and a strategy to provide
feedback to the system to help it become more adaptive.
Students can work to identify barriers to learning in their
school environment. In the case of a research project
conducted by Suzanne SooHoo (1993), collaborative action
research with students as key participants had the immediate
impact of applying research to classroom practices. Students
were not only recipients of these findings, but generators of
the knowledge gained. Students began as co-researchers,
investigating their 1learning environment, and emerged as
agents of change, actively influencing the governance

structure of the school (SooHoo, 1993).

Community Education

Community education in the United Kingdom is very similar
to the idea of popular education here in Quebec. Both try to
act in solidarity with those people in society who have least
power, enabling them to analyze their situation and to achieve
political change (Martin 1987).

Richards (1987) explains that community education is
based on access to any educational opportunity for anyone at
any time, greater participation by more people in the
decisions about the use of educational premises and the kinds
of curricula that are offered by them, and informal learning

in the family, in clubs, community centres and on street
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corners. The key concept is identified as lifelong education.
Some people believe that our present system of education is
unfair and does not enable the vast mass of people to develop
fully their talents and abilities. Keeping in mind that
education cannot altogether compensate for the shortcomings of
the society cf which it is a part, the contexts of formal
schooling may actively prevent the schools from promulgating
a more just society (Mitchell, 1987).

Many schools do involve themselves in many ways with
their communities. What few of them do is carry out any
systematic recording and assessment of community education.
Planning for school based community education could be an
integral part of the school's ongoing self-assessment and
development (Richards, 1987). Also, school based community
education does not automatically and exclusively imply "on the
school premises" (Mitchell, 1987). A “community education
campus' or a “neighbourhood centre' does not need a school as
an institution. It may need the facilities. All that is
required initially may be the possibility of gaining access to
resources and facilities that have until now been locked away
behind closed doors.

Once the doors are unlocked and the local residents get
used to having access to them, they will want to develop their
own policies as to their use. One way of securing access is
to alter the system of management and governance of

educational campuses (Richards, 1987}).
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LearningSphere 2000

Reigeluth (1987) and Reigeluth and Garfinkle (1992)
envision a learning environment which they call LearningSphere
2000. In this system, each student will have specific
learning goals and can work on these alone, in a pair, or in
a small team; with an expert, a facilitator or nonhuman
resources; at a site in the community, a computer-based
multimedia center, or wherever. Choice is a very important
characteristic of the system. Students will gradually be
given more responsibility for directing and managing their own
learning, though some will require more structure than others.
Acting as a tutor is also a valuable experience for students,
but they will receive training before taking on the role.

Learning contracts will serve a planning and monitoring
function. The parents, teacher and student will meet every
three months or so to establish a contract for the next period
and to review the child's accomplishments on the previous
contract. A computer management system will help the teacher,
student and parents to prepare the contract and to keep
abreast of the student's progress. Students' progress will be
assessed in two ways; separately in the academic disciplines
and across the disciplines in a series of real world projects.
The design is not very specific about its computerized
assessment tool, although this is crucial to the whole system.
It is described as a locally administered, computer-assisted,

attainment-based performance-based assessment system.
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Many of the target understandings and skills will be the
same for every student, this is state mandated in Quebec, but
personal learning plans and variety among learning situations
will provide different means of attaining the same ends. A
teacher/quide will work with a child for a developmental
period of three to five years. There are four developmental
stages relevant to the school system; ages 3 to 5, 6 to 9, 10
to 13, and 14 to 18.

The parents and community are important sources of
learning, therefore one of the teacher's roles will be to
orchestrate and coordinate efforts by parents, and community
members. Teachers/guides will work individually, and in small
groups, with children.

Parents will choose teachers/guides for their children
and clusters of gquides will work together to avoid
professional isolation. A consumer aid office could provide
parents with information about guides, clusters and resources.
Clusters, which are learning environments, will function like
independent schools. A cluster usually will consist of about
3 to 6 guides, their assistants - apprentices, advanced
students, or volunteers and their students. Each guide will
decide how many children to accept; in other words, what
portion of a full load to accept. The importance of parent
satisfaction prevents this number from becoming too large and
the guide's need for income prevents it from becoming toco

small. The expenditure per child will be equal across all
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clusters for a given developmental period, except for
supplements for children with special needs.

Learning centres will provide instructional resources in
specific content areas like science and physical education.
There could be mobile centres, community learning centres and
shopping mall centres. The older children will use these
specialized centres more. Technology will play central roles
in tcaching, assessment and tracking of learner progress in
this system.

School systems have become systems of learning and
development. Therefore the system will integrate services for
children and their families from birth through age five; day
care, health care, parent support and training, counselling,
community education, recreation and leisure, culture and
family literacy efforts will all be integrated. The
LearningSphere 2000 System will be a self-designing learning
system where system wide crises will be minimized. Making
change client-based rather than bureaucracy based will be the

most important innovation to accomplish this.

Summary

There are many good ideas to be used by educators and
instructional and curriculum designers alike. The Montessori
system has much to offer. The range of choice based systems
are promising. Cooperative and collaborative 1learning
environments can be incorporated in the system's design. The

ideas of action research and of community education and
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critical pedagogy can help in the design of feedback
mechanisms in the system. There is a wealth of educational
diversity and creativity in our society right now. Educators
and legislators can use it to its full potential and celebrate
it, rather than trying to legislate it into controlled

uniformity or standardization.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

An Alternative Educational Environment for Quebec Children

Philosophical Underpinnings

Any educational environment should be structured in part
by a philosophy of education because beliefs about learning
and teaching have significant influence on what goes on in
classrooms. Therefore, these should be stated clearly and
made available to anyone wishing to become involved in the
learning environment. The educational philosophy forming the
framework of this particular learning environment is as
follows.

Learning is a natural human process and a very personal
one. People often enjoy learning, although it can also be
difficult; reformation of one's world view based on new
information can be troubling and time consuming (Winn, 1990
and Kember, 1991). Despite this potential discomfort,
children are curious and eager to learn about their world.
Learning is an active process, although it can be incidental.
Learning is based on interest, curiosity and the desire to
live in a meaningful environment. People attempt to make
sense of experience, whether it be mediated or immediate.
Thus, learning can be seen from a constructivist point of
view. Constructivists view reality as being personally
constructed. All knowledge is subjective and learning is
problem solving that involves personal discovery and

construction of a world view (Cooper, 1993).
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Some kinds of learning occur naturally from the moment we
are born until the moment that we die. Schooling is an
attempt to regulate and focus learning. The idea of having to
force people to 1learn, or to bribe them to pay attention
through extrinsic rewards and punishments is antithetical to
this design. The fact that children at a grade five nr six
level of schooling, aged eleven or twelve, can hate school,
hate books and hate learning is possibly the school system's
greatest failure and our society's greatest loss.

Skills that may be of value to people today are skills of
information acquisition, processing and evaluation. The most
valuable knowledge that we can impart to students may be
knowledge about what is available to them in terms of
information and technical support should they wish to inquire
into any given question or area of human endeavour. Knowledge
that is to be valued is knowledge that adds to an individual's
understanding of himself or of the world. The emphasis should
be on quality of learning, not quantity. Instead of providing
complete coverage of a subject, it would be more fruitful to
teach students the skills necessary to discover information
for themselves and apply the information to novel problems
(Kember, 1991).

Marton (1989) identified three kinds of competence which
schooling might aim to develop; conceptions, skills and
knowledge. Conceptions refer to students ability to perceive
and understand. Skills are what the student can do and

knowledge is the factual information that students can recall.
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Development of these three competencies is seen as important
in this learning system. Curriculum to insure their
development can be created by both the learner and the
educator.

Cognitive learning is increasingly being defined as a
process of creating meaning and generating relationships
between concepts. Learning is thus seen as constructive
(Kember, 1991 and Cooper, 1993). The most valuable attitude
that educators can lead students to is an attitude of belief
in one's own mind and potential to learn and become. This
belief lives closely to an attitude of inquiry and curiosity
about the world.

The values that children come to hold are of critical
importance to the wellbeing of those children and of their
society. Teaching of values is perhaps the educator's most
important task. This teaching is best done through example.
Educators should attempt to pass on to their students those
basic values which the society holds.

The most appropriate world view for young people to
acquire is one of a world that is whole, vast and intimately
connected to each one of us. Young people can and should see
the world as full of questions and problems that can be
addressed, but also as wonderful and always changing. The
learner should decide what questions she will ask, when, about
what subjects and in what context. In this way, the student
learns to ask questions and to find answers to them; these are

worthy lessons encouraging the curiosity and eagerness to
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learn necessary to people in the information age (Nemiroff,
1992).

Another attitude which is essential to success in life is
belief in one's self. The learning environment should be a
place where children learn their strengths and abilities, as
well as their limitations, and where they can experience the
joy of succeeding on their own terms, by their own standards,
as well as through the responses o©of the educator or their
peers (Barth, 1972; Featherstone, 1976 and Cameron, 1990).
When people do not believe in themselves, but racher question
their ability to deal with the world, then the view of a world
full of questions and problems becomes a threat and an
imposition, rather than an opportunity for learning and
creativity. The learning environment should be enabling and
encouraging.

Figure 1 shows the influence of past models of teaching
and learning on the design presented in the following pages.
The models presented in Figure 1 were introduced in chapters
four, five and six as alternatives to the +traditional

classroom.
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Influence of Past Models

[ Model I Concepts

|
American i self-directed learning
Progressives active participation

cooperation over competition
self-generated questions leading to inquiry
democratization of the learning environment

Free School empowerment of students
Movement non-hierarchic environment
i student generated curricula

Wondertree allowance of learners' choices

(Cameron) development of ability to make intelligent
choices as learners

small sized learning centre (less than 30)

Individually encouragement of enjoyment of learning
Guided student goal setting
Education goal of developing learners' self esteem

learning by doing
collaborative effort between learner and
educator at learner assessment

Individual concern for children's rights and equality
Education community involvement in teaching and learning
whatever interests people

use of learner requested tests to measure

| Progress
Open allowance of spontaneity and curiosity
Education consensus decision making for rule generation

service, responsibility and work in the
community for the child's benefit
many ages in one learning environment

homeschooling learning as opportunity, not duty

deschooling encouragement of learning based on genuine
curi1osity and desire to understand

break schools' monopoly of teaching/learning
everyone has something to offer

critical concern about legitimizing and devaluing
pedagogy certain knowledge

development of critical awareness
knowledge being created, not transferred

PSC (Fantini) choice of non-profit learning environments

—

L

Figure 1
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The Learning Circle

The learning circle design shares its name with a design
for adult 1learning developed elsewhere in Canada. The
learning circle for elementary level students is presented
here as a new design for Quebec children. The learning
environment is a safe space, a circle, where children of
varying ages can learn at their own pace and in own their
style. It is bright, comfortable for small people and for
larger people, and full of resources; books, videos, computer
hardware and software, paper of all kinds, tools, materials
and a door that leads to the whole world outside the learning
environment.

Each 1learning environment has its own structure.
However, the basic system is made up of the learners, the
educator, the learning environment and the community
surrounding it. The educator has a working model of each
learner in the form of a learner profile. The educator is an
assessor, diagnostician of learning needs, facilitator, guide,
advisor and tutor. Within the learning environment are small
learning groups, space and tools for the production of print
and graphics by learners and the educator, a collection of
print and graphics materials - many of them books, computer
hardware and software, equipment for production and use of
audio materials, equipment for pcoduction and use of video
materials, an art and craft production area and a play area.

There are no more than sixteen students working with each

educator. There are no more than sixteen students in the
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learning circle, although several groups each in their own
circle can share one building or site. We will call this a
learning centre. When there are more than about ten to
sixteen students in any given room, noise becomes a problem
and students have to be quiet. When students are quiet they
are not communicating ideas or asking questions and it is in
communicating ideas and asking questions that people generally
learn.

Children in the ervironment vary in age, but only within
a certain range. That range is determined by the educator.
One person may feel comfortable working with children ranging
in age from five or six to twelve years. Another may wish to
work only with children ranging in age from eight to ten
years. Children remain members of a particular circle for
more than one school year. They remain for as long as they
and the educator feel that they should. The greater the age
range within a learning circle, the more peer tutoring and
responsibility for younger learners can be encouraged
(Featherstone, 1976). The learning environment is
heterogeneous to the point that it mirrors the community
wherein it is situated. The work - projects, research,
learning and practising -is done cooperatively, so that
ultimately everyone in the circle is responsible for the
learning and wellbeing of everyone else (Slavin, 1987).

People spending time in the learning circle can also eat
and drink there. Lunch and snacks can be provided by the

learning centre, or by parents and students. Children can
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spend most of their day at the centre, so that it functions as
a day care centre for those many students who would otherwise
go home to an empty house or use some other day care facility.

Care and supervision at the beginning and end of the day
need not be provided by educators. It can be provided by
parents, older children or recreational animators provided by
the municipality. The idea is to free the environment from
assumptions about what schools are, that it may better meet
the needs of the community in which it is situated.

Associated with this notion is the welcome extended to
all members of the community who might wish to help, or to
take part in programs offered at the learning centre. The
learning centre can offer programmes to people of all ages and
invite community members to teach and 1learn by creating
programmes and attending these programmes. Since schools now
attempt with more or 1less success to fulfil increasingly
demanding and complex mandates within their communities, why
not open the learning centre up totally to its community, so
that it becomes a true community learning centre (Clark, 1987

and Mitchell, 1987)?

Roles of Members of the Learning Circle

The educator in this environment takes on a role very
similar to the one defined by the Task Force for Educational
Technology (1986). They defined teachers' new roles to be

those of diagnostician of students' needs, designer of
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individual methods of instruction, and manager of
technological resources and learning experiences.

Here the educator diagnoses students' needs and tutors
students or guides them 1into individualized learning
situations and tasks based on those needs. The educator
maintains the learning circle environment and the resources
contained within it as well as helping students to connect
with opportunities for learning outside of it. The educator
manages learning experiences in the sense that he acts as a
guide for students as they go about their learning. He will
continuously seek new sources of learning materials; books,
videos, broadcasts, community events and people, seasonal
occurrences, computer software, Internet resources and
graphics. He may also develop some of the educational
resources that the students will use; audio recordings, video
recordings, print materials and graphics.

The educator's role is more than all of the functions
listed above. The educator models values and attitudes. The
educator counsels and encourages students. The educator is a
vital coordinator of educational offerings from everywhere;
the local community, the larger community, the electronic
community of the Internet, the multicultural offerings of our
pluralistic society, the media in all their manifestations and
the flora and fauna, the farms and factories that make up the
larger physical environment of the students.

The student's role is to become more and more responsible

for her own learning. Her quest is to master the skills

L4
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necessary to become a self-sufficient learmer first in the
learning circle itself, and then in the larger society. These
skills will be discussed later. The student also is an active
member of the learning circle in the sense that she helps in
maintaining its environment, helps with decision making and
implementing decisions that have been made, and takes part in
activities such as the daily check in and weekly progress
evaluation sessions.

Other people involved in the learning environment could
be adolescent tutors, adult volunteers, and guest animators or
speakers. Adolescent volunteers may tutor or animate at
certain times in the day. They may do this to earn money, to
gain experience, or in exchange for some serwvice.

Adult volunteers may tutor or supervise at certain times
in the day. They may support the children's learning in their
community by providing transportation and supervision. They
may share the lunch hour with students. If they do any of
things it will be because they want to be involved in the
education of the children in their community.

Guest speakers or animators may come with special
of ferings, usually at the invitation of the educator, or of
the students. Their participation is actively sought and
rewarded where possible because they serve the very important
function of lessening the isolation of the 1learning circle
from the society of which it is a part.

The secretary should be hired from the immediate

neighbourhood of the learning centre. This is to encourage
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cooperation between the learning centre and the surrounding
neighbourhood. Any janitorial work that needs to be done is
shared by members of the learning centre community; educators
and students. The learning centre is a real community of
people sharing responsibilities and trusting each other.

Parents may take on the roles of adult volunteers, but
can also be decision makers. Parents and educators can have
monthly progress evaluation sessions or these sessions can be
held whenever it is felt necessary, if monthly meetings are
too much of a time commitment. Parents can also offer
alternative learning programmes using the process described by
Corsini (1979) in Chapter six. In this process parents,
educators and students write down any specific subject that
they would 1like to either teach or learn, and then the
learning centre tries to make a match of interests, goals and
schedules.

Another level of involvement for parents is to work
together with educators to ensure consistency in terms of
behavioural expectations and consequences of inappropriate

behaviour for children in the learning circle and at home.

Motivation to Learn in the Circle

Motivation to engage in some kinds of learning is
naturally present in children (Brophy, 1987). In the learning
circle, the children decide the focus on topics that interest
them, or questions that they would like answers to. Learning

is based on free choice, genuine interest and curiosity about
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the world. Intrinsic motivation to know about the world is
thus met and encouraged in this environment. Motivation to
meet government requirements with regards to mathematics work,
or spelling, or anything else that is not immediately
interesting to the student must come from the child's sense of
wanting to accomplish on the terms set out by the central
authorities, as well as on their own terms. In many learning
environments, students can only achieve according to criteria
set by others. In this environment, there is a balance
between other-directed learning and performance and self-
directed learning and performance.

Whenever people are asked to do things that they do not
see an immediate value to doing, the carrot and stick approach
is used in our society. This is true for toddlers, as well as
for active adults and senior citizens. We are all familiar
with it. Students should experience success with other-
directed activity, as well as they do with self-directed
activity. Motivation to do so may come simply from knowing
that as soon as the work is done properly, the student will
once again be free to work on questions which really intrigue

her.

Management of the Learning Circle Environment

Discipline and classroom management are the
responsibility of the educator primarily, but the students are
involved. Together, students and adults make agreements about

reasonable and appropriate behaviour and about consequences of
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inappropriate behaviour. When people know what is expected of
them and what the 1limits are, discipline is not often a
problem. As well, the small group size in the learning circle
and the range of ages make discipline less problematic than in
many other learning environments. The importance of whole
group involvement in setting rules and agreements governing
behaviour cannot be overstated. This encourages all concerned
to invest in these rules and agreements. It also empowers all
members of the group to take part in creating similar
governing structures in future.

Conflicts and situations that bring out strong emotions
can be handled respectfully and publicly using the "Talking
Stick" process of the Iroquois people. Whoever holds the
talking stick does all the talking and they are not to be
interrupted until they relinquish the stick. Everyone has an
opportunity to hold the talking stick, and to be listened to.
However, if they do not want to talk, they simply pass the
stick along. Communication is the essence of effective
conflict resolution and the talking stick process facilitates
true communication to encourage conflict resolution and the
airing of strong emotions in an appropriate manner. The
talking stick process can also be used for other purposes
which will be discussed later.

Figure 2 shows a graphic representation of the learning

circle and its correspondence with the world around it.
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Technology in the Environment

Just outside of the greater Montreal area, in the
farmlands of the St. Lawrence Valley, there is a very old one-
room schoolhouse that is still operating. Outside the tiny,
traditional schoolhouse building is a big old tree with a tire
swing hanging from it. Inside the schoolhouse, along with the
tiny desks and chairs of the ten or so elementary students who
use the school, are a radio, tape recorders, a television and
VCR, three computers with a printer and a modem link to the
world.

The proper use of technology in a learning environment
allows the learner to take an active role (Fawson and Smellie,

1990). The technology available to students now is powerful
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and quite affordable. A radio brings muéic of all ages and
styles, news and commentary and presentations on a wide
variety of topics to the students. In Canada, the CBC stereo
network and CBC radio network provide wonderful commercial
free service. Tape recorders allow students to produce their
own sound plays, or "radio plays" for family and community.
The cape recorders can also be used by students reading aloud
to their families. The taped stories are taken home to be
heard by the family later. Some commercially produced
lessons, especially language lessons, are also available to be
played back on the tape recorders.

A television with the ability to pick up the educational
broadcasts of the Public Broadcasting Corporation, or its
Canadian equivalent, has a tremendous amount to offer. This
can be done through the cable network or with a good antenna
or satellite dish. Many PBS stations' school services work
with school districts and state education departments on
integrating computer and video disc technologies with public
television and on introducing new services, like teacher in-
service and video conferencing to educators. Several stations
and states use broadcast signals to download instructional
software to school computers. As well, the stock of
educational video programming is being augmented continuously.
Learning centres can acquire video tapes for viewing later, or
can receive the actual broadcasts. Public television's
educational programming, courses and ancillary materials are

developed by faculty and teachers, tested with teachers and

142



students, and reflect some of the best scholarship available
(Bodwell, 1988). Television's power to communicate ideas and
to bring the world closer to its viewers is well documented.
Television is an important technology in the learning circle.

There 1is an average of one computer for every three
students in the learning circle. The computers are used for
simulations, problem solving exercises and appropriate
educational games. Students can explore various +topics
through hypertext, whether as readers and explorers or as
creators. The computers can be used for drill and practice in
a limited way if necessary. This is not usually the best use
of a computer by students (Cooper, 1993 and Repman, 1993).
The computers are also used for word processing and graphic
design of information displays and student authored books,
booklets, letters and so on. The computers can be used by the
educator or the students to create databases. Using the
computer for teaching thinking and problem solving involves
seeing the computer as a tool to foster critical thinking
(Repman, 1993). Seen in this way, the computer can be a
particularly powerful vehicle to facilitate and extend
learning.

When a modem link to the Internet or other information
networks, like LearninglLink or Canada's Schoolnet, is added
the computer becomes an even more powerful tool. Students
have access to programs like the Writers in Trust program
which provides feedback to students on their writing by actual

published writers. Students can form pen-pal relationships

143



with other young people from almost anywhere in the world
through the Internet. As well, university and government
databases and catalogues become available through the modem.
The educator, of course, also has access to information and
advice from other educators on the network.

Technologies like the ones discussed here have the power
to support students and educators in obtaining, organizing and
displaying information. To make best use of the technology
available an authentic, challenging task is the starting
point. Students choose the topic or question to be addressed
and so are likely to see the work done using the technology as
worthwhile in its own right. All students, over time,
practice advanced skills with the touls available and work
takes place in the 1learning centre's heterogeneous and
cooperative environment. The educator acts as a facilitator,
introducing new technologies or new uses for a tool as
appropriate. Projects take place over extended blocks of time
so that the students can fully benefit from working with the

tools surrounding them (Means and Olson, 1994).

Curriculum

Curriculum is perhaps the most controversial aspect of
any educational environment. The radical reform proposals of
the 1960's and many proposals today hinge on control of the
curriculum. In Quebec, there is a government mandated
curriculum which is complex and complete. Formally, control

over curriculum resides firmly in the Ministry of Education.
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Broad curriculum guidelines should be state mandated.
However, the curriculum guidelines issued by the Ministry are
meant to serve as minimum requirements. Considering the ease
with which computerized curriculum data bases c¢ould be
developed and updated, the dream of continuous curriculum
development is within reach (Henchey, 1987). The individual
learning centres, communicating with the central curriculum
development office via modem and computer, could provide
feedback to that office and receive updated curricula in
return. Many of the objectives for learning outcomes
contained within the current curriculum documents are worthy
and can be very enjoyable for children. As well, activities
and topics of the student's own interest and design can
supplement and in many cases meet the requirements of the
Ministry's curriculum guidelines.

For example, Ministry guidelines require that elementary
students study natural science through observation of and
discussion about the plant life that surrounds them. When the
learning circle makes full use of its surroundings and the
interior of the building is seen as only one place for
learning, this curriculum requirement is easily met. The
Ministry guidelines require elementary students to compute
double digit numbers with practised ease. In the course of
organizing and managing a babysitting service for toddlers in
the neighbourhood, elementary students would quickly learn to

handle such computations.
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The Ministry of Education mandates specific learning
outcomes, but does not yet concern itself much with the
process by which those outcomes are achieved. It is, in many
ways, the process which is important rather than the learning
outcome (Macdonald-Ross, 1973; Featherstone, 1976; Wang,
Haertel and Walberg, 1990; and Kember, 1991). The process
selected and used to achieve government mandated learning
outcomes can be somewhat child centered and can allow the
students to choose their point of focus at any given time.

Whenever the children and educator together choose a
topic, task or question deserving of their attention, the
educator can match what they are doing with the curriculum
guideline objectives through use of a checklist matrix with
MEQ objectives listed along the left hand side and students'
names listed along the top. In many cases, this should cover
it. In the case that a particular objective, or set of
objectives, has not, over time, been me!t through student
initiated activity, the educator can explain that this work
must be done and that the only question to be answered is how
it will be dcne. Together, students and educator can
determine the process that they will use to achieve this end.

The only exception to this is the teaching of basic
skills to young students. Basic skills include conversation
in the language of instruction, reading, basic numeracy,
printing and keyboarding. Before they can converse, read,
count, print simple information and keyboard or use a mouse,

students are not self-sufficient enough to be able to benefit
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from many other activities and resources available within the
learning circle. Thus, young children in the circle who
cannot do these basic things on their own are tutored by the
educator and possibly by an older student as well, until they
reach the proficiency necessary for them to take part more
fully in other activities.

People feel much more positive about what they are doing
when they feel that they have chosen to do it, at least in
part. People learn to plén and to follow through on their
plans only by decing so. There is a lot of attention being
paid novw to the idea of learning to learn. Knowing that doing
something is the best way to learn how to do it, we can
encourage students to structure their own learning more and
more, even within the confines of a state-mandated curriculum.
In fact, we need the state-mandated curriculum as a guideline
for every educator working on his or her own with a group of
students. The Quebec elementary curriculum is diverse, life
affirming and takes into account very well the concerns and
energies of children. The Quebec curriculum offers art,
music, daice and drama as well as arithmetic, natural science
and language arts. It functions very well as a gquide to the
variety of topics and skills that children can be introduced
to. However, students who feel that they have enough voice,
enough trust and respect from the adults around them to choose
their focus, their questions and their tasks are students wb~
can truly enjoy learning and be empowered by their iearning

experiences. That is the true goal of this educational
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environment; confident and empowered learners with the skills
and attitudes needed to proceed confidently with their lives

when they move on to other challenges.

Evaluation of the Learner's Progress

Evaluation of learning is done in a number of ways.
Educator observation of learners can generate a good deal of
information about learning styles, attitudes and social
development (Featherstone, 1976). When there are no more than
sixteen students in the care of an educator, observation
becomes a very feasible way to monitor learners' progress.
Observations can be noted or recorded on a checklist of target
behaviours and become part of vthe learner profile that is
created for each student.

Learner self-assessment can be used as another evaluation
tool. This is a valuable method of evaluation in terms of the
skills of self-evaluation that the learner can practice while
going through this process. The self-assessment is done
during a one-to-one interview with the educator. The educator
and the learner together discuss progress, strengths and
weaknesses, and targets for the future. They can also discuss
the strengths and weaknesses of the educator's work. These
progress interviews can take place whenever necessary, and
usually every month or so. BAs well, when learners work
together in cooperative groups, especially on 1long term
challenging projects, they can take part in group assessments

with the educator acting as a facilitator. Using the talking
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stick process to facilitate, group members and the educator
can discuss group process, the group's ability to function
well as a team, individual strengths and weaknesses within the
context of the project and the project's overall success in
terms of achieving the goals set initially. The educator
sitting in on the group session can record the proceedings and
add any relevant information to the learner profiles.

The 1learner can request a test to determine his
performance of a skill or his ability to recall certain
information. Students like to know concretely what they can
do, and when tests are requested, it means that the student is
ready for them. Teacher mandated tests create anxiety in the
learners (Paris et al, 1991). The harm of introducing anxiety
to the learning environment far outweighs the benefits of test
results since, as Kass and Fish (1991) argue, test anxiety
creates problems with potentially serious implications for
children's ability to learn. When the student requests the
test, there may be some nervousness, but the student is in
control of the testing process and feels ready to take on the
challenge.

ht any point in the year, the student may wish to take
the Canadian Test of Basic Skills to determine her reading
level, level of math skills and other levels in comparison
with the average Canadian student of her age. She should not
take the Test of Basic Skills more than once every calendar
year, but can request it when she is ready. The results will

be the topic of a very important educator-student interview
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and will help in goal setting and diagnosis of any learning
problems or confusions that need to be addressed. There is
little doubt that, when offered the Test of Basic Skills with
a clear explanation of what it is and what it can provide in
terms of information, students will want very much to take the
test. This is because most children are concerned with their
progress and want to know how they are doing relative to their
peers.

A word needs to be said here about remediation and
individualized instruction. Since learning is self-directed
much of the time, and the educator works with students
individually to address their needs and areas of weakness,
learning in this environment is individualized. Learners work
from a level at which they are comfortable, to new challenges
when they are ready. The educator may introduce a new skill
or challenge in his role as guide and tutor. If a learner
finds certain activities difficult, or is seen to be
functioning below the level of most students her age, based on
results of the test of basic skills, then she and the educator
can work remedially to improve skills. Remediation,
enrichment and indeed all tailoring of school experience to
the learner's needs is facilitated by the learning circle's
emphasis on small groups, self-directed activity and tutoring.

The educator has a model of each learner, an
understanding of the learner, in the form of a learner
profile, a collection of records of the learner's achievements

and activities in the learning circle. The learner profile of
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each student can be computerized and contains the records of
educator observation, student self-assessment and group self-
assessment as has been described. It also contains a record
of the activities that the student has engaged in and enjoyed,
and of the student's accomplishments. The learner profile
becomes a report to the parents every two or three months and
can also contain records of parents' meetings with the
educator.

Apart from the student's learner profile, there is also
a portfolio kept by each student. Within are contained
reports by the student on the projects he has completed.
These can be elaborate and include photographs, drawings, or
any other record of the success of the project. The portfolio
also contains a selection of creative work. This can be
written work, artwork, photography, musical compositions,
audio tapes, video tapes and anything else that the student
has produced. The portfolio can be as large as there is space

for it, in terms of storage and practicality.

Feedback to the System

To be viable as a system, the learning circle must be
organized for self-evaluation, self-regulation and control of
its processes. The variety inherent in the community must be
met with variety in the system which serves it. First, the
educator has the professional responsibility and authority to
respond to the learning needs of students. These neeus are

made apparent through such processes as the talking stick
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daily check in, simple daily observation and the evaluation of
students using the variety of methcds which have been
described.

Monitoring of comments made and thoughts expressed during
the daily check in with talking stick is a valuable practice
with feedback benefits. Check in usually takes about one
minute per person. So a check in for fifteen people would
take from ten to twenty minutes on average. This is time well
spent. When people are free to talk for as long as they wish,
knowing that no interruption will be tolerated, comments are
often thoughtful, insightful and telling.

As well, observation of the learning circle as a dynamic
system in action can provide feedback as to the prevalent
atmosphere. Evaluation of students, especially self-
evaluation, can provide feedback about levels of intrinsic
motivation, enthusiasm and application of previous learning.
Use of a measurement tool like the Canadian Test of Basic
Skills can provide essential feedback about students' progress
in development of skills. Monitoring of students' portfolios
provides feedback about students' interests, abilities and
levels of activity. Finally, meetings with parents and
prospective parents provides information about their concerns
about the schooling that their children will receive and about
the learning environment itself.

The educator is the system's keeper. Part of the
educator's role is that of monitor and evaluator of the

system's health and ability to meet its goals. Indeed, its
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goals can change over time, depending on changes in the
community surrounding it and <changes in its student
population. The educators of a 1learning centre should
collaboratively produce an evaluation of the system, based on

feedback from the sources mentioned above, every six months.

Systemic Adaptation and Self-Regulation

The tools and strategies available to meet students’
needs are to be found in the wide variety of learning
materials and instructional techniques that are easily found
in the professional literature and through school suppliers.
The educator thus has an obligation to keep pace with
developments in the field of education through subscription to
professional journals and through networking with other
educators. These professional development activities can be
facilitated by the 1local school board or teacher's union
office. This professional development activity is an
important aspect of the system's self-requlation and
adaptability.

As well, the 1learning centre, through its 1learning
circle, has a mandate to meet some of the educational needs of
the community in which it finds itself. These needs can be
determined in part through interviews and discussions with
parents and prospective parents as has been suggested.
However, assessment of the community's needs will also require
meetings with other members of the community and observation

of events in the community environment surrounding the
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learning centre. Also, in order for the learning centre to be
a fully wviable system there must be a mechanism for
forecasting changes in the student population, and changing
community needs. This might best be accomplished through a
formal process by the educators, once a year, of comparison
between the characteristics of present students and former
students, and between present feedback from the community and
feedback recorded in previous years. In this way, trends
become more noticeable and further change in any one direction

can be forecast.

The Learning Environment as Part of a Larger System

The learning circle operates as a system of systems
within larger systems. Graphic #1 illustrates this
relationship. The learner herself is a system, as are other
elements of the learning circle. The learning circle is a
system dedicated to the encouragement of learning within and
without its boundaries. It exists within the larger system of
the learning centre. The learning centre is a system the
purpose of which 1is to facilitate the functioning of
individual learning circles.

The learning centre operates within the larger system of
the district, within which there are many other learning
centres, all represented by the school board. The school
board is a system with the purpose of enabling all those
within its geographic boundaries to achieve their learning

goals.
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The school board functions within the larger system of
the province, or state. This political system is represented
by the state ministry of education. This larger system
supervises, funds and facilitates the work of all of the
systems contained within it. Finally, the environment
surrounding the whole system of systems must also be taken
into account. Figure 3 is a graphic representation cof this

idea.

Demanda The Public
of Pare " School System
of Quebec 4

The History of the
System

The Global Environment

The System With and Within Other Systems

Figure 3
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The learning environment's relationship to the larger
systems surrounding it should involve an optimal level of
direct contact. The centre has to interact with many elements
of the larger school system and its environment. Parents and
other community members communicate directly with the learning
circle. Their participation is encouraged and sometimes, as
with concerns about a learner's behaviour, it is required. As
well, the learning centre should interact with other centres,
the district school board, the teachers' union or other
association, the parents' association if there is one, and the
provincial authority for schooling. Each system interacts
more or less effectively with the people and organizations
surrounding it. Communication 1is essential and direct

communication is preferable to go-betweens.

Relationships Between Systems

Computers linked through modems can do a 1lot to
facilitate communication between these elements of the larger
system. Centres can link with each other through an
electronic billboard and through electronic mail. By doing
so, they ensure that students can benefit from meeting others
in their area and can enjoy activities that work best when
many take part. Examples of such activities are; science
fairs, walk-a-thons for charity, choirs and music groups, team
sports and leagues to play in, and drama productions.

Educators can arrange events for students together, with
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student input as to what should be arranged. Older students
can also plan and organize such events.

Through electronic mail and bulletin boards, educators
can also share information with each other, or collaboratively
organize professional development. Each centre has between
two and five educators, so professionals from a number of
centres together represent a lot of experience and ability.

Electronic mail and Lkillboard use is s0 easy and
immediate that communication becomes virtually problem free.
One of the most difficult things to do in our current system
is for two teachers to reach each other by telephone at work.
Electronic mail does not require the presence of the other
person at the same point in time, yet it is quicker and
cheaper than regular mail. Educators can communicate with
parents using electronic mail as well, as long as parents have
computers with modems.

The role of school principal is assumed, on a rotating
basis, by one of the educators who work in the learning
centre. This person will be called the centre's current
leader. This is done so that the non-hierarchic structure
present in the learning circle is mirrored in the immediate
environment of the learning centre. The centre's current
leader is responsible for much of the communication that goes
on between the centre and other centres and organizations.
This role is a demanding and time consuming one and so the

person assuming this role is rewarded accordingly. The school
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secretary also helps with communication between the centre and
other systems.

The teachers' union can communicate with each centre
directly through whatever means are available. A parent
association is more likely to work through the school board,
especially given the small size of each learning centre and
the voice given to parents in decision-making there. The
parent association can offer help to parents in their role of
decision maker in the learning centre. It can also offer
help, along with the school board, in gathering information
about the workings of each learning centre so that parents can
make informed choices as to where to place their children.
This information can be provided to the school boards and
parents from educators based on their own assessments of their
system's health and ability to provide an excellent learning
environment to children.

The local school board should also be linked to the
centre by computer. The school board is responsible for
overseeing and facilitating the work of the centre. The board
can provide resources and services to educators to encourage
professional development. These can be announced through the
computer-modem 1link. School boards can, as they do now,
provide expert consultants to offer support to educators in
specific subject areas like French as a second language, art,
science, or drama.

This is very close to Montreal's current situation.

School boards have a variety of schooling environments to
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offer parents and children, although they are all classroom
environments. They differ in terms of emphasis, or
atmosphere. The board provides support in the form of
funding, expert consultants and materials. The board can also
provide services to students that the learning centres do not
provide; swimming lessons for example. The school board can
also visit learning centres to oversee their activities and

help with evaluation of the system's functioning.

Learning Centre Size

With communication and transportation technologies as
sophisticated as they currently are, learning centres can be
many and varied within a school district. Instead of there
being ten schools with two or three hundred children in each,
there can be between fifty and seventy-five learning centres
with twenty to fifty children in eacsh. As long ago as 1979,
there was considerable evidence that smaller schools had fewer
discipline problems, less violence and vandalism, and less
absence and truancy than larger schools. This was true
whether the schools were traditional or any other type (Smith,
1979). As well, this small size for learning centres ensures
that 1learners and educators are able to form meaningful
relationships. Such relationships in turn help children to
become principled and well rounded by providing role models
and instilling values. The small size of learning circles and
learning centres goes some way to counter the 1loss of

community and family values in our society.
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Centres can be housed in existing school buildings, but
these buildings were designed to hold many students at a time;
thus the noise problem arises and children suffer through
being forced into silence, or near silence, for most of their
working day. Learning centres would be better spaced
throughout a school district in houses or buildings about the
size of a large house so that the true benefits of small

student groupings can be realized.

The Learning Centre and the State

The learning centre can communicate directly with the
central authorities through electronic mail. This is already
being done in schools throughout Quebec. This communication
is handled by the learning centre's current leader, and by its
secretary. The central authorities provide curricular
guidelines and support documents. They also provide funding
for the learning centre's operation on a per student basis.
This funding may go through the district school board, or may
be direct.

Currently, in Quebec, schools are given an average of
about 4300 dollars per regular student registered per year.
By regular student is meant a student with no handicap or
special needs. Funding for students with special needs is
much higher, sometimes more than doubled. (These figures were
obtained through conversations with budget offices of three

Montreal area school boards in 1994 and 1995.) Thus, the
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learning circle could receive about 43,000 dollars per year
for ten students.

The ideal ratio of ten to sixteen students per educator
and per 1learning circle is difficult to realize; careful
budgeting by learning centre starf is crucial. Obviously, if
special needs students form part of the student population,
extra funding to meet their needs is provided and the ratio of
students to educator can fall. The funding per child covers
operating costs, like heating and electricity, and acquisition
costs as the educator tries to keep abreast of technological
and publishing developments. Every year, optimally, some new
piece of equipment and some computer software should be
acquired, as well as new print materials and graphics. There
are also supplies of art and craft materials and notebooks to
be purchased. These need not be costly to be fully adequate.

The educator's salary and salaries for the acting centre
leader, the secretary and other educators 1like French
specialists, should also come out of the budget of 4300
dollars per child. Accordingly, as tha2 educator feels a need
for more income, she can take on more students. However, she
can not exceed the ratio of 16 students per educator since
this would compromise the quality of guidance and support that
her learning circle members receive.

Since the 1learning centre is funded by the central
authorities, and ultimately by the tax payers, accountability
must be organized by the system. Accountability is provided

in three ways. First, parents receive reports on their
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children's accomplishments five times in the school year as is
currently the case in Quebec. These ~eports, based on learner
profiles, can be very detailed and informative. Second, the
district school board oversees a centre's functioning through
nccasional visits and regular communication. Third, the
learning centre reports fulfilment of state curriculum
objectives for learning outcomes and results of the Canadian
Tests of Basic Skills on a yearly basis, as well as reporting
on the system's health and functioning every six months.
Learning centres, and the learning circles within them, are
thus held accountable for the service they provide to the
learners in a community.

A last word about funding concerns students' money-making
activities within the learning centre. Students, depending on
whether they live in a rural or an urban setting, can raise
rabbits or chickens, organize a toddlers' play group, run a
car wash, or organize any number of other small business
ventures to augment the available funds of the centre. The
students, aducators and parents can decide togethier how these
funds will be spent. These kinds of activities help children
ti. acquire habits of responsibility and entrepreneurship,
facility with numbers, ability to plan and follow through, to
work together and to deal with the public. Most importantly,
these activities allow students to feel pride in themselves as

contributing members of the community.

162



Decision Making in the Learning Centre

Decisions that involve expanding or contracting the
system's time and space boundaries are made collectively by
the educators and a parents' committee. Examples of such
decisions include the ne=d for new flooring, offering a new
service like day care provision until 6:00 pm, opening the
centre through the month of August, or changing the centre's
staff size. There can be approximately one parent
representative for every ten children enrolled at the centre.
The ratio of parents to educators at school meetings will then
be apprvoximately one to one. Older students can also be
represented if parents and educators agree on their inclusion.
Decisions are made by consensus whenever possible, with one
vote per person in the event that consensus cannot be reached
on an issue. Educators and parents can easily be trained in
group process roles; facilitator, time keeper, secretary and
mood watcher when emotions become strong. These r/.les can be
shared on a rotational basis.

The agenda for any given meeting can be posted
electronically and physically one or two weeks beforehand to
allow people to consider the issues and to write and post
opinion papers should they feel it necessary. Meetings can be
held when decision makers feel that it is necessary.

Decisions about how a specific learning circle will be
organized or about problems within the circle are made by the
educator and learners comprising that circle. Again, the same

group process, with the addition of the talking stick method,
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can be used. Posting an agenda and soliciting opinion papers
is a very good way to teach children how to write persuasively
and how to consider a number of alternative solutions to a
problen.

Decisions about hiring, acquisitions and supplies are
made by the educators of the centre together. When
considering hiring new staff they may need to consult with
their local school board. They can meet biweekly, or whenever
they feel it necessary. The centre's current leader oversees
dispensation of funds, making sure that the bills are paid and
the budget is followed. If there is a conflict between
educators, or frequent complaints from learners or parents
about an educator, the centre's leader can call for the help
of the teachers' union to settle the problem. The teachers’
union can provide an unbiased observer and facilitator to
address the sicuation.

Figure 4 shows the defining characteristics of the

learning circle environment and their purpose.

The Learning Circle as a Functioning System

In order to be able to envision this model of a learning
environment, it is helpful to imagine a typical day of its
operation. One of the most important aspects of the model is
its allowance of spontaneity on the part of individual members
of the learning circle and of the group as a whole. Consider
the following day in the life of a learning circle of twelve

students ranging from grade three level to grade six level.
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The Learning Circle at a Glance

—

Defining Characte;gstics

Design Purpose/Need Addressed

low numbers of learners per

learning cirlce

allowance of learners' self-
expression, personalized
guidance, consensus decisions

low learner/educator ratio
and long term grouping of

learnexrs and educators

development of trust,
genuine caring, true
understanding of each learner

learner directed learning

development of ability to make
choices, of autonomy and of
love of learning and thinking

encouragement of active
learning

preparation for life-long
lea:ning, uses learner's love
of action, builds self-esteem

appropriate use of
technology

provides more communication
options, familiarizes learners
with technological development

feedback sought and
forecasting formalized

provision of an adaptive,
self-~correcting, viable
system

fulfillment of state
curriculum requirements

provision of uniformity within
diversity and assurance of
maintenance of standards

encouragement of community

and parental involvement

development of community
support for learners, variety
of local role models,

Figure 4
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It is January and the weather is unseasonably warm and
humid. The day begins with the arrival of the circle's
educator and a couple of early students. Students arrive
between the hours of eight o'clock and half past nine. The
only penalty for lateness is that a student might miss a group
decision or a group activity. This morning, members of the
group begin the day by chatting among themselves, reading,
discussing the weather and considering a suggestion of going
out to experience it more fully.

In the last week or so, the circle has been in the
process of preparing for an open house exhibit of works.
Projects have been reaching completion, art work has been
carefully completed, critiqued and selected, and then mounted.
Written work and a hypertext presentation have bheen nearing
completion also. Students begin to move toward some of these
projects and activities as they await the arrival of
latecomers.

By half past nine, everyone is present and the check-in
can begin. The group gathers to sit in a circle and the
talking stick is used so that everyone has uninterrupted time
to check-in by telling something about their mood, their plans
for the day and anything they think needs to be known by the
group. During check-in the educator expresses her love of
mists and fog, which on this day are beautiful and mysterious.
She suggests that the group take advantage of the strange
weather by going out for a walk. One of the students has been

managing the preparations for the open house by using a
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project management application on his father's computer at
home. He is consulted and agrees that according to his
understanding of the critical path of the preparations, the
group can afford an hour or two to explore the weather.

The whole group sets out for a walk in the suburban
neighbourhood of which they are a part. They enjoy the fog
and discover that it is thicker in some places than in others
and that it tends to dissipate as the hours pass. One student
is very taken with how the fog comes about and decides to find
out more about it by talking to someone who knows. She
convinces another student to work with her on this. The
educator suggests that the two of them might prepare a brief
report to the rest of the group explaining the phenomenon once
they understand it themselves.

When they return to the learning centre, the two student
researchers call the local weather station and talk briefly to
a meteorolog.ist there. They also find a book in the centre's
library about weather. Later, they look in the computerized
encyclopedia for more information. Another student who loves
artistic activity decides to portray the mist and icy trees in
a painting. She is inspired by what she has seen outside.
Others write in their journals briefly about the morning walk,
then proceed to work on further preparations for the open
house. One decides to write a mystery story that will take
place in foggy weather and proceeds to make notes about the
plot and characters. The educator does reading practice with

two students for about twenty minutes. These two students are
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weak in their decoding skills and reading comprehension. The
educator then calls another student over to do reading work
with her, again for about twenty minutes. This student is at
a grade three level and needs help with decoding longer words
and building vocabulary.

All of the students together have created a dictionary on
computer using a word processing program. Definitions are in
the students' own words and a word search function which is
part of the word processor can "look up" a word in seconds for
a student. This dictionary, as well as other dictionaries, is
consulted quite frequently.

By now it is almost time for lunch. The learning centre
is equipped with a microwave oven, a small stove top and a
refrigerator. Students take turns preparing soup for 1lunch
and clearing up after 1lunch. Now, two students go off to
prepare the soup for today and the rest begin to wind up their
activities and take out their 1lunches. Everyon. eats
together. Sandwiches and fruit are brought from home, but the
soup is provided by the centre and is shared by all. After
lunch, students often go outside to get some fresh air, but
since they were out for a long time in the morning and it is

now raining, they all play games inside for about half an hour

instead.
Now it is one o'clock. The whole group has French
instruction for about forty-five minutes or an hour. This

entails the arrival of another educator, a francopl.one. She

is also helping the students to prepare for the open house.
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These students have pen-pals in France whom they contact
through the Internet via modem. They have put together a
short play in French which they wrote together and which they
hope to video tape and send off to their pen-pals in France.
The video tape will also be shown at the open house, if it is
ready in time.

For most of the French lesson, the students work at video
taping their production. They are working on the last few
minutes of the play. They finish with about fifteen minutes
to spare. They sit in a civcle and discuss, in French, their
feelings about finishing the video and their experience of
working as a group on this particular project. One student
who has had access to a video camera for most of his short
life, has tended to dominate the proceedings. This is
discussed and talking stick is used so that everyone has a
chance to speak.

At two o'clock, the French educator leaves to work with
another learning circle at the centre, and the students
separate to work on further open house preparations, artwork,
math work, journal writing, computer work, or weather
analysis. The students know that they are responsible for
progressing through a certain number of journal entries, math
book pages, spelling and vocabulary assignments and reading
assignments each week. For the most part, this work is done
by the student's own initiative. If a student is 1lagging
behind in her work, the educator will intervene. As well, if

a student has any question about his work, the educator is
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available to explain, illustrate and advise. Often, an older
student will explain a math procedure or spelling rule to a
younger student.

These activities continue for the next two hours or so.
As well, students and the educator take turns performing
clean-up duties such as watering plants, feeding bunny
rabbits, sweeping, mopping and dusting. Students who have a
parent at home leave at about three o'clock. Those with
working parents stay longer. The centre is open until half
past five. The day ends for the learning circle when the last
person leaves. The educators at the learning centre may take
turns staying late, since the number of students steadily

decreases as the time passes after three o'clock.

Challenges to Implementing This Design

Romiszowksi (1981) identifies potential problems for
instructional designers working to implement a system of
instruction. Noting these and discussing possible ways of
avoiding them or of solving them makes successful
implementation of the design more probable.

First, it can be kept in mind that each stage of a
project to implement a design should have its own evaluation,
approval and feedback provision. The implementation of the
design should be well controlled. The system is untried and
must be tested and revised as necessary throughout
implementation. As well, the system requires a self-control

mechanism. The learning circle system includes in its design
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the ability to self-evaluate and self-regulate through regular
feedback from a variety of sources.

Romiszowski (1981) identifies a potential problem for
implementaticon that seems to apply especially to this design.
The problem stems from a lack of experience in using the model
of teaching and learning included in the design. The model
itself may be adequate, but those implementing the system may
not have a complete understanding or appreciation for it. 1In
order to avoid this problem, the design must be implemented
carefully by professionals who are dedicated to its underlying
philosophy. It may also be necessary to orient, inform and
train the people involved in implementing the design at every
stage. That is to say, even if the design is being
implemented for the fifteenth time, the people involved in
that implementation need to fully understand the design
itself.

An obvious problem in implementation is a lack of
material resources. This problem can only be avoided through
the acquisition of government support and funding for the
design as well as support from parents and school board
trustees. A problem that is closely related to funding is
that of potential conflict between the learning circle system
and the super-system of the provincial public school system
that it proposes to function within. Flexibility and
adaptability on the part of the design and its implementers

may help with such a problen. As well, efficient and open
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lines of communication may prove essential between all those
involved in the learning circle and its super-system.
Overall, throughout the long process of full
implementation, many potential problems or conflicts may be
identified. Attempts can be made to avoid them or to minimize
them through +the generation and selection of alternative
strategies. Those that cannot be avoided can at least be
documented so that the people implementing the project can

remain aware of them (Romiszowski, 1981).

The Learning Centre as One Viable Alternative

The learning centre is a collection of different learning
environments, defined by the adults and children involved in
them daily. This vision of a collectively run learning
organization, with 1little or no hierarchy and with as much
community involvement as possible, is only one vision of an
excellent learning environment. There are probably as many
such visions as there are teaching styles, learning styles and
clothing styles. When alternatives find encouragement in the
larger schooling system of which they seek to be a part, and
when parents and learners have genuine choice about which
alternative learning environment they would like to attend,
this vision and many others can become reality.

The state authority, usually a ministry of education,
remains as guardian of standards and of minimum curricular
requirements. The school boards remain as coordinators,

facilitators, overseers and providers of services to the
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learning centres and schools and to the parents and children
served by them. Some schools might remain as they are now, be
they authoritarian, science and technology based, or focused
on the fine arts. Some schools might disintegrate and reform
as smaller units. Some might take on a form very similar to
the one described here.

Educators and administrators of educational
establishments, including the professionals at the school
boards, are fully accountable to the parents and children to
whom they wish to provide educational services. If a learning
environment does not provide adequate educational serwvices to
its clientele, it must either adapt and improve its learning
envirunment, or close its dcors through lack of support from
its community.

The educational system of variety, of well developed and
equally funded alternatives, of choice for all concerned, is
a system that can meet the needs of its increasingly varied
clientele and that can meet the challenges of the future

through continuous adaptation, research and development.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Responses From the Community

Introduction

In order to acquire an understanding of possible
reactions to this system design, the actual design comprising
the text of chapter seven, was presented to ten parents,
teachers and school board trustees in the Montreal area. Five
questions were asked and many responded in writing cf some
length. Although few people were involved in this field work,
they represent Quebec English-speaking parents, teachers and
trustees. The idea was not to conduct a survey with a large
sample of people so that statistical analysis could be carried
out. Instead, the aim here was to have a panel of informed
people judge it to get some sense of the kind of support, or
lack thereof, with which a design 1like this one would be
greeted by the people of Quebec.

The questionnaire is included in appendix A. Briefly,
the questions asked are as follows. First, what is missing
from this description? Second, as a parent, would you be
willing to enrol your child in a learning circle environment
such as the one described? What modifications wouid you like
to see to the learning circle, or what concerns would you have
with it, as a parent? Fourth, as a teacher, would you be
willing to teach in a learning circle environment such as the
one described? As a teacher in such an environment, how would

you like it to be modified, or what concerns would you have?
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Ten people responded to these questions after reading the text

of chapter seven descr.bing the design.

Enthusiasm for the Design

One parent echced the philosophical basis for this design
when she wrote, "education shouid...support the child's
instinctive need to know, explore and understand as well as
acquire skills." Another respondent noted that the
curriculum would be created by the learners and the educator.
She wrote, "I like the idea of the learning centre being open
to the community”. She also expressed appreciation for the
inciusion of self-evaluation and the learners' asking for
testing in the dersign. She wrote thal the learning circle
seems to have "the feel of a family unit". This aspect of the
design is an attempt to provide children with that "feel" in
a society that includes many dysfunctional families.

Another parent wrote, "Sounds very nurturing and loving -
which to me is crucial, especially the family-type
atmosphere". She also expressed appreciation for the
inclusion of community involvement, and the basic philosophy
of teaching children to learn. She wrote, "...it's great,
esracially since our society and technonlogies evolve so
quickly and there's no way any place can cover all the
basics..." She "liked the process philosophy over the
results-oriented philosophy".

An elementary grades teacher wrote that she loved the

talking stick method and the idea of having a personalized
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dictionary system on the computer. Another teacher liked "the
emphasis on modern technology and the idea that students are
more responsible for their own learning". He also wrote, "As
someone involved in the Arts I find this type of learning
environment conducive to the creative process".

One parent expressed appreciation for the "shared-rule
setting" and the natural development of curiosity. She felt
that the "present school system is damaging".

A commissioner for a large school boart expressed her
liking for the design and felt that it might be possible to
organize an existing school into learning circle groups in
parents' homes for part of the school week. Her opinion was
that this new method of teaching and learning may be
excellent, but wili challenge existing methods, approaches and
bureaucracy. She concluded that the 1learning circle
environment might be kinder for young children than current
approaches. She expressed encouragement for the

implementation of the learning circle design.

What is Missing From the Design Description?

The first question asked what is missing from the
description. Respondents' answers to this question are
discussed here. As well, a reaction to responses is provided.
Some information is presented in the design description, and
some would be included in later documents were the learning

centre design to be implemented.
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A Clear Role for Parents One respondent expressed the need
for a clearly defined role for parents.

In revising the design description, the following would
be included. Parents, in order to become partners in the
learning centre, would first have to understand the ceuntre's
philosophy and focus. To enrol a child in a specific learning
environment, a parent understands and approves the philosophy
behind the environment and the processes and activities by
which it is maintained.

Parents are invited to meet and to select repr:sentatives
to attend 1learning centre meetings. There should be
approximately one parent representative for every <ten
families. Parent representatives meet w:th learning centre
educators to discuss decisions affecting the centre's time and
space boundaries; the use of its facilities and expansion or
contraction of its hours of operation.

Parents of a learner also meet with the educator whenever
this seems necessary to discuss the 1learner's progress,
strengths, weaknesses, interests, talents and portfolio. The
child, the parent and the educator together continually
determine the direction of learning activities. The learner's
behaviour is alsc discussed and together, parents and educator
can arrive at a strategy for minimizing anti-social or
disturbing behaviour both at the centre and at home.

A final role for parents is the role of volunteer,
whether in the learning circle, on a field excursion organized

by the parent or by someone else, or as a fund raiser. A
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parent can offer expertise, enthusiasm, ideas or old clothes
for trunk theatre games. There are no real limits to the
level of involvement that a parent can assume. Any problems
concerning parent involvement; personality conflicts,
misunderstanding of the centre's policies and philosophy; can
be dealt with by the centre's acting principal, or another
staff member using mediation teckniques and the talking stick.
Parents are members of the learning centre community and are
treated as such.

Balance of Roles One respondent felt the need for a clearer
statement about the balance of teaching and learning in the
system. She felt that it should be made clear that "both
aspects are expanded, enriched and flexible". This respondent
also expressed a need for some discussion of improving the
child's "preparedness" for learning. This preparedness
involves putrition, spiritual well-being, and emotional
stability. She asked how the learning circle would help with
these aspects of the child's functioning.

This question 1is answered in part by the design
description. The child's emotional stability is explored and
noted during morning check-in with the talking stick.
Nutrition and spiritual well-being would have to be addressed

in more detail in a revision of the design description.
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Space Allocation The same responderi. expressed a need for
gspecific information about ideal space allocation.

A floor plan for ideal space allocation and utilization
would be necessary in order to create a functioning learning
centre.

Cooperative Efforts of the Learning Centre Community This
respondent also asked for specific cooperative projects for
all members of the learning centre community.

These projects would be valuable for many reasons.
Specific ideas for projects would arise when circumstances
required them. Parents, learners and educators together could
brainstorm ideas for community projects as well.

Affect on Teachers Another respondent wanted more information

about how this design would affect teachers.

In revising the design description, the following would
be included. If teachers choose to become involved in a
learning centre, they would be expected to take on the roles
outlined in the design description. Specialist teachers, such
as teachers of French as a second language, or of physical
education, would circulate among a few learning centres, just
as they now work with many classes in a school. Teachers
would have more allowance of spontaneity, and more
responsibility to go with it. Teachers would earn
substantially less than do those who teach more students at a

time.
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MEQ Requirements A respondent expressed a need for more
specific information about the balance between self-directed
learning and Ministry of Education requirements. There was
also a question as to how the basic skills would be learned in
the circle.

These are addressed below in the discussion of teachers'
concerns and in the description of the learning circle design
of chapter seven.

Comparison With the Existing System One respondent requested

a more specific comparison with the existing system. 'his is
done throughout chapters two to seven. These earlier chapters
were not read by respondents.

Children's Motivation to Learn It was felt that one could say

more about children's motivation to learn.
This is done in earlier chapters.
Keeping Pace with Technoloqy There was also a request for
more discussion on keeping pace with changing technoiogies.
In the description of the system, the use of existing
technologies is discussed. To further clarify, one can add
that new technologies must first be evaluated as to their
worth and utility in a learning environment. If they prove
useful, they can be acquired and integrated into the learning
circle environment. The budget must allow for acquisition of

hardware and software, as has been mentioned in chapter seven.
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Need_ for a Budget Four respondents expressed a need for a
budget to show approximate expenses and how they would be met.

A budget would be the logical next step to implementing
the design of the learning circle system. It would go a long
way to answering questions of feasibility.

Clarifying Time Management It was felt L, one r:spondent, a

teacher, that the design required the inclusion of a time
management system for both educators and learners.

This would be a valuable addition to the design since a
time management tool would be needed in such a system.
Generally, in terms of time use it can be added that learners
in the circle spend the majority of their time in active
learning; reading, writing, talking, exploring in a hands-on
way and receiving tutoring in specific areas. The educator
divides the time available between observation, assessment and
diagnosis, guidance and management, and individualized
instruction. The activities of a learning circle educator in
the time available would be very similar to those of a teacher
in a British open classroom.

Scheduling with Specialist Teachers A request was made about

specific scheduling of French instruction.
This scheduling would also be a further step in
implementing the design.

Concern with Educator's Role One respondent felt a need for

more information about dealing with an educator who does not
fulfil the role required, and about dealing with educator burn

out.
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It was mentioned in the description that the school board
would monitor and supervise the learning circle. School board
observers would likely be able to notice educator burn out.
Parents being welcome in the learning circle and meeting with
the educator could also make judgements about how well an
educator was fulfilling the role. Since the learning circle
system is envisioned as being part of a system of choice, a
parent who felt that an educator did not meet the child's
needs could remove tihe child from the circle. The learning
centre staff and especially the principal conld also observe
and intervene to improve the situation.

Meeting Special Needs A question was raised as to whether

learners with special needs would be separated or integrated
in the learning circle system.

The issue of meeting a variety of needs is discussed more
fully below, but these learners would be integrated fully as
long as learners with behavioural problems, such as Attention
Deficit Disorder (ADD), did not interfere with the learning of
other members of the circle.

The Question of Curriculum Finally, one respondent expressed

the need to know more fully what would be taught. She felt
that this was not made clear.

When children base their learning on personal interest,
curiosity, serendipity and other unpredictable factors, one
cannot clearly say what will be taught. What can be said is
that children will be taught basic skills, which have been

listed elsewhere, and enabling skills; these include learning
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strategies, research stra*egies and meta-cognitive strategies.
The revised design description should make clear that the goal
of the 1learning circle system is to encourage and enable
children to become confident, self-motivated and responsible

learners and members of the community.

Categorical Responses

Two questions asked for the respondent to choose from
four possible responses. These were the questions asking
about willingness to enroll a child or teach in such an
environment. The responses available were; yves, I would like
that very much; yes, but with some concerns and caution; no,
not unless the learning circle was modified; and, no, not at
all. All ten respondents felt that they would like to see
their child in such an environment for learning (See figure
5). Eight of the ten respondents, all of whom are parents,
chose the second response to the question as to whether they
would wish to enrcll a child in such a learning circle. They
responded that yes, they would like to do so, but with some
concerns and caution. Most then elaborated on their concerns
in the space provided. The two responses which differed were

an unqualified yes.
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Categorical Respcuses
to the
Evaluative Questionnaire

Would you enrol child?|| Would you teach?

Respondents yes!l|lyes..|no...| no! ves!|yes..|no...| no!
parent
) X
parent
X X
parent
X X
parent - Chair
sciiool comm. X
parent/ i
teacher X X
parent/
teacher X X
parent/
teacher X X
parent/
teacher X X
parent/
board trustee X X
parent/
board trustee X X

Figure 5
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Concerns of Parents

Concerns expressed by parents about enroling children in
such an environment are presented here. Some of these
concerns are addressed in the design description, but perhaps
not completely enough to meet a parent's concerns.

Intercircle Interaction One parent expressed a need for more

intercircle interaction.

It was explained in the design description that such
interaction would be arranged. There was also a concern about
lack of services and extra-curricular activities available
because of the small size of the learning centre. Again,
services now available through schools and school boards could
still be available through school boards or through a number
of learning centres coming together for certain activities.

Physical Education This parent also wondered about a physical

education programme.

Such a programme could be offered by the school board to
students from a number of learning centres in any given
neighbourhood. The students would gather at the neighbourhood
gymnasium for the physical education programme.

Misappropriaticon of Funds A parent also expressed a concern

about the danger of misappropriation of funds by teachers
acting as centre principals.

This danger could be avoided by strict controls and a
system of bookkeeping open to all staff, or by doing all
purchasing and payments through the school board. The problem

with the second solution is that it centralizes control of
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funds, taking con. . ay from the learning centre and giviung
it back to the school board.

Learning Circle Demographics Another parent expressed concern

about the demographics of any given learning circle. Would
there be a fifty/fifty split between males and females?

This 1is a good question. Learning circle student
populations can mirror the populations of children of
elementary «.."00l age in their surrounding communities.
However, since each different learning circle would have a
different atmosphere depending on its educator and his or her
teaching style and personality, some circles could be more
attractive to girls than to boys, or vice versa. This could
also affect the boy/girl ratio.

Meeting Special Needs Three parents expressed concern about

the ability of the learning circle environment to meet the
needs of gifted, regular and learning disabled students.

The learning circle environment can be very well suited
to meeting the needs of a variety of students. A revision of
the design description would include the following
clarification. Student to educator ratios are low in the
learning circle model, and students with special needs receive
extra funding as well, which could further reduce the ratio of
students to educators. As well, students learn at their own
pace in the learning circle model. This allows gifted
children to pursue their interests and to challenge themselves
as much as they are able. They can also be challenged by the

educator. It also allows learning disabled students to take

186




their time and receive special attention and care. In our
current school system, learning disabled students are not
always diagnosed as early as they <could be, and as a
consequence, may spend half a year or more in an environment
which is frustrating to them, perhaps even humiliating for
them, and which wastes their time, since they are incapable of
functioning well in it. In the learning circle environment,
such children would progress at their own pace and would in
any case receive one on one instruction in such basic skills
as reading and development of fine motor coordination.

Diagnosis woul. be more 1likely given such personal
attention from an educator. Frustration and humiliation in
front of peers would be much less likely since children of
varying ages and abilities would be grouped together.
Finally, it must be said that the learning circle model is
envisioned as one of many possible learning environments.
Some children may learn better in a more structured
environment.

Age Mixing in the Circle One parent wondered if children of

widely differing ages, from age six to eighteen, would be
grouped together in a learning circle.

Since this environment is designed only for elementary
students, the most that students could differ in age would be
from age six to age twelve. However, it should be added that
most educators would probably want to group students from age

six to nine, and from age ten to twelve.
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Principal's Role One parent felt that appointing a different
educator as principal every year or so would badly affect the
centre. It was argued that a full-time principal gives more
structure and stability.

When all major decisions are taken by the group of
educators as a whole, using consensus decision-making, the
principal 1is 1less uniquely responsible for maintaining
structure and stability as would be the case in a morn
hierarchic decision-making organization. He or she is then
primarily responsible for carrying out the duties of
administration and communication that need to be taken care of
daily. The educators as a group should have as their goal the
creation and maintenance of a stable and well-functioning
learning centre.

Talking Stick On: parent was unsure about the use of the

talking stick method for group communication. She felt that
it may make children feel self-conscious to have to hold the
stick and so to have to speak to the group.

A revised design description would clarify that the
talking stick process does not require that everyone speak.
It simply allows everyone to speak without interruption for as
long as they wish. Some people may find the uninterrupted
talking time somewhat intimideting, especially at first. Most
people with whom I have used the talking stick process seem to

appreciate it.

188



Motivation to Acquire the Basics One parent expressed concern

about children who do not like to do things that they are not
good at. How would the educator in the learning circle
environment get them to do these things, and so to improve
their skills?

A revised design description would clarify the learners'
acquisition of basic skills as follows. First, if children do
not want to do things that they do not do well, there is a
reason. If they fear judgement or failure, the learning
circle environment can help. The learning circle is designed
to be a safe place for learning; one where people are not
directly compared with others in terms of their abilities or
disabilities. If a child continues to avoid certain
activities over a period of time, the educator, an older
child, and parent volunteers can coax and encourage the child
to practice and improve the skill. The learning circle is a
pPlace where people can explore their interests and direct
their own learning. However, basic skills that enable people
to become self-sufficient learners are taught, practised and
acquired in the learning circle. Sitting with the educator,
or a parent volunteer and learning at one's own pace to tie
shoe laces, to do long division, or to write the letter "r",
is less intimidating and more encouraging than simply being

told to do it, or else.

189



Community Influence One parent worried about the possibility

of a strong, but unrepresentative community influence on
decision making. Could one group or member of the community
dminate?

With consensus decision making, this becomes less likely.
Everyone must reach agreement in order to achieve consensus.
As well, parents meet to choose a representative to attend
learning centre meetings; someone who has the time, wants to
be involved in meetincs and does represent the parents.

Parental Involvement There was also an expression of need on

the part of two parents for more explicit information about
parent involvement and decision making at the learning centre.
This is given above in the section on what is missing from the
design description.

Preparing Children to Face the World A parent was concerned

about how well the learning circle will prepare children for
the "harsh realities" of life and the responsibilities of
adolescence and adulthood.

In a revised description of the learning circle system,
the following would help to clarify. The learning circle
environment emphasizes self-directed activity and the
development of self-evaluation strategies. The child educated
through a learning circle may have more self-sufficiency and
a greater sense of personal responsibility than others. As
well, the learning circle environment expands greatly to
encompass the world surrounding the circle. The learner

encounters the real world as often as possible and can then
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discuss the encounter and work to understand that world back
in the safety of the learning ci-.cle.

The chiildren would not visit only museums, zoos and a
planetarium on their field trips. They can visit a modern
dairy !arm and a potato chip factory. They can visit city
hall and the city garbage dump. In the learning circle
environment, children can see some of life's harsher moments
and then discuss these in a circle of trust and safety so that

a greater understanding of the world around them is achieved.

Concerns of Teachers

Four of the people who read and responded to the design
are teachers in the Montreal area. Some people, who are not
teachers did answer the question as to whether or not they
would like to teach in such an environment anyway. Of the
eight people who responded to the question, four chose the
second response; yes, bhut with some concerns and caution.
Three chose an unqualified yes as the response. One chose the
third response; no, not wunless the learning circle was
modified. The concerns of teachers follow.
Rotating Principalship One teacher expressed reservations
about a rotating principalship. She felt that "a principal
improves each year with new experiences. Changing would
perhaps have someone learning the ropes each year."

Perhaps an educator at the centre would remain as acting
principal for three, four, or even five years. Eventually,

this person could change roles and train someone else.
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Testing Concerns This teacher also felt that there should be
less focus on standardized tests like the Canadian Test of
Basic Skills, and more fccus on individualized testing against
oneself.

Ministry Requirements One teacher expressed concern with the

dichotomy of self-directed learning and Ministry of Education
curriculum guidelines. It was felt that these guidelines
would be very difficult to follow if learners were truly
acting from their own interests. Also, self-directed activity
mignt fail to teach children how to handle the frustrations of
necessary, but uninteresting tasks later in school or in life.

In revising the design description, the following would
be included. Learners in the circle follow their own
interests a lot of the time, but also work with the educator
to fulfil the requirements of the curriculum set by the
Ministry. Thus, they learn how to complete tasks which may
not interest them. As well, even something fun and
intaresting can often become frustrating or difficult when
carried through to its conclusion. In the learning circle,
children are first encouraged and later expected to follow an
idea through to its end, or to find the complete answer to a

question no matter how long that might take.
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Concerns of School Board Members

Two respondents to the guestionnaire are involved with
Montreal area school boards as elected trustees. Both of
these people expressed concerns about the feasibility of
running a learning centre like the one described. Both
mentioned costs and obstacles in the form of Ministry
regulations and other rules. Their concerns are discussed
below.

Budgeting and Hiring Staff One trustee felt that a budget

should have been included in the design description. He also
saw a difficulty in finding appropriate staff for the learning
circle. "To offer such a learning environment you would
require the services of a well motivated and disciplined
teacher. The teachers' union would be an obstacle in
providing this type of teacher due to collective agreements
and seniority." He suggested a design including some form of
flexibility in the hiring process to allow for the hiring of
appropriate educators.

Hidden Costs and Obstacles The other trustee felt that the

Ministry rules and requlations would prove very difficult to
deal with. Ministry funding would be required and this is
foreseen in the learning circle design. Also, building codes,
fire requlations and a need for insurance would add to the
cost of the learning centre.

Both respondents associated with school boards liked the
design, but had words of warning and predictions of difficulty

in its actual implementation in Quebec at this time.
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Conclusion

The respondents' enthusiasm for the design and
willingness to consider enroling children in such an
environment were very encouraging. Teachers' willingness to
work in such an environment is also encouraging. Concerns and
cautions were expected. None of the concerns expressed by
parents seem to pose any major problems for implementation of
the design. Implementation would require a good deal more
specific planning and definition of roles. The design itself
is intended as a spring board frowm which to proceed. The
cautions about obstacles to implementation were also foreseen.
Many people would be made very uncomfortable by the
implementation of such a different learning systemn.

Bela H. Banathy (1991) wrote of the need for radical
visions and new ideas about teaching and learning to enable
designers and planners to meet the challenges facing them now.
One of the respondents to the questionnaire wrote, "the writer
is either incredibly naive, or a visionary, or both". My hope
is that such visions can enable educators, designers and
educational technologists to expand the paradigm within which

they currently function. New ideas can lead to solutions.
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APPENDIX A
EVALUATIVE QUESTIONNAIRE
FOR
THE LEARNING CIRCLE
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT DESIGN

INSTRUCTIONS: Having read the description and explanation of
"The Learning Circle" learning environment, please answer the
following questions as completely as you are able.

1. What is missing from this description? What would you
like to know about, in terms of the learning environment
proposed, which has not been included in the reading?
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2. As a parent, would you be willing to enroll your child in
a learning circle environment such as the one described?

Yes, I would like that very much.

Yes, but with some concerns and caution.

No, not unless the learning circle was modified.

No, not at all.

3. Based on your response to the above question, please list
your concerns, or tell how you would like the learning circle
to be modified. If you like the learning circle model very
much, please say why. If you do not like the learning circle

model at all please say why. In other words, no matter
what you responded above, please elaborate on your choice
below.
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4. As a teacher, would you be willing to teach in a learning
circle environment such as the one described?

Yes, I would like that wvery much.

Yes, but with some concerns and caution.

No, not unless the learning circle was modified.

No, not at all.

5. Based on your response to the above questio please list
your concerns, or tell how you would like the leuarning circle
to be modified. If you like the learning circle model wvery
much, please say why. If you do not like the learning circle
model at all please say why. In other words, no matter what
you responded above, please elaborate on your choice below.

Thank you very much for all of your time and consideration.
You have helped tremendously and your contribution will not be
forgotten.
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