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A New Educational Paradigm

Ms. Cohen describes a new system of education that is in
harmony with the way the human mind actually functions.  National Information Center
for Service Leaming
1954 Bulord Ave, Foom F260
St Pawl, MN 85108-6197
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HE CURRENT reform

movement in American edu-

cation has received its pri-

mary impetus from the re-

alization that many schools
are not managing to achieve what they
set out to achieve. High dropout rates,
legions of bored students, massive be-
havior problems — these conditions,
once considered shocking, are common-
ly accepted realities today. In principle
such conditions should generate an in-
depth exploration of what we are seek-
ing to accomplish in our schoois. Only
recently, however, have critics begun to
suggest that, if we are to generate any
lasting reforms, we need to examine not
only our educational methods but also our
ultimate educational aims.

Today, with parts of the American edu-
cation system in disarray, the entire na-
tion is politically, socially, and econom-
ically under siege. How many of our cur-
rent problems, we must ask, derive from
too many years of a bankrupt or near-
sighted approach to learning? The focus
of education — elementary, secondary,
and postsecondary - has steadily nar-
rowed decade by decade. The commit-
ment o education as a training in charac-
ter has vanished. And, despite the lip ser-
vice paid to the ideal of creating a spirit
of inquiry, education is increasingly
directed toward teaching students not
how to inquire but rather how to digest
the results of other people’s inquiry. Cur-
rent methods of assessment focus on the
most superficial aspects of learning. Stu-
dents are rarely, if ever, exposed to the
necessity of making major value deci-
sions, of solving the real-life problems
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that provide the focus of genuine inguiry,
or of taking intellectual or practical risks.

How, then, can we discern the outline
of a more meaningful system of educa-
tion and take steps to implement it? To
clear our thinking, I suggest we imagine
that we are starting from scratch, as if
no schools existed.! What kinds of
schools would we want to build if we
could look at our needs without any pre-
suppositions? What would we decide
makes a person truly educated? What
prepares a person effectively for life?
What kind of citizens do we want to cre-
ate?

In answer, we would probably ac-
knowledge that we do not want to limit
education’s goals simply to giving stu-
dents a body of intellectual knowledge,
no matter how comprehensive. We
would ask for more. We would expect
education to teach students to use their
knowledge to identify significant pur-
poses in the real world and to fulfill them,
We would like to see students view suc-
cess as related to helping build a better
world. We would expect schools to cre-
ate responsible citizens, capable of act-
ing effectively and with an understand-
ing of the impact of their actions on
others, We would expect education not
simply to create specialists and tech-
nocrats but to develop individuals who
know how to work with others to achieve
common goals.? In short, we would
seek to create experts who have the com-
prehensive vision of generalists and who
can work effectively with others toward
socially productive outcomes.

What organizing principle for educa-
tion would allow us to meet such ob-
jectives? The answer lies in righting
the traditional approach to education.
Schools focus on the accumulated know]-
edge of the ages and concentrate on
teaching children the answers to other
people’s questions. We must instead fo-
cus on questions or challenges that will
generate and support the search for

knowledge. More broadly, we must or-
ganize learning around purposes that
motivate children to find answers. This
change will allow children’s learning to
mirror that of adults,

Mature aduits learn when they are
motivated to do so to achieve a specific
purpose. They test their knowledge and
examine their goals and reevaluate both
repeatedly, through the constant interplay
berween what they learn and their atiempt
to apply it to their purpose. On all lev-
els, whether inteliectual, emotional, or
social, it is a sense of purpose that moti-
‘vates learning, creates a constant inter-
action between the learner and his or her
environment, and builds the learner’s
seif-confidence and power,

A sense of purpose has been all but
driven out of the traditional school cur-
riculum, however. Subject-oriented learn-
ing has combined with the increasing
fragmentation of knowledge to create an
information mania in our schools that
makes simply digesting facts a priority
and eliminates consideration of the goals
to which such facts and ideas might be
applied. Information learned for informa-
tion’s sake fails to teach children that
learning is about testing what we think
we know in the world around us and,
based on the feedback we receive, dis-
covering what more we need to know and
how we need to change our opinions to
achieve our purpose.

When we limit our educational goals
for students to such purely academic ex-
ercises as analyzing Chaucer’s grammar
or writing an essay on the trade union
movement, we also limit the student’s un-
derstanding that knowledge can be used
to change our own and others’ lives for
the better. The domination of the dis-
ciplines unfortunately fosters such disem-
powerment.

For example, a historical study of the
Roman system of road building could be
used to great advantage in helping a child
gain perspective on our contemporary so-



ciety, The Romans buiit slowly, and they
built to iast. Ancient Roman roads are
still used today for transportation, and a
sensitive study of this aspect of Roman
culture could throw into sharp relief some
of the negative implications of our own
fast and furious approach to iife. Yet, if
a teacher today leads a student into such
considerations, it is despite, not because
of, the structure of the curriculum. By
failing to teach children how to organize
learning around goals that involve the
way they live today, subject-oriented
learning encourages passivity and shal-
low thinking. Purpose-oriented learning,
on the other hand, encourages a willing-
ness to risk what we know for a goal we
envisage and a sense of responsibility.

O BRING a sense of purpose

back into education, we need to

adopt a Purpose-Centered Sys-

tem of Fducation.® The primary
feature of this paradigm is the identi-
fication for each learning stage (the di-
vision of the school year is flexible: a
“learning stage” could last one semester
or one year) of a broad purpose that will
enable students to apply their academic
learning to meeting external chalienges.
Firse, this purpose should involve a so-
ciaily useful outcome. Second, it should
focus on a substantive area of knowledge
that witl be developmentally enriching for
the child as it enlarges the scope of his
or her abilities.

Purposes with socially useful outcomes
focused on substantive knowledge might
include, for example, building a better
environment, using technology to meet
human needs, helping people through the
arts, developing school/business partner-
ships, or improving service at specific in-
ternship sites. The purpose would be
broadly defined, and it would be up to

the students, as they studied the academic
materials for the learning stage, to work
with one another and with their teachers
to develop an individual plan of action for
the learning stage.

In seeking to meet a learning stage’s
purpose — for example, to improve ser-
vice at an internship site - students
would be compelled to apply their in-
tellectual studies to considering what ser-
vice is, They would evaluate how to re-
late their studies to the goals they had set
for themselves. They would learn to de-
vise their own strategies and to assess
their impact. Through their school ex-
perience, they would build an ever
stronger relationship to their communi-
ty and would begin to see themselves not
as passive learners but as people capable
of positive action.

The focus on socially significant pur-
poses as the first and organizing feature
of a new paradigm immediately yields the
second crucial feature: Constructive Ac-
tion.® During each learning stage stu-
dents would use their own studies to iden-
tify and carry out individual or group
Constructive Actions — initiatives that
would benefit individuals, groups, or
organizations and that, in the eyes of
students, teachers, and the community,
would improve the world arcund them.
The kinds of Constructive Actions that
children would carry out would depend
on their ages and capacities, as well as
on the learning stage's purpose.

For example, while 10-year-olds might
work together on group Constructive Ac-
tions during a learning stage (putting on
a play for a focal senior citizen center or
interviewing senior citizens for oral his-
tories), a 14-year-oid would be capable
of independenty planning and imple-
menting long-term Constructive Actions
-- creating a newsletter at an internship
site, studying wildlife habits and teach-
ing children about them in a parks pro-
gram, or developing a book to use in
teaching elementary youngsters.

By emphasizing that intellectual knowl-
edge shouid be applied directly to the
carrying out of Constructive Actions, our
new paradigm takes exception to the
long-standing isolation of schools from
the outside worid. Every child grows up
in an environment dominated by an in-
terlocking set of institutions: businesses,
government agencies, cultural institu-
tions, political organizations, health or-
ganizations, financial networks, and so
on. Schools need to build format ties to
these institutions and to help children
recognize that we live in a complex, in-
terdependent world. The Constructive
Action gives children the opportunity to
see how this world operates and to learn
within it. [t allows them to see that they
can use what they learn to affect institu-
tions around them. The Constructive Ac-
tion is the bridge between classroom
learning and life outside the classroom.

Related to and extending the concept
of the Constructive Action is the third or-
ganizing element of this educational par-
adigm, learning in the community. The
substantive focus of each learning stage
will generally point in the direction of the
appropriate organizations for the students’
Constructive Action opportunities. For
¢xample, museums and other cultural in-
stitutions will be chosen for the learning
stage whose purpose is “We Help Peo-
ple Through the Arts.” Every organiza-
tion in the community becomes a part of
the school, playing a role in the educa-
tion of the child.? This creates a new
community environment for learning.

The fourth feature of this new para-
digm is that traditional academic materi-
als will no longer be taught as discrete
subjects. Instead, they will be taught in
relation to how they help students iden-
tify and meet the purpose of the learning
stage. Before describing in greater detail
how subject-oriented material can be re-
organjzed around purpose, let us look at
an illustration of the process in action.

Suppose, for exampie, that the purpose



fora learning stage for 9-year-olds is to
work for better health, Such a purpose
is particuiarly appropriate at this age be-
catse it pinpoints developmental needs of
children at the same time that it involves
them in Constructive Action. Children at
this age are capable of taking responsi-
bility for their own diet and physical hy-
giene. It is important that they do so be-

cause they are frequently surrounded by

negative health messages (fast-food res-
taurants, cigarette smoking, alcoholism,
and so on). Indeed, it is a sad commen-
tary on our system of education that,
while it provides children with intellec-
tual knowledge, it so rarely enables them
to take charge of their lives in important
practical ways,

A learning stage whose purpose is to
work for better health might organize
elementary anatomy stuclies around learn-
ing the basics of nutrition. Students might
apply their math learning to making
graphs depicting their own eating patterns
and analyzing the nutritional value of var-
ious foods. Exploring the lifestyle pat-
terns of children in other cultures and in
their own community would deepen stu-
dents' understanding of health. Science
could help them determine the value of
different types of physical exercise. Chil-
dren could look at the evolution of mod-
ern medicine and how it has changed our
society, They could read biographies of
prominent people in the field of health
and look at changes in how health and
disease have been understood throughout
history. And, as a major step toward per-
sonal responsibility, they could adopt a
plan to improve their own health,

While building their own understand-
ing of health from various sources, 9-

“year-olds would simultaneously prepare
to offer what they know to others.# They
might, for example, plan and put on a
health fair for parents, other children,
and ouwtside organizations; write nutri-
tional self-help brochures; interview vis-
itors about their attitudes toward health;

invite doctors and other health profes-
sionals to speak; or dramatize the place
of health and medicine in other cultures.

As soon as we begin to relate academ-
ic learning to purposes and Constructive
Action, we begin to expand the scope of
what we want children to learn, includ-
ing not only academic material, but also
the competencies to which that academ-
ic material will be applied. We begin to
ask questions such as the following: How
well have students learned to identify sig-
nificant challenges? To develop strategies
for meeting these challenges? To use in-
tellectual knowledge to deepen their un-
derstanding of these challenges? To iden-
tify Constructive Actions that contribute
to social improvements? To overcome or
learn from the obstacles that arise in at-
tempting to implement Constructive Ac-
tions?

These questions define certain dimen-
sions of knowledge and action whose
mastery enables one to act as an inteli-
gent and responsible citizen for social
improvement. These dimensions, which
constitute the fifth feature of the new
paradigm, demand more from education
than a narrow academic definition of its
goals.

Both teaching and assessment should
be focused on developing five crucial
dimensions. These dimensions replace
courses as the organizing framework for
each day’s learning. At each learning
stage, the same five dimensions would be
taught, but the specific academic materi-
als taught through the dimensions would
relate to the developmental level of the
students and to the purpose of the learn-
g stage.

The five dimensions of knowledge and
action are purpose, values and ethics, self
and others, systems, and skills. They pro-
vide the structure for five classes at each
learning stage, classes that relate academ-
ic materials to the students’ specific Con-
structive Actions and that each year de-
velop more sophisticated intellectual and

practical competencies in the students. By
focusing all the academic material of the
learning stage on one overarching pur-
pose, these dimensions avoid the frag-
mentation typical of the traditional class-
room and encourage the student to see his
or her learning as a tool for constructive
change. The result is a highly synergized
experience of learning, in which the same
purpose is repeatedly viewed from many
directions simultaneously.

The first dimension is purpose. In the
purpose class, students learn problem-
solving skills and habits of flexibility and
persistence as they apply their classrocom
learning to planning, carrying out, and
evaluating their Constructive Actions,
They use math, geography, history, Eng-
lish, and science to pursue their purpose
and to carry out a Constructive Action
that will benefit themselves and their
communities.

The second dimension is values and
ethics. Students need to appreciate on a
practical as well as an intellectual level
the fundamental ethical questions that
come up in dealing with other human be-
ings and with organizations, How do [
appreciate that someone else can have
values fundamentally different from my
own? What do I do when faced with a
conflict of values'and the need to make
a decision? How do I learn to appreciate
and balance the competing interests and

- values of different people in my family

and in the organizations I am part of?
What do responsibility and integrity re-
quire of me?

These types of questions recur through-
out history. They come up in literature,
philosophy, and the history of science.
Those subjects become meaningful to stu-
dents when they are brought to bear on
the real ethical issues that students have
to consider as they participate in their
communities and plan Constructive Ac-
tions to improve the life of an individual
or of an organization.

Carrying out purposes in the real world



shoulld always involve this ethical dimen-
sion, because the ability to understand
and work toward meeting other peaple’s
neecls is not only a desirable character
trait but is also fundamental to a society
whose prosperity is largely dependent on
the provision of effective service. A
course during each learning stage focused
on values and ethics would have students
look directly at the ethical questions they
face in their own Constructive Actions,
through the lenses of academic works
dealing with value questions. Such cours-
es would prepare students, at an ever
more sophisticated level, to integrate eth-
ical considerations into their behavior.

The third dimension is that of self and
others. Clearly, students need to develop
both an intellectual and a practical under-
standing of human dynamics and social
interactions. Their lives are lived with
other people, and their work is carried
on with and for the sake of others. A fo-
cus on the self and on relations — and
on how our understanding of both affects
our behavior - should provide the ex-
plicit framework for one course during
each learning stage.

The academic materials that relate to
this area are typically taught as separate
subjects — psychology, anthropology,
literature, and so on — and in the proc-
ess their relevance is often lost. It would
be far more meaningful for teachers to
pull together into ane course the materi-
als that relate 1o understanding the seif
and others and then to ask students to use
what they are studying to gain a broader
understanding of the situations they face
in their cwn lives — for example, in their
Constructive Actions, In addition, dur-
ing each learning stage such a course
would take explicit responsibility for de-
veloping interpersenal and communica-
tion skills among children.

The fourth dimension is systems. Every
student needs to develop both a theoreti-
cal and a working understanding of the
systems of which he or she is a part.

These systems include the family and
larger social organizations, government,
the economic system, the education sys-
tem, the world of technology, the en-
vironment, and so on. This dimension of
learning is, relatively speaking, underex-
amined in our traditional education sys-
tem. Yet the more we operate as mem-
bers of interlocking institutions, the more
we need to understand the systems of
which we are a part and to gain direct ex-
perience of them.

During each learning stage a course fo-
cused on understanding systems would
build students’ abilities to operate as
members of a global society. Academic
materials from various disciplines that re-
late to understanding systems — history,
social studies, computer science, eco-
nomics, the physical sciences, and so on
- could all be collected together under
this crucial dimension. The systems
course in particular would be responsi-
ble for helping students deal on a practi-
cal level with the institutions involved in
their Constructive Actions,

The fifth and final dimension is skills,
Clearly, stadents must develop the con-
crete abilities or skills they will need as
adult citizens. Some of these skills are
commenly attended to in the traditional
curricelum: reading, writing, grammar,
computer literacy, and math and science
ability. Yet students would be far better
motivated to learn such skills if they ap-
plied them as they learned them to con-
crete goals that they had themselves de-
vised — if they saw them as tools that
were useful for immediate purposes. Ev-
ery math problem and science experiment
would relate to the learning stage’s pur-
pose. Thus learning how to perform these
tasks would bear a direct relationship 1o
one’s life.

INCE THE five dimensions iden-

tify the knowledge and the abili-

ties that students need to develop

to become fully educated, they
also implicitly define assessment proce-
dures under the new paradigm. The sixth
feature of the paradigm is therefore that
assessment focuses on students’ abilities
1o integrate their understanding of the
dimensions of learning into effective
Constructive Action.*

This approach to assessment is holis-
tic and performance-based. It evaluates
not simply the student’s theoretical
knowledge but rather the growing abili-
ty to use that knowledge in ever more so-
phisticated ways to achieve a certain out-
come. Thus the assessment process re-
flects an educational design in which the
student moves from the school into the
community and from the community
back to the school — always applying
what he or she learns, testing ideas, im-
plementing actions, and evaluating the
results of those actions.

As they test and apply what they learn,
students of necessity learn not a frag-
mented but a comprehensive approach to
iife. Their experience asks them to relate
academic materials to one another, to the
Constructive Action, and to life. Simul-
taneously, they develop personal, social,
and professional skills. Their experience
teaches them to see themselves as citizens
who can make positive change happen.

Teachers will find it useful to establish
for cach learning stage both general and
specific outcomes against which learning
and performance can be assessed. A gen-
cral outcome might be the suecessful
completion of a Constructive Action,
while specific outcomes would focus on
the intellectual and personal growth of the
child. Such outcomes would be specified
for each dimension. For example, in a
learning stage in which children focus on
developing the arts in the community, an
outcome for the values and ethics dimen-
sion might be the ability to describe



As they test and
apply what they
learn, students of
necessity learn
a comprehensive
approach to life.

values in a work of art produced by
someone in the community and in a work
of art from, say, Latin America. This
outcome would involve skills of compar-
ison, making connections, and evaluat-
ing. During each learning stage, students
would be assessed for their growth in
those skills and for their sophistication in
applying them to life.

This fundamental change in our under-
standing of assessment implies a deep
change in our understanding of the role
of teachers as well. A seventh feature of
the paradigm relates to the way that
teachers function within such a new sys-
tem of education.

As we abandon teaching by the dis-
ciplines, teachers inevitably face new
roles with more challenging possibilities.
Instead of teaching isolated subjects in
isolated classrooms, they will find them-
selves working together to build curric-
ula around significant social purposes.
They will explore as a tears how they can
use academic materials to illustrate the
dimensions of effective knowledge and
action. They will become responsible not

just for academic knowledge but also for
the growth of their students as serious
citizens. Moreover, they will see this
growth in terms of its ability to help chil-
dren become a force for social improve-
ment. Teachers will see themselves as
liaisons to the outside world and wili be-
come responsibie for building links with
the community. They will see themselves
less as storehouses of mformation and
more as mentors, guiding their students
through an empowering process that
unites intellectual knowledge with effac-
tive action.

The role of teachers will be far more
challenging than the role they play in the
traditional system. It will also be far more
exciting and energizing because it will al-
low for growth. Teachers will be asking
themselves not how they can drum infor-
mation into their students, but rather how
they can enable students ta become what
they should become — leaders who can
revitalize their communities and society.
In other words, teachers’ outlook on what
they do when they educate children will
be fundamentally different.

While the new system of education
proposed here is profoundly different
from the current system, that does not
make it utopian.t Today 10 public
schools are in various stages of im-
plementing this medel, under the guid-
ance of staff from Audrey Cohen Col-
lege. The coliege first implemented the
design in a public junior high school in
New York City in 1983, Its schools to-
day include elementary and junior high
schools in New York State, Arizona,
California, Florida, Illinois, and Missis-
sippi. Children enrolled in these schools
have shown marked improvements in so-
cial and academic development as well
as in motivation and retentton. In July of
1992 the college’s proposal to the New
American Schools Development Corpo-
ration was chosen from a pool of 686 ap-
plicants as one of 11 designs to revolu-
tionize America’s schools.

In education, as in life, change is of-
ten resisted because it is difficult. But
when that change is confronted, what
locked difficult becomes liberating, as
new energies are released. It would be
a mistake to perpetuate a system of edu-
cation that is linear and fragmented, when
current brain research indicates that the
mind does not work in a linear and frag-
mented fashion.? This new gystem of
education is in harmony with the way the
mind actally functions,

We have stifled our children — and
thus cur society — for too long. Educa-
tors need to reaffirm their commitment
to the child and to the vision of the child
as the rejuvenating force of our future.
This vision can only be achieved by giv-
ing children the responsibility to grow
into their capacities. By focusing on pur-
posive Constructive Action as the goal of
education, the new paradigm gives chil-
dren the opportunity to be what they need
to be, and it gives our society hope for
the future.
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wrademarks of Audrey Cohen College. All rights Reserved,
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