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Nine or ten years ago, in those turbulent times of transition in the old Soviet Union, the government of Mikhail Gorbachev was faced with the huge challenge of reforming its education system. It turned to UNESCO for assistance. In particular, it asked for a vision – a vision of the goals and directions that Russian education might take as it prepared its young people for life in the 21st century.

As senior staff of UNESCO began working on this challenging task, they soon became aware that what was needed was not a vision for the Soviet Union alone, but a vision for the whole world. And so was created the UNESCO International Commission on Education for the 21st Century, which began its work early in 1993. Fifteen eminent public figures from all over the world – both men and women – were appointed to the Commission. At the end of their deliberations they produced a report that many of us believe is the single most important educational document to have been published by UNESCO in the last quarter century.

Released three years ago, the report has already been translated into over 25 languages. It is now known almost universally as the Delors Report, after the chair of the Commission, Jacques Delors, an eminent French politician and former president of the European Union.

The Report is both a visionary document and a flawed document. It is inspirational and challenging, yet it leaves itself open to criticism and misunderstanding. For example, many people in the Asia-Pacific region see it as Eurocentric, notwithstanding the diverse cross-cultural composition of the 15 member Commission. Even its focus – ‘Education for the 21st century’ – raises a serious question. The idea of a new century, and a new millennium, is itself very Eurocentric, as is the concept of linear time that can be divided neatly into one hundred year packages. Most of the Asia Pacific region has quite different ways of perceiving and measuring the passage of the years. In the Buddhist tradition I understand we are somewhere around the year 2543. What of the Chinese tradition? And here in Australia, of course, there has been a fundamentally different system again over the many millennia of human settlement here.

Others, including my colleague at the University of the South Pacific, Professor Konai Helu Thaman, criticise the Report for its conceptual compartmentalisation, and especially the idea of four seemingly discrete pillars of learning, notwithstanding the Report’s advocacy of a more holistic approach to education.

Malcolm Slade, a philosopher, and a PhD student in the School of Education at Flinders University, is making an in-depth analysis of Delors as the main focus of his PhD. He sees a number of serious internal inconsistencies in the Report, and believes that many people are missing the significance of some of its key messages.

Let me make a few brief observations about the Report that may help to guide your reading of it.

1. The 23 page introduction is written by Delors himself, and has a totally different quality to the rest of the report. It is a remarkably visionary, inspirational and idealistic statement. Delors recognises this idealism. He heads the introduction: Education – the necessary Utopia, and argues convincingly that the very survival of humanity depends on an idealistic vision of the future. Interestingly, it is the part of the Report that people keep revisiting, and that gets most widely quoted, I guess because of its greater depth and challenge.

2. The body of the Report, like almost all such international documents, has been prepared by a small group of back-room bureaucrats. Theirs is an impossible task. They try to please all of the players by including a range of perspectives, and inevitably some inconsistencies and incompatibilities creep in. We need to recognise this as we read it, and make allowances for it.

3. Most of these back-room people – including the key person – were either French, or at least Francophone. And I suspect that much of the early drafting was in French, and then translated into English. From an Anglophone perspective, this gives the Report a kind of ‘floweriness’ of expression – an almost indulgent bureaucratese. Its a feature of many UNESCO and OECD documents. Don’t let it irritate you. Accept it with good cross-cultural grace.

4. Apart from Jacques Delors, the other fourteen members of the Commission were invited to prepare short personal epilogues to highlight their own particular visions and concerns. Eleven of them chose to do so. May I suggest that, having read Delors’ introduction, you read the epilogues next. In that way you can study the body of the Report through the prism of these diverse and sometimes quite particular perspectives. May I especially commend the last and longest epilogue, that of Professor Zhou Nanzhou, formerly head of the National Institute for Educational Research in China, and now with the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Centre of Educational Innovation for Development in Bangkok.

Having read the Report, what are its implications for schooling in South Australia? There are six key themes I wish to touch on briefly.

1. Learning and Learners

Take very careful note of the title of the Report: Learning – the treasure within. What does it mean? What are its implications? Put simply, the emphasis throughout the Report is on learning rather than on teaching – on the learner rather than on the teacher. It might be a trite oversimplification, but perhaps the twentieth century has been the century of the teacher, while the 21st century will be the century of the learner.

If we look back, historically, at the invention of mass compulsory schooling in the Europe of the industrial revolution, the emphasis was on the teacher as dispenser of knowledge. The teacher was in control, the teacher had authority, the teacher was at the centre of the educational process. And the language has reflected this. We at Flinders are engaged in the process of teacher education. We send students out on teaching practice. 

But the emphasis in Delors is on learning, and on the learner. And the job of the educator is to help unlock ‘the treasure within’, to be a facilitator of learning, to help students to learn how to learn, to help them to become autonomous, self-motivated learners. But surely these are just opposite sides of the same coin – they are one and the same thing. Not quite. What Delors is saying is that a major shift in mind-set needs to take place – a shift from teacher to learner – and that this should have profound implications for the ways that schooling is conceptualised, and for the ways we focus our work in classrooms.

2. Employment

Go back to the industrial revolution and ask: What was the main purpose of mass schooling? The answer: To provide children with the necessary routines and skills to make a seamless transition from classroom to the factory floor. Throughout the industrial era schooling equipped children – especially male children – to become workers, with the expectation that they would spend their adult lives in full employment. And the job of the teacher was to provide the skills and knowledge to enable this to happen.

In 1964 I was the ‘oppo’ teacher at Port Kembla High School in NSW. (“Opportunity” classes supposedly provided special learning opportunities for children in the lowest academic stream of secondary schools.) This was a time of full employment. The local steelworks could absorb each year’s crop of school leavers. And so all the boys in class 1H knew that in one or two years time, on their fifteenth birthday, they could simply cross the road, line up at the recruitment office, and get jobs as labourers or shift hands, earning especially good money if they chose to do some of the more dangerous jobs in the blast furnaces. So my job was simply to give them the basic literacy and numeracy skills to make this transition.

But the social context has changed in the past thirty years. Employment is no longer the norm for most young people leaving school. We’re now living in a post-industrial era. There are no longer enough jobs for everyone. In fact, as we look into the future, it seems there will be less and less paid work available, and most young people nowadays can look ahead to a lifetime spent in a variety of different jobs, interspersed with quite long periods of unemployment, and of under – employment.

What are the implications of this for schooling? How do we prepare students for unemployment, as well as employment? This is a very challenging question for teachers.

What does the Delors Report have to say about this? It has quite a few ideas, although I don’t find it forceful enough and direct enough in the solutions it advocates. However it does makes the point that we simply cannot sustain an approach based on ever expanding economic growth – and on the ever expanding consumption of non-renewable energy and other natural resources. Delors himself states in the opening chapter:

It may therefore be said that, in economic and social terms, progress has brought with it disillusionment. This is evident in rising unemployment. The truth is that all-out economic growth can no longer be viewed as the ideal way of reconciling material progress with respect for the human condition and respect for the natural assets that we have a duty to hand on in good condition to future generations.

Delors concludes that this issue of unemployment and economic growth ‘… will constitute one of the major intellectual and political challenges of the next century’.

The basic challenge is to recognise that true prosperity and full-time paid employment do not necessarily go hand in hand, either for ourselves, or for the generations that will follow. We simply cannot sustain an approach based on ever expanding economic growth, and on the ever expanding consumption of non-renewable energy and other natural resources. The real challenge is to foster self-sufficient lifestyles within a context of interdependence. This would require us to discard conventional economic wisdom based on ideas of growth, competition and consumerism, and to live more communally and more self-reliantly. 

The whole question of capitalism versus environmental sustainability is critical to all of our futures, and especially to our children’s futures. There are some very challenging questions here for those of us involved in schools and schooling.

3. Technology & Globalisation

The communications revolution is certainly mind-boggling in its scope and implications. Compare it globally with the industrial revolution. Does it have the same degree of cultural and social significance? Or is it of even greater significance to humankind? The implications for educators are becoming very significant indeed, as highlighted by the Delors Report. Our students – without any necessary intervention or support from us – now have access to an almost unlimited array of knowledge, and access to the search engines that enable them to explore it. No longer are we the source of all knowledge and wisdom. In fact we are likely to play only a relatively minor role as dispensers of knowledge in the future.

Even more importantly, knowledge is power. Hence, as our role as providers of knowledge has declined, so too has our control and authority. Instead, our students, are likely to be far more knowledgeable about many things – about most things – than we will ever be. This raises some fundamentally important questions. For example: What impact will this social revolution – this knowledge and communications explosion – have on the roles and relationships of teachers and lecturers at all levels? And how do we prepare teachers to cope with it?

4. Learning throughout Life

Let me quote from the Delors report:

The concept of learning throughout life is the key that gives access to the twenty-first century. It goes beyond the traditional distinction between initial and continuing education. It links up with another concept often put forward, that of a learning society, in which everything affords an opportunity of learning and fulfilling one’s potential.

This theme of lifelong learning is probably the strongest and most prominent in the whole Report: ‘The concept of learning throughout life is the key’, it says, ‘that gives access to the 21st century’. If learning is truly to become a lifelong experience, from cradle to grave, what are the implications for schools – for that period of 10 to 13 years when young human beings in our society compulsorily engage in education. All sorts of questions arise:

· What about those highly formative first five years of the lifespan? With the increasing fragmentation of the nuclear family, how do we enable parents to be effective facilitators of learning? What role do our schools play in this?

· What, if anything, will be especially significant about this segment of learning that occurs in schools? What will be especially significant about this particular 15 per cent of the learning continuum?

One response, of course, is to suggest that schools will become the primary place where one learns how to learn, where learners are equipped with skills to become data gatherers and researchers, and where they learn to evaluate and to use the knowledge and information that they acquire. But how do we achieve this? What are the curricular implications? What are the implications for teacher education?

And then there’s the overarching question of how schools can truly help to create a learning society – a society in which everything affords an opportunity of learning and fulfilling the potential of all of its members.

5. The Global Village

Another theme in the Delors report is summarised by the phrase: ‘The Global Village’. We live in a world that is shrinking. Transport and communications revolutions have brought us closer together. We can now sit in the comfort of our homes, a nutritious dinner on a tray on our laps, and watch on our television sets – in real time – right as its happening – people in Africa or North Korea dying in front of our eyes of starvation. The global village! 

The disturbing thing here is the fact that the gap between rich and poor in the world is widening all the time. Note, for example, the following current statistics from the World Bank:

the richest 20 per cent of the world’s population receive 83 per cent of its income; the poorest 20 per cent receive 1.4% per cent

· over one billion people live on less than one dollar a day

· over two billion people are suffering from either hunger or malnutrition

· over 40,000 hunger-related deaths occur each day

· there are 15 countries in Africa whose primary school participation rate is still below 50 per cent.

The point here is that the situation is worse than it was ten years ago, or 20 years ago, and continues to worsen. What are the implications of this for each of us as educators? And what are the implications for schools? Delors himself, in his opening chapter to the report, throws down the challenge:

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

Are these goals unrealistic? Are they utopian? Yes, Delors would argue that they are, but at the same time he argues that they are absolutely essential for the future of humankind on this planet and, utopian or not, we simply have to strive for them.

6. Learning to Be and To Live Together

There is one final issue that I want to address. A central image of the Report is the idea of four pillars of learning. There is, of course, an underlying tension running between these pillars.

Learning to do and learning to know stress the technological, the scientific, the economic and the instrumental, all of which are encompassed by the recently invented idea of globalisation.

Learning to be and learning to live together, on the other hand, emphasise values, civic responsibility, interdependence, and the aesthetic. Their focus, then, is on the moral, the cultural, the social and the spiritual.

Delors himself, in his opening chapter, refers to this idea of tension. He identifies seven tensions that re-emerge throughout the report. They include the tension between the global and the local, between the universal and the individual, between tradition and modernity, between long-term and short-term considerations, and between the material and the spiritual.

Now it seems to me that this idea of tension can be understood in two quite different ways; first, tension as in opposition or conflict – tension between opposing parties, where only one can win. This is not, I believe, the kind of tension Delors is referring to.

There is a second kind of tension that is creative and functional. It is the tension in a harp string, producing beautiful music. It is the tension in the great cables that hold the impressive new Glebe Island bridge in place. Without the tension in the cables the whole structure would collapse. It is a necessary tension, a functional tension. It is a tension that produces balance and harmony.

I believe it is this kind of tension that needs to exist in our education systems between the technical, the global, the material, and the short-term on the one hand, and the moral, the cultural, the local, the traditional and the spiritual on the other. It is the tension that needs to exist between preparation for work and preparation for life; between learning to know and do, and learning to be and to live together. But its very difficult to get the tension right – to achieve a functional balance – and to keep it that way.

At the moment, in the western world, and here in Australia, I think we’re way out of sync., and that the balance is far from right. We’re putting too much emphasis on knowing and doing, and not enough on being and on living together. 

If we are to achieve a balance, how do we do it? Here is the real challenge for us as educators. Let me suggest three directions that we might take.

1. The whole area of cultural studies/civics/moral education/learning to live together/peace education/spirituality cannot be taught by putting it into a box and trying to slot it into an already overcrowded curriculum. We need to find ways of infusing these elements across all aspects of the school curriculum. How can this be done, and how can teachers be trained to do it?

2. Nor can these elements be taught purely as content. We need an equally strong emphasis on curriculum process. Perhaps we need to find different ways of communicating, of learning, of thinking, and of knowing, ways that help our students – at whatever level – to learn to be, and to learn to live together.

3. We must engage far more with the communities we serve. Are we really listening to our learners? Are we enabling them to learn how to learn? Are we giving them autonomy to make their own learning decisions? Or, as Delors expresses it, are we truly helping them to discover the treasure within?
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