Education not Schooling: Nick Stevenson
I left school in 1978. It had not been a positive experience. The local comprehensive sought to prepare the mostly working-class children for a life of labour or domesticity. For the boys it was especially important to be good at woodwork, metal work and technical drawing in the hope of gaining a craft apprenticeship and for the girls the best that seemed to be hoped for was a job in an office or department store. The problem was not our lack of aspiration, but the ways in which school seemed to be determined by the economic system. There was little by the way of critical thinking, the exploration of issues or subjects that might have interested us, and this was all held together by the threat of the cane. It was dull, monotonous and hierarchical. I only began to think about the idea of school as an institution when on my lunch break from work I discovered a book by Ivan Illich called ‘Deschooling Society’. I can still remember (despite my poor experience of school) thinking what a strange idea to want to get rid of schools. Surely the institutions of education were simply something you had to endure to get a job? Not so argued Illich schools are a relatively recent social and cultural invention and there were alternatives. This book in the early 1980s seemed to chime with the post-punk ethos of the day informed by DIY culture and a critique of capitalism. Instead of a centralised system the enforced the control of knowledge, hierarchy and the one way transmission of culture, Illich suggested more informal forms of learning. At its heart was a simple principle that ‘no one had the right to force someone to learn what they did not want’. In this respect, Illich offers a defense of the dignity of the learner against the power of institutions to instruct. These distinctions have been entirely lost in the current debates on education. I am a member of the Labour Party and campaign against the under-funding of schools, the removal of the EMA and university grants as well as the erosion of the comprehensive system by the rise of academies. However there was a time when society was open to a more intensive debate as to the meaning of education, and perhaps the more deep rooted failings of the comprehensive system.
I was reminded of this more recently when I read a more recent book by Jacques Ranciere called ‘The Ignorant School Master’. Ranciere’s argument is built upon the writing of a nineteenth century school master called Joseph Jacotat who began to question the power relationships instituted by a school system that created relationships based upon inferiority and superiority. It was for Jacotat the act of explanation itself that imposed a division between those that understood and those rendered silent who required an explanation. Indeed Jacotat discovered that what really mattered in learning was the will to learn. The problem was that the hierarchical nature of instruction undermines the capacity of the self to take initiative in education. Jacotat finds that students were all capable of leaning subjects by themselves without instruction. This leaves Ranciere to ponder the meaning of emancipation. No one can become free under someone else’s instructions, but needs to be something that they take for themselves. Given that all people actually have an equal capacity to learn this is severely undermined by a world that makes a sharp division between those that offer instruction and those whose role it is to be instructed. Ranciere’s argument does not necessarily entail the abandonment of schools and universities, but would certainly require their radical reconfiguration. As far as possible we need to be free to work on our own projects and ideas, and come to our own conclusions. This would mean don’t come to school or university to be taught, but come to have an intellectual or aesthetic adventure. This sounds appealing in a world where we are being over taught. Formal schooling used to end at sixteen, but now goes on for increasing numbers of people into their early twenties. This has meant more and more people engaged in subjects and areas of study which are literally a requirement of the course. How might we as a society address these problems? One answer could be the universal basic income. If part of the problem of education is the learn to earn paradigm we need to think of ways of reconnecting education to more autonomous states of being. A basic income (if set at the right level) would help to take away the anxiety of having to scramble to survive in terms of gaining access to the diminishing supply of good well-paid jobs. The choice of going to university or into further education could become more motivated by a desire to learn than to gain a financial pay off. The more instrumental we make education the more we help to destroy it. Education (like perhaps art) is valuable because it should be mostly about itself, and not as a means to an end. Here we seem to have forgotten that learning can be enjoyable and joyous practice. That as children and adults we all need space to play and to become ourselves without being endlessly graded assessed and taught.  I have a 10 year old son who takes great pleasure in learning (especially about science and space) and yet at school he has learned he is dumb. We perhaps need to return to some of the provocative ideas of people like Ranciere and Illich before it is all too late.  
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