THINKING OTHERWISE
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once defined a professor as a person who thinks otherwise. Thus as the faculty

contributor to this orientation program, I thought it might be appropriate to
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spend the nextﬁtweHLy minutes or so "thinking otherwise" about, the eemmen—w+sdgm
apd=common-practiees in education.

If you read what the popular press has to say about education today, you think

that education is a profession in deep trouble, that it attracts people who are =i -
mediocre ,at—bests and that the reason Johnny can't read is that teachers can't teach.
If you read the professional journals, you think’that the task for educators for
the next decade, e%uun¢4im%hewbﬁby~h@em~eeheva$r+ve&, is to manage decline, to
develop market strategies, and to reaT]oé;i;i;gzgurces. If you read the rash of
special commission reports that have come out in the past Six months, you think that
the cure for education 1lies in returning standards to the schools, pursuing excellence,
and making education a quality product once again.

I‘am not going to argue that the profession is in fine shape,nor am I going

to come out against excellence or efficient management, but I would Tike to hold

each one of today's themes about education up for examination, and I want to reserve

the right to think otherwiseﬁabout how-we-are—de:
Ve
First, there™s the popular conception that education is a declining industry,

ing-with-them:

that business are law are more glamorous professions, especially for women, and that
budding historians should forget about academe and think of nine creative ways to
sell their services to industry. A close look at what is actually happening in

education will lead us to think otherwise.
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Education, in the broad meaning of that term is a growing rather than a declining

industry. There are more people involved in teaching and learning than ever before in
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history, and education has burst beyond the boundaries of schoo1s and colleges to
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pervade most of the organizations of society. More than;?
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institutions..of-eur—soctety provide less than half of all organized instruction for
adults. The remainder is provided by industry, the military services, labor unions
and professional associations, and community organizations. Industry, for example,

spends more on the education and training of Tts employees than all states put together
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in the state of California, where the populace is already among the best educated

in the nat1on, 42 percent of the adults were taking classes or attending institutes

)

or workshops. As the formal educa?1ora1 attainment of the popu]ace r1ses, so will -

wtke part1c1nat1om in education hecause¢% college graduate is rough]y seven t1mes as
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11ke1y to be engaged in adult education as a high school dropout; and aéu%%swofrﬁhe
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professions are the most active learners of all. When large numbers of society's

people are engaged 1n 1&5@%@ﬂﬁm1earn1ng, and large numbers of society's organizations

are jnvolved in va&%

, the iearn1ngj§oc1ety has arr1ved}and only
a parochial perspective could contend that education is a declining profession.
Since most of you, however, probably anticipate spending most of your career
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in formal educational institutions of schools and colleges, what is the future for

professional educators there? Clearly, the nationa1 interest in education -has
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bottemed--ott—and~education is on the upswing, prom1s%ﬂg to become a major campaign
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issue. Presidential candidates are vying with one anotherdfee who can give the most
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attention to educational issues}GdehanJenmenwDaMidwﬁninkly@wduiywat?wt983”“EﬁGﬁatﬁon

and-research-will.make.or. break.us-in-international compet1t10n";)"Cﬁovernors are

in hot competition with one another to move their state into the high technology
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economy through the development of human capital via education. Mﬂé

Hav+ng~es%ab%+sheé-themvaahﬂ11tv of_education-as—a—professtom;~T want to think

otherwise_now.about -what-we-are.doing with it. Most people would.prebabtly dgree

that-what-many-educational administrators.are.trying-te—do-ts—to-maintain the quality
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of education an less money}by improving efficiency. That means eyrtailinginnovatien,

.cutting out fat and wasteﬁlandjimproving the internal processes of the organization.
et

Research suggests that to most administrators, it also means becoming more conser-
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vat1ve,Aenforc1ng rules more c]ose1y, teying-te~ reallocate 'resources that are per-

ce1ved as constant or dec11n1ng, and e .
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between the—two. [1f1c1ency cons1sts of "d01ng th1ngs k1ght" wh11e effectiveness

in general, OIS file-and playing
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is "doing the right things." It is far easjer to master. the techniquesfor doing
things right than it is to gain the understandings, the timing, and the leadership
for doing the right things. That is, I think, why we in education have been so

enthralled with management techniques, often at the cost of struggling with the

T . "
more difficult questions of educational effectiveness.! It comes as no surprise that -
threatened administrators are more concerned about how to survive than why they shou1d
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yearsf whereas ‘growing 1nst1tut1ons h&d “turned their attention outward to 1nteract1on
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with constituencies through pub11c reTat1ons and public service (Cameron, 1983). AL
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Lorsditnion
In your year or years at Harvard, we hope you will be learning both how to do

things rightﬁﬁnd how“to do the right thingsfr The Tatter will be far more difficult.

But education, I hope, is about ready to come back to its own discipline. There
{ w»»m&w I il ke ’ffmﬁa"wﬁmv* ot These fessoms ;”51*“”‘«“*@«% o
is much That educators can Tearn from %he—@#&é&&%emﬁﬁh@ﬁ+§“ﬂf bus1nessy\but we
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cannot Tearn how to do the right th1ngs from them. We cannot learn what curriculum

will meet the needs of students now and in the future information society. They
cannot teach us how to develop the instructional methods that will deal with growing
diversity in the cTassroom. We will have to do our own research on learning styles
and cognitive development. Educators have been too eager to manage and too hesitant
to Tead. We will need educat1ona1 leaders in the years to come, and I hope that -
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Finally, I should T1ike to think otherwise”about current approaches to ex-
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cellence. 1 think it is fair to characterize thgﬂreporfs and recommendat1ons %h@t
have-been-issted-over—the-past-six-months as reactions against permissiveness. The
current drive toward excellence includes more externally imposed requirements, more
rigor and objectivity, more competition, and more careful monitoring and consistent
enforcement of standards. The tone of the report from the National Commission on

Excellence in Education, for examle, is definitely tough-minded, and quality control --

of teachers, students, and publishers -- is a pervasive theme throughout the recommen-

dations and implementation strategies. The report, while controversial in some



specifics, seems to have tapped a weTTspring of feeling nationwide that excellence
is the opposite of permissiveness and that tough standards and more rigorous enforce-

ment will bring excellence back to the schooTs.
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At the same time that ”emmUb,uhel risk" 1s rece1vee1ng eens+éeeab+e attention

1 edve
from the press, a book entitled #In Search of ExceTTenceﬂ has become a national

.

I3

best-seller. The hook is a study of corporate excellence. The authors, through
a series of visits and interviews, describe the characteristics of the most success-

ful companies in America. They call them "excellent companies."

The tone of this book is mark dTy different fm-feeting from that of the National
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excellent companies demhgsinaxe trust and respect for individuals, be they customers,

salesmen, or creative geniuses. Excellent companies seem to be able to create an
environment in which individual motivation, initiative, and creativity will flourish.
That environment is frequently informal, flexible, intense, and sometimes chaotic.
"One of theﬁmain clues to corporate excellence," say the authors, "is unusual effort
on the part of apparently ordinary employees" (Peterson and Hagerman, 1982, p. xvii).
That, I assume, is a universal definition of exce11engg%?f%EOmpanies, schools,
co]]eges,uébvernmentﬁ‘eeMM%wﬁwaﬂh' ‘

fom:  What we want in
schools and colleges is "unusual effort" on the part of "apparently ordinary" adminis-
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trators, teachers, and students. The question is how to get it. The formula of &
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and make sure that everyone meets Eh@e@w@%aﬂﬁﬁvﬁs. The fﬂfmu4a from In Search of :
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Maybe either approach will work} I don't know, gut it seems to me that making

everyone a winner is especially appropriate in education. Indeed, I can think of no



better definition for an excellent school or college than one in which everyone is
a winner at the business of 1earhing.

In Search of EXée11ence is espec1a11y compelling, I think, in discussing the

development and reward of winners. They point out that, "All of us are self-centered,
suckers for a bit of praise, and generally like to think of ourselves as winners.

‘But the fact of the matter is that our talents are distributed normally -- none of us
is really as good as he or she would 1iké to think, but rubbing our noses daily in

that reality doesn't do us a bit of good" (p. 55). They go on to say that, "Theb1esson
that the excellent companies have to teach is that there is no reason why we can't
design systems that continually reinforce this notion; most of their people are made

to feel that they are winners" (p. 57). How do they do this? Well, at IBM)sa1es

A lesc succmesful

quotas are set so that 70 to 80 percent of its salespeople meet quotas. Arether com-
pany sets quotas so that only 40 percent of the sales force meets the quota. "With
this approach," say the researchers, "at least 60 percent as the sales people think
of themselves as losers. They resent it, and that leads to dysfunctional, unpredic-
table, frenetic behavior, Labe] a man a loser and he'1l start acting like one" (p. 57).
e have developed structures in education that make everyone a winner. With
mastery learning and competency-based education, to mention but two, everyone can win
and everyone can meet high standards of achievement,because—the-strueture—is-designed
te—aceompiish—thaty Shouldn't we be moving ahead toward exce11ence%wgasing our
strategies Qn wﬂgg we have learned throughrresearch and experimentation in education?
Tﬁ%ﬁk?;§7éf%2rwise is usually hard work, but finding answers to your own
questions will be among your richest rewards at Harvard. Students may tell you that

"thinking otherwise" is therﬁfﬁvelag% of the faculty, and that agreement with the

professor is more likely to make you a winner. Natweadly, I think otherwise. Most
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of your teachers will welcome a student who is seriously questioning the common
w1sdom,@M@ﬂn%#m+t~+3“3§%LGWﬁ? But my friendly piece of advice is that you should

start with the "thinking" and see if it leads you to the "otherwise."
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