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young people, wherever they may be found. Finally, the existential 
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1

INTRODUCTION

THE TIPPING POINT FOR 
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

For decades, educational policy makers have been chipping away at 

school reform. Accountability and privatization have been their 

policy panaceas. It’s been a demanding tour of duty, heavy on obliga-

tions and light on inspiration. In the US and elsewhere, the threat of 

pressure and the promise of support too often turned out to create 

excessive impositions unaccompanied by meaningful assistance. The 

result in many systems has been an exodus of educators toward fields 

that offer more creativity and innovation.

 But at long last a more promising future for educational change is 

opening up before us. In the US the passage in 2015 of the Every 

Student Succeeds Act repudiated the intrusive prescriptiveness of the 

No Child Left Behind Act. Declining achievement results in other 

nations with similar policies have led leaders to reverse or at least 

rethink their assumptions. Student well- being, and not just student 

test scores, is given priority by parents, the public, and policy makers 

in many countries. Teacher unions are reinventing themselves, con-

necting their missions explicitly with student learning and with their 

own foundational aspirations for free and just societies. Digital tech-

nologies are giving students access to new worlds of knowledge that 

were previously beyond the reach of even the most specialized 

experts—and reformers are coming to realize that the impact on stu-

dents’ learning is greater when these technologies complement good 

teachers and teaching instead of replacing teachers completely.

 We are poised on the verge of a global educational renaissance, 

unlike anything ever achieved in history. The Sustainable Development 
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Goals of the United Nations, endorsed by governments around the 

world, aspire to eliminate extreme poverty, provide universal primary 

and secondary education, expand access to health care, and to check 

and reverse climate change by 2030. Technological innovation, 

population mobility, climate change, and economic globalization are 

compelling all countries to recognize that their fates are inextricably 

intertwined with one another.

 It is time for the world’s educators to play a positive role in facing 

and overcoming the challenges that confront us. And many of them 

are more than ready.

 But we only can meet these challenges if we free the education pro-

fession from the powerful distractors that have diverted and dissipated 

the precious energy of its members. None of these distractors has been 

greater than the simplistic and sometimes sinister misinterpretations of 

test score data that have driven massive and misdirected reform move-

ments in education. Let’s take just three examples.

world’s most high- achieving system.1 Shanghai receives first- rate 

rankings on literacy, math, and science on the Program of Inter-

in relatively affluent Shanghai do not enroll students from other, 

more rural and impoverished parts of China. As is the case in 

Cuba, where students also score highly on international assess-

ments, the Internet is censored in China. Dissidents are routinely 

arrested and incarcerated. Should the school system in Shanghai be 

held up for emulation?

results on PISA, and its rankings have led many policy makers, 

including the US President, to laud its achievements. But South 

good in school.2 Should educators sacrifice the happiness and mental 

health of young people in school in search of top test score results?

was placed below average on one and in the top ten on the 
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other.3 It was average or below average on the different PISA 

subject areas of math, science, and literacy but it was a top per-

former in the Pearson Global Index of Cognitive Skills and 

Global Index, England’s results were aggregated with higher per-

Ireland. Pearson’s indicators included elite powerhouses of higher 

little to do with the quality of state schools at the primary and 

secondary level. Are we paying sufficient attention to the manipula-

tion of metrics that determine how nations are ranked?

Increasingly, the public and the education profession understand that 

these questions are not merely rhetorical. Gone are the days when 

educational comparisons were restricted to cities, states, or provinces 

within nations. Education policy- making has gone global. It is a big 

business, with corporations focused on the profits they can make and 

the impacts they can achieve after detecting new opportunities for 

school improvement and innovations with new technologies around 

the world.

 Some of this international connectivity is beneficial. Visitors to 

Finland have seen that teachers who use child- centered practices that 

allow for their professional judgment to be activated can produce 

higher results than their peers in other systems that are dominated by 

data- driven decision- making. Travelers to Singapore have seen how 

educators circulate among the Ministry of Education, the National 

Institute of Education, and the schools—consolidating a common 

mission and moving knowledge and expertise around as they do so. 

Educators who have visited Canada have seen how the Alberta Teach-

ers’ Association channels over 50 percent of its revenues into educators’ 

professional development and research—and this has prompted these 

visitors to acknowledge the untapped educational leadership that exists 

in teacher unions. Germany and Switzerland are experiencing a surge 

of visitors who are interested in their traditions of vocational education 

and their contributions to economic innovation. Never before have 

educators and educational policy makers had so many opportunities to 

learn from one another on a global scale.
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 Too often, however, these opportunities have been squandered. 

Policies have been imported from other systems without paying 

attention to the deeper cultural understandings that have made them 

successful in the first place. For instance, while visitors to Finland 

learn that there are high standards for becoming a teacher, they then 

tear this one aspect of teacher quality out of context, and fail to 

acknowledge and address other equally influential forces that con-

tribute to the success of the Finnish model. These include extensive 

public investment in early childhood education and an overall com-

mitment to educational and social equity, including the empower-

for Singapore math off the shelf but then teach it as technical 

problem solving. As a result, students do not gain the broader con-

ceptual understanding that requires students to adjust their previous 

mental models about mathematics.

 It’s one thing to miss out on precious opportunities to improve 

students’ learning because reform pressures in one’s home country 

are too great and are insufficiently supported. But something far 

worse has occurred. When expectations keep escalating and sanc-

tions are extreme, educators lose their moral compass. Today in the 

US hundreds of educators from Atlanta, El Paso, Philadelphia, 

Washington, DC, and other cities are either awaiting trial or are in 

prison for committing fraud by falsifying their students’ test scores. 

These educators had made it their lives’ work to serve students of 

color of low socio- economic status. Placing the onus of responsib-

ility on them for their conduct is easy but simplistic. The educational 

policies that had been put in place, and those who supported them, 

are also implicated.4

 In each of those cities, it is possible to point to indicators to 

argue that student test score results have been improving. In 

Atlanta, for example, results have moved up on a test called the 

“Trial Urban District Assessment” of the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress. African- American 4th graders’ results at 

“basic” or above on reading have improved from 37 to 47 percent 

since 2003. In mathematics the proportion has increased from 50 

to 72 percent.5 Such results could be used to justify administrative 

policies that spread fear and intimidation throughout the district as 
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schools with test score gains were celebrated and those that strug-

gled were humiliated.

 Significantly, no one to date has advanced such arguments. Why 

not? Everyone knows that what happened in Atlanta was wrong. No 

doubt about it: If you bully educators enough, you can get test score 

gains. But at some point you have to ask yourself what has become of 

your idealism. At such times it is essential to confront a painstakingly 

simple truth: We have learned a great deal in recent years about how to 

raise student achievement scores, but we have not learned how to do this 

with integrity.

 “Integrity” comes from the Latin word “integritas” or “wholeness.” 

When wholeness is attained, diverse parts of a system support one 

another. Educators’ intrinsic motivation is ignited and students’ 

natural enthusiasm for learning is awakened. Curricula are adapted 

to students’ interests and needs, and assessment allows students to 

show not just what they don’t know, but also what they do know. 

There is a dynamic cohesion in the system that drives everything 

forward toward a better future.

 The central idea of this book is that we must indeed improve 

student achievement, and we must also ensure we do this with 

integrity. To do so we will need to ask fundamental questions. 

How can we inspire our young people not only with the tempta-

tions of a lucrative career, but also with aspirations to uplift others 

and to reach their full potential? How can we encourage them not 

only to be knowledge workers who will innovate with new technol-

ogies, but also to be social change agents who will exhibit the 

Václav Havel? How can we make sure that our schools are inclusive 

of and inspiring for all kinds of students, including the eccentric 

individualists who are waiting to emerge as our next great poets, 

composers, and inventors?

 It is time for educators and educational reformers to aspire to a 

broader vision of achievement and a deeper understanding of integ-

rity. Achievement needs to encompass not just what is learned, or 

how that learning is scored, but also how to learn effectively. It needs 

to include not just tested subjects and skills such as reading, writing, 

and mathematics, but also those disciplines such as the arts, social 
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studies, and the natural sciences that have been pushed to the 

margins. It is time to renew discussions about what makes for a good 

curriculum instead of just concentrating on how to prepare students 

for tests.

 In recent years a narrow definition of academic achievement has 

been exposed as limited by a brilliant young class of digitally savvy 

entrepreneurs, many of whom did poorly in school because they had 

no outlets for their creativity. The rise of the new digital class has 

challenged educators to re- examine curricula and to explore new 

forms of blended learning that allow the young to bring their talents 

on their devices into the classroom. These are exciting developments, 

but we should be alert to problems technologies bring with them. If 

the implementation and spread of new technologies in schools is 

primarily driven by the profit motive and return on investment, the 

focus on learning gets lost. Digital personalization can also lead edu-

cators to neglect the socialization that requires face- to-face conversa-

tion and community building.

 There is a lot more to achievement than personalized pathways 

and the prospects of corporate success. Achievement beyond aca-

demics should include the triumphs of immigrant youth who fled 

persecution at home to prevail with their cultural identity intact in a 

foreign land. It should include the sense of accomplishment of intro-

verted youngsters who muster the courage to try out for the school 

play and discover that they have the stamina to overcome stage 

fright. In one small rural community with which I’ve been privileged 

to work, achievement beyond academics occurred when students 

rallied their community to support their principal who was battling 

brain cancer. These are experiences that cut through the verbiage and 

ideologies to get at what is most important in life: The aspiration to 

make a meaningful contribution, to conquer the fears that confront 

us, and to express our love and gratitude for others in their times 

of need.

 From such experiences we learn that no one can be given integrity. 

It has to be earned. It won’t be acquired by happenstance either. 

Integrity requires intentionality. We have to think as critically and 

creatively as we can, and come up with real, practical solutions.
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 How can we combine this broadened sense of achievement with 

integrity? This book proposes that integrity in our schools can be 

located in five new imperatives of educational change:

1 The courage to confront evidence of how students learn so as not 

to be blinded by simplistic ideologies.

2 The willingness to accept that in situations of ambiguity, edu-

cators must sensitively interpret, and not imperiously mandate, 

how to act on evidence.

3 The determination to study and learn from diverse professional 

solutions to pressing educational problems.

4 The aspiration to think in terms of the global ramifications of 

educational policies and practices.

5 The adaptability to acknowledge that the existential realities of 

students’ lives matter and that schools can and should help stu-

dents to make meaning of their experiences.

To achieve integrity in a new millennium, we will have to evolve 

beyond an exclusive focus on big data to an inclusive culture of big 

ideas. We must inspire our students with the excitement of intellec-

tual discovery, the pursuit of physical health, the majesty of nature, 

and the powerful and sustaining bonds of community.

 The coming chapters show that the reigning imperatives that some 

nations have prescribed for educators for years have become stale and 

stagnant. Fresh winds are blowing in from all directions. From Sin-

gapore to Sweden and from California to Chile, a global paradigm 

shift is underway. We are at a tipping point for educational change.

Notes

PISA 2012 results in focus: What 15-year- olds know and what they do 
with what they know
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1
IMPERATIVES OLD AND NEW

In an ideal world, students and teachers would thrive in classes full of 

purposeful learning. But in schools as they are today, too many edu-

cators report the opposite. In studies I have conducted in North 

America, they have frequently complained about high levels of con-

straint upon their professional judgment. One principal in a policy 

environment that emphasizes competition describes how “much of 

what we do every day is to market ourselves. We need to keep 

parents happy so we have good accountability results. I have become, 

in many ways, more of a marketing manager than an educator.” 

Another principal in a district that now requires that she spend much 

of her time evaluating teachers complains about how “It’s pulled me 

in a lot of different directions.” In addition to all the time taken up 

with evaluations, she says, 

You have parental involvement activities that you’re trying to plan for. 

You’re meeting with different groups to try to get new instructional 

practices in place. It makes it difficult to do all of the things you’re 

trying to do. It becomes an impossible job.

 These concerns reflect the long- term trend over previous decades 

toward higher levels of pressure on educators, increased account-

ability, and greater uniformity. Ironically, it was market competit-

iveness that promised innovation that often provoked this 

standardization, because schools can’t be ranked with one another 

without a common set of measures. Likewise, educators’ efficacy 
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can’t be compared on systems of teacher quality without shared 

evaluation protocols and tests. The more competitive education has 

become, the more that uniform assessments have been needed to 

measure performance.

 As if this push for compliance and conformity was not enough, 

educators have also found themselves faced with contradictory expec-

tations to turn out students who are critical thinkers and creative 

problem solvers. But an excess of metrics has marginalized creativity 

in teaching and therefore also in learning. These constraining imper-

atives act as commands for professional compliance. They impose on 

teachers questionable pedagogies and curriculum materials that are 

unsuited to the learning demands of today’s complex societies.

 These old imperatives of educational change are the result of pol-

icies that have been in place for over a quarter of a century and that 

have been codified into law, then mandated upon schools. They are:

1 An ideological imperative that has emphasized market competi-

tion, testing, and standardization as levers to improve schools—

despite the absence of evidence to support these directions.

2 An imperial imperative that has projected this ideology onto 

other schools and systems as the best way to move forward, even 

when those other systems were already succeeding by employing 

different ways to organize their work.

3 A prescriptive imperative that has mandated the daily work of 

educators from higher levels of school bureaucracies.

4 An insular imperative that overloaded educators with so many 

policy demands that their ability to learn from other schools and 

systems elsewhere has been seriously impeded.

5 An instrumental imperative that has defined students and teach-

ers in relation to their economic contributions, with a concomi-

tant disregard for values of compassion, solidarity, or service.

These five old imperatives of educational change directed educators 

toward attaining one common objective: testing for fidelity. Peda-

gogy, curriculum, and assessments became tightly aligned with one 

another. Electives, project- based learning, and interdisciplinary pro-

grams of study were replaced with mandated curriculum carefully 
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geared to the tests. Teacher education programs and teacher salary 

schedules were transformed. The old imperatives aggressively mar-

keted frontal instruction, standardized curricula, and pervasive test- 

based competition.

 As official government policies, the old imperatives spread like 

wildfire. They are contrasted with the five new imperatives in 

Figure 1.1.

 In the countries most infatuated with the old imperatives, student 

achievement results have remained at lackluster levels or have 

declined precipitously. Parents, students, and professionals have 

become increasingly alienated. One out of every five students in New 

York State declined to take the state’s standardized examinations. 

Students and teachers in Chile led massive street protests against 

their country’s privatized system. Professional associations around 

the world communicated that their members were fed up. The critics 

were supported by the OECD’s findings that “school choice—and 

by extension, school competition—is related to greater levels of 

Old

The Ideological Imperative

The Imperial Imperative

The Prescriptive Imperative

The Insular Imperative

The Instrumental Imperative

Testing for Fidelity Achievement with Integrity

The Existential Imperative

The Global Imperative

The Professional Imperative

The Interpretive Imperative

The Evidentiary Imperative

New

Figure 1.1 Old and New Imperatives of Educational Change.
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segregation in the school system.”1 True believers in the old impera-

tives advocated pushing on harder, but in many ways they overplayed 

their hand. This book will show that a new agenda with an accom-

panying set of new imperatives is now emerging instead.

 Chapter 2 examines data from three countries—England, the US, 

and Sweden—that institutionalized the old imperatives to the great-

est degree. It argues that it is time to replace an old ideological imper-

ative that has undergirded policies for years with a new, evidentiary 

imperative. To do so it is necessary to explore the rise and spread of 

an ideology of educational change that prioritized markets, testing, 

and standardization. This ideology promised innovation and 

improved learning results, but the opposite occurred. Results either 

stalled or declined, in some cases precipitously.

 The ideological imperative has been pursued not only in the absence 

of supportive evidence but also through selective and manipulative 

use of the evidence that exists. For instance, in an impactful report 

by McKinsey & Company on successful educational systems, high- 

achieving Finland was completely omitted.2 With its emphases on 

equity, inclusion, and social democracy, the Finnish model contra-

dicted McKinsey’s push for markets, choice, and accountability.

 Germany is often held up as a nation to emulate because of its 

rising results on PISA. In a dramatic display of the old imperial 

imperative, Germany’s improving results have been erroneously cred-

ited by US experts to the same policies that have actually contributed 

to the troubling outcomes for England, the US, and Sweden.3 These 

have forced the German data into a market fundamentalist frame-

work. In Chapter 3, a critique of these misattributions opens the way 

for a more nuanced interpretative imperative that goes beyond impos-

ing ideology onto other nations. Instead, the interpretive imperative 

seeks to understand Germany and other systems on their own terms, 

from the inside out.

 On one occasion, I asked a Finnish educator what American edu-

cators would have to do to attain Finland’s high PISA results using 

similar strategies. “It’s easy,” he said, “All you have to do is to share 

our history!” But who would sacrifice their own culture, in order to 

improve their country’s PISA results? Since cultures and histories 

vary around the globe, we can no more teleport strategies from one 
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place to another than we can give up cultural practices that are as 

pervasive as the air we breathe. We can study data and develop inter-

pretations, to be sure. But direct imitation rarely works—if ever.

 This does not mean, however, that there is no hope for educators. 

The third new imperative of educational change, and the subject of 

Chapter 4, is the professional imperative. In what does this consist, 

and why does it matter?

 For decades educators have struggled to evolve beyond the status 

of what Amitai Etzioni described as a “semi- profession.”4 For 

Etzioni, teachers could not be defined as true professionals because 

they lacked administrative control of their work, relied primarily 

on outsiders for increasing their knowledge base, and were unable 

to close ranks to create a unified guild. Educators were not like 

lawyers, doctors, or engineers. They were like social workers and 

nurses.

 Etzioni was a sociologist. He was not troubled by a lack of profes-

sionalism in education. In fact, he argued that once educators learned 

to accept the lowly status of their work, “the dysfunctional con-

sequences of attempts to pass will tend to disappear. The semi- 

professions will be able to be themselves.”5

 From today’s vantage point, Etzioni’s injunction for educators to 

acquiesce to semi- professional status was disastrous. The economy of 

today increasingly rewards knowledge workers who are able to work 

with large amounts of abstract information rapidly, efficiently, and 

with versatility.6 Such skills are not innate. They have to be taught to 

students over many years through carefully scaffolded pedagogy with 

outstanding curricula. These skills will not be acquired from those 

who are not flexible knowledge workers themselves. Students will 

only learn the skills and dispositions of knowledge workers from 

teachers who themselves are knowledge workers.

 In 2003 Andy Hargreaves argued that the “key reform impera-

tives” of that time were “preparing people neither for the knowledge 

economy nor for public life beyond it.”7 For Hargreaves, it wasn’t 

enough to prepare students to be knowledge workers, because this 

could blind them to the inhumane and socially unjust conditions of 

market economies. Instead, students needed to learn beyond the 

knowledge economy, so that they would have the humanistic social 
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skills to restore community, enhance cosmopolitanism, and preserve 

an endangered ecosystem.

 More than a decade was lost ignoring this clarion call for change. 

In the interim, a prescriptive imperative reigned. Under this impera-

tive, educators’ judgment was diminished and the hierarchical and 

administrative control of educators was intensified. This was the 

opposite of a professionalizing agenda. So we have to make up for 

lost time. How we move from prescription to professionalism is the 

third new imperative of educational change.

 The good news is that there is an increasing consensus of what this 

entails. In 2012 Hargreaves and co- author Michael Fullan published 

a new conceptual framework for educators entitled Professional 

Capital.8 This disaggregated educators’ professionalism into three 

components:

1 the human capital, or economic value, of what individuals know;

2 the social capital, or relational trust, that builds collaborative 

capacity amongst colleagues; and

3 the decisional capital, or the ability of individuals to make good 

judgments when faced with incomplete or conflicting evidence.

Shortly after Professional Capital appeared, the OECD published 

updated findings from its 2009 and 2012 Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS), the world’s largest surveys of teach-

ers.9 Andreas Schleicher, the OECD Director of the Directorate for 

Education and Skills, then developed a TALIS index of teacher pro-

fessionalism, with the following three components:

1 the “knowledge- based best practices” of the individual;

2 peer networks;

3 autonomy, with reference to decision- making over such matters 

as curriculum, assessment, and student discipline.10

It is striking how much the professional capital framework and the 

TALIS frameworks harmonize with one another. Human capital is 

similar to knowledge- based practices. Social capital relates to peer 

networks. Decisional capital parallels autonomy. The professional 
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capital and TALIS frameworks combined provide a unified approach 

to uplift the status of the teaching profession. This is a historical 

paradigm shift away from micromanagement and control to moral 

judgment and continual learning, for educators as well as for their 

students.

 These developments provide the point of departure for a new pro-

fessional imperative that is intended to augment both the professional 

capital and TALIS frameworks. Chapter 4 provides illustrations of 

the professional imperative at work in diverse jurisdictions that are 

reinventing what it means to learn, to teach, and to collaborate. From 

Singapore to Mexico to the US educators are busily working out new 

practices and theories of teaching and learning that point us toward a 

better future for all.

 Unfortunately and ironically, the way in which many international 

assessments are interpreted by policy organizations and public media 

exacerbates educational nationalism and exceptionalism. Anything 

but a top ranking result can be used by political opponents to score 

points in debates. But shouldn’t we all be pleased if any educational 

system is improving? Surely it is better for all of us if the collective 

knowledge of humanity is enhanced, even amongst nations that, in 

some ways, are economic competitors. If we are to overcome the trap 

of zero- sum reasoning, then this old insular imperative must give way 

to a global imperative of educational change. This will value human 

lives equally wherever the young may be found.

 What does and should this global imperative look like? One view is 

that of Kishore Mahbubani, Dean of the Lee Kwan Yew School of 

Public Policy at the National University of Singapore. He describes 

the current era as a time of “great convergence” when technology and 

trade are throwing all of the world’s peoples into increasingly pro-

ductive interaction with one another.11 Many experience the great 

convergence as an unmitigated blessing as competition drives down 

prices, traditional hierarchies are overthrown, and new opportunities 

open up for cross- cultural learning and exchange. Educators in all 

parts of the world now are encountering students from diverse cul-

tures in their classrooms, with a wealth of new opportunities for 

developing greater global awareness amongst all of their students.12 

New technologies are facilitating much of this exchange as a phone 
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call to a neighbor now costs as much as a Skype call to the other side 

of the world.

 Not all observers are as optimistic as Mahbubani, though.13 Their 

fear is that convergence undermines the positive aspects of their local 

and national cultures, not through the new learning communities that 

are created in schools, but rather because of larger market- driven forces 

that erode traditional values and replace them with materialism.

 Our challenge in relation to global convergence is to make the 

most of its blessings while overcoming its problematic aspects. 

Kwame Anthony Appiah provides tools and principles with which to 

do this in Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers.14 We must 

accept one another’s differences, Appiah says, but this does not mean 

that we are recused from dialogue. Differences must not stop conver-

sations; they must initiate them. Only then can we realize our poten-

tial for improving the human condition.

 Education has a key role to play in optimizing convergence in a 

thoughtful and critical way. We need to ask educators and those they 

educate to analyze and address the epochal challenges of our time. 

These include eliminating poverty, promoting health and education 

around the world, and securing environmental sustainability. Now is 

the time to marshal the same kind of collective willpower that has 

slain so many lions of injustice in the past. Human beings do not 

have to live out lives of grinding poverty. Warfare is not inevitable. 

Illiteracy does not have to persist forever. Girls everywhere have the 

same right to attend school as boys. We have the power to rally our 

collective conscience and to build a better future that is uplifting 

for all.

 As we do so, however, we will need to attend to another dimen-

sion of change that has been neglected for years and now is receiving 

increasing attention from policy makers around the world. Through-

out much of the reform literature in recent years has run the theme 

of students as future wage earners. While we should want education 

to confer economic value on our students, care must be taken that we 

do not limit our understandings of education to students’ potential 

salaries. To do so is to fall prey to an instrumental imperative that 

views students’ education only as means to something else, and not 

as its own end.
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 We know a great deal about how students judge their life satisfac-

tion through student surveys.15 But why is it that rates of depression 

and anxiety have been soaring among young people in the economic-

ally developed world?16 Why is a heroin epidemic now damaging 

learning in many schools, including those in affluent communities?17

 At least part of the answer resides in the mechanical way that educa-

tion has been conceived in terms of inputs and outputs. This has 

implicitly and persistently undermined other aspects of the human 

condition, such as the quest for meaning and belonging. The rhetoric 

of data- driven decision- making, so prominent in recent years, has 

crowded out the instructional space needed for reflections on what it 

means to be fully alive and what it means to be thrown into relation-

ships of mutual dependency. Unlike upper secondary schools in Europe 

that offer philosophy for adolescents, schools in North America do not 

even include this subject in the curriculum. The visual and performing 

arts, which provide students for venues to express what is inside of 

them, have always been the first curricular areas to be cut.

 For some, new technologies provide venues for the “personaliza-

tion” of education that can provide meaning to the young. New tech-

nologies allow friendships to be forged across international lines and 

have unleashed a wealth of talent from unexpected sources. They do 

not, however, have an inherent capacity to address the needs of the 

young for a sense of purpose and belonging. While the Internet can 

serve to connect individuals from around the world through gaming, 

for example, in other cases gaming increases social isolation when the 

young want to go beyond superficial transactions into areas involving 

trust and vulnerability.18

 The fifth, existential imperative requires us to provide our students 

with opportunities to explore the human quest for meaning. Meaning 

is different from well- being, which increasingly is being defined in 

ways that could lead to political passivity and self- absorption among 

the young.19 The struggle for meaning necessarily requires difficulty 

and discomfort as one engages with the scope of human suffering 

and the catastrophe of environmental degradation. This will not 

always make for the trendy, happy- go-lucky attitudes that we might 

wish for the young, but it will make them more thoughtful and 

potentially compassionate global citizens.
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 Is this legitimate terrain for educators? The world’s great religions 

and philosophies, whether of Occident or Orient, of the global South 

or North, have always been concerned with the formation of the sub-

jective sides of life. This is why the world’s cultures have given so 

much attention to the arts, poetry, literature, and philosophy.

 How this quest for meaning will occur should not be prescribed. 

You can’t mandate meaning! You can, however, provide students 

with opportunities to explore how they can give meaning to their 

lives. This requires a different set of skills and dispositions for edu-

cators than the press for results. It requires time and space not only 

for information to be learned, but also for ideas to germinate. It 

requires that educators recover some of the lost pastoral and moral 

dimensions of their craft that have been eroded in an age of instru-

mental rationality. It will not come of its own accord. It will require 

a fundamental recalibration of how we relate achievement and 

integrity.

Intentions and Results

In education, recent reforms have emphasized that results matter 

most. This is called utilitarianism in philosophy.20 In the crudest 

forms of utilitarianism, it doesn’t matter how you reach your object-

ives. For educators, simplistic utilitarianism has led to policies 

focused on test scores. This has often crowded out other important 

educational purposes. In the worst manifestations of the old impera-

tives, educators force students to march through the curriculum, 

testing them for fidelity each step of the way.

 The alternative to utilitarianism in moral philosophy is intention-

alism.21 Intentionalists observe that you can’t control everything or 

even most things in life, but you can control your intentions. Inten-

tionalists are more concerned than utilitarians with why a goal is 

worthy in the first place. They are more alert to the ways in which a 

rigid fixation on a goal at one point in time could impede necessary 

reflection at a point further along in the future when contexts may 

have changed, or when young people aren’t responding to the goal of 

testing with fidelity. Intentionalists want achievement, but not at the 

cost of their integrity.
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 In educational change utilitarians focus on student achievement, 

and intentionalists insist on professional integrity. The utilitarians 

have dominated change agendas for years but increasingly the profes-

sion, students, and parents want a more balanced approach that har-

monizes achievement with integrity. But what would this look like? 

The quadrant depicted in Figure 1.2 below provides a visual repres-

entation, accompanied by illustrations of the ways in which achieve-

ment has interacted with integrity in schools in recent years.

Low Achievement, Low Integrity

The sure way to hit the Ground Zero of educational change is to 

organize school systems so that individuals have neither achievement 

nor integrity. I’ve worked with many teacher leadership initiatives in 

the US and abroad and have had many opportunities to learn about 

the impact of policies on students and teachers. While the intentions 

behind the No Child Left Behind Act in the US and similar policies 

in other countries were laudable, in practice the demands for rapidly 

rising test scores resulted in neither improved achievement nor 

increased integrity.

Figure 1.2 Quadrant Depicting Four Dimensions of Achievement with Integrity.
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 In “Mindful Teacher Seminars” I have led with teacher leader 

Elizabeth MacDonald, teachers described working in schools in 

which a carousel of principals came and went with precious little 

time to build team spirit and raise morale before they were fired, 

sometimes in only one year, as a result of stalled test scores.22 Teach-

ers were “clipboarded” by anonymous evaluators who appeared at 

random, filled out check- lists, and disappeared, with no opportun-

ities for feedback and discussion. Schools eradicated free play, except 

for Fridays, with the sanction of denying recess if students misbe-

haved. Music and art were slashed back even as early as kindergarten 

so that teachers had more time to prepare students for the tests that 

they would take at grade 3. Test preparatory activities filled the cur-

riculum, and students were warned that if their test results weren’t 

good, their school could be closed. “Morning meetings,” instead of 

being a time for students to discuss how they were learning together, 

were given over to school- wide meetings in which anxious principals 

made students listen to lengthy exhortations to follow rules, respect 

their teachers, and improve their test scores.

 Occasionally such schools could boost results for a year or two, 

especially if they benefited from talented coaches provided by a part-

nering university or were fortunate to hire intrepid veterans who 

knew ways to inspire staff and motivate students. On the whole, 

however, schools suffered from churning leadership, staff, and pro-

grams. Teachers understood the logic of pacing guides but found 

that when they were supervised too rigidly they lacked enough time 

to adapt materials for struggling students. Teachers resented the 

amount of time given over to pre- tests and post- tests that provided 

data for central office staff but could have been better used for 

instruction. The special circumstances of immigrant, transnational, or 

indigenous students did not fit with standardized, prescribed instruc-

tion, but teachers were expected to persist even when the prescribed 

strategies weren’t working.

 For their part, principals were caught in the middle. They were 

told by inspirational speakers to create professional learning com-

munities but in practice were pushed by central office to render them 

as “data teams.” Educators who persisted with field trips to museums 

or to the aquarium fell out of favor.
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 Schooling has to be more than an endless grind. It has to use every 

resource available to motivate students and staff. Small wonder, then, 

that when principals adopted leadership techniques of command and 

control they were unable to lift up student achievement. They also 

failed to manifest professional integrity.

High Achievement, Low Integrity

Authoritarian governments are often praised for their educational 

systems by international commentators who ignore the limitations of 

their citizens’ freedom of speech. This blindness to the suppression of 

not only student voice, but that of their educators as well, represents 

a failure to uphold human rights. “There was much wrong with the 

German Democratic Republic (GDR), but their education system 

was not one of them,” states the widely cited Strong Performers and 

Successful Reformers in Education.23 Likewise, in Cuba’s Academic 

Advantage: Why Students in Cuba Do Better in School, Martin Carnoy 

barely touches upon the censorship that has been a hallmark of that 

island’s communist regime.24 The adulation heaped upon the schools 

of Shanghai after their PISA results were posted in 2012 reveals a 

readiness not only to accommodate, but also to celebrate schools in 

which young people and their educators have no opportunities to 

question their governments.25

 We shouldn’t be surprised that young people in a number of 

authoritarian systems do well on international assessments such as 

PISA. Imagine how much easier it would be to teach students if 

they never raised impertinent questions, and if you could rely on 

your government to imprison them if they persisted! Education in 

such systems can work as a highly synchronized machine, but it by 

definition cannot produce individuals who like to innovate, take 

pleasure in nonconformity, and throw groupthink into disarray by 

introducing hitherto unimagined possibilities into the midst of 

conversations. Such systems will always be dependent on others to 

come up with new inventions. They can indeed mass produce 

others’ commodities at a profit as long as employee wages remain 

low by international standards and the workforce is unorganized. 

There is little inspiring here when one looks up close at what really 
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is transpiring. There is high achievement in name only, with integ-

rity a topic only to be mentioned in an unread addendum in the 

bottom of the drawer.

High Integrity, Low Achievement

Ideally, high integrity would always lead to high achievement. Unfor-

tunately, educational change isn’t so simple. I recently led a Boston 

College team to review the leadership strategy in the public school 

system in a southern city in the US. As part of this review we inter-

viewed school principals, teachers, and central office staff in the 

system. This gave us a good overview of the diversity of school 

leadership in the city. One school demonstrated the conundrum of 

high integrity combined with low achievement.

 This elementary school was in one of the poorest parts of the city 

and had some of the lowest achievement results in the state. Desper-

ate for positive traction, the district placed a popular minister of a 

community church who was also a teacher as a new principal in the 

school. The principal brought evangelical fervor to his role. “I love 

doing this because I love humankind,” he said. “I think you have to 

love humankind. Parents have to feel confident that we are here first 

to love, but love means making you do right, you know. I will make 

you do right because I love you.”

 The new principal thrived on being at the center of activity. “I love 

to be maxed out,” he said. “I’m going to die on my feet.” He was 

constantly observing instruction. “I spend probably 75 to 80 percent 

of my day in and out of classrooms,” he stated, asking “How am I 

going to know what you’re doing in your classroom if I’m not there?” 

For him, parental involvement was key: “I’m out in the building 

shaking hands, talking eyeball to eyeball, going down to the com-

munity. I don’t care if they have a beer bottle in their hands. It ain’t 

about that. I’m there for the kids.”

 In high- poverty communities, principals with affirmative messages 

are indispensable. In terms of his dedication to the school and its 

community, this principal was an undeniable asset. But interviews 

with teachers revealed a problematic side to his leadership. Consult-

ants had introduced instructional walkthroughs to the school, but 
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teachers who had observed their colleagues “were told not to talk 

with them,” one teacher said. “We weren’t supposed to talk about, 

you know, exactly what the teachers were doing.” Evaluations were 

the exclusive domain of the principal. As a consequence, teachers’ 

capacities to form good judgments about teaching were not 

developed. The teachers recognized this. One said, “We still have a 

long way to go.”

 This principal exhibited personal integrity. He worked tirelessly 

for his school. But in spite of his high moral values, his leadership 

style did not improve achievement. He gave no evidence of providing 

specific feedback on particular strategies to his staff. His comments 

floated in the realm of generalities rather than specific recommenda-

tions for action. While his work with his congregation had positive 

aspects in terms of community relations, it also was a distraction. 

When I visited his school for interviews and focus group discussions, 

he fielded calls from his church of over 400 members throughout 

the day.

 Three years later results had not improved in the school. It 

remained mired in the bottom 1 percent on state assessments. Under 

pressure from district leaders, the principal retired. Having failed to 

develop local expertise, the district hired a turnaround expert from 

out of state. Integrity in terms of intentions had not led to achieve-

ment in results.

High Achievement, High Integrity

The fourth and final category connects high achievement with high 

integrity. We can find many examples of this in schools today. 

Orchard Gardens K- 8 School in Boston underwent a renaissance 

when Principal Andrew Bott fired the schools’ security guards and 

used the funding to hire arts teachers instead. Teachers were given 

time to collaborate and the school day was extended and enriched 

with cultural activities. Orchard Gardens had experienced five prin-

cipals in the previous seven years and over 50 percent of the staff had 

left at the end of each school year.

 Bott changed this pervasive sense of crisis with an insistently pos-

itive message of belief in students’ potential. He began “shout- outs” 
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over the school intercom that celebrated students’ achievements. He 

empowered art faculty to redesign the interior of the building with 

brightly colored student art that showed off their burgeoning talents. 

Students with negative attitudes were given musical instruments and 

instruction to help them to channel their energies in a positive direc-

tion. With a reinvented culture Orchard Gardens became one of the 

most rapidly improving schools in Massachusetts, with English lan-

guage, arts, and mathematics results increasing by 50 percent or more 

on the state’s Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 

(MCAS) tests.26

 Another example of high achievement with high integrity comes 

from Germany. The Robert Bosch Comprehensive School in the 

small northern city of Hildesheim was established to create a more 

democratic school environment than traditional tracked secondary 

schools allowed. When given the choice, however, students gravi-

tated toward either the elite Gymnasium or more vocationally ori-

ented schools. Years before “instructional rounds” became popular, 

the Bosch School’s faculty responded to their enrollment deficit by 

creating their own protocol for visiting each other’s classes and 

improving their teaching. As is common in Germany, headmaster 

Wilfried Kretschmer taught his own classes in the school. His col-

leagues assessed his teaching just as he assessed theirs.

 In Germany, schools’ achievement results are not published by the 

government, which prefers to use results for diagnostic rather than 

competitive purposes. In one year, however, the results were leaked 

to the press. They revealed that the Bosch School’s results exceeded 

those of the neighboring elite Gymnasia. The school’s homegrown 

model of teachers helping one another to get better received national 

attention and sparked a new reform movement of collaborative pro-

fessionalism that now places Germany ahead of other countries.27

 Orchard Gardens and the Bosch School exemplify achievement 

with integrity. In each case the preferred leadership strategy was that 

of creating teams of professionals that study evidence, interpret it 

collaboratively, and develop new pedagogical approaches that spread 

throughout a school or a network. Educators activate themselves to 

take charge of teaching and learning and do so in a climate of shared 

moral purpose. There are no miracles here, and while allies from 
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higher education are valued, the real action happens in the school on 

a daily basis. As a consequence, students achieve at increasingly 

higher levels, guided forward by teams of educators who insist on the 

integrity of an uncompromising professional ethos.

A New Paradigm

Achievement and integrity should not be opposites but complementary 

components of a balanced education. Excessive attention to achieve-

ment robs students of the pleasures of learning and sacrifices the 

present for the future. Too much devotion to the ideal of integrity 

yields high moral principles but may lead to neglect of the skills needed 

to raise achievement. Left on its own, each approach is one- sided.

 We need a new paradigm. This should combine achievement with 

integrity. This must be done in ways that are internally consistent 

and make sense on a practical level for educators and for students.

 What does this mean for the old and new imperatives of educa-

tional change?

 When achievement and integrity are harmonized, improvement 

efforts are based on intelligent interpretations of evidence, including 

the evidence of what really makes other schools and systems success-

ful. This is the evidentiary imperative. When you have achievement 

with integrity, you learn from others’ success but do not impose the 

preferred model of one country on educational systems elsewhere. 

This is the interpretive imperative.

 Achievement with integrity also involves teachers being able and 

allowed to exercise professional judgments in their classrooms, not in 

an arbitrary or capricious way, but based on the expertise they 

develop autonomously through independent study, and in collabora-

tion with their colleagues in peer networks. This is the professional 

imperative. Fourth, achievement with integrity means engaging with 

the wider world beyond one’s own borders as a classroom teacher and 

as a constantly learning professional. This is the global imperative. 

Finally, achievement with integrity means that we pay attention to 

the quest for meaning within a wider community, rather than only 

acquiring the skills to be economically productive. This is the existen-

tial imperative.
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 Can we address each and all of these new imperatives—eviden-

tiary, interpretive, professional, global, and existential—in order to 

attain achievement with integrity? We all feel disheartened from 

time to time—none more than those dedicated educators who 

commit themselves to the most challenging schools and the most 

poorly resourced communities for decades. But we don’t have to 

resort to gaming the system or polishing our school branding strat-

egies to climb up the tested achievement rankings. We can instead 

become inveterate scouts of promising, evidence- informed strate-

gies—from the classroom next door to the other side of the world. 

We can also rededicate ourselves to the promise of learning as a form 

of human fulfillment for the sake of a better future.

 These imperatives are based on evidence but not beaten down by 

it. They uplift professional judgment without placing it on a pedestal. 

And they ask of teachers no more than most teachers have ever asked 

of themselves—to work hard and work together to exercise their duty 

of care for all their students and their responsibility to educate every 

one of them to the best of their ability.
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2
THE EVIDENTIARY IMPERATIVE

STUDYING RESULTS

Pasi Sahlberg1 is to be credited with the acronym “GERM,” which 

stands for the “Global Educational Reform Movement.” The GERM 

has been the reigning ideology in many schools and systems under 

the old imperatives. It has five components:

1 the standardization of learning and teaching;

2 emphasis on numeracy and literacy to the neglect of other 

subjects;

3 curricular prescription;

4 marketplace models of reform; and

5 accountability and surveillance through testing.

Sahlberg explains that the GERM “is not a formal global policy 

program, but rather an unofficial agenda that relies on a certain set of 

assumptions to improve education systems.”2 This makes it difficult, 

but also important, to document.

 Although the GERM is a humorous acronym, in some ways it is 

also a misleading one. By using a biological metaphor, the term mys-

tifies social processes. The GERM moniker makes it appear that 

educational change spreads like a bacterium or a virus. It obscures 

the role of power and values in driving change forward. The GERM 

slogan makes it seem as if one widespread model of education in the 

world today is the result of a social movement, like the civil rights, 

environmental, or women’s rights movements. These social 

movements were grassroots, bottom- up campaigns. They share no 
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similarities with the ways in which the GERM has spread and 

become institutionalized.

 Regardless of these issues, the public good has been served by the 

acronym of the GERM because it has helped to identify the theory 

of action that was passed into laws such as the No Child Left 

Behind Act and the Race to the Top in the United States, the 

National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy in England, and market- 

based reforms in Sweden. In each case, something called New 

Public Management (NPM) has been applied to education. NPM 

brought competition into the public sector with the goal of lowering 

costs, expanding choice, and increasing efficiencies. “NPM is no 

longer new,” according to one account that is itself a decade old.3 

“Rather it is a two- decades old set of public management ideas” that 

have gone mainstream.4

 The ideology of NPM originated in England during the adminis-

tration of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s. With the 

collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, it 

appeared to many that collectivist solutions to social problems had 

been proven ineffective. Policy makers embraced NPM to rectify 

what they viewed as unresponsive government bureaucracies. NPM 

reforms were adapted rapidly by Sweden and by Commonwealth 

nations such as Australia and New Zealand. In the US, former bas-

tions of welfare- state liberalism such as the Brookings Institution 

began promoting scholars such as John Chubb and Terry Moe who 

advocated the ideology of NPM in education.5 Margaret Thatcher 

had a personal friendship with Chilean military dictator Augusto 

Pinochet, and Chile became one of the first countries to bring NPM 

to the reform of its public school system.6

 In its first years, NPM appealed to many who were seeking to 

promote innovation in government. Even many traditional advocates 

of an older welfare state model were eventually won over by NPM 

reformers. They recreated themselves as New Labour in England and 

New Democrats in the US. There was genuine excitement during this 

time, with policy makers and public intellectuals seeking new ways to 

open up government and to make it more accountable.

 But as soon as NPM education policies were put into place, 

 problems surfaced. Governments contracted out services to private or 
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semi- private providers, but subsequently found that they were no 

longer able to direct what was happening in schools so easily. If disaf-

fected parents wanted to hold school systems accountable for poor 

student outcomes, squabbles ensued between the educational manage-

ment organizations that now ran the schools and districts that still 

funded them. Those students who presented behavioral challenges or 

who had learning disabilities became those least desired by schools that 

were now competing against one another for the best test scores.

 NPM made teacher union organizing more difficult. This yielded 

short- term benefits to governments in terms of reducing costs, but a 

decline in labor union density is also correlated with the shrinkage of 

the middle classes and the growth of economic inequality.7 Having 

the opportunity to choose among service providers sounds positive, 

but has little meaning for many people who cannot understand the 

choices because they lack formal education, are unfamiliar with how 

to discriminate amongst providers, or are confronted by language 

barriers.

 The ideology of NPM, when applied to education through the 

GERM, can sound attractive to students and parents because it 

promises freedom and innovation. In practice, however, markets 

called for greater standardization for quality control purposes. 

Because not everything can or should be tested, some subjects such 

as mathematics and literacy have been exalted over social studies, 

science, the arts, physical education, and foreign languages. Even 

within the basics, some skills, and not necessarily the most important 

ones, were privileged over others because they were more utilitarian.

 English and language arts classes increasingly came to abandon 

the reading of fiction for the comprehension of factual texts. Problem 

solving has been sacrificed for memorization, and synthesis for 

information processing. Those things that are the easiest to test, 

involving memorization or computation, are emphasized. Those that 

are the most difficult to measure, entailing the ability to look at 

complex problems from multiple points of view to reach an inde-

pendent interpretation, are neglected.

 So NPM isn’t a virus or an infection—it is a very deliberate inven-

tion that has become institutionalized and disseminated. NPM is not 

a random plague, but an ideology and a set of strategies used against 
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older styles of social democracy with strong welfare states and high 

degrees of public investment and union protection. These ideas are 

spread by political leaders, think tanks, for- profit corporations, and a 

variety of their supporters, who share ideas at high levels. They then 

try them out back home based on their own interests. Once it has 

been set in place, the internal logic of the NPM spreads out the ideo-

logy even further.

 NPM has its intellectual as well as political advocates. High priests 

of the free market include such intellectual authorities as Ayn Rand, 

Friedrich von Hayek, Ludwig von Mises, and Milton Friedman.8 

They viewed themselves as champions of freedom in a century of 

political totalitarianism. They saw markets as the most important way 

to temper the tendency of governments to augment their power. 

Better outcomes would result, it was believed, through competition 

and decentralization.

 But has the ideology of NPM led to improved outcomes in 

practice?

 The three countries that have been most resolute at pushing 

through NPM in education have been England, Sweden, and the 

US. These are developed countries that are policy trendsetters not 

only in their own regions but also around the world. Their educa-

tional leaders have been in frequent interaction with one another 

over recent years and they have exhibited many forms of policy bor-

rowing on matters from teacher preparation, professional develop-

ment, and accountability systems.

 As Figure 2.1 shows, the PISA results of England and Sweden in 

mathematics have fallen from above average to average or below 

average from 2000 to 2012, precipitously in each case. US results also 

have fallen, although they began at a lower level and have not 

declined so dramatically.9

 Are the patterns that are apparent for mathematics also true for 

reading and science? If so, then it most likely is not the result of a 

single curricular subject and how it is taught. It must be the manifes-

tation of a deeper pattern that has to do with how a given ideology 

and its affiliated policies impact student achievement. Here are the 

data for the same nations in Figures 2.2 and 2.3 in reading and 

science.
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 Figures 2.1–2.3 reveal a similar pattern of declines for England 

and Sweden, and fluctuations or slight declines for the US. That 

there are these evident similarities regardless of the subject areas sug-

gests that it is imprudent to attribute results to a given curricula or to 

teachers’ preparation in one discipline or another. If this were the 

case one would see gains in reading, and declines in science, for 

Figure 2.1 PISA Math Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, and the US, 2000–2012.

Figure 2.2  PISA Reading Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, and the US, 2000–2012 (PISA 
2006 results for the US are not available due to sampling errors).
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example. Since this is not the case, it is more likely that broader 

factors, including policies, have shaped these results.

 The policies in question belong to an ideological imperative. This is a 

deliberately developed theory of educational change that has been 

transported across countries by actors and interest groups with similar 

political commitments. They have been well organized and supported 

by governments, research institutions, and assorted hangers- on who, in 

some cases, have built highly successful careers by advocating not only 

for the efficacy, but also for the high moral principles of freedom and 

choice that are alleged to have accompanied the NPM strategies of 

markets, accountability, and standardization.

England: Ideological Powerhouse for NPM in Education

England embarked on a series of bold marketplace reforms from the 

1980s to the present day. The administration of Prime Minister Mar-

garet Thatcher was outspoken in terms of its criticisms of all sectors 

of the welfare state. As part of this it advanced a brash new agenda 

by passing a comprehensive Education Reform Act in 1988. This had 

six major components:

1 A new national curriculum, emphasizing England’s imperial 

legacy as a world leader.

Figure 2.3 PISA Science Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, and the US, 2000–2012.
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2 New systems of accountability for student outcomes and control 

of the profession, enhancing greater prescription from above.

3 Mechanisms for identifying poorly performing teachers and 

failing schools, empowering government to close such schools.

4 Increased parent choice in selecting their child’s school from a 

greater array of options within a diverse provider model.

5 A transfer of funding from Local Education Authorities (the 

equivalent of US school districts) to schools themselves, remov-

ing intermediary supports and coordination.

6 The empowerment of school principals (“headteachers” in 

England) and governors (volunteers who help to run the school).10

A quarter century after the Reform Act was launched, what do we 

know about subsequent educational outcomes?

 In the Global Index of Cognitive Skills and Educational Attain-

ment published in 2012 and 2014, the United Kingdom was ranked 

as having the sixth best education system in the world.11 This index 

was developed by the Economist Intelligence Unit and published by 

Pearson, the world’s largest for- profit education company. It presents 

a favorable view of educational performance in the UK and an appar-

ent vindication of NPM. However, unlike other indices of educa-

tional performance, the Pearson index includes higher education in 

the metric, so the elite universities at Oxford and Cambridge raise 

the scores by being added to the mix. Second, the indicators on the 

Pearson index are drawn from the UK as a whole, while NPM took 

root less strongly in Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland than in 

England in education. Last, it is worth observing that the Chief 

Education Adviser for Pearson, Sir Michael Barber, was responsible 

for England’s change ideology and its affiliated policies under the 

Tony Blair government. For Pearson to succeed with its global busi-

ness reach, it hardly is helpful if its Chief Education Adviser pre-

vailed over policies that led to problematic outcomes on international 

large- scale assessments.

 Among measures that apply to school performance only, England 

did far less well than on the Pearson index. The TIMSS 2011 and 

PIRLS 2011 studies investigated the results of grade 4 and grade 8 

students internationally and disaggregated the nations of the UK 
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separately. England’s results for reading, math, and science were 

improving but did not place it in a class of global leaders.12

 Meanwhile, on OECD’s PISA tests that measure how students 

apply their knowledge to real- world problems, England fell from the 

first administration of the test in 2000. The declines cut across the 

three tested areas of literacy, mathematics, and science. The results 

suggest that something in policy or society is responsible for the 

decline, rather than anything specific to one subject or skill area.

 With the rise in and disruptive effects of markets, free schools 

and academy chains, as well as standardization and testing, Eng-

land’s results declined on PISA, and social segregation by class was 

exacerbated. This occurred in spite of a positive ranking of English 

teachers for professionalism on the OECD’s TALIS.13 The prob-

lems in English schools originate from policy, not from the profes-

sion. When English educators have had opportunities to contest 

the competitive ideology and to collaborate across jurisdictions, 

they have posted positive results in London and Manchester.14 But 

this is a very different model of change than that prescribed from 

above.

 England provides a fascinating case of a government resolutely 

pushing forward with a hardened ideological imperative even when 

evidence points out overwhelming problems with the strategy. The 

government is able to persist in its approach by avoiding language 

that refers to commercialization and privatization. Instead, the offi-

cial rhetoric promotes freedom, autonomy, and choice. Such lan-

guage has innate appeal. But it masks pernicious consequences.

 English educators and parent advocacy groups have challenged the 

spread of academies and free schools but thus far have been unable to 

prevail. One unintended consequence is that teachers are leaving the 

profession, with an 85 percent shortage of teacher candidates in some 

subject areas.15 Even in subject areas where teacher education pro-

grams prepare large numbers of student teachers, increasing numbers 

of graduates are opting to teach in Commonwealth nations such as 

Australia and Canada where working conditions and student 

achievement results are better.16 Instead of reversing policy, the gov-

ernment is adapting by recruiting teachers from countries such as 

Jamaica, where teachers make salaries at one- fifth of the English pay 
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scale.17 With tentative legal status in England, such teachers are 

unlikely to lead a principled resistance to government policies.

 The current reform model in England is perfecting unsustainable 

change. The integrity of the profession has been eroded, and English 

students’ results on PISA show significant declines from one test 

administration to the next. Young teachers are observing the declin-

ing morale, enforced competitiveness, and increasing surveillance, 

and are opting out. It is hard to imagine a dramatic turnaround of 

student learning results in such an environment.

Sweden: A Pre- Emptive Strike and its Educational 

Free- Fall

At the beginning of the new millennium, international educators 

streamed to Sweden to learn what had been done to achieve its first 

admirable results on PISA in 2001. At the time no one would have 

anticipated that Sweden would go on to experience the largest drop 

in mathematics on PISA of any nation in subsequent years.18 No one 

foresaw that the literacy and science results on PISA also would 

plummet downward. Swedes are known for their generous social 

provision, gender equity, and economic prosperity. Since inter-

national rankings began, Sweden has been at or near the top of inter-

national indicators on child well- being.19 So, what happened?

 Sweden’s struggles are especially acute because it has to suffer the 

indignity of knowing that its former colony, Finland, has became a 

global poster- child of school improvement, hosting over 2,500 

educational visitors a year.20 (In spite of what some Finns proclaim 

about their cooperative culture, Finns agree that placing ahead of 

Sweden has been enormously gratifying.) Like Finland, Sweden has 

undertaken ambitious educational reforms in past decades, but the 

Finns have emphasized equity and professionalism, while Swedish 

policy makers have embraced markets, with different PISA results as 

a consequence. No wonder Swedish educators have some of the 

lowest morale of any educators in any nation, according to the 

OECD in its 2013 TALIS study.21 Only 5 percent of Swedish teach-

ers believed that teaching is “a valued profession in society,” com-

pared with 59 percent of teachers in Finland.22
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 It has been a shock for the Swedes. For decades, Sweden seemed 

to have it all: spectacular social benefits, generous private philan-

thropy, genuine gender equity, and magnificent prosperity. When 

German educators and policy makers saw how well Sweden did on 

the first PISA results in 2000 they organized school visits north to 

cities such as Stockholm, Helsingborg, and Gothenburg to explore 

reforms that they might adapt to their own contexts. So how has it 

come to pass that the Swedish educational model became so flawed 

when so many of the other aspects of this Scandinavian society have 

been such sparkling triumphs?

 The driving force in the Swedish case was political. Neoclassical 

economists who endorsed the principles of NPM persuaded policy 

makers to bring the principles of marketplace competition to public 

institutions. They hoped that by providing greater choice and efficiency 

to citizens they would be able to restore public confidence in govern-

ment, a precondition for the provision of badly needed revenues for 

everything from city services to public schools. Swedish school reforms 

adapted from English predecessors began in the 1990s and then 

increased further in 2006 with greater government encouragement of 

what are called “free schools” that are similar to charters in the US and 

academies in England. The traditional Scandinavian emphasis upon “a 

school for all” was supplanted by policy imperatives upholding more 

parent and student school choice in a diverse provider model.23

 Swedish reforms were introduced by the Social Democrats who 

had been the primary architects of that nation’s modern welfare state 

in the first place. Following public opinion surveys indicating voter 

dissatisfaction with education, the Social Democrats sought to cir-

cumvent a conservative electoral victory by adapting the new NPM 

strategies that had been promulgated in England. Some of the 

themes of England’s Education Reform Act—a shared national cur-

riculum, accountability for the profession, greater parental empower-

ment at the local level—all fit into traditional Nordic values 

respecting the rights of the individual, the responsibilities of the 

public sector, and a shared curricular understanding of what matters 

and why. This helps us to understand why it is that the adaptation to 

the GERM in Sweden provoked little resistance, even as declines in 

achievement accelerated.
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 In the Swedish variation of NPM in education, private- equity 

firms have been authorized to run schools to draw on public revenues 

to reap profits. In Sweden, parents are not charged tuition for school 

providers, even if they are essentially private schools. The Swedish 

government has embraced an even more laissez- faire approach than 

England. Parents have been free to choose whichever school they 

believe will be best for their children, without transparency of results 

through testing.

 In 1991 Sweden had only 60 free schools that were not part of the 

public sector, but by 2010 this number had risen to 709.24 Teachers’ 

working conditions have declined because they are less able to raise 

criticisms that could lead to improvements when they are in schools 

that treat them as if they are working for private companies.25 

Swedish reforms have been expensive to implement and they have 

contributed to a sharp rise in inequality of educational outcomes.26

 Champions of NPM in Swedish schools uphold the promise of 

the model in spite of the declining PISA results. Economist Tino 

Sanandaji, writing in National Review, argued that “the reform 

worked” because “parents and pupils in private schools tend to be 

more satisfied than average.”27 Sanandaji cites one survey that 

revealed “67 percent of the Swedish public wants to retain school 

choice, including 59 percent of Social Democratic voters.”28 The cul-

prits for the Swedish PISA results, according to Sanandaji, are the 

decline of homework, liberality in allowing students to bring mobile 

phones to class, and a high percentage of students who are tardy. 

Swedish teachers have comparatively low salaries and their students 

receive less contact time with their instructors, Sanandaji contends. 

The way that teachers inflate grades to make their schools attractive 

to students and parents, he says, needs to be checked through better 

accountability.

 Economist Gabriel Heller Sahlgren, writing for the Friedman 

Foundation for Educational Choice, further extended Sandaji’s inter-

pretation.29 Sahlgren referenced research by Anders Böhlmark and 

Mikael Lidahl that found “short- term positive effects on test scores 

and grades, as well as on long- term outcomes in upper- secondary 

school and university credits,” for students that enrolled in the new 

free schools rather than traditional public schools.30 Arguing that 



42 THE EVIDENTIARY IMPERATIVE

“All competition is simply not equal,” Sahlgren contended that “there 

is very little evidence of any negative effects of choice or competition 

on education quality.”31 Sweden’s declining results should be attrib-

uted to design flaws such as the poor interface between decentralized 

schools and centralized university admissions rather than any inher-

ent problems with marketplace models, according to this perspective.

 The final straw for many Swedes occurred in 2013 when JB 

Education, a provider owned by a Danish private equity firm, 

declared bankruptcy and closed its doors. This left 11,000 students 

displaced and over 1,000 staff unemployed. Students of markets 

know that business failure should be expected, but policy makers in 

Sweden were taken by surprise with this turn of events. Students and 

parents had to start from scratch in selecting new schools. At the 

same time refugees from war in the Middle East began arriving in 

Sweden in large numbers. Instead of providing stability for the new-

comers, the education sector was in tumult.

 This policy- induced disruption in the lives of learners, along with 

the volatility of the labor market for educators, created a consensus 

for change in Sweden. In September 2014 the pro- market governing 

coalition was voted out of power and replaced by a left- of-center 

coalition that is trying to reverse Sweden’s educational trajectory. The 

new government has put together a commission consisting of aca-

demic experts, school leaders, teacher union representatives, and 

classroom teachers to guide new reforms. It is exploring measures 

such as preventing free schools from making a profit, mandating the 

boards of such schools to be gender equitable with a view to moder-

ating the primacy of market concerns, and rebuilding the teaching 

profession by investing in teacher leadership. Although it is too early 

to say what policy reforms will ensue, an anachronistic ideological 

imperative for markets and choice in the public sector has come 

under intense scrutiny.

The United States: A Change of Course

For many years of the past quarter century it has not mattered which 

party has been in power in England or Sweden. When it came to 

education policy there has been consensus across governments. Policy 
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leaders know that their publics are anxious and seek reassurance 

about the future. While schools have little or no impact on business 

cycles per se, they do contribute to the human capital available to 

societies for economic growth. Given the limited time that politi-

cians have to demonstrate results, it is hardly surprising that they 

place enormous pressure on schools to measure results and then lift 

performance. The same trend lines have been visible in the US, with 

scarcely any distinctions between Democrats and Republicans on 

education policy.

 Major upheavals within political parties have supported this shift. 

New Labour in England and the Democrats for Education Reform 

in the US developed in tandem away from an emphasis on the 

welfare state and toward the programmatic agenda of the five old 

imperatives. The GERM ideology spread through political alle-

giances and the adoption of new strategies. New Labour and the 

Democrats took political risks along the way that alienated teachers’ 

unions. This estrangement in England led to a unanimous vote of no 

confidence in Education Secretary Michael Gove in 2013. US edu-

cators passed a similar resolution when the National Education 

Association (NEA) called for the resignation of Secretary of Educa-

tion Arne Duncan on July 4, 2014. Their protest worked, although 

not immediately. By December 2015 he was gone.

 In the same month, President Obama signed into law the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). This decisively repudiated many of 

the most ideologically charged components of the now utterly dis-

credited No Child Left Behind Act. Gone was the hated Adequate 

Yearly Progress report to the federal government that led to micro-

managing of districts from Washington, DC. Gone was the federal 

requirement to tie teacher evaluations to student achievement, which 

unfairly punished those teachers who bravely took on the most oppo-

sitional and alienated of students in hope of bringing them back into 

the fold. Gone was the requirement that school districts identify 

those who were described as unqualified teachers, which in practice 

meant that in rural schools almost every secondary educator was 

unqualified because in small schools, teachers had to teach outside of 

their subject areas. Gone was the federal requirement that school dis-

tricts provide school choice, which often favored start- up charter 
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schools with no track records of success, when the local neighbor-

hood school was struggling. To top it all off, the new Secretary of 

Education, John King, apologized to the nation’s teachers for the 

tone of disrespect that had often emanated from the US Department 

of Education in previous years.

 What led to the dramatic change of course? A dose of Realpolitik 

is helpful here. The Democrats had alienated their traditional allies 

in the National Education Association (NEA) and the American 

Federation of Teachers (AFT). For their part, conservative critics 

were correct that the government had violated Article X of the US 

Constitution, which allocates educational matters to the states. With 

elections upcoming in November 2016 a rare bipartisan consensus 

was achieved. No Child Left Behind and the ideology behind it 

became a matter for the history books.

 Or at least that could be the case. The ESSA still requires states to 

administer standardized tests in math and reading in grades 3–8 and 

once in high school, which still is much more testing than in many 

other nations. While federal policies promoting marketplace models 

have been cut back under ESSA, nothing prevents these from being 

maintained or even expanded upon by the states.

 More seriously, it could take years for US education to recover 

from the turbulence that the ideological imperative and its affiliated 

policies spread throughout the system. Teacher turnover now occurs 

at a startling speed. In 2008 the modal teacher in the US was a 

rookie in her or his first year of teaching.32 About 13 percent of the 

country’s 3.4 million teachers either leave the profession each year 

or switch schools.33 These disruptions cost the country between 

$1 billion and $2.2 billion annually.34 New research is revealing that, 

contrary to popular opinion, teachers need years to become experts in 

teaching, and that they continue to improve throughout their 

careers.35 Schools need diverse staff to optimize the learning experi-

ence of all, and this includes teachers with a diverse range of years in 

the profession.

 For these reasons stabilizing the profession must now be the first 

order of business for educational leaders in the US. How can this be 

done? Increasingly, a growing body of research points the way. 

Consolidate educators’ professional knowledge base. Encourage 
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collegiality through their supportive peer networks that break 

through norms of isolation in the classroom. Develop decisional 

capital. These are themes to which we shall return in Chapter 4 when 

we address the professional imperative.

The Evidentiary Imperative

In recent years there has been a massive backlash against the PISA 

tests. Yong Zhao, for example, has accused Andreas Schleicher, 

Director for the Director of Education and Skills at the OECD, of 

promoting “romanticized misery” and “glorified authoritarianism” 

because of Schleicher’s enthusiasm for top- ranking Shanghai.36 

Richard Münch denounced PISA, along with McKinsey & 

Company, for “the transformation of all parts of life according to 

economic models.”37 More than 200 educators from around the 

world, many of them prominent researchers, signed a petition in 

2014 arguing that PISA was “dangerously narrowing our collective 

imagination regarding what education is and ought to be about.”38

 These are serious criticisms of PISA and should be read carefully. 

To a certain extent the OECD has brought them upon itself by 

failing to bring a properly scientific attitude to its work. OECD pub-

lications are filled with references to other OECD publications, none 

of which go through the ordinary process of peer review. This is out 

of proportion to their actual contribution to contemporary scholar-

ship. Even when scholars come together in an attitude of fastidious 

objectivity, as did an international team under the leadership of 

Stefan Hopmann, Gertrude Brinke, and Martin Retzl, their contri-

butions have been completely overlooked in subsequent OECD pub-

lications.39 This naturally builds resentments amongst those who 

could contribute to research on international comparisons of student 

learning results.

 Having said that, it is also important to note that the majority of 

criticisms of PISA have to do with policy- related interpretations of 

the results rather than the technical standards of the tests themselves. 

This is more difficult terrain for critics because there is good evidence 

that the OECD maintains rigorous standards with the PISA tests. 

As the gap in Figure 2.2 above revealed, when the US did not meet 
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sampling requirements for reading, its results were disqualified. All 

of the English results for 2003 were disqualified as well. The bars for 

mathematics, reading, and science in Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 are all 

taken from an independent analysis conducted by John Mickewright 

and Sylvke Schnepft.40 They produced a persuasive argument that the 

OECD was “overly cautious”41 in excluding the English data because 

of alleged response bias. Here the argument is not that the OECD’s 

technical standards are too weak, but that they are too high.

 Educators, like all professionals, must submit to an evidentiary 

imperative. So let us study PISA results to see what they can tell us, 

not as a dogma imposed from above, but as a resource that can sup-

plement our observations of students’ learning. Let’s be open- minded 

and learn from whatever evidence we find that is available. When 

trend lines are clear, let’s ask after anachronistic ideologies that we 

may be operating with and submit them to fresh scrutiny.

 At the same time, it is possible to agree with some critics that the 

OECD has occasionally gone beyond what the data reveal in its 

policy recommendations. Some of its recommendations have in fact 

contributed to the spread of the GERM. To understand how this 

occurred, we need to uncover a tacit imperial imperative that has 

undermined a promising future for educational change.
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3
THE INTERPRETIVE IMPERATIVE

WE HAVE TO THINK!

In an article entitled “The Worst of Both Worlds: How US and 

UK Models are Influencing Australian Education,” Stephen 

Dinham of the University of Melbourne has documented how the 

practices of the “ ‘Global Educational Reform Movement’ 

(GERM), are finding support and traction in Australia.”1 Accord-

ing to Dinham, under the slogan of increasing school autonomy, 

Australian schools in some states are becoming detached from 

democratically- elected local authorities. Teacher education increas-

ingly is disconnected from higher education and research capacity, 

with for- profit providers moving into new openings for service pro-

vision. International publishers that are located in England and the 

US such as Pearson and McGraw- Hill are among those taking 

advantage of increased standardized testing and new digital tech-

nologies to expand their market share. “Because of Australia’s close 

links with England the USA and their influence,” Dinham 

observes, “it is not surprising that the myths and beliefs underpin-

ning these developments have been accepted almost without evid-

ence or questioning in Australia.”2

 The irony is that Australia has done better than either England or 

the US on PISA.3 Australia also does better on many international 

quality of life indicators, including life expectancy. Australia is not in 

the position of developing countries that were compelled to adopt 

No Child Left Behind- like measurements on math and literacy in 

order to receive education funding from the World Bank. Yet there 

seems to have been an imperial imperative at work that has led even 
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some states in even more successful countries on PISA like Australia 

to adopt now discredited policies from England and the US.

 A century ago, one could have understood such policy borrowing. 

Australia was part of what was unapologetically called the British 

Empire. Ever since the London Declaration of 1949, however, Aus-

tralia has been a free and independent nation. While there still is an 

emotional attachment to England, England can no more compel Aus-

tralia to change its education policies than it can any other nation.

 For some critics, the OECD is responsible for spreading the key 

ideas of the GERM. This chapter will show that there is some truth 

to this charge. But matters are not always so simple. In a study on 

“The Policy Impact of PISA,” Simon Breakspear has shown that 

“Finland was the most commonly listed influential country/economy” 

that has been “influential in policy- making processes” in the wake of 

PISA.4 Finnish education is the opposite of the GERM.

 The impact of the PISA tests in policy formation thus is contra-

dictory, and can best be studied on a case- by-case basis. In this 

regard Germany is a country that did not follow the imperial impera-

tive as some states in Australia are doing and simply implement 

strategies from abroad. Rather, the country’s policy makers adopted a 

more nuanced interpretive imperative. They thought long and hard 

about what the results indicated. They adopted some reforms piloted 

in England and the US, but with a lighter touch. They preserved the 

country’s federal structure of education and kept schools under 

the control of their local democratic authorities. They built up the 

schools’ infrastructure from within rather than launching a frontal 

assault on them from without. Their reform strategies have made 

Germany one of the most improved nations on PISA.

 So there is a global battle underway for the future of educational 

change. Some nations, such as the Philippines, Kenya, and Liberia, 

have followed the US and England with explicit reference to charter 

schools, academies, and free schools.5 Some have outsourced public 

education to for- profit businesses and their philanthropies to secure a 

competitive advantage in acquiring funding from international 

organizations that have been beholden to NPM in education, health, 

and other service sectors. These nations have capitulated to the 

imperial imperative.
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 Others, however, have evolved their own independent path. These 

systems have studied evidence, to be sure, but they also have thought 

about what the numbers say and do not say given their own cultures and 

values as a nation. These are countries that are showing the way forward. 

They model a more reflective and sustainable interpretive imperative.

 Germany is an excellent country to study to learn how the inter-

pretive imperative can work. It is one of the few countries that raised 

its results steadily and rapidly from below to above average in all 

three academic content areas tested by PISA. Figures 3.1, 3.2, and 

3.3 reveal steady German gains in comparison to declining or 

unchanged results in England, Sweden, and the US.

 Germany shows that it is possible to lift a country’s schools not in 

isolated pockets, but as a system. It also shows how a thoughtful, 

adaptive, and evolutionary ensemble of policies that engages the pro-

fession and the public works better than a shock- and-awe approach 

that relies on perpetual disruption as a policy lever.

 I have been studying educational change in Germany for three 

decades. I read and write German, so I have been able to follow 

events closely as they have unfolded. Even when similar language is 

used, German and English speakers can mean different things.

 Three examples drawn from a delegation I hosted in Boston illumi-

nate how shared language can carry different meanings in the US and 

Figure 3.1 PISA Math Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, the US, and Germany, 2000–2012.
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German contexts. First, we visited a charter school and at one point 

the American educators asked their German counterparts how many of 

their staff were involved in development. After a moment’s confusion, 

the German principal responded, “All of our staff! Of course, we all are 

developing our students and ourselves.” It took a moment to clarify 

that in the US context, “development” has come to mean fund- raising. 

“Development” no longer means the release of human potential.

Figure 3.2  PISA Reading Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, the US, and Germany, 
2000–2012 (PISA 2006 results for the US are not available due to sampling errors).

Figure 3.3  PISA Science Scores for the OECD, England, Sweden, the US, and Germany, 
2000–2012.
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 Second, during the same trip, the German delegation was then 

taken to a “pilot school,” which in Boston means a public school that 

has similarities to charters but has a unionized workforce. As part of 

the welcome, the US school staff began with a presentation of 

student achievement on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assess-

ment System (MCAS). The Germans were confused by this pre-

sentation. Did this school not have a unique identity?

 For the Germans, educators working in a school had to define the 

school’s own philosophy before any discussion of results could take 

place. For the US educators, test score results had come to crowd out 

values. They weren’t provided with opportunities to share them in 

their everyday working environment. “They don’t want us to talk 

about values,” a principal of another US school told me recently.

 The third example, from the same visit by the German educators, 

refers to what it means to be a teacher in the US and Germany. The 

members of the German team were all over 40 years old. Their US 

counterparts were all young, with almost none over 30. The Germans 

felt empathy for their young US colleagues who had so much to 

learn. Why were there so few senior staff who could teach their 

younger colleagues how to pace themselves over time? Where were 

colleagues who could inform them about the ways that their profes-

sion had evolved and how their school had attained its current 

identity?

 To be a teacher in Germany was to become part of a community 

with a wide age span of individuals. US schools were filled with 

novices by comparison. Americans were initiating teachers into the 

profession the hard way, without the benefits of older staff who could 

help younger ones to develop their teaching repertoires. The young 

US teachers had few veterans available to help them to learn to pace 

themselves during the tough stretches so that they would not burn 

out but rather would stick with the profession for decades to come. 

This deprived the school of the benefits of the kinds of diversity that 

come from working with colleagues across generations.

 Whether one looks at different understandings of “development,” 

variations in how a school’s identity is defined, or what it means to be a 

teacher from one national setting compared to another, German and 

US educators experience the profession differently. German educators 
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are not expected to become experts at writing grants to philanthropic 

organizations; their attention should be focused on teaching and learn-

ing. While American policy makers were focused on raising achieve-

ment, their German colleagues wanted to achieve broader purposes of 

education, encompassing moral integrity.

 For years Americans were persuaded to accept a reform milieu filled 

with young social entrepreneurs who threw everything they have at the 

system for a few years before exiting and moving on to more promising 

careers. Germans, on the other hand, viewed teaching as a craft requir-

ing consummate skill and not as a temporary stopgap measure before 

doing something more permanent. These are not minor differences. 

These are real and substantial contrasts in how education is understood 

and enacted on a daily basis in the two countries.

 Awareness of these differences is important because without this 

level of understanding the public can be misled into believing that 

the reason Germany’s results have improved is because the country 

pursued the imperial imperative to follow the path established by 

England, Sweden, and the US. Germany could be misrepresented as 

the latest country to adopt the NPM model of change. But this is 

not the case. Germany developed its own reforms that have expanded 

upon its own educational traditions. These have involved much more 

attention to building a solid infrastructure and much less reliance on 

external shocks to the system.

“Strong Performers and Successful Reformers” Revisited

One striking example of how data can be misinterpreted can be 

found in the chapter on Germany from a widely publicized report 

entitled Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: 

Lessons from PISA for the United States.6 This report was accompanied 

by short video clips available online7 produced by the Pearson 

Foundation, the not- for-profit arm of the Pearson Corporation. The 

purpose of the report and the videos was not merely to report student 

achievement data, but to recommend strategies that can be replicated 

by others.

 Former US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan commissioned this 

report. It featured five “high- performing systems”: Ontario, Canada; 
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Shanghai and Hong Kong in China; Finland; Japan; and Singapore.8 

Along with Brazil, Germany was described in a separate chapter as a 

“rapidly improving” system.9 The report was intended not only to cata-

lyze reforms in the US but also to “have resonance for a wide range of 

countries and different types of education systems.”10 In this way it had 

not only national but also international aspirations. Educators around 

the world in the most diverse systems were invited to study the report’s 

findings and to apply its recommendations to their schools.

 The National Center on the Education and the Economy (NCEE) 

was authorized to write the report. NCEE Chief Executive Officer 

and president Marc Tucker and NCEE staff member Betsy Brown 

Ruzzi wrote the chapter on Germany. Although he criticized some 

aspects of No Child Left Behind, Tucker has been a leading US 

advocate for standards- based reform throughout his long and distin-

guished career. Among many other achievements, he helped to create 

the National Board on Professional Teaching Standards and the 

National Skill Standards Board.

 Tucker, Ruzzi, and two other NCEE staff members, Susan 

Sclafani and Jackie Kraemer, led the NCEE team in collaboration 

with the OECD. Sclafani was Counselor to US Secretary of Educa-

tion Rod Paige when No Child Left Behind was implemented in the 

US. She was Vice President of Programs at the Pearson Foundation 

until the Foundation closed in 2014. The Foundation was required at 

that time to pay over $7.7 million dollars in fines to New York State 

for violating guidelines prohibiting philanthropies for supporting the 

for- profit aspects of their business inappropriately.11

 None of the lead authors of Strong Performers and Successful 

Reformers actually came from the countries that were held up as 

exemplars. This contrasts, for example, with the TIMSS 2011 

Encyclopedia, which was filled with analyses of country policies 

written by social scientists from the relevant nations.12 In the TIMSS 

report, the authors were aware of their country’s cultural and histor-

ical contexts. They described these objectively, rather than prescrib-

ing policies to be developed by others.

 In Strong Performers and Successful Reformers, few of the authors 

gave evidence of speaking the languages of the countries that they 

were describing, unless they were countries in which English was an 
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official language, as was the case with the Canadian province of 

Ontario and the city- state of Singapore. Not a single German- 

language document was cited in the entire section on Germany. This 

lack of familiarity did not, however, prevent the authors from impe-

riously recommending strategies that others should adopt.

 Many of the authors had been leaders in the mainstream reforms 

of testing and standardization in the US over decades. Their findings 

aligned with their long- standing commitments and beliefs. According 

to the authors, “Virtually every country featured in this volume also 

mirror [sic] Race to the Top’s effort to support the recruitment, devel-

opment, rewarding and retaining of effective teachers and princi-

pals.”13 Yet “Race to the Top” came years after the policies in Canada, 

Singapore, and Finland to secure teacher quality had been put in 

place, and its own policy strategy bears no resemblance to them. None 

of those jurisdictions have ever supported end- runs on teacher profes-

sionalism like Teach for America that place novices in front of their 

students in challenging urban schools. The US is anything but a leader 

in teacher quality. The report’s authors misinterpreted the policies of 

improving systems they have failed to learn from.

 The imperial attitude that characterizes Strong Performers and Suc-

cessful Reformers is evident throughout the country chapter on 

Germany. Germany is famous for having one of the world’s most 

rigorous teacher education policies. To become a teacher in Germany 

requires a minimum of five- and-a- half years of training, “the longest 

pre- service teacher training among PISA 2012 countries.”14 This 

extensive training has real and tangible benefits. German teachers 

must have the equivalent of two US master’s degrees as well as exten-

sive practicum experience. Professional ethics and responsibilities are 

taken seriously. The public in turn supports educators. The salaries of 

German teachers are among the best in the world.

 Yet when Tucker and Ruzzi select a quote on the outstanding 

German teacher education system, they do not reference any of the 

thousands of professionals who have given that system its high quality. 

Instead, they cite the Director of “Teach First Germany,” the German 

equivalent of Teach for America. They do not let their readers know 

that “Teach First” in Germany, unlike Teach for America, is only able 

to place its graduates in schools as teachers’ aides, not as classroom 
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teachers who are accountable for the students’ learning. This is a strik-

ing contrast with the US experience, where Teach for America gradu-

ates are thrown with full responsibility into some of the nation’s most 

difficult and poorly resourced classrooms, with barely six weeks of sum-

mertime preparation. Typically, “Teach First” graduates in Germany 

are assigned to work with small groups of students who need extra 

assistance, not whole classes. “Teach First” in Germany has not pre-

pared a single classroom teacher—only teachers’ aides.

 To be blunt, American educators are less well prepared than 

German teachers. They generally enter the profession with only the 

equivalent of a bachelor’s degree. American teachers are expected to 

implement new reforms so their students can be tested with fidelity. 

They are not encouraged to exercise the continual intellectual reflec-

tion and ongoing adjustments that are at the heart of the teaching 

profession in Germany. While US educators do have some job 

security, this has been undercut in recent years. By comparison, all 

German teachers enjoy high status as civil servants, a part of a gov-

ernment that has a sterling reputation for incorruptibility.

 This respect for the teaching profession has meant that post- PISA 

reforms in Germany have had less of a managerial tone than those in 

the US. Although it is true that there is more testing in Germany 

today than before the first PISA results were released, this is almost 

always done by following the Finnish model of testing a sample of 

subpopulations of students rather than a census of all of them. There 

has been no German analogue to the high stakes testing of all stu-

dents in grades 3–8 that followed the passage of No Child Left 

Behind in the US. This has sheltered German educators from the 

curriculum narrowing that occurred in US schools.

 German students are taught to respect the rigorous demands that 

accompany teaching and learning, along with a long intellectual 

lineage of education that dates back to the German Enlightenment 

as the venue for one’s self- realization. This has made it practically 

impossible in Germany to introduce the kinds of public ranking of 

teachers and schools that have appeared in US media outlets. Given 

this public reluctance to identify struggling teachers and schools, 

there also is no reliance on the threat of school closures and staff 

dismissals to catalyze school improvement.
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 In the German context, US- style reforms that hold up individuals 

for public humiliation evoke memories of the Nazi past and the com-

munist regime of former East Germany. These forms of government 

violated the individual’s right to privacy, and even denied that indi-

viduals had such rights. Since the Berlin Wall only came down in 

1989, there are many Germans today for whom the sinister aspects 

of state surveillance are a living memory.

 To Germans, if teachers are failing to improve student learning, or 

principals are not lifting results in their schools, these matters should be 

handled with respect for the dignity and integrity of the individuals 

involved. Research from the US has shown for decades that measures of 

teacher effectiveness are unstable over time.15 Teachers have good and 

bad years. A single misbehaving student can wreak havoc on the best- 

laid lesson plans. Districts introduce new curricula that often produce a 

dip in results in the early stages of adaptation. These are well- known 

professional challenges. There are other ways to improve education than 

placing such a focus on testing, rewards, and sanctions—especially since 

the individuals who are most likely to be stigmatized by low student test 

score results generally are those who have volunteered to teach in poor, 

working- class, or immigrant communities.

 In Germany no public revenues go into pay- for-performance 

schemes that get educators focused on pumping up test scores rather 

than addressing the broader purposes of education. Instead, German 

education is rooted in an intellectual and educational tradition 

anchored in the philosophy of the German Enlightenment from 

Immanuel Kant to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.16 Education is 

not viewed as an assembly- line function but as an evolutionary 

process that advances from one stage of life to another, guided by a 

sympathetic teacher and other supportive adults.

 This humanistic orientation is reflected in the German attitude 

toward school choice. There are numerous kinds of schools that stu-

dents can select from, especially among secondary schools in larger 

cities, and in this way German education has parallels to schooling in 

most other systems. In some instances, when industry leaders are 

especially invested in preparing certain kinds of workers, the voca-

tional schools are better resourced than the classical Gymnasia that 

prepare students for universities. Since the same word is used in 
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Germany to designate one as a “professional” whether one works 

with one’s hands or with one’s mind (Beruf, or a “calling”), there is 

equivalence among different occupations in their nomenclature.

 These contextual factors give school choice a different meaning 

than it occupies in other reform discourses. It is one’s actual skills as 

an electrician, machinist, or carpenter that matter if you are in a 

vocational school, not your test scores. This Germanic approach to 

choice is accompanied by different kinds of assessments. It also 

means that the ideological skirmishes that have marked US or 

English debates among advocates or critics of charter schools or 

academies have no parallel in Germany.

 Germany did not pursue policies similar to those developed by 

England, Sweden, and the US. A number of Germany’s policies have 

greater affinities with the Finnish model of social solidarity, discipli-

nary integrity, and assessment through demonstrations in the voca-

tional education sector. Germany has had the courage to study its 

own system, to acknowledge its inadequacies, and to persevere with 

reforms fitted to its own preferred future.

 None of this has been easy and there have been ferocious debates 

every step of the way. In Germany there is no clear explanation of 

how PISA results have improved, and there are plenty of arguments 

about what the rise in results means. Skeptics point to chance or 

dumb luck rather than any deliberate strategy. For example, the per-

centage of students attending the Gymnasia with their more academ-

ically demanding curricula has been rising steadily in recent decades 

and pre- dates PISA. This population shift to a more academically 

demanding curriculum likely has contributed to improved PISA 

results. However, with less than a third of German students attend-

ing Gymnasia, other factors must be influential.

 What are those factors?

 In Simon Breakspear’s 2012 report on “The Policy Impact of 

PISA,” Germany is identified as a nation with an “intense” level of 

responsiveness to the assessment. Germany’s response to what was 

called “PISA shock” has not simply been limited to government 

actions.17 In free and pluralistic societies it is important to investigate 

arenas that lie beyond government control that also make contribu-

tions to educational change. Germany is famous for its densely 
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textured voluntary associations that play important roles in advancing 

social progress. Let’s turn to two of these next.

Civil Society Organizations Initiate and Sustain Change

Reports that focus on the technical and policy- specific dimensions of 

educational change overlook the role that civil society associations 

and professional organizations play in improving education. It is as if 

the only serious change agent could ever be the government or that 

the only real catalyst for change could be data. There is no room for 

changes that could come from a unified profession or an organized 

public.

 This absence is partially understandable because so many trans-

national organizations like the OECD and the World Bank rely on 

government contracts to fund their work. Emphasizing the state’s 

role in creating policies that produce change is appealing to policy 

makers because they need to be re- elected. In many cases, however, 

it exaggerates the government’s role in influencing results.

 Change actually comes from many different sectors. For example, 

the Freedom Schools of the Civil Rights Movement in the US were 

not organized by the government but in spite of it.18 Recent protests 

by students in Chile for greater equity in education began as spon-

taneous eruptions of discontent and then brought teachers’ unions 

and other syndicates into their fold before electing a new generation 

of leaders to the country’s parliament.19 In the US, protests by 

teacher unions against standardized testing and the citizen- driven 

opt- out movement toppled the No Child Left Behind Act. Govern-

ments can and do play positive roles in education, but sometimes 

they have to be challenged, circumvented, or overcome to promote 

higher levels of learning or more equitable experiences of education 

for all students.

 In Germany, civil society and professional associations have been 

uplifting education and its results, including PISA, for many years. 

These groups are independent of government and are omitted from 

Strong Performers and Successful Reformers. Their leadership and effi-

cacy needs to be incorporated into any analysis of Germany’s rising 

PISA results.
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The German School Academy

One group that has shown leadership is the German School 

Academy, an initiative supported by the Robert Bosch and Heidehof 

Foundations since 2007. The foundations “sought to take on nothing 

less than to connect the public discussions that had begun with the 

PISA studies to positive examples of schools and instruction.”20 The 

foundations connected their work with a previous initiative of one of 

Germany’s largest newsweeklies, the Stern, and with ZDF, one of 

Germany’s major television channels, so that its activities would be 

broadcast across the country.

 Until 2015, the Academy was known as the “Academy of the 

German School Prize” and it focused on six criteria to select awards 

for schools. These are described in what follows next. It is important 

to attend to subtleties in how the particular philosophy of the 

Academy has been enacted. Similarities in translated terms should 

not be viewed as identical with current usage in nations in which the 

old imperatives have become institutionalized.

 The first of these six criteria is achievement. This entails not just 

high results in the core subjects of math, foreign languages, and 

science. It also encompasses the arts, sports, and interdisciplinary 

projects. Achievement can mean making a documentary film, launch-

ing a new app, or preserving a historical or cultural artifact in the 

community. At the Kleine Kielstrasse Elementary School in Dort-

mund, the first task of the principal was to talk with prostitutes and 

drug dealers at a nearby intersection to secure their cooperation in 

moving off the streets when students were coming to school in the 

morning or leaving in the afternoon. The second step was to get 

immigrant parents involved in the schools; this was done by setting 

up a room with sewing machines where mothers could come and 

work with one another in an atmosphere of relaxed conviviality. 

Finally, the principal worked with the teachers to produce evidence 

of student learning not on standardized tests, but on innovative port-

folios that tracked student learning over time.

 The second criterion is the school’s engagement with diversity. This 

includes learning disabilities, students’ socio- economic backgrounds, 

and the students’ ethnic and linguistic heritages. Given Germany’s 
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troubled past with diversity, establishing this criterion aligns with the 

nation’s efforts to face up to the darker chapters of its history, to learn 

from them, and to chart a more tolerant future. At the Robert Bosch 

Comprehensive School in Hildesheim, part of its award for diversity 

entailed taking care of a Jewish cemetery near the school and establish-

ing contact with Holocaust survivors from their community. Students 

from the school escorted me to the cemetery and described their efforts 

to maintain it as part of their civic responsibility.

 The third criterion is pedagogy. The selection committee looks for 

“schools that are engaged to ensure that students take responsibility 

for their own learning” and “facilitate the integration of learning sites 

outside of the school.”21 In Germany, pedagogy does not refer to the 

teachers’ ability to deliver content alone. This would violate the pro-

fession’s emphasis on establishing an optimal learning climate in 

which all students can thrive. This tradition has worked out theories 

of “general didactics” that are taught to all student teachers in 

Germany. (“Didactics” here is a false cognate; it means the opposite 

of lecturing, as the term is understood in English.) “General did-

actics” in Germany emphasizes the importance of educating the 

whole child in her or his moral, intellectual, and physical totality.22 

The didactic tradition requires that student learning is not encapsul-

ated by an inward- looking school but instead is open to the world.

 The fourth criterion of the selection committee is responsibility in 

how schools promote “respectful engagement with one another, crea-

tive possibilities for nonviolent conflict resolution, and careful inter-

actions with things that are not only postulated but actually brought 

to practical fruition.”23 A good school develops learners who are 

polite and accept disagreement as inevitable and even desirable in an 

open and free society. These are socio- emotional and democratic 

foundations of a good education.

 The fifth criterion relates to school climate. The school is assessed 

on its ability to establish an atmosphere in which “students, teachers, 

and parents like to go to the school; in which pedagogically fruitful 

relationships are established with persons outside of the school and 

address the public at large.”24 A good school cannot produce high 

learning outcomes for the public if this results in private misery for 

the students.
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 The sixth criterion is the school as a learning institution in which 

educators work together in a way that is “independent and sustain-

able.”25 Educators visit one another’s classrooms, provide each other 

with feedback, and visit other schools in order to acquire new ideas. 

They attend conferences hosted by the Academy to hear guest speak-

ers and to share their innovations with one another. These are espe-

cially important for educators teaching in schools characterized by 

high rates of inter- generational poverty in northern cities such as 

Hamburg, Essen, and Bremerhaven.

 When the Academy of the German School Prize gave its first 

award in Berlin, the President of the Federal Republic, Horst 

Köhler,26 gave the welcoming address with the title, “It Also Can 

Work Another Way.” While only a small percentage of the roughly 

44,000 German schools apply for the award, its high-level visibil-

ity, its emphasis on diverse forms of experimentation, and its 

humanistic thrust has made it a powerful influence in the German 

educational landscape. Schools that focus on immigrant youth, 

create novel forms of blended instruction for students with and 

without disabilities, and generate unique pedagogical concepts 

organized around the environment, the arts, or the sciences have 

won the award.

 In 2015 the Academy of the German School Prize reorganized 

its activities to de- emphasize the competitive nature of the award 

and was given a new name: the German School Academy. The 

German School Academy provides educators with holistic criteria 

with which to assess, deepen, and disseminate their work. It is 

working with the television company ARD to promote the 

Academy (rather than the original television company known as 

ZDF ), so that the public is informed about promising educational 

developments. The schools affiliated with the Academy have played 

important roles in disseminating diverse reform models, such as 

the teacher evaluation protocols developed at the Robert Bosch 

Comprehensive School, throughout the country.27 These have con-

tributed to the higher rate of teacher collaboration around lesson 

planning that exists in Germany than is the average for OECD 

nations.28
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One Square Kilometer of Education

When the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, Berlin rapidly trans-

formed itself from a divided city into an international hot spot for 

artists and entrepreneurs. Cheap flats in East Berlin were snatched 

up at lightning speed, trendy new clubs opened in nooks and cran-

nies all over the city, and real estate prices surged. It suddenly became 

effortless to stroll from the elegant Café Einstein on the Kürfursten-

strasse to the spectacular Museum Island without having to wait to 

get through passport control. Only the smell of East Berlin’s anti-

quated sewage system served as a rancid reminder of the drab com-

munist past in an otherwise transformed city.

 Beyond the glitter, however, another Berlin persisted, and 

nowhere more than in gritty Neukölln, a neighborhood with half 

of its population on welfare and a 40 percent jobless rate in the first 

decade of the new millennium. Schools in Neukölln were popu-

lated with over 80 percent immigrant youth, almost all from the 

Middle East, and almost all of whom had German as a second lan-

guage. Less than 1 percent of all of the city’s teachers had immig-

rant backgrounds, leaving few adults to serve as role models or 

translators with personal experience of the challenges in adapting 

to the dominant culture. The immigrant youth typically found 

themselves tracked to the lowest level of Germany’s secondary 

schools (the Hauptschule). Many of their teachers had been pre-

pared in former communist East Germany. This walled- off country 

was so closed to outsiders that in the 1980s its residents were for-

bidden to travel even to neighboring Soviet satellites for fear of 

ideological contamination.

 Such social settings are ripe for all kinds of cross- cultural miscom-

munication and conflict. In Neukölln all of the social pressures broke 

into the open in February 2006 when Petra Eggebrecht, principal of 

the Rütli School, authored a letter to the Berlin Senate that was 

leaked to the press. Eggebrecht described a school that had come to 

a dead end in which students constantly defied their teachers, resisted 

any form of instruction, and committed random acts of violence. 

Parents did not respond to phone calls and educators felt abandoned 

by the community. Eggebrecht called for immediate assistance from 
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a crisis intervention team and for the school’s abolition as an out-

moded Hauptschule into something more inclusive and aspirational.

 The fact that Eggebrecht’s letter found its way to the press was a 

public relations nightmare for the school system. Reporters flocked 

to the Rütli School. Some politicians made statements that inflamed 

social resentments of immigrants. The previous principal of the 

school was interviewed by the press and blamed the problems of the 

school on insufficient faculty and teachers who were unprepared to 

educate culturally diverse students.

 “The Rütli School became a symbol of a system that didn’t possess 

the strength to educate its weakest students,” the Berliner Zeitung 

later reported.29 If any school in Germany had reached the pedago-

gical equivalent of Ground Zero, it was the Rütli Schule.

 Ten years later, however, the school has been transformed. The 

old Hauptschule that prepared students only for blue- collar jobs was 

abolished in the 2008–2009 school year. Cordula Heckmann was 

appointed as the school’s new principal in 2009, and the Rütli School 

began to offer college preparatory classes. Students now document 

their own learning through portfolios that allow them to reflect on 

their development and to present it persuasively to others. In 2014 

the Rütli School graduated its first class with the Abitur that will 

allow them to enter university studies. Eighteen of the 23 students 

with the Abitur were of immigrant backgrounds. The student dropout 

rate plummeted from over 20 percent in 2006 to between 5 and 6 

percent in 2014. One indication of the rebirth of the Rütli School is 

that other schools in Neukölln are clamoring for a similar infusion of 

new resources—perhaps the ultimate testimony to its success.

 Positive changes are evident not just in the building but also in the 

environment of the school. How could one capitalize upon all of the 

assets that reside in an immigrant community and bring them into 

better coordination with one another to support the children who 

attend the Rütli School? “Campus Rütli,” a network of resources near 

the school, now brings sparkle to Neukölln. Early childhood centers, 

job training facilities, other public schools, and a new art gallery are 

all networked into Campus Rütli. An after- school program fostering 

the arts provides visitors with a creativity- rich introduction to 

Campus Rütli. Teachers work collaboratively to establish long- term 
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goals, instruction is individualized, and non- profits, philanthropies, 

and government agencies support the community.

 Beyond these important incremental changes, the Rütli School 

engaged the city government of Berlin and some of Germany’s most 

creative foundations in developing a new concept, “One Square Kilo-

meter of Education,” to respond not only to the crisis at the Rütli 

School but the need for Germany to better welcome its surging 

numbers of immigrants. This bears many similarities with the Harlem’s 

Children Zone in New York City but also a decisive difference: “One 

Square Kilometer of Education” is working with traditional public 

schools, not charter schools that stand outside of the larger system.

 I have served as technical advisor on the “One Square Kilometer 

of Education” project over the past ten years. What began as an 

almost desperate shot- in-the- dark project to revive a crisis- ridden 

school has evolved into a firmly embedded network of community 

and educational supports for the Rütli School. The school hosts visi-

tors from throughout Germany on a regular basis. Furthermore, the 

pioneering work of “One Square Kilometer of Education” was pre-

scient. Given the hundreds of thousands of new immigrants arriving 

in Germany in the wake of the Syrian conflict, “One Square Kilo-

meter of Education” offers a promising model of achievement with 

integrity that can be an inspiration for all.

The Cultural Ministers’ Conference

The German School Academy and the “One Square Kilometer of 

Education” project are bottom- up civil society initiatives to improve 

German schools and society. Such undertakings are often left out of 

mainstream policy discourse. For some it is government policy, and 

government policy alone, that is responsible for student learning in 

the end.

 But for educational change to be sustainable it must engage those 

closest to the students—especially classroom teachers and school 

administrators—with policy makers and researchers in communities 

of inquiry. Educators need opportunities to be involved in the 

shaping of policies since they will be the ones whose actions will 

determine whether the policies are successful or not in the long run.
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 We shouldn’t be surprised to learn that there is reluctance 

among Germans to invest too much authority in the central gov-

ernment. When Nazi Germany was defeated at the end of World 

War II, the Allies, led by the US, insisted on creating a federal 

system of education to prevent the abuses of government that had 

occurred under the Third Reich.30 But this federal system originally 

brought mixed blessings. Top- down authoritarian control had been 

avoided, but system coherence and consistency were also weak. 

Even before the first PISA results were published, Germans were 

confronted with other assessment data from TIMSS in 1996 indi-

cating that their students’ skills were widely divergent not only 

across but also within states.31 When PISA results were released 

Germans learned that the comparison of students’ math results 

from the worst performing states revealed that they were two years 

behind the top performers. Further analysis showed that math 

teachers focused excessively on the technical nature of math and 

gave inadequate attention to problem solving and complex 

modeling. Since PISA aspires to measure real- world skills, these 

curricular imbalances were reflected in item analyses of students’ 

results.

 To address these discrepancies, Germans have agreed upon learn-

ing standards for the whole country. But this has been done differ-

ently from elsewhere. The standards have not entailed testing all 

students in grades 3–8 to establish adequate yearly progress. Nor 

have they been used to benchmark teachers’ salary bonuses to their 

students’ test scores. The intention has been educational—to gather 

information to improve learning.

 After the first PISA results were released in Germany, the Cultural 

Ministers’ Conference (Kultusministerkonferenz or KMK) represent-

ing all 16 federal states, commissioned researchers to recommend 

national standards in collaboration with teachers. The standards were 

correlated with educational goals, competency models, and assess-

ments. In these ways greater coherence was sponsored throughout 

the school system, although in almost every other way each state still 

places its unique policy imprimatur on its schools. Secondary school 

standards in mathematics were approved in 2003 and primary school 

standards were approved in 2004.
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 Since standards by themselves do nothing to improve teaching and 

learning, the KMK also established networks of researchers and 

practitioners to work with classroom teachers and principals to 

improve instruction, curricula, and assessments. A new Institute for 

Improvement of Educational Quality was established at Humboldt 

University in Berlin. Its task is to monitor student achievement 

results, to provide supportive materials for educators, and to develop 

new assessments.

 All students in Germany are now tested in either German or math-

ematics at grades 3 and 8. Each state is free to determine which subject 

it will assess in a given year and at which grade level. The endeavor is to 

establish greater clarity across the country for what students should 

know and be able to do. This is transparency with a light touch.

 As was the case with the Academy of the German School Prize 

and “One Square Kilometer of Education,” it is not possible to prove 

that the creation of national standards or networks of educators have 

caused Germany’s improving PISA results. Even if they did, 

Germany preceded the US in this regard, so its successes cannot have 

been derived from US experience.

 Educational change is shaped by the interaction of government 

policy, professional reforms, and civil society initiatives. We can’t just 

look at top- down policies, appeal to strategies that have been imperi-

ally transferred from systems elsewhere, or even assume that all real 

change percolates from the bottom up. Taking Germany as an 

example, we have learned that educational change is more compli-

cated than any of that. Change is about the interactions of many 

parts of complex systems that span all of the way from government 

policies through civil society straight into the nexus of teaching and 

learning that occurs at the classroom level. Getting all of those parts 

to work together is what makes it so challenging.

Conclusion

Germany is a peaceful, multicultural democracy that avoids touting 

its own merits, although others increasingly are doing so. In 2013 

French public intellectual Alain Minc published Vive l’Allegmagne! 

(Long Live Germany!), praising Germany’s successful reinvention as 
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the continent’s foremost multicultural democracy.32 In 2014 Italian 

political scientist Angelo Bolaffi published Curo Tedesco (German 

Heart), arguing that Europeans today should rally behind Germany’s 

steadfast dedication to human rights and social democracy.33 Signifi-

cantly, Minc and Bolaffi are both of Jewish descent. They don’t 

confuse Germany’s past with its efforts to lead Europe and the world 

toward a better and more inclusive future.

 For historical reasons, we should not expect Germans to promote 

their improving educational system through inspirational speeches or 

commentaries. No one is promoting “German Lessons” for others to 

learn from. Circumspection about national pride has become a German 

character trait. Elsewhere, other nations have been all too eager to 

adopt practices from powerful nations even when they have stalled in 

their home countries. This chapter has shown us that we can do better.

 The first new imperative of educational change concerned the need 

to get past ideologies to study evidence of learning and how that is 

related to government policies. The second imperative described in 

the current chapter indicates that one highly impactful report, the 

OECD’s Strong Performers and Successful Reformers, with its imperial 

pretentions must be viewed critically. We must become better at 

interpreting the change for ourselves so that it fits our own traditions 

and maximizes our own potential.

 Who should lead this interpretive imperative? Ideally, those at the 

vanguard of this movement should be educators themselves, spanning 

the spectrum of the whole, united profession from classroom teachers 

to principals to superintendents. Ironically, however, these very same 

individuals have been most disempowered by the old imperatives. 

Two- thirds of teachers surveyed on the TALIS study report that their 

schools are hostile to innovations. Only one- third communicate that 

teaching is respected in their country. Four- fifths indicate that when 

they are evaluated this is done for managerial reasons and not to 

improve teaching and learning. The problems teachers face are not 

due to their teacher education programs, because overwhelming 

majorities report that these did a good job preparing them for the 

classroom. The problem has to do with constraints they face once they 

enter the classroom. These teachers are struggling under an increas-

ingly anachronistic prescriptive imperative.
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 Teachers want to get beyond this state of affairs. They want to be 

able to develop creative lesson plans, to work on teams, and to make 

good judgments. They want to show what they can do and to be 

proud members of a guild that helps them to go on improving 

throughout their careers. But they will never get there with an atom-

istic approach to change that gives them a tick in one box for writing 

a behavioral objective on the blackboard and another tick for review-

ing the main ideas at the end of a lesson, important as such practices 

might be. They will rather need an entirely new recasting of their 

work. This is at the heart of the new professional imperative.
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4
THE PROFESSIONAL IMPERATIVE

NEW FRAMEWORKS FOR CHANGE

In an affluent district on the east coast of the US, elementary school 

teachers spend every day in the month before state tests are adminis-

tered giving their students multiple- choice items to review for the 

English language components. In an urban high school in Arizona, 

an economics teacher is required to begin the school year by giving 

students a pre- test that will be compared with a post- test at the end 

of the year. In a rural school district in the Pacific Northwest, teach-

ers cut back on fiction so that their curriculum is better aligned with 

the Common Core State Standards.

 Such practices are slowly but surely draining the magic out of 

education. Too many US students today are reading mainly informa-

tional text, so they will know how to comprehend manuals in order 

to compete successfully with China and India. One impatient student 

who was bored with informational text asked me, “Why can’t we ever 

read something interesting in this school?” When I asked him what 

he had in mind, his response was, “Something exciting, like some-

thing about dragons!” This student pulled on my heartstrings because 

like many others, I was an indifferent reader until I stumbled upon 

J.R.R. Tolkien when I was in junior high school. The madcap esca-

pades of the hobbits were a revelation to me. To be whisked away 

from the awkwardness of early adolescence into the fabulous fantasy 

of Middle Earth was the ultimate liberation for my restless mind.

 Teachers who are sympathetic to their students’ cravings to be 

carried far away from their humdrum lives have had a tough time 

under the old imperatives. I recently observed an English class of 
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10th graders in the US where the students were just starting their 

first novel of the year—in February. By contrast, when I was in high 

school decades ago, by this point of time our English teachers were 

throwing all kinds of demanding classical and contemporary authors 

at us—so we would grapple with issues like death, madness, and 

prejudice. What are too many students today getting instead? They 

are reading informational text.

 An old prescriptive imperative from government at the federal, 

state, and district levels undermined teachers’ best judgments about 

pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment. This is not just a problem in 

the US. Roughly one- third of teachers in the most recent TALIS 

survey indicated that they do not select the curricula that they teach 

and one in five does not choose the assessments.1 In practice, what 

this means is that teachers in many systems are provided with a 

scripted curriculum to follow in preparing students for tests that they 

have not designed. In some cases, teachers find themselves receiving 

instructional coaching from the sales agents of the companies that 

provide the curriculum or that designed the tests.2

 In The Mindful Teacher, my co- author Elizabeth MacDonald and I 

describe such phenomena as “alienated teaching.”3 This is what 

happens when teachers adjust their pedagogies and their curricula 

out of a sense of respect for and obligation to higher authorities, even 

when the teachers know they are eroding their professional judg-

ment. Research by Corrie Stone- Johnson4 has documented that once 

alienated teaching becomes pervasive in a school it impacts everyone, 

even school counselors, who just like teachers, are pressed into bur-

eaucratic compliance.

 If anything can be learned from the No Child Left Behind Act in 

the US, it is that excessive government intervention in schools 

doesn’t work. This was belatedly recognized by the Obama adminis-

tration itself. On the website announcing the passage of the “Every 

Student Succeeds Act,” the Department of Education acknowledged 

that “over time, NCLB’s prescriptive requirements became increas-

ingly unworkable for schools and educators.”5 One White House 

press release decried the “one- size-fits- all mandates of the No Child 

Left Behind Act” and empowered “state and local decision- makers 

to develop their own strong systems for school improvement based 
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upon evidence, rather than imposing cookie- cutter federal solutions 

like No Child Left Behind did.”6

 Quotations such as these from the very authorities that led the 

command and control strategies that it belatedly criticized indicate 

that the old prescriptive imperative, like the ideological and imperial 

imperatives before it, has exhausted itself. But exhaustion doesn’t 

necessarily lead to change. It can just as likely lead to paralysis.

 So a battle is underway now on a global scale for a new professional 

imperative that must be shaped by educators themselves. This has 

three components:

1 Educators must get smarter and better at the craft of teaching 

itself, both in their theoretical knowledge base and in practice.

2 Educators must develop their social capital through peer- learning 

networks that they themselves lead and control.

3 Educators must develop their autonomous judgment through 

constant inquiry, reflection, and improvement.

As stated in Chapter 1, this triple framing of the professional impera-

tive augments the arguments for professional capital developed by 

Hargreaves and Fullan, along with the OECD’s TALIS framework.7 

The two frameworks are depicted in Figure 4.1.

 When brought together, these two frameworks provide powerful 

conceptual and evidence- based tools for improving teaching and 

learning.

Figure 4.1 The Professional Capital and TALIS Frameworks Compared.
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Deepening the Knowledge Base in Singapore

How should educators go about improving their knowledge base, or 

in the language of Professional Capital, their human capital? There is 

a wealth of research available now from world- renowned researchers 

and teachers. John Hattie’s Visible Learning, to take one example, 

provides a panorama of over 800 meta- analyses drawn from over 

50,000 studies on student achievement, with accompanying infer-

ences for educators.8 Doug Lemov’s Teaching Like a Champion (2010) 

breaks teaching down into 49 practices that the author claims have 

lifted results.9

 These are valuable contributions to the literature on teaching. 

Especially for beginning teachers, they contain a host of ideas on 

how to manage large and unruly classes of restless youngsters and 

how to get them focused on activities that will stretch their thinking 

far beyond memorization and recall. The videos that accompany 

Teaching Like a Champion online are full of practical advice on ways 

to introduce lessons, to pace them in a way that bring along strug-

gling learners, and to evaluate students not only on state examina-

tions but on a broader assortment of evaluations. This is done in a 

way that conveys an upbeat, can- do attitude that has contributed to 

their enormous popularity.

 Lemov is weak on the empirical foundations of his strategies, 

beyond the success of the “Uncommon Schools” network in which 

he has been a leader. This could be questioned because the Uncom-

mon Schools draw primarily on student results in high- achieving 

charter schools, and research continues to raise questions about how 

representative the students in such schools are.10 Hattie’s recommen-

dations, on the other hand, are empirically grounded. What does he 

say about the best ways to improve teachers’ knowledge base?

 Invisible Learning, like Teaching Like a Champion, abounds in 

advice for classroom teachers. Educators are shown that some effect 

sizes measuring the impacts of different pedagogies are enormous. 

These are related to practices as diverse as classroom management 

styles, student feedback strategies, and teachers’ clarity with their 

instructions to students. Other effect sizes, such as whole language, 

student control over learning, and out- of-school experiences such as 
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field trips are minuscule. These effect sizes are listed in rank order 

online.11 The implication appears to be clear: Teachers can maximize 

their students’ learning by implementing practices with track records 

of success, as determined by effect sizes.

 Or is it really so clear? Toward the end of Invisible Learning, 

Hattie cautions that “evidence based on effect sizes alone could lead 

to poor decisions” because every educational choice involves trade- 

offs, and some of the most important reforms related to teachers’ 

professional development are expensive.12 There is a belated recogni-

tion that it is necessary to balance different kinds of reforms with 

prosaic everyday realities related to school budgets, political pres-

sures, and teachers’ workplace cultures. Effect sizes, then, are 

advisory. They are not a dogma to be worshipped.

 So books such as Teaching Like a Champion and Invisible Learning 

offer numerous strengths, but are necessarily incomplete. They focus 

so much on the intricacies of classroom teaching that they do not ask 

after aspects of teacher learning that could stretch across classrooms 

and schools. These are important because an excessively narrow defi-

nition of the profession has led teachers in many cases to define 

themselves as a “grade 4 teacher” or a “middle school math teacher,” 

for example.

 The best school system that socializes educators into a broad 

understanding of their profession is that of the small city- state of 

Singapore.13 For some, it is absurd to imagine that a minuscule island 

at the tip of the Malay peninsula could have much to offer to larger 

systems. But skeptics need to be reminded that it was tiny Singapore 

that so impressed Chinese Premier Xiaopeng when he visited it in 

1978 that he subsequently set about creating Special Economic 

Zones back home. These transformed the Peoples’ Republic of China 

from an underdeveloped backwater to the world’s largest economy in 

just 35 years.

 Singapore’s educational system has six strands that are especially 

striking in terms of their intense dedication to teaching and learning. 

First, Singaporean educators are guaranteed by their work contracts 

access to 100 hours of professional development each year. In no 

other system is there such a clear, explicit recognition that teaching is 

a complex profession and requires continual learning if it is to be 
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honed to perfection. Policy makers in other jurisdictions need to be 

told, “Don’t tell me about your values; just show me your budget 

allocations for your teachers’ professional development.”

 Second, teachers in Singapore have the clearest professional devel-

opment ladders of any system in the world. This is not based upon 

their students’ test score results, but on a composite of indicators 

reflecting their strengths and the contributions that they can make to 

the school system. Early on, they are identified and recruited into 

career tracks that emphasize school leadership, teacher leadership, or 

curriculum development and support. This does not happen for one 

or two special teachers, but for all teachers. The system sends out the 

explicit message that continued professional learning and growth is 

not optional but obligatory.

 Third, Singapore teachers use a term that I have never heard in the 

US. This is the term “seconded.” In Singapore, this refers to when a 

teacher has been transferred for a few years to the National Institute 

of Education, where all teachers are prepared. The term “posted” is 

used when teachers are transferred to the Ministry of Education. 

Teachers are seconded and posted frequently because educators do 

not serve a particular subject, nor a particular school, but the profes-

sion. This requires that once they have accomplished a given level of 

practice they will move about in the system to circulate their know-

ledge and to learn from others. This is all done in a smoothly organ-

ized fashion that allows teachers to continue to progress in their 

career ladders. (This aspect of Singaporean professionalism is espe-

cially striking for me because I once had a large grant in the US in 

which I endeavored to work with colleagues to establish a similar 

level of professional fluidity among seven higher education institu-

tions, 18 schools, and the Massachusetts Department of Elementary 

and Secondary Education. The bureaucratic barriers were too great. 

It didn’t work.)

 Fourth, the circulation of teachers is expedited by norms that 

communicate that every child truly matters for the future of Singa-

pore and possesses strengths that cannot be wasted. Ironically, in 

ostensibly meritocratic Singapore, there is much more attentiveness 

to social justice in education than in many other allegedly democratic 

systems. It is common when visiting schools to meet educators who 
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are working in the island’s poorest communities who previously were 

posted in the most privileged schools. These educators consider it a 

badge of honor to be working in a community where their talents are 

most needed. For something similar to happen in a country like the 

US, it would need to be routine that educators from affluent subur-

ban schools would be re- assigned to the inner city, and would be 

viewed by others as experts at the pinnacle of their powers.

 Fifth, Singaporean educators have done a masterful job blending 

new technologies with the old. Ngee Ann Secondary School was 

developed by principal Adrian Lim into an award- winning techno-

logy school, but the first thing that I saw upon entering it several 

years ago wasn’t a computer lab. Instead, I entered well- equipped art 

studios, in which students mastered calligraphy. Further on, I visited 

a design studio in which students created their own online art galler-

ies and explored principles of robotics. Teachers encouraged students 

to use Twitter to post questions in real time on a screen at the front 

of the room, and they also used closed Facebook pages to post read-

ings, track student discussions about course material, and to correct 

misconceptions.

 When I asked Ngee Ann teachers how much they used new tech-

nologies in their instruction, they estimated between 20 and 30 

percent. They were clear that they wanted their students to master a 

demanding academic curriculum, and that technology that distracted 

from that was forbidden. In the same school, Lim showed a powerful 

video clip as part of the school’s professional development. It was enti-

tled “Disconnect to Connect,” and it urged viewers to put away their 

devices and to rediscover the importance of family and friends. This 

professional development asked educators to use technology intention-

ally and to put it away when it gets in the way of powerful experiences.

 Sixth, Singaporean educators are intrigued but not blinded by test 

score results. This theme is vividly depicted in Pak Tee Ng’s compan-

ion volume in this Routledge Leading Change Series entitled Educa-

tional Change in Singapore: Drawing Strengths from Paradoxes.14 At a 

personal level, I’ve had the privilege of hosting delegations of Singa-

porean educators in the US, and have been impressed by the kinds of 

schools they want to visit. These include traditional inner- city public 

schools, Catholic suburban schools, and Waldorf schools. They don’t 
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make a beeline for charter schools. They know that there are many dif-

ferent kinds of schools available to learn from, and that doing so is part 

of their professional obligation for deepening their knowledge base.

 No system is perfect, and Singaporean educators are resolutely 

modest about their schools. They are aware of the shortcoming 

caused by years of “kiasu,” a local term referring to the fear of being 

left behind. This is a small country that was easily invaded and occu-

pied by the Japanese during World War II. Even though the memo-

ries fade with every passing year, the anxiety persists.

 To address the negative aspects of what is called “kiasuism,” the 

Singaporean school system has been trying to open up more space 

for creativity through a policy of “Teach Less, Learn More.” The 

professional knowledge that the TALIS framework calls for, and has 

been developed so well in the Singaporean system, thus will need to 

be understood in a flexible way. There is growing awareness that the 

knowledge base needs to expand beyond what is easily measured. As 

the system reinvents itself, so too should our ways of understanding 

its teachers’ evolving professionalism.

Spreading Peer Learning Networks in Mexico

From its origin in medieval European universities to the present day, 

the concept of professionalism always has combined expert know-

ledge and public service. With the rise of modern government agen-

cies, professionalism has become entangled with certification or 

accreditation of schools and universities. This can make the term 

“professional” sclerotic. When reduced to a series of atomized items 

on a checklist, the nobility of the enterprise is compromised. A 

calling that should inspire and transform, at least in part through the 

relationships between teachers and students, becomes all about com-

pliance and consent.

 A dynamic professionalism cannot give into these administrative 

tendencies, indispensable as they are. It must be recreated in new and 

unlikely settings with the original concepts of expertise and service 

recombined in new ways. To see how such a dynamic professional-

ism is taking shape, educators need to look beyond high- achieving 

jurisdictions in the affluent economies of the global North.
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 Latin America in particular is a region that today is a rich hybrid 

of indigenous cultures and European immigrants. Whatever influ-

ences are felt from outside, Latin America has preserved its own tra-

ditions. One of these is the idea of “de- schooling society.”15 This 

philosophy originated in the 1960s through intellectual exchanges at 

the Centro Intercultural de Documentación in Cuernavaca, Mexico. 

Gabriel Cámara, a young Mexican looking to develop his ideas, was 

one of those attracted to Cuernavaca at the time, where he was 

enthralled by a promising new vision of educational and societal 

change.

 Like many reformers, Cámara’s first realization of the many limi-

tations of traditional schooling had come when he himself had been 

a student. He was having trouble with mathematics as a middle 

school pupil until a boy from his neighborhood offered to tutor him. 

With the little bit of extra assistance, Cámara came to excel in math: 

“I was surprised to learn that I was capable of learning and also of 

enjoying learning,” he later wrote.16

 Cámara never forgot this experience. Years later he and his col-

leagues created a network entitled the “Learning Community Project” 

(LCP). The LCP has spread a new model of tutorial relationships 

throughout schools. Participating schools improved results “at a similar 

or faster pace than schools not in the program” in Spanish and mathe-

matics.17 How has the LCP attained these results?

 When I went to study the LCP in 2012, in one rural middle school 

students were seated across small tables from one another. One student 

was a tutor; another received tutoring. The selection of the tutor and 

the tutee was not ability- based in any traditional sense of the term but 

much more had to do with whether a given student had mastered 

enough of the curriculum to impart it to another. The curriculum was 

directly taken from the Ministry of Education in Mexico City. Tutors 

had learned to ask some kinds of questions related to a given curricular 

exercise but not others so that their knowledge could be developed log-

ically from one step to the next. The learning atmosphere was intense 

but not stressed.

 Tutors were not passive in this experience. They were charged 

with not just observing the students they were tutoring, but also with 

taking detailed notes on what they were observing about the learning 
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process. They were taught by their teachers to practice mindful, crit-

ical engagement with the thinking of the student who is being 

tutored. Probing dialogue between tutor and tutee is encouraged, but 

the tutor must not give the tutee the answer to a question. The 

upshot is that while one student is learning the academic curriculum, 

the other student is studying learning—developing the skills of atten-

tiveness to detail and the complex nature of problem solving that are 

required for mastering any discipline. All students, from the bright-

est to those who are most challenged, in this way are taught by their 

teachers how to learn and how to teach.

 In too many schools, small group work is handled in a sloppy 

fashion. It’s easy for students to distract one another and to get off 

task. One of the factors that makes tutorial relationships effective in 

Mexico concerns the ways in which new knowledge is shared with 

the whole school community. The conclusion of the tutoring is a 

public demonstration of content mastery. Students know that on 

occasion they will be called to stand before their peers or the faculty 

to show that they have mastered all of the steps in solving a problem.

 When Cámara leads this process with students, teachers, and 

principals, it is fiercely rigorous. There is an intensity and focus to the 

questioning not seen in many presentations of student work. The 

presenter has to be prepared to defend the solution from multiple 

perspectives. Superficial knowledge of an answer is not enough. The 

tone is dialogical, but also critical, probing, and insistent. Question 

and answer fly back and forth in a way that is reminiscent of the 

intellectual training that Cámara himself internalized in his many 

years as a Jesuit priest.

 Cámara and his colleagues discuss how important it is to master the 

subject matter so that learners are secure in their knowledge. The cur-

riculum has to be struggled over and wrestled with before it can be 

internalized. This means that the learner has to be reconceptualized 

from being a passive recipient to an active inquirer. There are similar-

ities here to Paolo Freire’s “problem- posing” pedagogy, with the key 

difference that Freire focused exclusively on adult education in factories 

or fields.18 Cámara has taken Freire’s principles into schools. This is the 

opposite of de- schooling society. It is re- schooling it, with a different 

kind of professional logic at work.
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 With test scores rising in participating schools, state governments 

and the Ministry of Education in Mexico City provided funding to 

expand tutorial pedagogies to over 9,000 schools by 2012. Many of 

the newly participating schools were remote rural and severely under-

funded middle schools with pedagogies that relied excessively on 

unimaginative frontal instruction on government- sponsored televi-

sion programs for instruction. Tutorial relations in these schools 

transformed learning from passive listening to active engagement. 

Students and teachers responded with enthusiasm. Over 43 regional 

exchanges occurred across schools to spread the pedagogy, along with 

two national “Learning Fairs” in Mexico City and Querétaro.

 During a visit to an urban secondary school in 2012, I found over 

one hundred teachers working in tutorial pairs on mathematics cur-

riculum to fortify their understanding. I circulated freely throughout 

the transformed school gymnasium, approaching learners in disparate 

corners of the room to get a sense of just how genuine the tutorial 

process was. Discussions with the teachers revealed a calm and 

focused engagement with learning. Those who had struggled with 

concepts they were required to teach were especially grateful for the 

tutorial experience. Experienced teachers know that there is nothing 

more frustrating than feeling insecure in one’s own academic content 

knowledge. Tutorial relations gave teachers a humanistic foundation 

for consolidating their knowledge from a sympathetic and supportive 

colleague. Tutorial relations are transforming professional develop-

ment in Mexico, with implications for educators everywhere.

 As tutorial relations spread through Mexico, its practices became 

powerful because of their popularity. In this way tutorial relations 

became a social movement with a strong foundation, especially in 

rural schools. The LCP’s egalitarian message challenged the tradi-

tional culture of schools with their clear definitions of control and 

hierarchy. Power in Spanish is poder, which means “to be able to” in 

the sense of capacity. “The important point was not only taking 

power, but also changing its logic,” Rincón-Gallardo has written.19 

Power in tutorial relations is a precondition for improved learning.

 At times, government authorities in Mexico have become con-

cerned that they had empowered schools working with the LCP 

beyond what originally had been intended. Funding lines were then 
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cut as authorities sought to re- establish traditional definitions of 

schooling. When the Ministry of Education cut funding, educators 

responded with initiatives at the state level. When funding has been 

reduced in some states, tutorial network leaders have relocated to 

others.

 Although poverty is more pervasive in Mexico than in most of 

North America and Europe, tutorial educators have had some 

advantages over educators in other jurisdictions. State examinations 

have been suspended since 2013, which has enabled educators to 

preserve the key principle of enabling students to learn at their own 

pace rather than in highly pressurized environments. Even when 

government endeavors to be prescriptive, it lacks the resources for 

surveillance, so educators have the freedom to experiment. The states 

of Guanajuato, Veracruz, Durango, and Chiapas continue to support 

regional exchanges of schools participating in tutorial relationships.

 The model developed by Cámara and his colleagues of tutorial 

relationships in Mexico has been spread across the country and 

recently has been taken up by 60 schools in Chile. It demonstrates 

the power of peer learning networks to transform the teaching and 

learning that is at the heart of education. This is a new form of pro-

fessionalism. It is not based upon teachers’ power over their students. 

It is based on a common pursuit of understanding.

Enhancing Mindful Teaching in Arizona

Today some of the most inspiring work I know of regarding teacher 

learning is occurring in a US state with one of the lowest per- pupil 

expenditures: Arizona. This southwestern state has never been gener-

ous with its students or its teachers. Professional associations are 

weak. It is easy to circumvent the regulatory safeguards in place by 

many states if anyone, with just the minimum of professional train-

ing, wants to open up a charter school or home school children. 

Arizona receives a grade of D+ on the Quality Counts Report of the 

Education Week Research Center, which ranks the Grand Canyon 

state 47th out of all 50 on its overall state grade.20

 Educators have endeavored to improve schools in Arizona, in part 

by creating innovative curricula to engage the many immigrant and 
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Latino students with studies of their own culture. These, however, 

provoked a backlash by politicians concerned that they were sponsor-

ing ethnic separatism. Arizona in 2010 banned a popular Mexican- 

American studies course from the curricular offerings in Tucson. A 

state audit later indicated that there was no evidence supporting the 

contention of ethnic chauvinism. A careful empirical study showed 

that students who took the course had higher grade point averages 

and a higher graduation rate than a control group.21

 In Arizona the supports provided by the state and school districts 

are weak for professionals. The politics of education are adversarial 

and project a divided public. What of promise could be going on in 

regard to teachers’ learning in Arizona?

 The Arizona K12 Center provides a resource that shows how crea-

tive and persistent leadership can uplift the teaching profession even 

in contested circumstances. For 15 years the state’s teachers have 

organized their work collectively under the auspices of the Center. 

Unlike many non- profit organizations that are beholden to the shift-

ing winds of funders and policy makers, the Center has served as the 

conscience of the profession in challenging times.

 When teacher leader Daniela Robles organized staff at her school 

to undertake school- wide licensure by the National Board for Profes-

sional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), she was prepared for hard 

work. She was not prepared for her district to re- assign her to 

another school as a consequence. Thanks to the Center, Robles’ 

experiences, as well as those of her colleagues, were captured in a 

film, “The Mitchell 20,” that documents the roadblocks facing teach-

ers who want to get better at their craft.22

 The Arizona K12 Center defines a core part of its mandate as 

developing teacher leaders while providing the supports they need to 

keep them in the classroom. It has done this by developing a 

“Teacher Solutions Team” that is available to mentor other teachers 

and that actively posts on a blog entitled “Stories from School AZ.”23 

The blog provides a space for teachers to ask one another critical 

questions about what is happening with their profession. Postings 

reveal educators at their best: As witty provocateurs of student learn-

ing who are willing to exhaust every strategy and more to help 

reluctant and oppositional students to achieve.
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 Among the questions posed by educators on “Stories from School” 

are the following:

to take ten hours of standardized tests in ten days, instead of 

trusting teachers to keep track of their students’ learning?

-

ciate the stability it can provide for those from turbulent home 

environments get so much attention by calling for its abolition?

to the same mind- numbing presentations about how to close out 

the academic calendar year after year?

fund- raisers for their schools, and then, when they don’t bring in 

expected revenues, this task is passed on to teachers?

You’d have to have a heart of stone not to be moved by these teach-

ers’ motivation to get past the mountains of distractions that stand in 

their pathways in order to do the best they can for their students. 

You’d have to be deaf to teachers’ voices not to heed their call for a 

recalibration of how we organize our schools and how we should 

relate to our students. There is little in the “Stories from School” 

about benefits to education from policies that teachers received from 

on high. Instead, there are accounts of struggling students and stead-

fast educators working hand in hand in a joint effort to attain 

achievement with integrity.

 The Arizona K12 Center, like the LCP, gives educators the space 

they crave for learning how to make the best possible judgments for 

their students. This is described as “decisional capital” in the profes-

sional capital framework and “autonomy” in the TALIS framework. 

The Arizona teachers use the term “mindful teaching” to capture the 

reflective and intellectual components of their craft. They have compiled 

a report, “Mindful Teacher Leadership in Arizona Schools and Com-

munities,” that describes this work.24 Drawing upon my research with 

Boston Public Schools teacher leader Elizabeth MacDonald, the report 

provides anchoring illustrations of how teachers’ professional judgment 

is exercised on behalf of their students.25 These include the following:
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Deborah Kohls advocated for a struggling student with behavi-

oral problems for years after he had left her elementary school 

classroom, including at his middle school, because she knew that 

without her support, he would be lost without an ally in the 

larger school.

when district funding for the materials was cut because she saw 

how it benefited her students.

School in Gilbert Public Schools determined that they have the 

talent and resources to develop a teacher- led school that will focus 

on students’ learning when making all decisions in their building.

In the above cases and those of the other anchoring illustrations, Ari-

zona’s educators prove that one should never wait to exercise what is 

called either decisional capital or autonomy. With the support of col-

leagues at the Arizona K12 Center, mindful teacher leadership is exhib-

ited when educators step forward to advocate on behalf of their students, 

to choose the very best curricula, and to redesign school leadership in 

ways that focus more on learning and less on management. They are 

new manifestations of professionalism for educators. They do not cir-

cumvent the profession from without. They build it up from within.

Conclusion

New repertoires for deepening teachers’ knowledge base in Singapore, 

spreading peer learning networks in Mexico, and cultivating mindful 

teacher leadership in Arizona reveal facets of a new professionalism for 

teachers. This is activist and innovative rather than data- driven or 

compliance- oriented. It is bold and specific. It is reflective rather than 

reactive. Such emerging models of change reflect an explosion of 

innovation in the education sector. There are sites where achievement 

with integrity is enacted in an exemplary fashion.

 In the TALIS 2013 study, the authors note that “in many coun-

tries, external accountability for professionalism has created a ‘pre-

scribed’ professionalism dictated by national policies and standards, 

which differs from the ‘enacted’ professionalism that exists in 



94 THE PROFESSIONAL IMPERATIVE

teachers’ practices.”26 They are emphatic that prescribed professional-

ism is a dead end. Nations that are serious about long- term, sustain-

able change give their teachers an excellent knowledge base, strong 

peer networks, and the autonomy to make good decisions.

 The TALIS study represents the work of the OECD at its very 

best. The findings are crystal clear. An older prescriptive imperative 

would have educators complying with government policies even 

when everyday observations of student learning indicate that there 

are better ways to teach. This is the cul- de-sac of alienated teaching. 

Its resolution is a new professional imperative:

1 Teachers must get smarter and better at the core tasks of teach-

ing and learning, as is done on a system- wide level in Singapore.

2 Teachers must participate in peer networks that circulate know-

ledge around about uplifting pedagogies, as is done with the 

LCP in Mexico.

3 Teachers must recover professional judgment in ways that 

promote student learning and restore dignity and wonder to the 

heart of the enterprise, as is done by the teachers in Arizona.

These triple components provide openings for a newly revitalized 

professionalism. But they are incomplete insofar as each remains 

bounded within national constraints. In a world of instantaneous 

communication across countries educators can’t be limited by 

national policies. They need a broader vision of cosmopolitan human-

ism that encompasses and advocates for all of the world’s children 

and youth. How we do this in a way that uplifts our students and 

their learning is the subject of the next chapter.
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5
THE GLOBAL IMPERATIVE

OPTIMIZING CONVERGENCE

Scotland rests on the northern border with England. While it shares 

any number of similar policies with England as part of the United 

Kingdom, in education Scotland has endeavored to pursue different 

policies. As an aggregate, these have led to higher results on PISA. It 

would seem obvious that the English would be curious about what is 

going on with their northern neighbors, and would send delegations 

up to adapt elements from Scotland for their own schools. What 

independent Scottish educational policies have the English tried 

out? None.

 Sweden shares a common border with Finland, also a high 

achiever on PISA. Finland’s school policies have been the polar 

opposite of the market- based strategies pursued by Sweden, and has 

become a must- see travel destination for school reformers the world 

over. What Finnish policies have the Swedes taken over? None.

 Extending 5,525 miles, the US has the world’s longest border with 

Canada, another country that has done well on PISA. Over 90 

percent of Canadians live within 100 miles of the US, making the 

overwhelming majority of their schools easily accessible for visitors 

from south of the border. What Canadian policies have been trans-

ferred into the US? None.

 For all of the chatter about data- driven decision- making that has 

gone on for years now, an insular imperative has characterized many 

nations. Their policy makers have been tone deaf. They have persisted 

with strategies that have not lifted student achievement. Such policy 

makers have failed to learn from nations that have performed better, 
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even when they share geographical proximity, a common language, 

and cultural similarities.

 Why is this? It’s hard not to think that long- standing and deeply 

ingrained attitudes of one country toward another play a role. The 

English economy is larger than the Scottish one. The same can be 

said about the Swedes in relation to the Finns or the US in relation 

to Canada. Countries that lead in economic clout appear to have a 

hard time admitting that they might learn from others who do better 

in education. It’s easier to be insular.

 The old insular imperative is related to the imperious imperative in 

paradoxical ways. How can an imperious stance be connected with 

insularity at one and the same time? This is possible if a nation pro-

jects its own policies and practices abroad for others to learn from 

while failing to model the position of a curious and open- minded 

learner in its own conduct. It is possible if a nation assumes that the 

answers to change all lie on one side, and that others, perhaps smaller 

and less powerful, have little to impart. It’s hard not to connect a 

certain arrogance to the ways that the imperious and insular impera-

tives have interacted over the years. This would not matter so much 

at a purely political level, if students were not the ones who pay the 

price in terms of lost learning opportunities. It would not matter on 

the level of theory if teachers did not suffer from a sense of dimin-

ished professionalism in practice.

 While educational policy makers in some nations have been 

strangely cut off from learning and trying out new strategies that 

they’ve acquired from across borders, what has been happening in 

other sectors?

 AnnaLee Saxenian’s study of digital entrepreneurs in The New 

Argonauts: Regional Advantage in a Global Economy provides one 

example.1 In recent years computer engineers from India, Israel, and 

Taiwan have developed thousands of thriving new businesses as they 

connect labor demand in their home countries with technical exper-

tise in Silicon Valley. “Brain drain” is out. “Brain gain” is in, with 

everyone benefiting through new jobs and greater prosperity.

 Silicon Valley in California is the hub of this burgeoning new 

industry that is transforming everything from how we communicate 

to how we shop. If you’re a technology entrepreneur in New Delhi or 
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Tel Aviv, you book a flight to San Francisco for meetings a few 

times a year to be sure, but you don’t have to live there. You go to 

the Bay area to get new information to take back, circulate, and 

capitalize upon on your home turf. It’s all about gaining new know-

ledge, moving it around with colleagues, and then making the most 

of it collectively—just as it should be for the professionals in our 

schools today.

 With all of this dynamism, to seek to contain education within 

standardized boundaries in a constricted curriculum with principals 

who are nailed down doing endless paperwork is to give in to an out-

dated insular imperative. Fortunately, educators don’t have to start from 

scratch. In the remainder of this chapter I first will describe a vision for 

global education that has been produced by the United Nations Educa-

tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in three 

reports over many years that provides a humanistic understanding of 

the profession and its impact. Second, I will present a rights- based 

approach that is being used by transnational organizations as a moral 

anchor and political strategy to contain the worst aspects of globaliza-

tion while making the most of its potential. Third, I will delineate 

strategies being pursued by Education International, the largest profes-

sional organization in the world with over 32 million educators, to 

advance a new change agenda. This encompasses the needs of students 

and teachers in both economically developed and developing nations.

Learning: The Treasure Within

In 1972 UNESCO released a report by an international team con-

vened by lead author Edgar Faure, entitled Learning to Be: The World 

of Education Today and Tomorrow.2 The Faure Report focused on the 

skills, aptitudes, and dispositions that young people would need to 

master the challenges of the late twentieth century. At no point in 

Learning to Be did the authors propose that educators should priori-

tize the creation of market systems that would rank students, schools, 

or countries against another.

 Instead, Learning to Be called for an education that would promote 

“the fundamental solidarity of governments and peoples, despite transi-

tory differences and conflicts.”3 This kind of education would advocate 
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“belief in democracy” with education as its “keystone.”4 The Faure 

Report urged educators to promote the solidarity of peoples across cul-

tures. It encouraged everyone to educate toward “the complete fulfill-

ment” of each person “as individual, member of a family and of a 

community, citizen and producer, inventor of techniques, and creative 

dreamer.”5 Ultimately, the report affirmed, “We should no longer assid-

uously acquire knowledge once and for all, but learn how to build up a 

continually evolving body of knowledge all through life—‘learn to be.’ ”6

 In 1996 UNESCO issued a second report that was written by rep-

resentatives of 15 nations. Its lead author was Jacque Delors, a former 

president of the European Commission. The “Delors Commission 

Report,” as it came to be known, argued for four pillars for twenty- 

first-century education. Unlike today’s prevalent approach to twenty- 

first-century skills, the report didn’t begin with the state of the 

market and the required labor force for global economies. Instead, it 

argued that 

The far- reaching changes in the traditional patterns of life require of us 

a better understanding of other people and the world at large; they 

demand mutual understanding, peaceful interchange and indeed, har-

mony—the very things that are most lacking in our world today.7

 This is a very different message from ones that argue for human 

capital development or for entrepreneurship. Alarmed by inter-

national conflicts, the authors emphasized the importance of “learn-

ing to live together.” This would be pursued by 

creating a new spirit which, guided by recognition of our growing inter-

dependence and a common analysis of the risks and challenges of the 

future, would induce people to implement common projects or to 

manage the inevitable conflicts in an intelligent and peaceful way.8 

Educators were called upon to cultivate a new cosmopolitan solid-

arity within and across cultures.

 The first pillar of international solidarity was to be supplemented 

by “three other pillars of education that provide, as it were, the bases 

for learning to live together.”9 These were:
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learning to know, which corresponds to the academic purposes of 

schools;

learning to do, to make a practical contribution to society; and

learning to be in a world in which “everyone will need to exercise 

greater independence and judgment combined with a stronger 

sense of personal responsibility for the attainment of common 

goals.”10 Finally, the report stressed that “none of the talents 

which are hidden like buried treasure in every person must be left 

untapped.”11

The Delors Commission Report was entitled Learning: The Treasure 

Within. It has been published in more than 30 languages.12 Here was 

international consensus among representatives of the world’s people. 

Its message was clear: In a new millennium it isn’t going to be 

enough to know how to memorize facts nor will it be enough to be 

able to make new products. Rather, we also need to ask: How should 

we be together? How should we show not only compassion, but also 

real solidarity with one another? How should we demonstrate an 

ethic of care in all that we do, while supporting the rights of others 

to lead their lives with autonomy and dignity? Finally, the Commis-

sion asked, how should we be as individuals? How can we assure that 

the lives of our young people have depth, avoiding what the report 

called “a society of the ephemeral and the immediate”?13

 The Delors Commission Report reminded us that education is 

“primordial” in its moral content.14 One cannot evade this moral 

content without mutilating the human spirit and our aspirations to 

live in peace with one another. Years in the making, the report dem-

onstrated that representatives of diverse nations in an international 

body such as UNESCO could find common language and develop 

shared aspirations. Learning: The Treasure Within expanded the hori-

zons of education beyond knowing and doing toward being and being 

with others. Its language encouraged educators and citizens the world 

over to re- imagine our prospects for a shared humanism in a new 

millennium.

 In 2015, a third UNESCO report was published, entitled Rethink-

ing Education: Towards a Global Common Good? It acknowledged and 

asserted that “The Delors Report was aligned closely with the moral 
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principles that underpin UNESCO, and therefore its analysis and 

recommendations were more humanistic and less instrumental and 

market- driven than other education and reform studies of the 

time.”15 Repudiating the equation of education with human capital, 

Rethinking Education reaffirmed the “humanistic and holistic 

approach to education” advanced in the earlier reports and asked that 

educators create a “new development model” in which “economic 

growth must be guided by environmental stewardship and by concern 

for peace, inclusion, and social justice.”16

 The report celebrated areas of human progress in recent decades, 

observing that “Global rates of poverty declined by half between 

1990 and 2010,” largely because of the growth of emerging eco-

nomies.17 With over 90 percent of young people between the ages of 

18 and 24 on some form of social media, the report said that new 

technologies have created “the most informed, active, connected, and 

mobile generation the world has ever seen.”18 Furthermore, it noted, 

mobility has reached unprecedented rates, with roughly one of every 

seven people—approximating one billion altogether—in one form or 

another “on the move.”

 What does this mean for educators? We are in situations of 

greater complexity than ever before, because “although economic 

activity is increasingly globalized, political decision- making and 

action remain essentially at the national level.”19 Educators struggle 

to socialize students into national identities but students’ subjective 

life experiences increasingly are transnational, with their family 

members and friends drawn from many countries.20 If we are skill-

ful, our students can help us to optimize the convergence of 

cultures. If we fail to address the new global imperative, the young 

will find their educators unaware of the great transformations of 

our time.

 The three UNESCO reports provide a powerful and intellectually 

rigorous response to the old imperatives of educational change that 

have become so influential in the past decades. Unlike the OECD, 

UNESCO represents not just affluent countries, but all nations. For 

many of these nations, the identification of children solely as carriers 

of human capital is not only culturally alien but also unethical.
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The Rights of the Child

On their own, however, reports are toothless. They can exhort but 

they cannot compel. They are not legally binding. It is necessary to 

ensure that children have rights backed up by action. The idea of 

children’s rights is not new. The first Declaration of the Rights of the 

Child was endorsed by the League of Nations in Geneva in 1924 in 

the wake of the horrors of World War I. This was refined and 

adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in New York in 

1959 in the aftermath of World War II. On the thirtieth anniversary 

of the UN Declaration, it was expanded into an International Con-

vention of the Rights of the Child.

 Only one country, the United States, has not ratified the Inter-

national Convention, of all member nations of the United Nations. 

Article 37 of the Convention forbids sentencing youth under 18 

years old to life imprisonment without parole or the death penalty, 

which would put some US states out of compliance. That the world’s 

only superpower has withheld its assent is a failure of leadership.

 Overwhelming international consensus exists on the rights of the 

child. No other human rights document has been ratified by so many 

nations so quickly. The rights specified by the Convention include 

the “inherent right to life,” “the right of the child to education,” and 

the “right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recre-

ational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate 

freely in cultural life and the arts.”21 In addition, children shall “be 

provided the opportunity to be heard” and they “shall have the right 

to freedom of expression” along with the right to “freedom of associ-

ation and peaceful assembly.”22

 In practice, almost every nation falls short of the Convention’s 

goals. Signatories to the Convention submit periodic reports to a UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child, but governments can misrep-

resent the nature of children’s rights by focusing on promulgations of 

policy rather than real evidence of societal progress. Over 59 million 

children of primary school age are out of school, in blatant violation 

of the Convention.23 More than 168 million children of school age 

are engaged in child labor, which also is forbidden by the Conven-

tion.24 In dozens of dictatorships adults, let alone children, are 
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routinely arrested for such simple acts as reading benign but none-

theless censored texts or holding minority religious beliefs.

 Human rights activists, however, do not give up. In 2011 an 

Optional Protocol to the Convention was adopted by the General 

Assembly of the UN to empower children and their advocates to 

bring cases to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

when they have been unable to secure redress for their grievances 

from their governments.25 A global citizen campaign is underway 

to accelerate the Sustainable Development Goals of the UN for 

2030, including the right to a quality education.26 International 

organizations like Action Aid use a human rights based approach 

to their campaigns that assists local and indigenous peoples in 

their advocacy.27 New technologies are bringing coherence and 

direction to the attainment of the goals.28 By blending together 

greater efficacy for the UN and other transnational organizations 

along with the power of social movements and new technologies, 

the goal of a quality education for every child could be achieved 

early, laying the foundation for a more prosperous and equitable 

future for all.

 Is there a role that educators can play in creating a global human 

rights movement for children? If so, can it be something more than 

that taken on by individuals acting solely out of their own good will?

Creating an International Educational Profession

To seek to be a professional without a professional association to 

represent you is to fail to understand collective action. It is to ask 

others to take on the role of representing you. Educators have a role 

to play in advancing the values established by the UNESCO reports 

and the Convention of the Rights of the Child.

 Educators, like professionals around the world, are experiencing a 

massive restructuring of the economy that makes for an increasingly 

precarious future. Traditional understandings of job security and 

safeguards such as tenure that protected educators from capricious 

attacks are being eroded. They are being replaced with what Rethink-

ing Education describes as “the casualization of teachers” through 

short- term contracts with low wages.29 This “vulnerable employment” 
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is not restricted to the education sector alone. It currently accounts 

for close to half of the total employment for workers globally.30

 This is where the umbrella agency of professional associations 

from around the world—Education International—plays a signi-

ficant role. Based in Brussels, Belgium, Education International 

represents 32.5 million educators from 393 member organizations in 

196 countries.31 Professional associations such as the American Fed-

eration of Teachers, the Australian Education Union, the Canadian 

Education Association, and the Union of Educators Norway are all 

affiliated with Education International.

 These professional associations are engaged in an uphill battle to 

strengthen public education as a fundamental human right around 

the globe. They focus on their home countries but their ambit is 

much larger. Among other goals, they seek to bring the principles of 

the UNESCO reports to life.

 About one- third of Education International’s member organiza-

tions come from dues- paying nations in the developed world. Some 

of these nations have well- developed school systems, functioning 

ministries of education, and their own research infrastructures. Even 

if they are suffering from the long- term consequences of the recent 

economic recession, their citizens have the rights of freedom of 

speech and assembly, with the rule of law and due process. Many of 

these countries are democratic, and while they are flawed and with 

ample room for improvement, they nonetheless have vibrant social 

movements in place to strengthen human rights. They provide the 

lion’s share of Education International’s funding. This is essential not 

only for their own members, who often have to wrestle with the old 

imperatives in their systems, but also to support participation from 

poorer countries.

 We know less about how well students in poorer nations are learn-

ing on international comparisons. Only 65 jurisdictions took the 

OECD’s PISA test in 2012, although there are 197 nations. Only 

South Africa has participated in PISA of all of the sub- Saharan 

nations. Most of India and China, the world’s two most populous 

countries, have not participated at all outside of a scattering of cities 

or states. Given this variation, PISA cannot provide a truly global 

ranking of education systems.
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 In many countries teachers’ professional associations have a pre-

carious existence. Their leaders face imprisonment if they speak out 

for educators’ rights. Because a large proportion of the education 

sector in the developing world is often reliant on external funding, 

these nations are susceptible to imported models of marketplace 

competition and technology- driven change from organizations like 

the World Bank.

 It is the historical responsibility of Education International to 

develop strategies to advance the teaching profession along three 

lines. First, Education International strives to defend public educa-

tional systems in the developed world. Without such a defense it 

cannot maintain its revenues or grow its membership. Second, it 

conducts advocacy and provides support for children without school-

ing in the developing world. It has done this by ensuring that educa-

tion is prominent in the Sustainable Development Goals of the 

United Nations. Third, it creates advocacy networks within and 

across nations to improve the quality of schooling. These have 

become increasingly important as governments may endorse the 

International Convention of the Rights of the Child in theory, but 

fail to maintain its principles in practice.

 Fred van Leeuwen, General Secretary of Education Inter-

national, has long promoted international solidarity among edu-

cators and especially promoted the social values of democracy, 

inclusion, and equity in schools. National professional associations 

have augmented this awareness and advocacy. Randi Weingarten, 

President of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), has 

spoken out on behalf of educators in Argentina, Brazil, and the 

Ukraine in recent visits.32 Likewise, the National Education Asso-

ciation (NEA) in the US for many years has supported the rights 

of educators and students around the world, from advocating for 

the founding of UNESCO in 1945 to a call for global competen-

cies as a twenty- first-century imperative. President Lily Eskelsen- 

García of the NEA has been following international studies closely 

and has skillfully described what is accurate and what could be 

misread from such research.33 The Canadian Teachers’ Federation 

has long supported international educational exchanges and work 

abroad to support the profession in emerging economies.34 Angelo 



 THE GLOBAL IMPERATIVE  109

Gavrielatos, former President of the Australian Education Union, 

currently is Project Director of an Educational International group 

organizing a global professional response to the commercialization 

of education.35 These kinds of activities help educators everywhere 

to develop into global citizens.

 When we ask what it would take for our students to be successful, 

we need to take a long- term and also humanistic perspective as well 

as an economic one. The Human Development Report of 2010 that 

is written by the UN Development Program revealed phenomenal 

progress in levels of education in almost every country since 1970. 

The exceptions were in war- torn regions. If a country avoids military 

conflict, it is virtually certain that educational gains ensue.36

 We should draw hope from the evidence that the world has been 

making progress. The percentage of the world’s population that lives 

on less than $1.25 per day declined from 40 percent in 1981 to 14 

percent in 2010. The first Millennium Development Goal—to halve 

the world’s population living in extreme poverty by 2015—was met 

five years early.37

 How can we further advance the improvement of the human con-

dition through education? Since October 2013 Education Inter-

national has been working with UNESCO and UNICEF to promote 

the “Quality for Education” campaign for excellent teachers, mater-

ials, and settings for the world’s children.38 Education International 

has launched an initiative entitled “The World’s Largest Lesson” in 

partnership with UNICEF to develop a curriculum promoting 

leadership for the Sustainable Development Goals.39 It is because of 

Education International’s advocacy that “quality education” is ranked 

as the fourth of the 17 goals.40 These are major international initia-

tives everyone should support.

 In a world of increasing economic interdependence and cross- 

cultural exchange educators no longer can be satisfied with the con-

straints of an older and long outmoded insular imperative. The global 

imperative requires that educators avail themselves of opportunities 

to create a united profession wherever their schools are located. If 

academic achievement can be raised in the right ways, students will 

not only learn to know, as the Delors Commission Report espoused, 

or how to do things that contribute to a better world. They will also 
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learn how to be together by serving on diverse teams that straddle 

the world’s cultures.

 Still, one important goal of the Delors Commission Report has 

not been addressed. What role should educators and schools play in 

learning to be? This is the subject of the fifth, existential imperative of 

educational change.
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6
THE EXISTENTIAL IMPERATIVE

THE ENDS OF EDUCATION

Let’s review the first four new imperatives of educational change:

1 Check ideological biases and pursue a persistent evidentiary 

imperative with true impartiality.

2 Avoid imperial attitudes when setting policy and provide edu-

cators with tools so they can explore an interpretive imperative 

with increasing levels of sophistication.

3 Overcome the limitations of prescription and replace it with a 

genuine professional imperative for teachers, principals, and school 

staff.

4 Break through insularity, using the global imperative to enhance 

teaching and learning wherever you are.

To realize the first four new imperatives is a monumental chal-

lenge in itself, but it is still incomplete. During the years in which 

the old imperatives held sway, student well- being was so irrelevant 

to the achievement agenda it never figured into a single account-

ability matrix. The ideological imperative demanded choice and 

markets. The imperial imperative spread market ideologies to coun-

tries rich and poor. A prescriptive imperative made sure that prac-

tices emphasizing implementation with fidelity worked their way 

into every nook and cranny of classrooms and schools. The insular 

imperative prevented educators from learning from one another, 

and especially from systems and cultures that took a broader and 

deeper view of students’ learning and development. While these 
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old imperatives spread far and wide, what was happening to 

student well- being?

 About one- fifth of students in the developed world suffer from 

depression, anxiety, or both. They need teachers who are sensitive to 

their plight and policies that acknowledge their challenges. Don’t 

bother telling depressed students that if they study harder they’ll find 

their way to a joyful future, because “measures of intelligence have, at 

most, a trivial relationship to happiness and usually no relation at 

all.”1 Formal schooling doesn’t necessarily contribute to well- being 

because “when U.S. levels of education rose dramatically in the 

postwar years, they did not bring with them increasing levels of 

happiness and life satisfaction.”2 The opposite occurred. There has 

been a continuous upward trend in rates of depression and anxiety in 

the US from 1952 to the present.3

 Are these US trends reflected in other countries? UNICEF pro-

vides reports on child well- being that are calculated using five indica-

tors.4 These are material well- being, health and safety, education, 

behavior and risks, and housing and the environment. The PISA 

scores of the OECD are factored into the rankings for educational 

well- being. These objective measures are combined with surveys 

where students are asked to report on their subjective well- being. 

Significantly, there is a strong correlation between the objective 

measures and students’ self- assessment about their well- being.

 UNICEF reports that European countries such as Holland, 

Norway, and Finland, lead the way in child well- being. These are 

nations with strong welfare states. The US, with a weaker welfare 

state, ranks at or near the bottom of the tables. It is clustered with 

Greece, Romania, and Spain at the lowest level of educational well- 

being. It is second from the bottom on relative child poverty rates, 

exceeded only by Romania.

 The rise of depression and anxiety is correlated not only with 

chemical imbalances in the brain but also with feelings of isolation 

and lack of self- worth. The symptoms are psychological, but the 

causes often are social. Depression and anxiety are pervasive not only 

among the poor, but among all social classes in the US.5 American 

youth report that they do not see themselves as having a choice 

among different ways to live but are curtailed by societal expectations 
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that value success and scorn failure. Because they have been social-

ized to accept these norms, they are locked in an endless battle for 

status and prestige.

 Happiness—what psychologists call “subjective well- being”—

should not be pursued directly. It is a byproduct of the quality of 

one’s relationships. To establish intimacy and trust, individuals need 

to be able to risk vulnerability. They have to demonstrate to others 

that they can be relied upon in good times and bad. These virtues 

cannot be acquired rapidly. They need to be earned over time. They 

require that students have opportunities to get to know themselves 

and to overcome adversity so that they acquire a strong personal 

identity.

 Schools can play a part in either developing or neglecting students’ 

subjective well- being. They cannot do so, however, when they are 

locked into an instrumental mindset that views students exclusively in 

terms of their ability to produce a good return on society’s investment 

in them. Children and adolescents are not raw material to be ham-

mered into profits. They have their own interests that they want to 

pursue and their own personalities to develop. Caring educators respect 

and nourish this spirited independence. When adults treat children 

only or mainly as human capital, adults lose their moral bearings.

 So some reformers have advocated “personalized” or “customized” 

learning in order to counterbalance the human capital approach. 

These programs give students freedom to design their own learning 

to go beyond being consumers of others’ information to “prosumers” 

who create their own knowledge. Some advocates of these approaches 

exude a heady, almost utopian optimism with the range of new 

instructional offerings available through new technologies in par-

ticular. They foresee futures in which students can learn what they 

want, how they want, and when they want.

 The “Teach to One” (formerly “School of One”) in New York 

City is a good example of personalized learning. Students using 

computer software choose their own modality of mathematics cur-

ricula from “learning playlists” based on algorithms of their online 

assessments. Students are not told only one way to learn mathemat-

ics, but have a variety of approaches to explore. “School of One” 

reformers have shared numerous reports of positive results on their 



116 THE EXISTENTIAL IMPERATIVE

home page. They have also acknowledged openly that one major 

study of their program thus far found “no statistically significant 

effects on student achievement—positive or negative—relevant to 

traditional mathematics instruction.”6

 Innovations in personalized learning like in the “School of One” 

are valuable. They give students choices that they have never had 

about their preferred ways to learn. We should not confuse such new 

individual freedoms and choices about learning modalities, however, 

with our responsibilities to provide students with a sense of meaning 

and belonging. When students have too many choices, they become 

overwhelmed. When the choices have high stakes, the fear of making 

the wrong choice can “even be said to tyrannize,” according to Barry 

Schwarz.7 While it seems counter- intuitive, the reality is that too 

many choices cause unhappiness.

 Choice does not always provide avenues to depth in how we learn 

or who we are either. No one pretends that playlists of curricular 

offerings help students to find meaning in their lives. This has to 

occur on a different level altogether.

 The shortcomings of the old imperatives have not gone unnoticed 

by a cottage industry of keynote speakers who have taken aim at 

recent reforms. These speakers have understood that reducing stu-

dents to human capital will not lead to achievement with integrity. 

Their recommendations, unfortunately, have serious shortcomings of 

their own. The recommendations could make education more enter-

taining, but they can also lead it to become aligned with a consumer 

society that promotes immediate gratification as the solution to every 

problem. They avoid the very real injustices and environmental chal-

lenges that face our planet. If teachers and other educators follow 

their recommendations, they will produce students who are self- 

absorbed, believe that they have a right to do whatever they want 

whenever they want, and do not know how to compromise or settle 

differences with others.

Why Finding Your Passion Isn’t Everything

Ken Robinson is an English educator who has written popular books on 

the importance of redesigning schools so that they become “the meeting 
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place between natural aptitude and personal passion.”8 His runaway 

bestseller is entitled The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes 

Everything.9 In it, Robinson has described talented individuals—ballet 

dancer Gillian Lynne, cartoonist Matt Groening, Fleetwood Mac 

drummer Mick Fleetwood among them—who suffered in schools 

because their personalities were stifled. He does not blame individual 

teachers for their students’ challenges. He questions the bureaucracies of 

schooling that disregard students’ enthusiasms and that have become 

outdated in an age of instant digital communication.

 How can educators help each student to find his or her Element? 

Robinson has a threefold strategy. First, “eliminate the existing hier-

archy of subjects”10 so that the arts and physical education are just as 

important as math and literacy. Second, “Schools should base their 

curriculum not on the idea of separate subjects, but on the much 

more fertile idea of disciplines” that allow students to learn “not just 

a set of information” but rather “a complex pattern of ideas, practical 

skills, and concepts.”11 Finally, “the curriculum should be personal-

ized” in order to “take account of individual learning styles and 

talents.”12

 Robinson does not just describe these strategies in the abstract, 

but also depicts real schools in the throes of innovation. In the best 

instances, the test scores go up, but Robinson is mining for deeper 

gold. He seeks out evidence that students are set afire with passion to 

pursue their own freely chosen dreams.

 It’s an ambitious agenda. Robinson has understood that adolescents 

are at the stage of what Erik Erikson described as identity versus role 

confusion.13 While adults might like to assign to children and teens a 

preferred identity, the young have a way of rebelling against authorities 

and asserting their own existential ways of being in the world. If adults 

are wise, Robinson argues, they will not block the young in this path to 

individuation but rather will engage with it. They will provide innov-

ative curricula and responsive pedagogies that help the young to find 

their own freely chosen passions to pursue. It’s a scenario in which real 

joy and moral purpose can be brought into schools.

 Robinson is nonjudgmental about what passions students should 

develop. He is adamant about the role of education in crafting a life 

of dignity and beauty. Some of his ideas—like taking principles from 
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organic farming and applying them to schools to engender “organic 

education”—exhibit the very creativity he wants everyone to 

possess.14 The popular resonance to his message should send a wake-

 up call to all advocates of standardization everywhere.

 The pursuit of one’s passion has an intuitive appeal. Robinson has 

struck a chord. But there are three problems with his recommenda-

tions. The first is that Robinson is all about the joy individuals 

experience when they’ve found their passions. He doesn’t mention 

the drudgery that is also part of the creative process. Beginning pian-

ists practice scales. Learning a foreign language requires a lot of 

memorization. The indispensably hard parts of creativity that require 

dogged persistence have been left out.

 A second problem is his idealization of the relationship between 

finding one’s passion and developing a healthy pro- social attitude 

among students. In reality, creative geniuses can be anti- social or 

worse. The poet Ezra Pound adored Mussolini. The playwright George 

Bernard Shaw admired Hitler and Stalin. Nobel Prize winning author 

Jorge Luis Borges supported the military junta in Argentina.

 Students are no different than people anywhere. They can develop 

passions for awful things as well as admirable ones. Educators 

shouldn’t simply celebrate that their students have found their pas-

sions. They should have the wisdom to help to form and at times act-

ively redirect those passions. This need not require authoritarianism. 

It can be done through tactful, caring dialogue with students from a 

position of genuine good will.

 Third, Robinson assumes that once individuals find their passions, 

they will be static and fixed. Most passions, however, change over 

time. Many are fleeting, no matter how compelling they appear at 

any one moment. Just look at the duration of the average teenage 

romance! Adolescents have multiple, competing, and constantly 

shifting interests.

 Educators should not believe that once their students find their pas-

sions, this will “change everything.” Teachers should accept that teen-

agers, like everyone, have a mixture of passions. Some of these are 

good. Others are not. Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim Morrison all 

had passions, but their life narratives do not find their way into Robin-

son’s books. Their inabilities to master their passions destroyed them.
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 We should learn from these experiences and should encourage our 

students to develop their reason so that they can avoid similar fates. 

We need reason to be taught in schools so that students will develop 

into mature adults who understand that their passions will come and 

go throughout their lives. Indulging in one’s passions can indeed be a 

source of great joy, but also of peril. If students can detach from their 

passions from time to time, they can bring greater balance and purpose 

to their lives.

 Passion is sexy. Reason is not. There are no best- selling books 

spreading the message that “using your reason changes everything.” 

But developing students’ reason is a primary responsibility of schools, 

including those old- fashioned brick- and-mortar buildings practicing 

what Robinson describes as “industrial/academic education.”15

 Schools historically have taught students to develop habits of per-

sonal prudence and restraint that require short- term sacrifices for 

long- term gains. A long and distinguished body of academic research 

has shown that students who are able to delay gratification experi-

ence advantages over their peers. Their academic achievement is 

higher, they withstand stress better, and they are less likely to fall 

prey to alcoholism or other forms of substance abuse.16

 Students who have learned to defer gratification have become 

skilled at using their reason to understand that immediate satisfac-

tion of many of their cravings has negative long- term consequences. 

They have learned that they will be better off if instead of giving in to 

passions they learn to control their behavior. Such adjustment of 

behaviors is not innate, but it can be learned in school.

 Robinson is right that schools have gone too far in the direction of 

standardization, testing, and prescription. He’s also right that we 

need a major paradigm shift toward a more humanistic model of 

education. But to achieve this worthy goal, we’ll have to learn how to 

balance passion with the uniquely human gift of reason.

The Entrepreneurial Ideal

Tony Wagner is a US educator who has built strong relationships 

between the worlds of education and business. Wagner’s best- selling 

book, The Global Achievement Gap, argued that schools need to 
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provide students with skills that are honed to “the new world of 

work.”17 CEOs whom Wagner interviewed wanted schools to 

prepare critical thinkers who would help their businesses to innovate 

to be more competitive. According to Wagner, “there is a conver-

gence between the skills most needed for work in the global know-

ledge economy and those most needed to keep our democracy safe 

and vibrant.”18 His contention is that “corporations are increasingly 

being organized around a very different kind of authority and 

accountability structure—one that is less hierarchical and more recip-

rocal and relational.”19

 It’s a provocative argument. Unfortunately, it bears no relationship 

to reality. In the same year that The Global Achievement Gap was pub-

lished, the world entered the worst economic recession since the 

1930s. Businesses fired employees by the thousands and cut their 

remaining employees’ benefits to the bone. The pay of top CEOs 

soared and the decline of the middle and working classes accelerated. 

Recent investigative reporting by the New York Times into the prac-

tices of the most rapidly growing businesses, such as amazon.com, 

have revealed a nightmare of surveillance and control by top execu-

tives over their rank and file workers.20 These are the stark realities of 

the business world today. They play no part in Wagner’s light and 

bubbly narratives.

 Wagner’s interpretation of educational change is similar to Robin-

son’s insofar as each caters to wish fulfillment. If only we could rede-

sign schools so that students could find their “Element,” all would be 

well. If only we could promote innovative and entrepreneurial skills, 

all students would thrive. The needs of businesses and democracies 

are identical. Collective action is anachronistic. Delayed gratification 

is a bore. Principled conflict is passé.

 While this book was being written, the government in Syria was 

bombing its own citizens. Videos documenting racial profiling and 

police brutality toward African- Americans shocked (or at least, 

should have shocked) the national conscience in the US. If current 

environmental trends continue vast stretches of the world’s deltas 

that have sustained indigenous cultures since time immemorial will 

be submerged under water in coming decades. Income inequality is 

rising within and among nations.

http://www.amazon.com
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 These are the epochal challenges of our time. A rising generation 

did not choose these problems, but that is irrelevant. Educators have 

the responsibility to teach their students disagreeable truths about 

the world they are inheriting. This requires skills in critical thinking, 

evidence gathering, synthesis, and argumentation.

 Educators should be friends to the business community, not flat-

terers. The profession has its own norms and traditions. It has nur-

tured these over centuries. They have improved the human condition. 

Now is not the time for wavering off course.

Getting to the Heart of the Matter

Education has to be about more than indulging passions and more 

than drawing superficial comparisons between the attitudes adapted 

to run a business and those necessary for democratic citizenship. 

Education, from the Latin “educare,” usually is defined in terms of 

leading forth or drawing out, but one also should note that it has the 

word “care” within it. This takes us into the heart of the matter.

 Consider three cases of students and teachers in the midst of change. 

The first case comes from a suburban high school in which I was using 

the “tuning protocol” developed by the Coalition of Essential Schools.21 

The tuning protocol is a tool that enables educators to discuss a difficult 

situation with which they need collegial support. It takes educators 

through a clearly developed sequence of case presentation, factual ques-

tions, group deliberation, and collective evaluation. It is popular 

because it allows educators to surface a large amount of information 

rapidly in a shared quest for practical solutions.

 The case in the suburban high school related to a student with a 

learning disability whose mother had emailed his English teacher 

135 times in the school year to check in about assignments, ask about 

his progress, or to complain about a grade. The English teacher was 

exasperated beyond belief—especially because the boy’s Individual-

ized Education Plan called for him to take on responsibility for his 

own learning. The colleagues pooled their information to organize 

what became a successful conference with the teacher, the mother, 

and the boy that restored the theme of self- regulation to the boy’s 

Individualized Education Plan.
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 The second case, also using the tuning protocol, surfaced when I 

was leading a “Mindful Teacher” seminar for urban teachers several 

years ago along with teacher leader Elizabeth MacDonald.22 In this 

case a combined Kindergarten- Grade 1 teacher had observed that a 

boy in her class was alternately hyperactive or listless on different 

days of the week. She was worried that his mother might be giving 

him Ritalin, which is available as a street drug in poorer com-

munities, and is sometimes given to children when parents’ nerves 

are frayed by the stressors they confront on a daily basis. The teacher 

recognized that she had no evidence about this one way or the other. 

She then discussed the issue with the school nurse and the principal, 

neither of whom was helpful. She was unclear about how to proceed 

and turned to her colleagues in the seminar for advice.

 Teachers in the “Mindful Teacher” seminar were helpful with this 

teacher in discussing the complex issues that confront teachers when 

endeavoring to assist parents in impoverished communities. While it 

is easy to blame parents for ways that they raise and manage their 

children, many are coping with situations that are extraordinarily 

complicated given their minimal financial resources. The teachers 

were impressed with the degree of dedication shown by the present-

ing teacher, and they let the teacher know that many of them had 

struggled with similar cases in the past. They advised their younger 

colleague on ways that she could speak with the mother to let her 

know what she was observing about the boy’s behavior and the 

gravity of the situation. While a difficult conversation with the 

mother ensued, it ultimately was successful. The boy’s subsequent 

ability to learn improved.

 The third case relates to a middle school social studies teacher in 

the US. In this case, an educator was exasperated by a student that 

was often truant. When the student did show up he was belligerent, 

intimidating not only his classmates but also the teacher. Discussion 

of the case in a professional learning community revealed that both 

of the parents of the student were known in the community to be 

methamphetamine users and dealers. The family’s economic basis 

was unstable, the boy’s older brother had already had multiple run- 

ins with law enforcement officers, and the parents were expecting 

another child. Already fully challenged by other students with few 



 THE EXISTENTIAL IMPERATIVE  123

future economic prospects in their community, the teacher worried 

that he was losing any hope of engaging the boy.

 At one point in the discussion, the presenting teacher whispered, 

“I’ve had my idealism beaten out of me.” Colleagues recognized the 

frustration. They jumped in with suggestions of ways to respond. 

One teacher proposed finding something that could motivate the 

student to come to school. Since the parents would not come to 

school, one teacher proposed meeting with the parents in a neutral 

setting close to their home, so that the teacher could share his 

concern. A third teacher asked if the student was involved in any 

extracurricular activities that could help him to view school as a pos-

itive environment.

 Cases such as these indicate that when teachers have opportunities 

to share problems with one another and to solve them without judg-

ment or evaluation from those higher up in the school hierarchy that 

they can do so. At the end of the second case discussed above, the 

presenting teacher commented “I can’t believe I just got so many 

good practical ideas, and we did all of this in less than an hour to 

solve a problem I’ve been struggling with all year.” She was right 

about the many suggestions generated in the previous hour, but she 

was wrong insofar as it took five years of prior work to create the 

relational trust that enabled her to present her case in the first place. 

Without trust, teachers will not share vulnerabilities and they will 

not seek help for fear of appearing incompetent.

 These cases point us toward a different understanding of education 

that engages the whole teacher and the whole student. They all con-

cerned educators who were stretched to the breaking point as they 

struggled to assist students in need. In the first case a mother was 

intrusive, and in the second a mother was overburdened. In the third, 

the parents were criminals. Yet educators alone have been held 

accountable for student achievement. At such times, voices crack in 

frustration. Tears are fought back against. Colleagues who scarcely 

know each other in other settings share similar experiences and test 

out potential solutions.

 Some of the issues teachers surface afford easy resolutions, but 

others will not. In situations of concentrated poverty, the school 

cannot be a panacea for all of the social problems that lie beyond its 
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boundaries. The school can, however, be a place in which educators 

and their students bring their whole selves to encounter one another 

with dignity and respect.

The Quest for Meaning and Purpose

In Reggio Emilia, Italy, educators observe young children’s interests 

carefully and use them as points of departure for curriculum develop-

ment. Respecting the “hundred languages of children” or the many 

ways that children have of expressing themselves, educators design 

the school environment to maximize children’s interests in individual 

subject matter exploration and group work.23 Parents, along with 

teachers, are intimately involved with the teachers in shaping the 

curriculum, identifying topics that are important to them and their 

communities. This is education for student voice at a very young age, 

with developmental possibilities that have inspired teachers the 

world over.

 In a rural community in the Pacific Northwest of the US, students 

and their educators observe an exodus of the young people for the 

cities as soon as they graduate from high school. With few job pros-

pects in the immediate area, they make films as part of their English 

and social studies classes to promote attachment to and advocacy for 

their community. Even if graduates have to leave for economic 

reasons, their teachers want them to continue to feel a connection to 

their old hometown.24

 In the provincial capital city of Edmonton in Alberta, Canada, 

students are upset to learn that their schools are bracing for massive 

funding cuts. They organize themselves using social media, with the 

assistance of their educators. When the cuts are approved regardless, 

the students evaluate what had happened and agitate for the right to 

elect a student to the city school board. This time they prevail, so 

that in the future they will have greater influence about the future of 

education in Edmonton.25

 In non- elite schools in Beijing, China, educators decide not to 

focus on examinations and instead to retrieve indigenous knowledge 

by incorporating Confucian and ethnic minority heritages into the 

curriculum.26 They create an ethnic museum for their students and 
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work with mosques to help students learn about China’s Muslim 

minority culture. At the same time, they adapt elements of western 

pedagogies that allow more student choice than is permitted in the 

competitive elite schools. Parents in the community are delighted to 

find that their children are excited about their education, and as a 

consequence, the schools are oversubscribed.

 Educators everywhere know that they and their students want to 

find meaning and purpose in their lives. They know that if the quest 

for meaning can be linked with the academic dimensions of schools 

that they will have made major contributions to their students’ 

understanding and to their well- being.

 Of all of the new imperatives in this book, the existential impera-

tive to help students find meaning in their lives matters the most to 

me. This is for autobiographical reasons. My first elementary school 

was administered by the US Department of Defense on Via Manzoni 

in Naples, Italy, where I attended grades 1–4. Italians are famous for 

their love of children, and Americans were idolized in Naples as lib-

erators who drove out the German occupiers during World War II. 

Unsurprisingly, I have only positive memories of this time. Youthful 

US President John Kennedy visited Naples in the summer of 1963, 

and optimism abounded. Everything seemed possible.

 Just four years later, in 1969, the idyllic world that I knew as a child 

was shattered forever. President Kennedy, his brother Bobby, and 

Martin Luther King, Jr. had all been assassinated, extinguishing hopes 

for inspiring leadership in the US. My father, who had been so proud 

and happy in Naples, was caught up in the war in Vietnam. I was 

delivering the Washington Evening Star at the time and there was no 

hiding from the headlines. The polarization in my high school was at 

fever pitch, with some students wearing black armbands to protest the 

war and others wearing red, white, and blue ones to support it.

 I found refuge at the time in the English Department at my high 

school. Our teachers exposed us to literature such as Aeschylus’ Oedipus 

Rex, Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, and Richard Wright’s Native 

Son. One of my teachers allowed me to do an independent study of 

Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, which changed my life forever. More 

than four decades later, I still get together with my three best friends 

from high school every year in a cabin in West Virginia. One of them 
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assembles in advance a selection of poetry that we pore over beside the 

comforting glow of a wood stove in the evenings.

 In a just world, there would be some way to let my teachers know 

just how precious was the gift that they passed on to me. They 

exposed me to literature that let me know that I was not the first or 

only person to experience a turbulent adolescence. They exposed me 

to authors who wrote about life in ancient Greece, cholera- infected 

Venice, and the South Side of Chicago in such vivid and powerful 

ways that I became addicted to books and insatiably curious about 

the world at large.

 If you’re lucky to have teachers like I had, it becomes impossible 

to reduce education to the mere acquisition of academic content 

knowledge or the computational skills needed to pass tests. You’ve 

learned that education, when properly encountered, can provide stu-

dents with aspirations for a life of meaning, beauty, and purpose. 

You’ve learned that education can awaken the conscience, teach 

compassion, and spark a lifelong dedication to contributing to a 

better world.

 Students want to believe that educators are invested in them. “Don’t 

give up on us,” one high school student from Canada pleaded in a 

report. “Even though we aren’t always easy and we know your jobs are 

really hard, please don’t give up on us!” This isn’t a request for better 

tutoring or advising. It is a plea for a leap of faith that even the most 

oppositional and recalcitrant of student wants to belong and wants to 

understand. These are not only means to something else. These are the 

ends of education.

 The old instrumental imperative will not help students to address the 

deeper and more demanding facets of teaching and learning. Nor will 

messages that pander to students’ fleeting passions or their entrepre-

neurial ambitions without awakening them to the harsh realities of an 

unjust world. Educators must be forthright with students. This is not 

optional. It is an existential imperative. It leads us to a better under-

standing of our professional obligations for achievement with integrity.
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7
ACHIEVEMENT WITH INTEGRITY

Chapter 1 of this book delineated four possible relationships between 

achievement and integrity:

1 low achievement, low integrity;

2 low achievement, high integrity;

3 high achievement, low integrity; and

4 high achievement, high integrity.

Throughout this volume, I have argued that five old imperatives of 

educational change working together as an ensemble led to testing 

with fidelity, whereas we need to be aspiring for achievement with 

integrity. To reach that goal, we need new imperatives of educational 

change. These will unite a fresh study of the available evidence, skills 

in the arts of interpretation, and a renewed understanding of the 

teaching profession. These will bring together the aspirations of 

humanity as a whole and the needs of the individual for meaning and 

purpose.

 The five new imperatives are not only related to one another—they 

are dependent upon each other. It won’t help to study evidence 

intensely in a context of prescribed professionalism. Little will be 

gained by promoting the existential imperative in the absence of a 

shared commitment to uplifting the conditions of all students, and 

especially those who are denied access to formal schooling. Piecemeal 

gains may occur but we should be in pursuit of larger goals that 

required a unified approach.
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 We all should endeavor as best we can to live out lives of personal 

integrity. Insofar as we are able to do so, we improve the human con-

dition. Placing too much of the onus for integrity on individuals, as 

has occurred in the school cheating scandals in the US, however, is 

too easy. None of those educators entered the profession with the 

intention of cheating children. Institutions and the habitual ways of 

being they produce are more powerful than isolated individuals in 

promoting or eroding integrity. Personal integrity is essential but in 

the real world must be buttressed with collective responsibility. To 

promote the integrity of the profession, and not just individuals, let’s 

revisit key ideas of this book to explore how different parts of them 

fit together.

The Evidentiary and Interpretive Imperatives

Just as policy makers need to study the evidence of stagnant or 

declining student achievement results in England, Sweden, and the 

US, so do educators at the classroom, school, or district level need to 

engage with evidence. This should include standardized examinations 

but not be limited to them. The evidence should not be fetishized, 

but it should not be ignored either.

 The current opportunity for educators who seek to enact achieve-

ment with integrity is to get better with how we study and make 

use of evidence. Research from around the world indicates that a 

long- term, collective approach is essential.1 Providing teachers with 

one- off workshops, or leaving them to puzzle over data on their 

own has not worked. Neither has reactive leadership that fails to 

mediate the data with a critical stance regarding its very real 

limitations.

 Instead, educators need to decide how to go about studying 

student learning in ways that are sensitive to their own cultures. In 

Asia, methods of collaborative lesson study that first began in Japan 

have become popular throughout the region. These are being adapted 

by educators who are giving lesson study their own particular 

em phases in response to local circumstances.2 In Europe, a frame-

work of “didactic analysis” created by Wolfgang Klafki helps edu-

cators to ensure that the curriculum connects to the current lives and 
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future needs of students.3 In Latin America, Paolo Freire’s pedagogy 

of “problem- posing” education has been infused into teacher educa-

tion and professional development offerings.4 Such approaches 

provide a rich fund of knowledge that should be open to all teachers.

 Lesson study, didactic analysis, and problem- posing education will 

endure regardless of shifting policy winds because they get to the 

heart of teaching and learning. They respect the dignity of educators’ 

quests to better understand and uplift their students’ learning. The 

complexity of teaching generates countless questions for educators 

that call out for shared deliberation.

 Teachers have responded with enthusiasm to the idea of “mindful 

teaching” because it extends to them an interpretive imperative to 

think about how they teach. This includes their ability to modify 

their pedagogies, to make informed curricular choices, and to select 

assessments that measure their students’ learning. One recent OECD 

study found that contrary to what is sometimes espoused, teachers 

want to try out new ideas.5 They want time and space to reflect on 

what they are learning so that their professional judgment is engaged 

and their knowledge of student learning is deepened.

 It isn’t so much that data- driven approaches have been wrong in 

the past. They played a helpful role in moving the profession beyond 

ambiguity and license. But the pendulum swung too far. Data can 

identify problems, but cannot dictate solutions. This explains why 

the interpretive imperative is so important. Between policy makers 

and the students stand not just compliant line managers but profes-

sionals who are able to make good judgments. They should help our 

students to thrive in forms of artistic excellence, scientific creativity, 

and mathematical abstraction that reach beyond current evaluation 

systems.

 What could this mean for your professional life? Work with your 

colleagues to get better at studying evidence, while also allowing free 

play for diverse interpretations of the data. Encourage rigorous ana-

lysis of the numbers, but also be attuned to the everyday interactions 

of our students with one another, as these will reveal aspects of their 

personalities that influence their learning and that the tests could 

never uncover. Practice humility, as there always so many aspects of 

our students that elude us.
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The Professional Imperative

Each new imperative is at educators’ disposal to raise questions and 

to stimulate professional conversations. Each can be deployed in 

face- to-face conversations and activated by groups and in schools. 

Each can help you and your colleagues as references to consider in 

your quest to attain high levels of student achievement accompanied 

by deep professional integrity. You and your students deserve no less.

 How do we know that each imperative has a solid foundation in 

current research? One way is to conduct fact checking. For example, 

do the findings presented in Chapter 4 on the professional imperative 

fit into broader research on educational change?

 The answer is affirmative. Each of the cases presented in Chapter 

4 is congruent with well- established research and corresponding pro-

fessional frameworks. Singapore’s demonstration of a solid profes-

sional knowledge base corresponds to the human capital strand of 

professional capital and the TALIS criteria. The LCP in Mexico 

provides a vivid illustration of social capital as expressed through peer 

learning networks. Mindful teaching in Arizona illuminates the value 

of decisional capital or professional autonomy, as conveyed by the 

professional capital and TALIS frameworks respectively. Not one of 

these cases exemplify the now discredited prescriptive imperative that 

held sway in too many jurisdictions for too many years.

 Critical questions should of course be asked of the evidence sup-

porting the professional imperative. To take tutorial relations in 

Mexican middle schools as an example, do we really know that it is 

worthwhile for teachers to teach students on ways to tutor each 

other? In John Hattie’s meta- analysis (2009) of peer tutoring in 

Invisible Learning, he found that “The overall effects of the use of 

peers as co- teachers (of themselves and of others) in classes is [sic], 

overall, quite powerful.”6 Furthermore, among “the peer interven-

tions that were more student controlled . . . the effects were greater 

than when these were primarily controlled by the teacher.”7

 Hattie’s analysis does not mean that peer tutoring always is success-

ful. The best ideas can be implemented poorly, and they sometimes are. 

It does mean that the weight of the evidence, when aggregated, sup-

ports peer tutoring as an effective way to improve learning.
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 If peer learning works for students, do we really know that peer 

learning networks among educators are so beneficial? Collegial rela-

tionships can be superficial and distracting, after all. Couldn’t the 

popularity of professional learning communities be overstated?

 That educators, like students, need opportunities to learn from one 

another is indeed a common research finding.8 Virtually every nar-

rative of a troubled school or district that turned around has emphas-

ized the collective nature of the endeavor. Impoverished Union City 

in New Jersey in the US defied expectations and uplifted perform-

ance by spreading norms of collegiality, offering high quality men-

toring for all beginning teachers, and providing patient and hands- on 

coaching for struggling mid- career teachers.9 Wakefield City High 

School in England climbed to the top of the rankings by emphasizing 

that not just “Every Child Matters” but also “Every Person 

Matters.”10 In the words of Barbara Kellerman, it appears as if we are 

experiencing “the end of leadership,” when leadership is understood 

primarily as the attributes of an individual.11

 Still, in the rush to push professional learning communities into 

every nook and cranny of schools, cautionary notes from scholars 

have been ignored. A quarter of a century ago Judith Warren Little 

warned, “Teachers are now being pressed, invited, and cajoled into 

ventures in ‘collaboration,’ but the organization of their daily work 

often gives them scant reason for doing so.”12 Andy Hargreaves 

argued that “contrived collegiality” could lead to the ostracism of 

independent spirits while being used as a ruse to get teachers to 

comply with the dictates of their principals or superintendents.13 

Similarly, Betty Achinstein contended that the very language of 

“teacher community” revealed a failure to appreciate “the differences 

within and between communities, thus minimizing issues of diver-

sity.”14 Achinstein observed that it was essential for school leaders 

who want to create a more inclusive profession to anticipate conflict 

and to learn to work with it. Even then there are no guarantees, as 

some conflict- averse educators who dislike the acrimonious tone that 

can accompany argumentation may choose to leave their schools or 

the profession altogether.

 Fortunately, we’ve learned a great deal about collegiality since 

these critical accounts.15 Warren Little’s critique that the contours of 
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teachers’ work make collegiality unlikely is being addressed by the 

creation of new roles for educators that enable them to stay in the 

classroom as teachers while receiving release time to mentor others, 

develop new curricular projects and engage with the community.16 

Hargreaves’ criticisms of “contrived collegiality” remain valid in some 

settings, but in general teachers’ reluctance to participate in profes-

sional learning communities can be addressed when skillful “network 

brokers” approach them as individuals and assure them that their 

challenges will be addressed in supportive ways by their colleagues.17

 Achinstein’s criticisms focused on the ways in which the language of 

“teacher community” could suppress diverse opinions. Educators need 

to be attentive to the ways in which language can exclude dissidents. 

Still, this legitimate concern should not be misconstrued. It is not true 

that the creation of shared values among diverse groups is impossible. 

If this were true we could have no International Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. We could have no Sustainable Development 

Goals. Defying skeptics, 195 nations signed on to the Paris Climate 

Agreement in December 2015 to lower their greenhouse gas emissions. 

If almost all of the diverse nations around the world can come together 

to agree upon such shared aims, cannot educators do the same within 

the far more manageable space of the school?

 As a profession, we require environments in which we can share 

our frustrations about our work with each other—about a curriculum 

we chose that didn’t work out, about a time we lost our patience with 

a misbehaving child, or about a parent–teacher conference that went 

badly. Teaching is a sensitive craft. It requires more than technical 

skills because it has to engage the emotions if it is to rouse the minds 

of students to peak engagement. It is time to create a new and more 

expansive professional imperative in our schools. It also is time to 

provide the skillful leadership and additional supports in our schools 

so that this new imperative can be brought to full fruition.

The Global and Existential Imperatives

In the final weeks of writing this book the media have been filled 

with stories about thousands of refugees streaming into Europe 

seeking asylum. Images of the best and worst of Europe have been 
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projected around the world, including cheering welcoming commit-

tees on the one hand and the gassing of desperate refugees, including 

children, on the other. Germany has led the way in its hospitality, 

welcoming over 325,000 refugee children into its public schools in 

2015. Who knows what the future will hold for these displaced 

peoples?

 At the same time, nations continue to struggle to provide minimal 

levels of equity for their own citizens. In the United States, racial 

injustice doggedly persists in some areas, in spite of progress in 

others. Class inequities have worsened. The country that once 

boasted a proud middle class that led the world with high rates of 

social mobility has cratered in the center. The consequences for chil-

dren, both at home and at school, have been dire.18

 Now, more than ever, we need education for “learning to be 

together,” as the UNESCO reports on education have so patiently 

and persistently contended for decades now. We witness with heart-

breaking regularity a world calling out for direct action to rectify 

injustices in our localities, our nations, and at a global level. But can 

educators unite across our diverse jurisdictions from around the 

world? Can we activate ourselves in ways that do not replicate past 

patterns of domination mixed with charity so that we can expand our 

potential to address the epochal challenges of our time?

 We can indeed do this, at least in part by reinvigorating our dedi-

cation to the public realm and to public schools. The rhetoric of 

marketplace advocates of reform has fallen flat because they simply 

have not been able to match the levels of achievement of traditional 

public schools. When Christopher and Sarah Lubienski set out to 

compare the math results of private and public schools in the US, 

they expected to see stronger results in the former, as marketplace 

advocates would predict.19 Instead, the public schools trounced the 

private schools in the National Assessment of Education Progress 

(NAEP) results. What happened?

 The Lubienskis found that the alleged strength of the private 

schools—their independence—was culpable for their poorer results. 

Teachers in private schools, it seems, enjoy an expansive sense of aca-

demic freedom untethered to collective responsibility. The fact that 

parents are paying tuition, often at very high rates, seems to be an 
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explicit register of their superiority to the public schools. Many of 

the reform waves of recent years consequently have passed them by 

altogether.

 “Public schools,” on the other hand, “are enjoying an advantage in 

academic effectiveness because they are aligned with a more profes-

sional model of teaching and learning.”20 NAEP standards are 

aligned with those established by the National Council of Teachers 

of Mathematics in the 1980s. The standards of this professional asso-

ciation, in turn, were informed by new insights from the learning sci-

ences that focus on mathematics as cognition. The pedagogical and 

curricular reforms that have ensued “have been adopted with greater 

enthusiasm in the public school sector, often at the technocratic dir-

ection of those centralized bureaucracies so despised by market 

theory.”21

 Markets will continue to play important roles in education. In 

open and free societies, parents should always have the option to 

raise their children in schools that accommodate their particular faith 

traditions. We should not, however, expect markets to raise the per-

formance of whole systems. To “learn to live together” we need col-

laborative models that do not pit us against one another. We need a 

profession that recognizes the dynamic and incremental nature of 

teaching and learning, and we need professional associations to help 

us to activate that knowledge.

 In so many schools, teachers are overwhelmed with trying to 

master the day- to-day demands of meeting curricular standards, 

pushing up standardized test results, and attending prescribed pro-

fessional development workshops. Who can blame them? There are 

so many pressures that if we step outside of the classroom to see what 

else might be going on we could lose precious traction. It is easier to 

stay within the carefully circumscribed paths others have set out 

for us.

 Addressing the global imperative may only appeal to those restless 

spirits who are willing to go along with any number of government 

initiatives and policies, but just not all of them. This is a new imper-

ative for those who don’t just want to accommodate displaced 

peoples, but actually want to learn to be together with them. This is 

an imperative for those who want to do all that we can to ensure that 
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Mahbubani’s “great convergence” is optimized, not just for one side 

or the other, but on behalf of everyone from host and sending coun-

tries alike. So much hangs in the balance with regard to our fragile 

futures. Only if we address our challenges collectively will we truly 

harmonize achievement with integrity.

 What could this mean for you in your school or system? We can 

all be on the look- out for ways to expand our students’ awareness 

beyond the limitations of our local settings. We can make sure that 

foreign language offerings are diverse and that we pay attention to 

equity in our classes and in our communities. At times we can raise 

our voices on behalf of those students without advocates at home or 

those without command of the language of the majority. Our curric-

ulum should reflect the diversity of our students and should be pro-

jected toward the emerging world that so rapidly is replacing the old.

The Existential Imperative

European existentialists have been associated with the most troub-

ling dimensions of human existence. Soren Kierkegaard wrote essays 

with titles like “Fear and Trembling” and “The Sickness unto 

Death.”22 Jean- Paul Sartre’s novel Nausea portrayed a man who 

found he had been living in a state of inauthenticity by writing a 

biography, instead of facing up to his own situation.23 In The Ethics of 

Ambiguity Simone de Beauvoir berated the so- called “serious man” 

who sought to lose his identity in that of a social movement or polit-

ical party.24

 There are other, more hopeful aspects of existentialism. For 

German émigré Erich Fromm, an existential stance meant going 

beyond the pressures of market societies “to have” and instead to 

focus on the potential “to be.”25 Abraham Maslow believed that we 

can capitalize even on traumatic experiences to become “self- 

actualizing” through proper cultivation of our interior lives.26 Rollo 

May found a persistent anxiety to run through modern life with all of 

its competitive pressures, but argued that the human capacity to love 

would prevail.27

 Existentialism is no longer as popular as it once was, but the quest 

for meaning remains as salient as ever. Meaning cannot be forced 
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onto individuals. It must be earned from within. Yet even here edu-

cators can play a role.

 We need educators who understand the “dignity of pedagogy” as a 

subtle spiritual act.28 Good pedagogy requires tact and restraint so 

that the educator creates time and space for students to engender 

their own ideas and questions about the curriculum. Education is 

about knowledge transmission and acquisition, but it can also be the 

practice of freedom if educators are willing to create activities in their 

own classroom that enable students to wonder, to try out new ideas, 

and to revise them.

 Education as an existential imperative can be developed from a 

variety of religious and secular perspectives. For Jewish theologian 

Martin Buber, educators had a responsibility to create environments 

of what he called “I- Thou” vertical depth that would go beyond the 

“I- It” world of instrumental horizontality.29 Jesuit educational 

thought emphasizes the careful formation of the young to become 

“men and women for others” with devotion to the common good.30 

In Islamic philosophies, educators are called to model for the young 

ways in which to overcome selfish impulses in service to the larger 

community.31 Buddhist philosophies of education call for teachers to 

practice the emptying out of ego as part of the path to enlighten-

ment.32 These traditions provide resources for all of us regardless of 

our personal backgrounds. Increasingly, they are combined into a 

diversity of forms in what has been called “postmodern spirituality.”33

 One hundred years ago this year, John Dewey published Demo-

cracy and Education, a magnum opus for all of those concerned with 

creating an optimal relationship between schools and society.34 

Without reference to explicit religious language, Dewey charted out 

a path that could uphold the critical thinking of the individual, 

ensure that education contributes to social progress, and do so in a 

non- ideological, pragmatic way. Dewey understood that education is 

both a means and an end, both an individual and a social matter. His 

theories of education have had an enormous impact globally and 

especially in East Asia, where a Dewey renaissance is underway 

today.

 All of those approaches invite educators to go far beyond 

education as a mechanistic construct that is defined by the economic 
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vagaries of the day. In each of them the educator needs to work 

extensively on developing an inner frame of mind that brings to light 

a subtle and sacred dimension of the pedagogical encounter. It does 

not matter if educators falter. None of us are perfect. What matters 

is that we engage in the struggle and persist over time.

The Promise of the Present Moment

Educators are standing on the brink of an enormous precipice today. 

The profession has higher academic content standards and more 

assessment data than ever. While inequities persist, the “great con-

vergence” is providing us with opportunities to overcome the barriers 

to greater cooperation and toward greater social harmony and 

freedom. We are inheritors of noble intellectual traditions and an 

international canon of philosophies and religions that we can draw 

on as we lead our profession in the years ahead.

 The old imperatives of change have been shaken to their core. 

When the president of the US takes time away from managing the 

crisis in the Middle East to issue a public statement on the excesses 

of testing in public schools, the tide has turned. When student 

protestors in Chile force a reversal of the privatization of schools, 

change is imminent. When the Minister of Education in Sweden 

puts together a high- level commission of teachers’ unions, educa-

tional researchers, and concerned citizens to stop the nation’s precip-

itous fall in the PISA results, the old imperatives are exhausted.

 Educators now are being given new opportunities to shape the 

future of our profession. Will we have the courage to step up and to 

take charge? Will we develop collective professional integrity in 

which educators hold one another to the highest standards? How the 

profession reacts or leads will speak volumes about who we are and 

what we stand for. Our students and the public will be watching.

 This book has been organized around imperatives. The choice of 

term may be disconcerting to those who privilege choice. But choice 

should not be its own end. It should serve higher purposes.

 Choice is easy. Imperatives are hard. The arguments presented in 

this book will not persuade those who want to evade the epochal 

challenges of our time. The point of view presented here can only be 
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persuasive if it speaks to the personal and professional quest of edu-

cators for meaning and purpose wherever they might be.

 In the end, it is not possible not to have a legacy. Not deciding 

what kind of legacy we will leave is to cheat our students and to 

betray ourselves. We know what we need to do in schools and 

society: We need to attain achievement with integrity. Whether or 

not we leave this legacy to future generations—that will be all that 

matters in the end.
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