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SCHOOLING IN THE INFORMATION AGE:
OLD ACADEMIC GOALS IN NEW SOCIETAL CONTEXTS

William E. Gardner
University of Minnesota
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Everybody gets so much information all day long that they lose their common sense.
Gertrude Stein
(There is a paradox) ... which exists between the egalitarian ideclogy of school and the fact that the ...

post-industrial society remains a meritocracy.
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Jacques Vonecha'

Both scholarly and popular publications in the United States have always contained critical
comments about schools and education, but lately what is usually a trickle has become a raging
crent. Each professional joumal and edition of the daily paper or weekly news magazine
contains stories about the “great crisis® in American education and the perceived gap that
oxists between what children and adolescents know and what adults think they should know to
become useful and product'se citizens in the 21st century. This great concern over what Is
thought to be a "quality” education has ushered in one of the most intense and long-lasting

reform movements in the history of our educational system (National Commission on Excsllence
in Education, 1983; Cremin, 1988).

Coliaagues in other parts of the world assure me that my country is not the only one in which
concern over schools and the fate of young people are major issues. In Great Britain and France,
in the nations of the former Soviet Union, in Australia, Japan, and Thailand, schools also appear

to be under great pressure to change to meet the needs of a challenging new age (See, for
example, OECD, 1985).

Much of the criticism leveled at the world's schools is misdirected and misplaced and, thus,

V\- misses the point. A large quantity of tire has been squandered in discussing who is to blame for
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what Is seen as a bad current situation, and much cf this discussion has been both confusing and
hurtful to teachers and administrators and to the cause of improvement. The major critics of
schools appear 1o operate on the “devil theory” of causation, which puts the blame for whatever
is wrong on bad people - teachers, administrators, and teacher educators who do the wrong
things at the wrong times in the wrong ways. National critics claim that young people do not
learn as much as did pupils years ago nor as much as young people do in other countries and that
the various natioris will lose their ability to compete economically i* students do not learn more;

the reason for this dire state of affairs is that avil seems to lurk in the hearts of those who run
schools.

Such criticism is not useful becausae it's about the wrong things. People who run schools are not
devils and it makes no sense to keep saying they are. Claims about how much people learned long
ago and far away make no sense either; most of the comparisons are based on studies that are

badly flawed and, in any case, the wrong things are usually measured when these types of
comparisons are drawn.

It would be easy to characterize the critics as foolish or misguided, but it is a mistake to ignore
their assessment of the world's schools as less than adequate for the future. | think that school
critics sense that something is wrong, that schools are not functioning to produce the kinds of
citizens needed in the difficult decades ahead; but they have identified the wrong things. |
believe that the basic problems faced by schools worldwide are not those most often mentioned
but are instead those that flow from two extremely important factors: (1) the world has
steadily become smaller as we have moved into the “information age”; and (2) the economies of
the world have undergone recent and rapid change. These factors have moved so powerfuily upon

us that they demand unprecédented adaptation and change from schools, change that has not as yet
been attemgted on a large scale.

For many years, the world has been *shrinking" in the sense that it has become easier to travel
and to communicate. But during the last two decades the pace of change has quickened. Back in
the 1970’s computers and telecommunications were fused, a deveiopment that enabled the
world’'s peoples to share information in virtually ro time at all and to move resources in the
form of information and money around the globe with little regard for constraints of time or




space (Cleveland,1985). This factor has enabled massive chcrges in the ways the world's
economies are organized. As a number of social scientists have noted, the world has entered a
“post-industrial” world in which a true “glubal® economy has emerged (Bell,1972). This
new condition is one in which “every factor of production --- inoney, tachnology, factories,
and equipment --- moves effortlessly across borders™ (Reich,1992, p.8). So powerful has
been this development that the old ideas of a national economy and national competitiveness have
been rendered meaningless, and it simply makes no sense for nations to be interested in
maintaining trade barriers to protect their industries. Dubbed “transnational®, the new form
of economic organization is neither national nor international in scope --- it is clearly beyond
the demarcations that have traditionally marked political boundaries and involves relationships
that transcend those between and among nations. “The transnational economy has now become
dominant, controlling in large measure the domestic economies of the national states”
(Drucker,1989, p.115). This economic phenomenon has been powered in large part by
tremendous improvements in transportation systems that make it feasible for high voiume,
standardized production to be shifted rapidly around the worla to areas wiiere wages are low, and
by the ability of all the world's people to share information instantaneously.

These factors force a number of significant changes on us. Witness the ways we must how view
natural resources. Metals or liquids in the ground, the products of fieid and forest and others
supplied by a bountiful nature were generally thought to be the key resources for national
development. While they are still considered important, the transnational economy depends on
information as the most significant resource, and the “information society” has become central
to our world view. Witness aiso how the information age forces a new view of the geopolitical
world, one Harlan Cleveland calls the “passing of remoteness” (Cleveland,1985, pp.105 -
123). It used to be that the location of the world’s natural resources was of central importance.
The world was dominated by the notion of location, the “idea that location is a form of power,
that the political importance of communities is due to their geography” (Cleveland,1985,
p-107). The success of some economies located in relatively small nations without a
conventional resource base (e.g., Singapore) or located away from the main trade routes (e.g.,
South Korea) provide graphic illustrations of this point. Communication satellites and
computers have gradually erased distance, “eroding the idea that some places are world centers
because they are near other places, while other areas are bound to be peripheral becau‘se they
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are remote from the ‘center of things'™ (Cleveland,1985, p. 107). The development of the
transnational economy has brought drastic changes in the world's social and econcmic systems,
great upheavals in employment patterns throughout the world, and enormous shifts in the ways
that goods are manufactured and marketed.

The rise of a new economic organization and the heightened importance of information raise
important issues of content, access, and control, issues that have not undergone serious
examination in these new contexts. What knowledge is of most worth for young people to

possess? Who should have access to it? What should the schools teach about how to acquire and
process information?

As to content, the brave new age into which we have moved places a high premium on the
development of two special abilities. The first is the ability to manipulate the symbols needed to
master modern technologies. This ability involves much of what is currently taught worid-
wide, including the skills of basic literacy and calculation, but it should be obvious to any and
all that the “fact-based” curriculum assessed by national examinations currently so popular
throughout the world will not suffice. Far more important than acquiring bodies of factual
knowledge with their dismally short useful life span is the ability o identify problems and to
solve them. This involves the set of skills that enables people to process information, to make

knowledge from it, to select and analyze, and, in short, to think for themselves (Reich,1992,
pPpP. 228-234).

To achieve this goal means that we must piace great emphasis upon teaching the skills of critical
thought. Teachers have long been seeking ways to have their pupils iearn to think critically,
but the goal now assumes heightened status for the simple reason that critical thought is the
clearest and most relevant source of power in an information age. The development of critical
thought must be a key goal in each of the subject fields. In a redesigned educational system, the
emphasis must be upon those aspects of disciplines that allow creative interpretation and

generalization, rather than on the low level facts produced in such abundance by each subject
area.

The second key ability is to see the biggest of all possible pictures. Wae live in a fluid, non-rigid




world, and our need to focus on the “naiion™ as the central theme in the school curmriculum has
literally been swept away by the tide of events. Developing the broad view, the global
perspective, means permeating the teaching of all subjects with a new viewpoint. It means
using examples from the world's cumrencies to teach arithmetic functions; it means
emphiasizing the "cross-cutting” global issues (e.g., ecology, food production, hunger,
overpopulation) when teaching biology and social studies; and it means doing thought problems
in mathematics related to situations elsewhere --- in Russia, Israel, or Kenya, or whichever
places are not well known to one's pupils. It means consciously structuring cross-cuitural
contacts and experiences for all students. Always, a global perspective adopts and encourages
wider as opposed to more narrow world views (Boulding,1988; Becker,1979; Hanvey,1976;
and Tye,1990; provide comprehensive viewpoints on global education programs and practices).

As to the access question, there is a strong case in favor of the belief that education should be as
inclusive as possible. But the world's school systems continue to withhold educational
opportunity from large numbers of pupils; at a time when the need is clear for education to be
as inclusive as possible, we continue to exclude. All of the world’s educational systems have had
to come to grips with the issue of who will have access to the knowledge purveyed by the system
and on what basis citizens will be allowed to participate. While all national systerns are
described by their proponents as “universal® and all require attendance to soine prescribed
minimum, we all know that distinctions are made early and often on the basis of alleged academic
aptitude and achievement, and also on more subtle factors such as social and economic status.
Briofly put, those children identified as academically éuperior are provided with an “elite”
education, for they are expected to occupy future positions of leadership. The others, who,
presumably, are academically slower, are consigned to less significant educational activities.

Education, then, is rationed; the knowledge most highly prized is “saved” for the few and kept
from the many. The rationing system is justified on the grounds of scarcity --- our society has
limited resources, goes the argument; in order to improve our lot, we must select the most able
pupils and provide them an education consistent with their intellectual standing. The system
created out of such thinking is, of course, a "meritocratic" one --- meaning that those with
superior achievement have been correctly identified and will be properly rewarded. Under such
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a system the schools are relied on to determine which pupils have outstanding abilities and,
hence, can be safely exposed to the key knowledge.

The issues surrounding meritocracy emerged only in relatively recent times. Certainly, a
century or two ago there were few if any concems about how schooling related to the
management of soclety because so few people had access to the schooling process. The rise of
industrial societies with their heavy demands for more and better administration and
technological skills had powerful effects on schools. In the minds of some observers, educational
meritocracies became intrinsic to the fabric of industrial societies (Voneche,1979). Indeed,
political conservatives and liberals alike assumed that a primary function of the schools was to
sort pupils so as to achieve a close relationship between economic needs and the supply of
educated workers (Husen,1979; Sorokin,1959); the only difference was that the left thought
that a high degree of intergenerational mobility couid be built into a meriltocratic system while
the right did not think so or did not care one way or the other.

The validity of meritocratic systems is widely accepted; as noted earlier, many believe that such
systems are necessary elements of any so-calied advanced society, a seemingly inevitable
natural law (Bell, 1973). But there are at least four major problems with arguments
supporting meritocracy. First, they assume the validity of the academic criteria used to assign
pupils to “alite” and “not so elite” status. Virtually everywhere such separation is done,
however, the bases for judgment are tests and other assessment devices that reward social and
economic status or rote learning and memorization. Certainly, these are not the characteristics
that should be rewarded by a vital, growing society or that are most needed in the post-
Industrial world. Second, meritocratic selection criteria reflect a static view of intelligence
that allows judgments to beé made about pupils at a very young age --- the assumption is that
they can be divided into bright, average, or stupid categories and that their intellectual
capacities will not change over time, no matter how they might be stimulated by the educational
process. Such viewpoints are in sharp confiict with the recent work of psychologists like
Sternberg and Gardner (Sternberg,1983; Gardner,1985). Third, a meritocratic system
assumes that real equality of opportunity does in fact exist. The results produced by the various
screening and selecting devices in current use, however, suggest strongly (to distort Orwell
only slightly) that those who are m.ore equal than others have consistently taken advai.tage of the
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situation to maintain their status, or more precisely, that of their offspring. As one observer
put it “...the notion that social classes will sort themselves out according to inborn capacity
between generations is not supported by particularly convincing evidence. One finds in widely
different social orders that those who ‘made it' to advanced positions (not least by means of
advanced education) tend to pass on their privileges to the next generation™ (Husen, 1979, p.
206). Finally, a meritocracy assumes that demonstrable economic benefits exist in the system
and that modern economies are destined to be led by a relatively small number of peopie. This
point of view ignores a growiiig body of research that concludes exactly the opposite --- that
there are greater economic benefits from a democratization of content and access than there are
from restricting access to a few. (Space prohibits a full review of this point of view here; a
good statement is in the article by Ransom, 1988.)

The admonition that students acquire the skills of critical thought and a global perspective are,
of course, not new. While they have been widely advocated by educational theorists and
planners, those skills have been achieved only partially and then usually by elite popuilations.
In terms of the big changes outlined earlier, they have become monumentally more important
than ever before. People must acquire such skills in order to function as full citizen members
of society. More important, the development of an economy that transcends national borders
raises important questions of how the people of the worid can relate to and be protected from the
huge super-national economic organizations that no longer can be assumed to be under the
control of known political entities; the only protection, it seems, involves access to and the
ability to analyze large quantities of information.

This situation creates at least three imperatives for teacher educators world-wide. FEirst, we
must make concerted efforts to recruit into our own programs prospective teachers who
themselves demonstrate the abilities described earlier. There is no place on earth where
teacher educators have sincerely attempted to attract into teaching large numbers of students
who possess any pre-existing set of skills, iet alone those of critical thought and global
perspective. As a consequencs, teaching is all too often regarded as a profession that requires
primarily a warm body as an entry qualification. As a group we are far from poweriess in
finding a solution to this problem. Teacher educators exert considerable influence and often a
large measure of control over entry to the profession because decisions about who gets into




teacher preparation programs usually resida with the education faculty and are .ften heyond
interference by officials of the state.

Second. we must attempt to build an *iniernational” environment in our colleges and
departments by providing a curriculum representative of ideas and examples from a large
sample of the world’'s knowledge, transcending ideologies, historical epochs, and national
boundaries and offering a wide range of opportunities for students to travel and study abroad,

Einally, we must do what needs to be done to convince our students that a wise educational policy
is one that supports the concept of educational equity and recognizes the crucial need to educate
all pupits in the skills that are most important for productive life in the information age. The
costs of continuing to create elites deliberately and to assign most of our pupils to oblivion by

narrowing the access routes to appropriate education are staggering, too great for the next
generation o be asked to bear.

In summary, then, education has always been the topic of considerable comment and criticism,
but ioday the cacophony of sound has achieved an unprecedented decibel levél. While much
criticism of schools is misdirected, educational systems throughout the worid have not really
attempted to make the substantial changes demanded by today’s global society. The needed
changes involve issues of both content and policy --- content must be revamped to emphasize
knowledge most relevant to the present age and policies must be instituted that allow all pupils
to get the best education possible. The simple facts are that information has become society’s
key resource and people who have access to it will be powerful. While many hands are needed in
this effort, it is my firm belief that teacher educators can and should piay important roies in
making both excellence and equity universal goals for the world's educational systems.
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