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1.
Preliminary remarks. Anachronism of schools and forms of contemporary malaise

Schools, in their various orders and grades, are definitely not solely responsible for the forms of malaise afflicting contemporary society, from its local to national levels and even globally or planet wise.  However, it would be completely naive and scientifically incorrect to deny them a role both in the genesis and production of (individual, social) malaise and in its prevention or in the solution of problems generating malaise.

Schools, in that they are connected to the subject's development and, therefore, to his powers and capacities, with his way of being and operating, have an irreplaceable task a propos of the various dimensions of social life.  We cannot deny that this occurs, e.g. with regard to political (or democratic) participation, economic development, awareness of the wider needs of the human race and of the biosphere in the historic moment in which we are living: in this connection, we are referring to peace, quality of life not just on a human level, the change of course in the production of unbalances and ecological upsets, the “intolerable” use of techniques, the progressive control of violence against man and nature, in its various forms, etc..  The way of thinking and being of individuals and of groups of human beings, correlated as it is to education, is not indifferent in solving these problems.

This does not mean that schools are completely useless to date, and that they should therefore be abolished (as school abolishers maintained some decades ago).  However, we wish to emphasize the anachronism of its “quality”, of the most deep-rooted teaching-method rituals, and the consequent need for in-house qualititative innovation, motivated not only by social and individual needs but also by the most advanced science of our century.

Efficacious learning is not what schools impose nowadays.  Nor can educational aptitudes be considered different from powers and capacities (participation, research on meanings, aptitude to problem solving) that are required to really learn.

If we dwell for a moment on examining Italian society, various negative elements, with which schools are not unfamiliar, can be perceived.  It is worth mentioning some of them.

1.1. Recent statistics reveal that over 50% of Italians do not read books during the course of the year and – what is more serious – they are not ashamed to admit it (i.e. they consider this quite normal behaviour).  In “educational” terms, this means that “training” received at school, i.e. an aptitude for learning developed mainly in early childhood and adolescence, is not open and permanent (it is not projected towards the future as it should be) but closed and limited to school years.  It is common knowledge that at school we do not learn to learn (as we should); we do not usually learn to satisfy an intrinsic requirement of life, the fundamental need to know and to grow as an aspect of the quality of life itself, but “we learn” to meet a contingent, instrumental request: that of schools.

The historic origins of this attitude – largely connected to past “stationary” societies – are not hard to understand.  What we find harder to understand is the anachronistic persistence of this “educational” objective and of its supporting methodology.

Therefore, we call anachronistic school learning closed and instrumental learning, emphasizing the urgent need for a change in outlook.

1.2 Right from the first years of elementary school gradually up to University, there is a high rate of school dropout, so-called “dropout” or waste of capacity and natural talents.

It is common knowledge that many compulsory school-goers do not regularly attend lessons; many of those who attend are unsuccessful in learning and abandon schools without obtaining the applicable educational qualification.  Their lack of success and abandon, waste, continue worryingly during their post-compulsory “training”, at high school and University (for those who manage to gain access to it).  It seems that academically only 1 out of 3 of those who register manage to graduate in normal times, scheduled by the respective curriculum for the degree.

Lack of success is ideologically motivated genetically (lack of natural talent), instead of being attributed to the working of institutions intended to promote education.

The phenomenon mainly affects national areas that are socially at a disadvantage, especially certain suburbs.

The consequences of this waste (especially during compulsory school) are detrimental to individual life and to society.  Not having adequate educational qualifications and the permanent aptitude for learning required nowadays means, amongst other things, missing out on training and specialization courses (where educational qualifications are now indispensable).

Herein lies, amongst other things, a nexus between school and mafia, even if it is rarely emphasized.  As School dropouts, i.e. those who leave school without having obtained an educational qualification, do not manage to gain access to the vocational training that is required nowadays in the employment world as they find themself at a great disadvantage in rampant unemployment, they join the world of crime, becoming manual workers in Mafia organisations and helping to reproduce them.

Generally speaking, school dropouts are denied most fundamental human rights (e.g. the right to permanent growth of their personalities, mentioned beforehand in connection with a bent for reading; the right to free expression and communication of their thoughts; the right to actual democratic participation or participation in carrying out public interests at various levels of associated life, etc.).

1.3 A worrying result in Italian society – as in other Western and non-Western societies – is drug addiction, which accompanies other forms of malaise, especially amongst youngsters.

What is not clear in habitual analysis of this phenomenon (or that perhaps is intentionally vague) is that physical-biological addiction (like drug addiction) is usually the conclusive moment of other forms of addiction, which is mental and intellectual addiction, conformist habituation, repression of the need for personal independence, individual and group creativity, planning ad co-planning powers in response to existential problems.

Those who take drugs have been defrauded – according to the writing Associations – of one of the human beings' irrenouncable rights, constantly testified to by history and prehistory: the right to originality as a right to diversity and personal and community independence.  Undoubtedly this right must be acknowledged and protected, as it has been in international declarations and conventions since 1948.  However, it is obvious that it is of no avail to acknowledge and protect a power that does not exist in an individual, as it has to be conquered.  Originality, independence, creativity, planning capacity and an aptitude to solving problems that arise are, as a matter of fact, individual powers that must be acquired and that are developed by education.  They from part of “positive” (unlike “negative”) freedom or freedom to innovate, to put into practice something that does not yet exist and which, on the other hand, responds to human needs that gradually arise in history.

Until education does not start fostering the development of positive freedom, as a necessary, scientifically acknowledged dimension of freedom, “acknowledgement” and “protection” of the majority of human rights, including the right to democracy, risk becoming a joke and the heritage of minority groups, as actually occurs.  This aspect of development is connected to learning procedures, with the most diffused didactics.

1.4. Problems and forms of malaise recalled herein are not exclusive to Italian society, as mentioned beforehand.  Nor do they end here.  Political participation, for instance, is on a decline everywhere in “democracies” for many reasons.  Ordinary explanations of this phenomenon are undoubtedly plausible.  However, what usually lacks in the grounds for political estrangement is the perception of the scarce sense of collective interest as public interest, that basically characterizes contemporary life, afflicted by individualist-conformist closures, to which attention to community problems remains extraneous at various levels of social and civil life (from local or micro-community to macro-community levels: national, international and intercontinental/planetary).
It is not difficult to perceive a responsibility, also in this connection, in today's schools and in teachers, where individual atomism and conformist hetero-dependence (two elements that are usually associated, a sign of stagnation) leave no room for real group life as interactive, co-evolutionary life dynamically open to innovative design, from the bottom.  Also in this case there is teaching responsibility.

1.5. The aforementioned qualitative anachronism of contemporary schools can substantially be characterized in an educational void or absence of development of human powers required both to learn efficaciously and live in the modern world (permanent aptitude for learning as the capacity to solve problems or capacity for research, promotion and development of critical independence and creative-planning capacity, promotion or development of fundamental human rights starting from positive freedom, an aptitude to relational or cooperative-interactive life, sense of collective and public interest, etc.), the anachronism of contemporary schools, as mentioned above, is not exclusive to Italian schools but affects, with slight differences, schools in industrialised countries and the so-called well-off societies: a school that perhaps has not even had a chance to understand its role in relation to the global problems that have gradually arisen after the second world war in a world that has become unitary; but also a school that fits into a system of economic and technical (“modern”) values that are insensitive to man's needs and his natural existential context.

Today's problems cannot be solved with the way of thinking that generated them, Ervin Lazlo wrote, quoting Einstein.  This means to say that 21st century citizens cannot live in contemporary society with the receptive-executive attitudes pursued and imposed by a teaching system that has basically remained at the level of past centuries (at least in terms of quality).

That initiative, participation in local and planetary problem solving, originality, creativity and the power to critically escape conformist oppression and hetero-dependence are essential to modern day life, and not only for learning purposes, was basically the message that Michail Gorbaciov conveyed to the world from an unusual tribune (that of the San Remo festival) on 25 February 1999.

Not only Gorbaciov reasons in these terms.  The most advanced science of our century (named science of complexity and post-Darwin science of evolution) with its results in terms of natural and social sciences appears to move on this plane.

2.
Experimental objectives

The experimental objectives, correlated in a vision of (“complex” and “systemic” according to scientifically recurrent terms) reciprocal interdependence, are grouped here into two categories:

- “negative” objectives, intended to educationally refuse or defend the aforementioned serious forms of malaise;     

- “positive” objectives, regarding the development of personal traits deemed indispensable for a creative-planning integration, instead of being passive-receptive and executive, in contemporary society, to be gradually built as a democratic, non-violent society attentive to the needs/rights of man and nature.

The two categories of objectives are indicated hereafter.

“Negative” objectives

- Struggle against boredom and refusal of school afflicting pupils as school life is generally (and historically) considered on a par with torture by school-goers.  It is assumed that schoolwork can cease to be alienating work, and that only in this case can a greater, very different productivity be achieved (both in terms of learning and development of personal traits or powers that are not exclusively receptive/repetitive: two correlated factors that corroborate each other).

- Struggle against “school dropout” and its consequences both individually and socially (see the previous paragraph 1.2.).  It is assumed that dropout depends on various factors: boredom connected to alienating schoolwork, the lack of implementation of research processes and mental learning, lack of participation of learners themselves (doubts and perplexities, remarks and personal connections, critical and divergent thought), the absence sometimes of teamwork (enabling a multi-perspective overview of what is being learnt), and the enhancement (now inadequate or inexistent) of the student's culture of origin.
- Overcoming the instrumental conception of learning and school culture, as real learning and culture are not just means or instruments to obtain a piece of paper and a position in life, but form an essential part of our way of thinking and being, an essential part of our personality (with E. Fromm we could say that culture is not part of having but part of being of everyone of us).  As part of being, culture must not just be repeated (like a fossil, a crystallized, static external subject) but must be reprocessed and assimilated in the live process of personal (and social) evolution as a co-evolutionary process (therefore open to the diversity of perspectives and their meeting, also non-violent clashing inside schools and not only outside).

- Overcoming of the hetero-dependence that characterizes school life.  Schoolwork in ordinary schools is alienating also because, far from developing independence and creativity (i.e. a dimension of freedom), it is intended to make students dependent on what was thought in the past, or however on what others think.  As we said before, it is a question of learning an inert, crystallized subject, acquiring “frills” destined to be largely lost to the mind.

This aim of schoolwork goes back to ancient times; it dates back to the age before the open, evolutionary conception of reality when the world was considered final and science sought in it “the eternal present” of natural laws (apart from the appearance of phenomena) and knowledge handed down by manuals aimed at this characteristic of finality.  Amongst other things, it is maintained that schoolwork finds it hard to receive the appeals of liberal, democratic life, which proceed towards independence and cooperation, towards individual and collective evolution, in the post-Darwin sense of contemporary science.

Associated with mass media standardization, school dependence helps to pave the way to drug addiction (see paragraph 1.3.).

2.1 “Positive” objectives

- Implementation of the learning process as a research process: research of meanings of what we are learning, active formation of comprehension (learning to build nexuses and to fit new knowledge into an existing context that varies from one subject to another), access to tools and to research sources (dictionaries, encyclopaedias, historic and geographical maps, scientific laboratories, archaeological and cultural resources generally available on the territory, etc.).

This calls in question lessons from the chair, or continually one-way transmission of knowledge, that considers the latter as an extraneous end product (processed elsewhere) to be interiorised coercively.

We are instead of the opinion that, at all ages, we build interpretatively and maieutically (see Dolci) according to the questions that we address to a natural or literal text.  The formation of knowledge thus requires learners' participation, starting from a question, from a problem (raised by the educator, by a class or by anyone of the schoolfellows).

The subject who is learning has to be helped in this direction in order not just to learn a content, but also a method (that of learning to learn, as we said before; to learn to build knowledge, to “learn to be” according to the Faure Report of some decades ago) and not to acquire an extrinsic heritage, from which we can free ourselves afterwards.

- Response to need for continual growth or permanent personality growth.  This need is based on natural curiosity, which appears right from early childhood (through games, for instance); curiosity which, instead of being repressed – as usually occurs at schools – can be transformed into a research method.  The need to grow continually is also related to a permanently changing society, a society that is no longer closed and static but open and dynamic in a world that is also “unconcluded” or futuristic.

Natural curiosity is developed both personally and relationally and, therefore, requires interaction with others (in games, in teamwork).

- Response to the need for “positive” freedom.  In fact, freedom is not only understood as freedom from obstacles or constrictions (from politically and socially despotic regimes, from poverty and from ignorance), but also, as we mentioned before, as a capacity or power to creatively and cooperatively tackle, individually and in groups, personal, global or planetary problems – pollution, unbalances between north and south, peace, mafias, etc. – that the modern world has brought up; tackling them in the awareness of the evils that afflict both individuals (in terms of quality of life: drugs, crime, diseases) and the biosphere in its entirety as an attack on life and its sources (water, air, earth, heat, etc.) rooted in nature or “res extensa” by modernity deemed extraneous to man (“res cogitans”).

Maturing of the intellectual and ethical notion of complex interdependence, that science nowadays rediscovers within natural and social reality.  Whereas science, in modernity, developed obeying an atomist paradigm (the whole as an aggregate of separate, independent elements, as the sum of discrete parts), the most advanced science of our century discovered the nexuses of reciprocal and dynamic dependence that make reality an organic “system”, “complex” (or “fabric of the whole” according to the etymon of this term).

Based on this principle, we realise that not only does man depend on nature (enabling him to live and to which he is evolutionistically adapted), but also reciprocally nature depends on man (who can pollute and destroy it, or enhance it).  Consequently, socially, problems like peace, intercontinental emigration, unbalances in the living conditions of earthly nations, mafias, illicit traffic, etc. are no longer issues restricted to one state or to one continent; they do not only concern governments but require the cooperation of all states, nations and their governments to be solved.  Individuals can no longer remain extraneous to these problems and delegate decisions but have to responsibly help to solve them, as Gorbaciov, on the stage of San Remo, acknowledged.

That is why we can no longer think nowadays about “educating” individuals by stuffing their minds with the preconceived ideas of manuals, which amongst other things aim at the status of final truths, complete unto themselves.  It is necessary to educate to think and to live tackling problems that concern us.  And we maintain that once again this forms part of human rights and quality of life.  It forms part of real, efficacious learning procedures.

3.
School reforms in Italy

Nowadays school reforms are justly spoken about in Italy.  And high time!  The writers appreciate the intentions of Minister Berlinguer and those who are thinking of reforming intentionally educational institutions.  We appreciate the commitment intended to reassess the teaching function, which is a necessary requisite to reforms.

Therefore, in these projects, is attention focused on the quality of school, as part of the quality of life? Is there adequate perception of a nexus between school and contemporary social life?

4.
Further fulfilments

The rather technical part of this project will be processed by a group of experts, which will deal with the following aspects:

- Hypotheses, to be basically gathered from the experimental objectives (see paragraph 2);

- Experimental methodology, which will probably use the “opposite group” method (“experimental group” and “check group”);

- Training of teachers who will implement the project; the role reserved for them in defining any aspects of the project itself;

-
Participation of families of pupils engaged in the “experimental group”;

-
Distinction within the project between the two grades of compulsory schools;

· Other aspects: recruitment of teachers; project location (preferably in a suburb); project duration; timetables, programmes, modules, etc.).

Antonino Mangano

NOTE: Lapis considers it essential that the organisation of basic school allows ample room for technical activities by setting up special laboratories and attendance to training schemes at banks, factories, scientific laboratories and craftsmen's shops.

In this way, not only is highly professional know-how provided but it also helps to fill the traditional gap between schools and life.  Moreover, it fosters integration of foreign pupils in schools and in work.

