Silvo ŠINKOVEC
Don’t leave school alone

The context 

There is a call to include care for the particular needs of the students into the school programme. As we have seen in the previous (Julia’s) lecture, the school has to explore the needs of students, their parents and the environment, and then on the basis of these data define its proper vision.  

Yesterday we have explored some of the particular students’ needs. We did not touch all specific needs, nevertheless we had an opportunity to study some questions and we tried to see how we could approach such needs. We mentioned gifted children, sexually molested or abused children, students overwhelmed by aggressive moods, students in stressful situations. We could make a much larger list of students with special needs: emotionally underdeveloped, exploited children, children from broken families, without a father’s presence, students who come from families with poor psychological health; children without communicating skills; students with underdeveloped identity (citizenship, national and ethnic, personal, religious). On the other hand there are also socially committed students with needs to develop their talents, students who search for the meaning of Beauty, Good, Truth and Holy. And for example, if we want to actively participate in developing a democratic society we should invest more effort into forming a sense for becoming good citizens.

Now we can take a step further in enlarging our discussion. I would like to present a call for cooperation and the building up of a network dedicated to educational effort. The idea is not new, but I think it fits into the 50th anniversary of SIESC and in the context of the title of our meeting. 

Homo conectus 

The expression homo conectus was used by Roberto Carneiro in describing modern man. We live in a period of time in which Europeans are continuously connected by phone, radio, television, internet etc. to life in all countries of the world. The entire world is becoming a village. Today it is of no importance whether someone lives in the countryside or in the centre of a city. Every person is connected to the worldwide net of information and life style. We are homo conectus. 

On the other hand the same society is becoming more and more fragmentised and besides this it has a great impact on the development of the individuals, family life and consequently, on the life of the school. Our students can communicate with many persons throughout the entire world, but in several cases they are not able to communicate with someone in their own family, in a class or to develop friendship on a deep and trustworthy level. 

Some of the dilemmas listed by McLaughlin in his lecture in Ljubljana in 2002 are more challenging today when we try to build up the European Union in its enlarged borders: “to achieve a balance between ... on the one hand, the maintenance and active support of the essential elements of the cultures and lifestyles of all the ethnic groups within it, and, on the other, the acceptance by all groups of a set of shared values distinctive of the society as a whole ...  ethnic minority groups should be allowed and encouraged to maintain their distinct identities within this common framework. They must be free ... within the democratic framework to maintain those elements which they themselves consider to be the most essential to their sense of ethnic identity - whether these take the form of adherence to a particular religious faith or the maintenance of their own language for use within the home and their ethnic community - without fear of prejudice or persecution by other groups.” 
 

The society we live in is multicultural.
 Never before did people mix so much, never in the history were there so many opportunities for personal growth. It is so rewarding to go back to the four pillars of education as stated in the UNESCO’s report Learning: the treasure within (Chapter 4, 1996): learning to know, learning to do, learning to live together and learning to be. It triggers thinking about the goals of educational work and offers an opportunity to face several above-mentioned questions. 

Gradually the educational system is changing, teaching changes in its role and its goal because of the unification of Europe, changes in the society, new culture and new needs of the students and their parents, because of the new awareness. What is our role and what mission shall we seek in this complexity of life? 

Vatican II has given us an excellent document Gravissimum Educationis, which is still relevant today. It may help us to think about our questions. “All men of every race, condition and age, since they enjoy the dignity of a human being, have an inalienable right to an education that is in keeping with their ultimate goal, their ability, their sex, and the culture and tradition of their country, and also in harmony with their fraternal association with other peoples in the fostering of true unity and peace on earth. For a true education aims at the formation of the human person in the pursuit of his ultimate end and of the good of the societies of which, as man, he is a member, and in whose obligations, as an adult, he will share.”
 The diversity requires new awareness and urges to work out new strategies. The traditional pedagogical principle of individualization is very important also in present day philosophy. We cannot work only with the class as a big non-differentiated group; we try to see each person as unique, with common and special needs. The students are the subjects, not simply the objects of education. I like the idea of  Stanko Gogala, who supported the education for freedom
. He also emphasized the inner motivation and inner freedom which the students should come to. We try to get in touch with the student’s intuition (underneath stream of water or inner spirit) that leads each person. I believe that God calls each person for his/her particular mission, for this reason the teacher should help to develop students talents. This is a pedagogical question and also a theological one, looking from the perspective of creation theology. 

Challenge

What, then, is a teacher’s mission in this multicultural society? How can I approach the many different needs of the students without adequate preparation and without an adequate school’s strategy? How can I, an ordinary teacher who has no power over educational policy work to bring about any significant change? I wonder who does not pose these questions to himself serving day by day, often tired, without energy and, at times, without any visible results.

The main idea I would like to stress is that a school as a formation and cultural centre should have the initiative to take the first step. That presupposes constant reflection on the situation and the readiness to change. I would like to seek an answer in two dimensions. First, on the institutional level stressing the need to develop educational networking, and secondly on the level of personal witness by the notion of oikos.
From state managed schools to educational-cultural centres

A question comes up what kind of school can respond to changing society and new needs. The school can be / should be “...an instrument of individual and cultural change ... (which) ... alters the way people think, changes basic moral understandings, and alters commitments and loyalties” (Feinberg 1998, 56-57)
 How do we perceive the role of the school? We can see it as an institution, which runs the state programmes or as an educational centre with much autonomy and initiative. 

I would like to recall Hannele Niemi’s lecture
 in 2000’s SIESC meeting. She explores this question through analysing the relationship the States have towards the teachers. She asks who is a good, valuable teacher: one who ‘does things right’ or one who ‘does the right things’?  

The teacher “who does things right” was trained according to a philosophy which stressed the role of teacher as only implementer of a curriculum which the state administration (Ministry of Education) has authorised; and in competence based training which serves to achieve mainly technical skills for classroom management. Teachers in such societies enjoy low and unprofessional status; they are non-autonomous instruments of political ends. What is important are overt accountability and quality control systems of teacher’s performance. 

The teachers “who do the right things” are trained according to a philosophy which perceives their role as “definitely important in achieving and sustaining democracy in a society.” They have a “more active role as developers of teaching and development of their own profession” and are “involved in a deeper social and educational debate”.

From this perspective it is not difficult to conclude which school will be able to respond to the needs of the students in the changing society. In the second type of educational philosophy the school enjoys much autonomy, the teachers are ready to reflect and study; and for this reason the school has much more possibility for initiative and creative solutions to the problems. Autonomous school develops its own vision and enriches the state programmes by introducing the programs and projects following the perceived needs; and it respects the skills of the professors. It can offer additional meetings and create, for example, non-formal adult formation. 

Such schools could be '... vibrant places, full of the colour, warmth, and variety found in the society they are to serve' (Tomasi 2002, 126).
 The school which reflects and reacts to the needs can shape the society according to the power of insight and knowledge, and form a community which is able to re-create a new living place. In such a way it becomes a formation and cultural centre promoting healthy life and humanistic values. Creative teachers’ communities could create their own vision, which is expressed in the mission statement. The vision enables a school to enlarge its work and activities, to support basic values (respect, peace, human dignity etc.). 

What can the school do?

As a formation and cultural centre the school should have the initiative. A school which listens to the environment and studies the context is able to identify the questions, needs and problems. Identifying them already creates awareness of them; from awareness grows interest and inner motivation for change. The next step is important: to explore the roots of the problems. Without knowing the background of  questions we risk acting superficially and not adequately. Then we can take decisions, make commitments and plan the projects or activities. Sometimes the school should promote the development of professors’ skills and form leaders needed for new projects they would like to initiate. At the end and as a new beginning the evaluation process is important.
 I would like to underline some elements of this process. 

Identification: The daily routine does not always allow us to see clearly what the genuine needs are or where the conflicts emerge. For this reason it is helpful to have in the staff persons who are capable of identifying the real questions and the real problems. This is the basis for all other processes. 

Creating consciousness: Without the awareness of the problems people do not participate in searching for the solutions. The institution of school is the moving force which should take the first step in developing the programmes such as the program of “raising awareness” of the situation (problems or needs). For this purpose the round table, conferences and other initiatives could have a big resounding. As a result we can expect that the society will have the will to turn up in such projects.  

Reflection: Without clear distinction between the symptoms and the roots of the problems, no efficient action can be undertaken. A professional reflection is more than just ‘common sense’ knowledge. It presupposes some additional insights and clear methodology. 

Formation programs: In order to react properly to the problems some new knowledge is needed. For example, in order to help the talented children some new skills are needed (to identify such children, to create and implement the programs, to exchange the experiences etc.). 
 Likewise it is with children who have developed low self-esteem and those with other needs. Without know-how insignificant help can be offered to those in need. The staff community should first of all become a learning society. We can share this knowledge and such skills with people from the surroundings. Open lectures can be organized; workshops for developing professional skills; corners of needed literature could be opened for common use etc. 

Projects: Then decisions can be taken and activities planned. Activities can bring tangible changes. These can be short or long term projects.

Evaluation: Some schools start one project after another. It happens time after time that for a particular project a lot of work was done but at the end it brought little contribution to the life style of the school community. I think that it is important that the school at the end of each project evaluates the results and incorporates new insights into ordinary life. From each project in which a lot of thinking and work is implemented some useful conclusion can be drawn, some new attitudes can be supported. In such a philosophy the projects would not be ‘ad hoc’ initiatives but well considered and planned activities that each of them could enrich the school’s surroundings, the quality of education and the life of the school community. 

Volunteers: The staff can do a large quantity of this work. However, it is much better if voluntary groups are set up which could promote particular activities. We need to prepare the volunteers and then include them in a specific task. Some effort is necessary at he beginning but later on such cooperation brings a lot of reward. 

Who can participate? Educational net

The general secretary of UNESCO Koichiro Matsuura has pointed out: “Education is not only the right but also the key to the entire development. This belief is generally accepted today but it is also necessary that schools interfere into life, especially for those who are still excluded from the traditional way of the educational system. New partners (communities, NGOs, local civil and religious leaders, private organizations) have turned out to be very valuable.”

Some tasks the school can do in its own effort. Others it can’t. Therefore it is important to extend its boundaries to the external relations. First of all there are the parents of the students, then all those needed persons who are the first helpers: psychologists, medical doctors, social workers, priests etc. A creative school is able to motivate and include the other entities (organizations, communities) such as: social care centres, family centres, sports’ associations, cultural centres, therapeutic centres, health centres, factories and various companies, religious communities, political organizations, police, libraries and media centres, youth centres, municipality (local authorities), NGOs etc. In a multicultural society it is vital to keep in touch with others and not to confine oneself to isolation. On both levels it is necessary to work and animate people. Let’s take the case of sexual molestation. A school cannot do much without the other entities engaged in the problem: parents, social care centre, medical care centre, court etc. 

The increased awareness inspires hope that seeking for help is nothing to be ashamed of, or a sign of a problematic school, but the high level of consciousness of a team which knows that it cannot develop everything alone. Who negates the problems uses primitive defence mechanisms, which maintain feelings such as fear, anger, shame or a sense of guilt and with them lie hidden inner conflicts. A good quality team is looking for adequate help at the right time for the right thing. 

Let me mention very interesting experience from Cerknica,
 a small town in Slovenia where a similar model was introduced. The parish opened a youth centre and with this project the parish priest tried to create a network of educational efforts. He invited the local bodies to participate. At some meetings they identified some needs. They figured out that the family is most important for the education; the other institutions (kindergarten, school, health centre, social centre) are a support to the family. There were all the problems of youth and the question of the quality of their spare time. Then they worked out the goals and the way of cooperation between youth centre, school, social centre, health centre, and parish. A new Counselling Centre for youth and family was inaugurated. The health centre and the social centre rediscovered the possibility to work more as a preventive and less as only curative agency. Each one rediscovered its proper role and the teamwork enabled professionals to serve more people and with much better quality. “A project is challenging and demands a great deal of knowledge, patience and persistence. Individualist education must be neglected when an expert or educator demands and gives his/her own piece of advice. One should forget certain principles and grouping people as 'ours' and 'theirs'. Every person is a unique being that deserves respect and everyone who has the opportunity to help should do his/her best, never harming a person.” 

Educational net: The school can create a social, spiritual and cultural environment by projects and with well-planned activities it can create an educational net. Like in social science we can also speak about networking. Much of it has already been created; much can be done in the future. It is important that the school does not remain alone with lots of students’ needs and problems, at times unsolvable. 

Call for the community

The global village of the information society in itself does not provide satisfying human relations. Unfortunately, living in the global village immersed in the ocean of information and crowds of people many times means to be very alone and lonely. For that reason people look for relations of quality and UNESCO’s commission also advocates as a very important goal of school process  learning to live together, learning to live with others. 
 “Formal education must therefore provide enough time and opportunity in its programmes to introduce the young, from childhood on, to co-operative undertakings through participation in sport or in cultural activities, and also through participation in social activities such as neighbourhood renovation, help to the underprivileged, humanitarian work, inter-generational assistance etc.” 
 Students many times miss a good relationship in which it would be possible to develop their own communication skills, moral judgements, virtues, self-esteem, good habits and interiorise basic values. We will help them to live together with one another if we create surroundings that offers the possibility to form attitudes and shape personal opinions which become an inner source of motivation to search truth, reality, goodness, beauty, holiness. Without looking for objective values no stable and satisfactory relations are possible. 

L. J. Duhl wrote a number of books and articles on the importance of building a healthy society (towns, villages) and WHO runs a project to create healthy communities.
 On the one hand it is important to look for the particularities and special individual needs, but on the other hand we need to be eager to see the common good, common needs, to build up a new sense for community. Healthy towns are needed. Such an environment will not allow our children to be so easily exploited or abused by those who distribute illegal drugs or alcohol, who sexually abuse children, or are trafficking people.

Roberto Carneiro predicts that we can expect a new renaissance in school philosophy. The dictates of the state and of the market will be replaced by the attention to the human person. According to his opinion that will happen when our schools will be more focused on  forming communities, on humanistic values, and will treat the individual as a subject of the learning process.
 I would like to stress this emphasis that the human person cannot achieve full development alone, without community. 

As a Christian community we also support the idea that creating a community is of highest priority. For the education of children the entire village is needed. The village today are our daily ways that we partake each day in our daily routine. For that reason this year we are headed for the creation of the educational net. We can do more and better if we are not alone. The task of the school is not to try to fulfil all expectations of the students and their needs alone. The task of the school is to animate the other agencies to enter into the network and work together for a better and healthier society. 

Oikos 

In the Greek language the word oikos means house. We find this word in the New Testament, more often in the Acts of the Apostles. “Now there was a man in Caesarea named Cornelius, a centurion …a God-fearing man, as was all his household (oikos)” (10,2). He gets the message to call Peter, “who will speak a message to you by which you and your entire household (oikos) will be saved” (11,14). “Now Cornelius was waiting anxiously for them and had called together his relatives and close friends.” (10,24.) Oikos means a house, a group of people who live and work together, who are regularly linked. In the New Testament we find many other similar passages. “Then Levi gave a great banquet in his house for Jesus, and there was a large crowd of tax collectors and others sitting at the table with them.” (Lc 5,29); “Return to your home, and declare what God has done for you” (Lc 8,39); “Today salvation has come to this household…” (Lc 19,9); “…he himself believed along with his entire household” (Jn 4, 53) etc. 

The idea of oikos can be very interesting also for educational work. Oikos can be our ‘household’ in a modern sense of meaning. We live in our flat, every day we go buying bread and milk at the nearby shop, down at the corner we buy a newspaper, we rush to our workplace always on the same road and there we regularly meet the same people, we develop deeper  cooperation with some of the colleagues etc. All in all during the day (week) we meet ten to twenty persons. This is our living place. Oikos does not denote place just in terms of geography, rather it means a setting of our daily relations. In these relations our life story unfolds. In our oikos we meet people who we like and love, or do not like, because of whom we suffer, and those who we can help or work for more intensely as professionals. When we consciously build up this oikos we begin to live a more committed life. We participate in the creation of the Kingdom of God that is among us; in that way we commit ourselves to working enthusiastically and professionally in our own oikos. 

There are some steps that can be followed in this method. First of all, a teacher who values prayer and believes in its power can do the first commitment, to pray for the concrete persons of his/her oikos. He/she can write down some names of people he/she is going to pray for the next period of time (week, month). Secondly, he/she can decide to observe more closely the lives of these people and when they need help he/she can offer it. They need us. Regardless of our beliefs or ideas we can be at a person’s side when he/she passes a hard time. The true service is actualised. We have realised yesterday how many are the needs of our students, parents and other people in the environment. These persons might wonder what is the reason of our hope and faith, or inquire about the experience that was most important and gave meaning to our life. The moment of witnessing (third step) might occur. Why not give a testimony at such an occasion? After such an experience, there is an opportunity to communicate, to discuss our deeper beliefs and values in case a person shows interest (fourth step). Sharing a personal life experience can be a much more meaningful in presenting our full belief than those at school or in the church. Later on, perhaps, somebody will ask to join our faith community (fifth step). 

Oikos is our challenge and our chance. We, the teachers, will never remain alone if we strive to build up our own, smaller or larger, living place full of prayer, care, tenderness and love. Our students will be pleased when they discover that we have listed them and their parents on our prayer list, they will appreciate our commitment to work out their unpleasant situations which they cannot solve by themselves. Our colleagues are going to be surprised and delighted by our small recognitions or kind observations we make about their work or suggestions. 

Conclusion full of consolation and hope

The school tailored to suit the students’ needs and their personal development will be able to answer many questions. “The outline of the turn which we wish to realize is already getting its shape. The main goal of an educational system cannot be reduced only to transferring knowledge or to mastering professional capability. We should not forget that educational system literally means ‘a supplement which allows students to develop their capability entirely’.”

We can remember Jesus’ conversation with Peter: “When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?" He said to him, "Yes, Lord; you know that I love you." He said to him, "Feed my lambs." A second time he said to him, "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" He said to him, "Yes, Lord; you know that I love you." He said to him, "Tend my sheep." He said to him the third time, "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, "Do you love me?" And he said to him, "Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you." Jesus said to him, "Feed my sheep. Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you girded yourself and walked where you would; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will gird you and carry you where you do not wish to go." (This he said to show by what death he was to glorify God.) And after this he said to him, "Follow me!" (Jn 21, 15-19).
Our answer to the students’ needs and building up an educational net is an answer to the Love that created us and calls us. 
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