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This publication consists of talks given by a range of experts to the Working Group on the
Quality of Childhood (QoC) at the European Parliament during 2009/2010.

QoC was created in 2006 by the European Council for Steiner Waldorf Education (ECSWE),
the Austrian Member of the European Parliament (MEP) Mrs Karin Resetarits and the
Alliance for Childhood European Network Group (AFC-ENG). Its aim is “to improve the
Quality of Childhood in the European Union and in the European Educational Space.”

It has been meeting every two months since 2006 in the Parliament building in Brussels and
it has involved prominent organisations in Europe and high profile keynote speakers on
important themes at European level that were related to its remit.

During the European Parliament legislature of 2004 to 2009 the
following Members of the European Parliament were members of QoC:

Alde Party
MEP Karin Resetarits (Austria)

Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
in the European Parliament

MEP Rovana Plumb (Romania)

MEP Adrian Severin (Romania)

MEP Corina Cretu (Romania)

Group of the Greens
MEP Hiltrud Breyer (Germany)

Group of the European People's Party (Christian Democrats)
MEP Marie Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou, (Greece)
MEP Livia Jaroka (Hungary)

Independence / Democracy Group
Kathy Sinnott (Ireland)
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As of December 2010, the following Members of the European Parliament
are participating in QoC:

Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists
and Democrats in the European Parliament
MEP Rovana Plumb (Romania)

MEP Adrian Severin (Romania)

MEP Corina Cretu (Romania)

MEP Evelyn Regner (Austria)

MEP Karin Kadenbach (Austria)

Group of the European People's Party (Christian Democrats)
MEP Livia Jaroka (Hungary)

Group of the Greens
MEP Gerald Hafner (Germany)

Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe
MEP Edward McMillan-Scott (United Kingdom)

QoC coordination is carried out by Michiel Matthes, Christopher Clouder, Chiara Carones
and Patrice Sullivan.

The Working Group aims to be a think-tank for a 'peer learning' reflective activity on
important childhood themes, in order to offer policy recommendations to EU Institutions
and Member States on how to improve the quality of childhood and how to increase the
quality and effectiveness of education and training systems in the EU.

The purpose of this second volume is to inform policy makers and other interested parties
about current issues concerning childhood and adolescence. The speakers all include
suggestions and approaches about how to go about improving the quality of childhood.
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12 Towards A Living Education

© Legambiente

This is an edited and amalgamated version of keynote lectures given at Alliance for
Childhood conferences: Sao Paulo, July 2010 and Budapest, October 2010.
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Towards A Living Education 13

INTRODUCTION
Towards A Living Education

by Christopher Clouder
CEO, European Council for Steiner Waldorf Education
and Director, Botin Platform for Innovation in Education.

Those of us who work in the field of education and childcare should take Vaclav Havel's
wise words into consideration in all our practices and theories:

“The salvation of this human world lies nowhere else than in the human heart, in
the human power to reflect, in human meekness and human responsibility.”

We are living in an age of great opportunity as well as deep insecurity and although we
can see future problems hovering over the horizon we cannot claim to be prescient in
knowing exactly what they will be and what challenges they will present to our children.

It is significant that a threshold of civilisation and human evolution was crossed in 2009
when, for the first time, half of the world's population were living in cities. Already this
dramatic increase in the pace of urbanisation has made an impact on childhood and will
deeply affect future generations in as yet unspecified and challenging ways. In the vast
mega-cities, now expanding at an unprecedented rate, the experience of daily life of its
citizens is changing. Their lives will change even more so as these cities merge into mega-
regions that will be home to more than 100 million people - an endless city perhaps
stretching over hundreds of kilometres. The mega-city's inhabitants are having to learn to
live in confined spaces far from the world of nature, surrounded by constant movement and
dealing with the pressures of consumerism, poverty, pollution, economic disparities,
inequality, marginalisation and limited resources. As more and more of us live in mega-
cities and mega-regions this will inevitably create new challenges and people will be forced
to find new solutions to the art of living together. The transition to such high-density living
will inevitably have an effect on the experience of being a child in such an environment.
Hence the childhoods of the past are not those of the present, nor will these, in turn, be
the childhoods of the future. Just as there are many different kinds of childhoods, so we
have to respect the diversity of views of what childhood is, how children develop, and the
social consequences of such ideas and ideals. As Janusz Korczak emphasised,

[Children] "should be allowed to grow into whoever they were meant to be: the
“unknown person” inside each of them is the hope for the future.”?
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14 Towards A Living Education

We are increasingly conscious that as adults we are unfinished and that the concept of life
long learning applies to all aspects of our lives. As educators we are also unfinished and
constantly learning, just as our children are also unfinished. However, we must recognise
that this does not give us the ability and prescience to determine their future nor to
prophesy what they will face and how they will live.

“Being a new generation, the children also symbolise and embody the future. And
because their development occurs in a much faster-moving world, which holds
fewer certainties than it probably did for previous generations, my observation is
that the future becomes a present more quickly, even for small children.”?

This awareness serves to exacerbate our doubts and creates endless questions about what
the future may have in store for our children, but nevertheless we have to provide the
foundations in terms of both education and upbringing and act according to our beliefs
about what it means to be a human being.

Governments across the world react to these changes in childhood and educational
thought by imposing regimes of increasing surveillance of the outcomes of educational
practice. This, in itself, is welcome, in that questions of childhood become questions of
policy that can stand central in the deliberations of educational policy makers. We can see
an increased interest in curriculum development, accountability, testing and
standardisation based on the supposition that by raising the expected measurable
standards of learning, better educational practices, and therefore more successful
outcomes, can be generated. However justified this assumption might be (because there is
an obvious need for statistical evidence and analysis) at the same time we have to be
cognisant of the fact that children cannot be standardised, that they have a right to their
own individuality, their own way in life and growth.

“If young people are to succeed as thinkers, as learners, and as humans who make
valuable contributions to society, more must be known about them than their
scores on standardised measures of achievement.”*

Our views on education and childhood actually tell us a lot about ourselves and our
tendency to look for certainties in our troubled and fast-changing world. The fact that so
many countries see the need to reform their educational systems shows that they are
willing to question the practices and traditions of the past and that some form of
renaissance is necessary if we are to meet the needs of the contemporary child.

“The traditional organisation of schooling is intellectually and morally inadequate
for contemporary society. We live in an age troubled by social problems that forces
us to reconsider what we do in schools.”*
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Towards A Living Education 15

In his autobiography "Report to Greco” Nikos Katzantzakis gives a beautiful picture of what
it meant to be a young child living in a rich world of imagination at the end of the 19th
Century. He describes being told stories by his grandmother and this gave him what he
called a 'yeasty childhood’ He describes how this disposition towards fascination and
curiosity led him on voyages of imaginative exploration “/ lived, spoke and moved in a fairy-
tale which | myself created every moment, carving out parts in it to allow me to pass. | never
saw the same thing twice, because | gave it a new face each time and made it
unrecognisable. Thus the world’s virginity renewed itself at every moment.” His grandmother
once told him about a mermaid who was a sister of Alexander the Great and, who out of
concern for his well-being, constantly asked passing mariners if he was well, to which the
standard reply was “He's alive, my lady, alive and flourishing” Thus the sailors avoided a
thrashing of her tail, which would have sunk the ship. One day his mother took him down
to the sea and looking out he saw some women swimming. In his mind he assumed them
to be mermaids and that below the waist, invisible beneath the waves, they were fish. The
women beckoned and shouted at him but because of the sounds of the waves he could not
hear what they were saying, so he replied “He's alive, alive and flourishing”. Whereupon the
women started laughing at him. He felt ashamed and humiliated and he turned his back on
the sea with the sudden realisation that these were just women. This painful episode is
etched on his memory and serves as a reminder that we learn through our mistakes as well
as our successes, and that coming to terms with reality is not necessarily a straightforward
or pain-free process. Yet looking back on this memory he continues, “/ thank God that this
refreshing childhood vision still lives inside me in all its fullness of colour and sound. This is
what keeps my mind untouched by wastage, keeps it from withering and running dry. It is a
sacred drop of immortal water which prevents me from dying. When | wish to speak of the
sea, woman, or God in my writing, | gaze down into my breast and listen carefully to what
the child in me says ... | become a child again to enable myself to view the world always for
the first time, with virgin eyes."”

This is an example of what Loris Malaguzzi calls ‘the rich child’ who possesses extraordinary
strengths and capacities. It is this creative capacity that is potentially in all of us and that
is framed in our childhoods. Over the centuries in the western world we have had prevalent
views on childhood that have had deep impact on how we have raised our children. Our
conceptions of childhood and youth are fluid and exist in particular political, social and
economic contexts. Over the last four centuries we have travelled from Locke's ‘tabula
rasa’, through Rousseau's golden age of innocence to Piaget's scientific biological child. We
have come finally to the 20th Century image of the child as being educated to become a
labour market supply factor. All these conceptions still play a part in how we approach
education and upbringing in the 21st Century. Now neurobiological research is throwing
up a new picture of how we learn. Accordingly, Dahlberg argues that today's child can be
seen as being the co-constructor of knowledge, identity and culture, “We have choices to
make about who we think the child is, and these choices have enormous significance since
our construction of the child and early childhood are productive, by which we mean that
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16 Towards A Living Education

they determine the institutions we provide for the children and the pedagogical work that
adults and children undertake in these institutions."”’

Mary Jane Drummond takes this argument further in her paper Assessment in the Early
Years® where she compares the prevalent attitude as exemplified in Zigler's influential and
tellingly titled book A Vision for Universal Preschool Education (2006) where we can come
across such statements as “We all agree that the primary goal of preschool education is
school readiness”? and “The purpose of preschool, after all, is school readiness” . In this
book it is noted that when children exhibit behavioural difficulties, that are severe enough
for them to be excluded from programmes, that they are basically to blame for being
unable to negotiate the social and behavioural demands made on them and not having
learnt the appropriate skills of self-control, paying attention, working independently and
ignoring distractions. Drummond terms this as the deficit approach, in contrast to
Malaguzzi's concept: “If a school for young children has to be preparatory and provide
continuity with the elementary school, then we as educators are already prisoners of a model
that ends up as a funnel. | think, moreover that the funnel is a detestable object ... Its
purpose is to narrow down what is big into what is small. This choking device is against
nature.” "

A telling example of this funnel, often inadvertent and well-meaning, is given by the
contemporary Brazilian poet Manoel Barros. “The river that ran behind our house was the
image of a melting glass that curved behind the house. Later, a man passed by and said: This
curve that the river makes behind your house is called an inlet. It was no longer the image of
a glass snake that curved behind the house. It was an inlet. | think the name impoverishes the
image.” 7 As we proceed into a world where creativity is more highly prized and becomes
a key to our economic and social success, the whole question of childhood education has
to be reviewed in order that the natural creativity of the child grows into the creative
imagination and capacities of the adult. By stultifying children with "funnel” education,
especially in the early years, with an overly academic, highly pressurised and economically
orientated and utilitarian curriculum, we run the risk of not achieving what we know will
be increasingly important.

But creativity alone is not enough, we will also need an ethical dimension in order to create
sustainable societies in ecological balance with the globe that we have inherited. In his
Good Work project Howard Gardner and his team studied good working practices over 12
years and in this time interviewed 1200 people from journalism, business and law. They
asked them what they considered good work to be and what inspired them to do good
work. The authors came to the conclusion that neither genes nor culture are solely
responsible for our future. What is crucial is our code of consciousness and the way we
choose to interpret the instructions handed down to us by both biology and culture. “The
deterministic forces of the past are modified, rejected, or improved upon by ideas and ideals
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Towards A Living Education 17

invented by individuals, and then shared by communities. Hence, our vision of the future
shapes what happens.” > What we think about the future influences how it is created and
our vision of ourselves as individuals with a future is founded in our childhood. Rudolf
Steiner, another early 20th Century pedagogical innovator, phrased it as follows: ‘In looking
upon our cultural surroundings we have... the effects of bygone times. If we acquire a feeling
for this, not only the past affects us but the future as well. It is our task (as teachers) to let
the future work into us. ™

Another ethical stance is stated in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) where
the child has a right to preparation ‘for a responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of
understanding, peace, tolerance and equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples,
ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origins.” '*  The hoped for
goal is an empathetic knowledge that can lead to mutual respect and understanding. As
we face times of economic globalisation and tendencies to increased competitiveness, with
more readily available and fast international communications, we are creating a new
awareness of our diversity and our intercultural interdependence. Young children naturally
accept diversity and their response to differences is curiosity followed by exploration. They
are eager to understand and it is up to our schools and settings to encourage this positive
exposure to diversity. It is therefore incumbent upon policymakers to encourage pluralism
in order for this to take place in schools. Only by exploring our human variations can we
apprehend our common humanity.

As educators we should be at the forefront of the struggle to ensure that whatever our
children receive is, as far as possible, in harmony with their needs and future development.
Karen Wells, in her book Childhood in a Global Perspective, concludes, “The heart of the
disagreements between different cultures about what constitutes a childhood probably rests
more on the ontological question of what it means to be human - and therefore how children
should be raised.”'® Her book explores this change in attitude from one of saving children,
as exemplified in 19th Century literature and discourse about childhood, to a growing
awareness and respect for children’s rights. The tension between these two approaches, as
well as cultural differentiations, then rise up. “Rights do not adhere to humans by virtue of
our common humanity but are won in political struggle and defended by persons with
capacity. In other words rights imply both the capacity to defend them and the possession of
a legal personhood.” " The full implications of the charter are yet to be understood and, as
recent studies have shown, most countries fall woefully short in their implementation.
Childhood has become a key theme in policy making and the media reflects this heightened
awareness back to us. If, however, children are becoming competent social actors and are
participating in shaping the social environments then the role of parents must also be
going through fundamental changes and challenges.

“To act morally we have to be moved; we have to feel something.”
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