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On British Education Problems
8, October, 1999 @London

A BBC program surprised me to see a pupil of a problematic behaviour excluded from a
school on the day the Prime Minister visited the school. It is a deep concern to me
that so-called problematic children are expelled from schools in order for the teachers
to get “a good mark” in evaluation by the government. In fact, additional bonus to
“excellent” teachers is quite a silly policy. | am convinced that so-called excellent
teacher to the eyes of government or parents can be a bad teacher to pupils. The
program surprised me even more to hear the headmaster talking about “contract” with
the pupils to justify expelling problematic children from school. Contract with
ten-year old children!

The basic root of problems in education in many advanced countries is
“compulsory” education. Historically it was first established as a duty for parents to
ensure certain exercise of the rights of children for education. Now it is reversed. It
is now the duty for children to go to school, follow instructions given by teachers and
behave well. The politicians always talk about more investment into education and
boast about a small increase in the mean score of GCSE- or A-level tests. These are
guite contrary to the essence of education.

The essence of education is not in teaching but in learning. At schools
teachers ask questions and pupils answer. Teachers give exams and pupils are quite
afraid of failing in the tests. The true education should be in the opposite way.
Pupils should ask and teachers answer. Pupils must take exams to check their own
knowledge about the subjects. The exams should be therefore voluntary instead of
compulsory.

I think childhood days are the most important in one’s whole life. The basic
characters, knowledge and culture are established in the childhood days. The
education must be elementary education, not elementary school education. It must be
children that should be at the core of education. Teachers, schools and government
are simply assistants in that order. The reality is set in the reverse order and pupils
are actually neglected. They are regarded as sort of animals to be trained with
teaching, tests, prizes or whips. The teaching method tends to develop cheating and
other problematic behaviours among the pupils. It is essentially similar to a
concentration camp. The reality becomes quite clear once children start to hate going
to school because of some minor problems as a poor mark in an exam, bullying by
classmates, or unfair treatment by teachers. Do not force children to go to school if

they do not want to but provide a means to help them learn in the way most suitable to



them.

Children are curious. Just like little T. A. Edison all children ask many questions.
All children have strong curiosity that is the basic driving force of all scientific, artistic
and cultural researches. Today’s school education does not help children develop basic
ability to develop themselves by nurturing their natural curiosity but simply suppress
the buds by giving pre-programmed curriculum and pre-set standards and exams.

Schools must be above all enjoyable places for children. 1 do not much care
about the mean scores in A-level or GCSE-level exams. | am very interested how they
enjoy schools and after-schools. | am interested in the pictures they draw, books they
read, sentences they write, questions they ask and how they play. | think what
matters really are how pupils enjoy lives; enjoyable childhood build positive attitudes
that help them immensely in the process of growth and later professions and family
lives. Pupils learn best when they enjoy the subjects. And nothing is more enjoyable
than learning. Just remember how enjoyable it was when we could first ride a bicycle.
Learning must be spontaneous. The mission of teachers is to help pupils learn. The
mission of the governments is to help teachers help pupils. The education must be
always pupils-centric. Expelling problematic pupils from schools is nothing but
self-denial of educators.

I want to emphasise the importance of reading. Thomas A. Edison was
rejected to a school because he made too many questions about matters that seemed
trivial to his teacher. Therefore he did not go to even elementary school. His
elementary education was provided from his mother. He became quite a reader. He
began to sell newspapers, candies and sandwiches to passengers on the train to Detroit
every morning when he was still a boy. Then he stayed in the public library of Detroit
until evening. In his memory he said, “ | read the whole library.” His genius as the
greatest inventor of mankind was nurtured through his enormous reading. Reading is
the essential way for education; books do not teach in themselves but readers learn
from books. The readers ask questions to the books and try to find answers; it
develops the dialogue that is the essence of education. It is much more important for
the children to acquire a good custom of reading early in childhood than getting
accustomed to keyboards and computers. Children also achieve writing ability
through reading. Reading does activate imagination, broaden the realm of knowledge
and develop creativity.

I was also very surprised to learn that the college education in Great Britain is
totally state-owned. The college education is free, but it is a minority that goes to

college. Elitism sits at the centre of college education. In Japan, it is quite expensive



to send children to colleges but it is the majority that goes to colleges. In the U.S.
most of the most prestigious colleges are private and very expensive but many people
apply hence the gates are very narrow. Elitism is obsolete and quite contrary to the
very ideal of university education.

If we look back the world history, a remarkable difference in the modern era is
the dominance of Occidental countries culminating in the British Empire. Europe had
been always in the defensive till then but a clear reversal of the wind occurred around
the 15th century. What are the basic causes that brought the great offensive of the
West over the East and the New World? History textbooks say; invention of
gunpowder, printing, and magnetic compass. My interpretation is a bit different. It
is, | believe, the universities rising in Oxford, Cambridge, Paris, Rome, Bologna and
other cities that broke the cultural darkness of the Middle Age and opened people’s
view to the new world and led the West to modern era before any other parts of the
globe. What is then the university? It was formed as one of guilds; trade unions
dominant in the Middle Age. It was formed as a union of students. The university is
the union of the students, by the students and for the students who are eager to learn.
They hired first-ranking intellectuals from all over Europe, appointed them to
professors to learn from. It was the students that chose the professors. It is now
reversed. It is the college professors that choose students through entrance exams.
It is quite apparent that the original spirit of the university is lost in today’s

educational system.

Conclusion;

Let us revive the principle of education.

The essence of education is not in teaching but in learning.

The education must be pupil-centric and teachers are essentially assistants for
pupils.

The method of teaching should be based on Dialogue; questions and answers
between Equal partners.

Pupils learn best when they enjoy the subjects. And nothing is more enjoyable
than learning. The blessing of reading is the skill we must help children develop
early.

All tests must be essentially voluntary. Pupils must be offered choices to have
tests to check their own mastery or get qualifications of the subjects or simply skip
them. You must win qualifier races and run hard in the final to get a gold medal in

the Olympic games. Or you can avoid competition and simply enjoy jogging. Pupils



must be given the same choices as adults.
The role of government in education is to help teachers help pupils. It is never to

dictate teachers what to teach or how to teach.
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