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THE NATURE  
OF NURTURE
Getting parents actively involved in education is vital  
if we are to help children reach their full potential

by Arnie Bieber  
 @arniebieber 

S
chools, like most institutions, whether in the 
private or public sector, face the challenge of 
remaining relevant in the face of rapid change and 
an unpredictable future. While companies unable 
to change with the times face going out of business, 

schools seem immune to such harsh realities. Perhaps this is 
due to the intangible nature of education’s ‘product’, student 
learning, or perhaps it is simply because schools are viewed as 
‘too big to fail’. 

Whatever the reason, many schools find themselves 
providing a system characterised by siloed subjects and 
classrooms, teachers working in isolation and students 
learning and moving en masse from one class to the next. Such 
a framework is no longer up to the task of preparing today’s 
graduates to creatively navigate across the shifting currents of 
global change. 

One study about divergent thinking – a key component of 
creativity – revealed that while 98% of three- to five-year-olds 
“showed they could think in divergent ways”, the same study 
revealed that only 10% of 13- to 15-year-olds and only 2%  
of 25-year-olds were divergent thinkers. Sir Ken Robinson’s 
comment hits the mark on these results: “The trouble is that 
nothing rewards people for thinking off-piste. Education  
is driven by the idea of one answer and this idea of divergent 
thinking becomes stifled.” Of course, there are many factors 
at play here, but it is hard to imagine that school isn’t one  
of them.

So how can schools create new programmes and structures 
to meet the needs of today’s learner? In my view, lasting 
change can only be accomplished if all school stakeholders, 
not just educational leaders, are enlisted as allies and partners 
in this endeavour. Teachers, students 
and parents need to feel that they have a 
real voice in shaping the school’s future. 

At the International School of Prague 
(ISP), we are working to include all 
stakeholders in the change process. 

One successful initiative has been a quarterly workshop 
series for parents called the Edge in Education. The purpose 
of these gatherings is to engage and challenge parents in 
thinking about the major trends and research in education 
today. Through the series we can communicate what we 
educators are thinking about and why. Over the years, the 
Edge series has presented the latest findings in learning, brain 
and motivational research, trends in curriculum development 
and the importance of skills such as creative and innovative 
thinking and a growth mindset. 

One Edge workshop, entitled ‘The Relevance Gap’, focused 
on the concept of ‘life-worthy learning’, a term coined by 
David Perkins, author, researcher and a founding member 
of Harvard Project Zero. In his book Future-wise, Perkins 
argues that a meaningful curriculum is one that provides 
opportunities for “learning that is likely to matter in the lives 
learners are likely to live”. This particular workshop gave 
parents an opportunity to grapple with what Perkins calls the 
‘relevance gap’: the disparity between what we traditionally 
teach in school and what really will matter in the future lives 
of students. 

Even though many, perhaps most, educators will tell you 
that schools must change in fundamental ways, they find 
themselves in a quandary: managing a well-functioning school 
while leading new initiatives. It can feel like building a plane 
in the air! 

In the 1994 classic management book Flight of the Buffalo, 
authors James Belasco and Ralph Stayer say: “Change is hard 
because people overestimate the value of what they have and 
underestimate the value of what they may gain by giving that 
up.” School change is hard, but it is possible if we alter our 
tack leading from the top down, to an inclusive model that 
encourages everyone to take initiative in moving forward. I am 
not advocating an abdication of leadership; I am advocating 
courageous and strategic leadership, which recognises that the 
change needed to remain relevant and viable requires pooling 
our collective resources and wisdom.
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A key step towards meaningful school transformation 
is a concerted effort to educate, not only teachers, but also 
parents and students, about why creativity, innovation, 
entrepreneurship and life-worthy learning must be an 
integral part of a child’s education. Beyond enlightening all 
stakeholders about why change is necessary, schools must find 
ways for interested individuals to try things out without, in the 
process, draining human and financial resources. Research and 
development and prototyping new ideas are low-impact, cost-
effective methods, embedded into the culture of most 21st- 
century companies. In schools, there is understandable angst 
about ‘experimenting’ on students. Nonetheless, research-
informed innovation and initiative-taking in schools must 
become an accepted common practice. This requires allowing 
for much greater autonomy than is usually found in schools. 

In this vein, ISP has embarked on a design-thinking 
approach to strategic planning, where strategies are tested 
by small groups through rapid prototyping. For example, 
one group of teachers decided to prototype an alternative 
learning environment; another group is piloting a mountain-
biking programme; and others are prototyping modern 
language learning through sustainable agriculture and urban 
food production. Such prototypes are not managed but are 
supported by the school administration, enabling us to work 

out the kinks on a small scale before extending ideas into  
fully fledged programmes. Our hope is to create a prototyping 
school culture so that change initiatives take root from the 
bottom up.

Whether it is through parent engagement programmes  
like the Edge in Education, design thinking, prototyping 
or other strategies, transformative change in schools will 
occur if leaders are given the latitude by governments or 
governors to nurture grassroots initiative-taking. On a 
policy level, education authorities should relinquish a one-
size-fits-all model and encourage school communities to 
innovate. Furthermore, those holding the purse strings should 
incentivise change through ‘innovation grants’ awarded to 
those proposing ideas with potential. This sends a powerful 
message that school change is a priority. 

By inviting all community members to be change agents, 
leading by example and building a shared educational vision, 
even parents who may have felt detached from schools in  
the past will realise that they too are vital participants in the 
school-change movement. As Mahatma Gandhi was reported 
to have said, “You must be the change you wish to see in  
the world.”  

 For more information, visit www.school21c.orgIM
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