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This year is one of many significant anniversaries.  John Roueche is celebrating the 30th anniversary of his leadership in the Community College Leadership Program. The American Association of Community Colleges is celebrating one hundred years of community college development since the founding of Joliet Junior College in 1901.  And Ed. Gleazer is celebrating 20 years of participating in this pioneering and superb program for community college leadership.

But why, you might ask, are these significant milestones?  Why more meaningful than 29, or 99, or 19? I  don’t know.  It just seems customary to assign more  meaning to the round numbers.  However one thing is clear,  they all indicate the passing of time, the journey of experience, the process of becoming, and the challenge of change.

We talked about that last year as we entered the new century.  We reflected upon the past and looked toward the future.  We spoke of the effect of demographic change upon leadership in community colleges.  And quoted the farseeing remarks of Clark Kerr who said in 1975 that the decade of 2000 to 2010 would be absolutely filled with possibilities.  More than half of all the buildings as they exist today (in 1975) were built in the 1960’s.  They are going to be ready to be torn down in the year 2000 or remodeled in a very basic way.  More than half of the faculty were hired in the 1960’s and just as they were all hired at about the same time, they’re going to retire at about the same time.  Higher education will be rid of commitments of the 1960’s to buildings and to faculty members in that first decade of the 21st century.

We noted that in this period  of change and anticipation a preoccupation with “innovation.”  Everybody was talking about it.  It seemed a good and necessary thing to do.  However this contrary mind of mine asked whether there  was not another side of innovation that was also important.  Call it “continuity” or “ experience.”  I wondered, as we entered this new time period of substantial change in personnel and circumstances whether there was experience from the past that could be useful as a stabilizing and directional aid. 

I studied my personal experience with the developing community college movement as reflected in papers I wrote between the years 1956 – 1981, years in which I occupied a national vantage point.  I traveled the community college world almost continuously.  I sought to understand and to describe in ways that would be useful what I perceived to be happening.  As I reviewed those papers I saw a number of  major themes or “commitments” become visible, commitments that helped shape the nature of community colleges.

In the paper “The Other Side of Innovation” I describe and discuss those “commitments.”  I list them here as background for this paper which can be considered a sequel.

Commitments 

Local Initiative



Opportunity



Community as Context for Learning  
A Focus on People



Comprehensive College


Community Based

Education for Community Development
Commitment to Learning


Lifelong Learning



New Structures for New Times


An Agent of Social Change

I want to continue in the same personal way.  I am writing of my experience and what I learned in the next period of time, the twenty years subsequent to leaving my post as President of the American Association of Community Colleges in 1981  and leading up to this moment.  It may give you pause, as well as food for thought as facilitators of learning, to  realize that this twenty year period was post-“retirement” as conventionally defined. There may be implications here for the way you think about educational programs as well as the way you contemplate your own lives and careers.  For my experience is likely to be considered more and more the norm.

If you are perceptive you might note three factors implicit in  those words of counsel above.  First,  the “I” factor, the personal; second “community colleges”; and third the “context” or societal environment. I see these as elements inseparably connected in what I want to report to you today.  Before doing that I want to remind you of the societal context of the ‘60s and ‘70s  in which developing community colleges formed their commitments.  I do this because I will have much more to say about the importance of “context.”

It is impossible to report in one paragraph the highlights of the societal environment in the ‘60s. What was happening?  Among many other developments there was the aftermath of “Sputnik” with the national goal of catching up to the Russians.  Putting  a man on the moon. Building of Interstate Highway System  The Cuban missile crisis.  Cold War.  Assassination of President John F. Kennedy. And of Robert Kennedy.  Civil disorder in the cities.  Central cities becoming more of a black population.   Unprecedented Federal education legislation.  Assassination of Martin Luther King.,  Civil Rights Act.  Pressures of political, social, and economic change.. This was the period of the community college boom. Twenty major cities built community colleges for the first time. There were environmental pressures and implications for community college development.

And in the 70s.  Vietnam war – anti-war movement, Kent State, protests at Nixon’s inauguration and protests of nuclear power and nuclear weapons.  Tightening economic environment.  Proposition 13, economic constraints. The energy “crisis.  Rising social costs compete for dollars.  Inflation.  Resurgence of woman’s liberation movement and growth of feminism.  Drive to pass Equal Rights Amendment. Community colleges grow to cover most of the nation. And they made notable adaptation to societal change.  

At the Association convention in Washington in April 1981 I gave my final speech to the Association members.  The title was “So Far so Good.”. And I entered into a new life’s chapter without the benefit of the title “President” which had adorned my business cards and stationery in one way or another for 35 years. Nor did I have a secretary or staff.  My next episode of learning began and continues to this day.  Recently I reviewed what I had written during these past two decades.  Some things stand out that I believe have meaning for community college leadership and I want to report my insights to you. 

My learning in the 80s and 90s was influenced by a number of factors but none was more important than my participation in the work of the International Council for Adult Education and the Community College Leadership Program.  ICAE put me in a working situation with adult education networks throughout the world.  And CCLP gave me the opportunity to examine my observations for their meaning and share the distillation with groups of thoughtful and highly motivated learners. 

The International Council for Adult Education represents the world-wide movement of non-governmental organizations working at the grass-roots, national and regional levels.  More than 100 national and regional organizations from almost that many countries are included in membership.  Priority program areas are literacy and the right to learn, women’s education, environmental learning/action and peace and human rights. 

The lead national organization in this country has been the Coalition of Adult Education Organizations.  

My participation in CAEO and ICAE resulted from one of those  fortuitous incidents that I encountered every now and then in my career which turned out to be unexpectedly important.  AACJC as it was known in the late 70s had a program funded by the Mott Foundation.  We had received funds to operate a National Center for Community Education. Sue Fletcher was project director.  Sue was a board member of the Coalition. In late 1977 she invited me to accompany her to the regular CAEO board meeting. I had not done so before.  I was free at the luncheon time and we went to the meeting.  

In the business session the person who had been representing the Coalition on the Board of ICAE said that he could no longer continue and asked whether there was someone else who would be interested  and who had international travel money.  Nobody rose to the bait so I indicated that  I was interested in international education and was fortunate enough to have a travel budget so they elected me. And shortly thereafter I found myself meeting with the ICAE board in Udaipur, India and participating in the meetings of the Indian Campaign for Literacy.

Thus began sixteen years of involvement in adult education networks worldwide and among the results; my peripheral vision broadened considerably, warm fellowship developed that transcended sometimes hostile national attitudes, and I became more aware of how essential educational opportunity is in community and individual development.  As a board member and later an officer of the Council I participated in activities in India, France, Finland, Sweden, Iraq, Trinidad, Costa Rica, Brazil, Argentina, Zimbabwe, Thailand, Canada, Russia and Egypt. These experiences were supplemented by service on President Carter’s Commission on Foreign Languages and International Studies and the Board of the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education.

In what kind of societal context were we living in those twenty years? Very scary in some respects especially in the early 80s.  There was growing tension between the USSR and the USA and nuclear arms buildup.  There was economic concern and growing signs of environmental degradation globally.  There was also substantial citizen movement developing out of concern for the nuclear threat and for the need to ”preserve the environment of the Earth.”  In 1989 the Berlin Wall came down as well as barriers separating other countries.  The USSR dissolved.  The Cold War System was being replaced by the Globalization system.  The European Union formed.  Satellites as well as the Internet and World Wide Web were available for citizen use.  Digitization was transforming the economy and communication. Biotechnology revealed secrets of life.

The Context – There is a World Out There

The context in which community colleges operated was a world of almost bewildering change and challenging issues. The institutions were inextricably intertwined with the world around them and that world was changing.  I felt that effective leadership required that more attention be given to that fact. In a speech I gave at Cuyahoga Community College in 1991, I quoted from a sports columnist who expressed this thought in a nutshell.  


“He had tried to interview members of the 49ers and the Buffalo Bills football team about their thoughts on the Persian Gulf situation.  They rebuffed him.  Don’t bother us.  We can not afford to be distracted from concentration on our upcoming game.  Asserts the columnist, “What you think isn’t as important as that you think, that you feel, that you know that there is a world out there and not all is right with it.” 

“That you think, that you feel, that you know there is a world out there,” was a theme that I sounded in a variety of ways.

In April, 1984 I chaired a forum at the annual convention of AACJC (as it was known in those days). My proposed topic had been approved by the planning committee.  “Learning To Confront the Realities of the Nuclear Threat.”

“At this very moment, throughout this hotel, hundreds of our colleagues are addressing a multitude of issues, problems, and opportunities in the community college field.  In a somewhat similar setting a few months ago, Father Theodore Hesburgh galvanized the attention of college and university administrators of the United States and Canada by declaring in Toronto:

“If we do not learn and teach our students how to cope  with this primordial nuclear problem, we need not worry about all the others (other issues).  After total nuclear conflagration, all human problems are moot.”

“It has to be the worst sin, the worst blasphemy, to utterly destroy God’s beautiful creation, Planet Earth, the gem of the solar system, and all we have created here, so painstakingly, in a few thousand years; all our institutions that we have labored to perfect, all learning, all science and technology, all art, all books, all music, all architecture, every human treasure, everything, but especially millions of men, women, and children, all their future and all futures, utter obliteration at worst, a return to the Stone Age at best.  It has to be utter insanity for rational creatures to have painted themselves into such a corner, to have created such a monster. But in freedom, what we have created, we can uncreate, dismantle, and we must.”

In my paper I referred to a recent study published as a front page article in the Washington Post which among other questions asked youth (age 13-17) and adults (18 and older) to select from a number of problems which were listed two which they consider to be the most important.  The nuclear arms buildup was ranked first by both groups, by youth 65% to 38 for crime which was second.  Of the adults, 43% chose the nuclear arms buildup first and the economy was second with 33%.

I asked the forum participants how they reacted to this reality.

“What are your personal feelings?  What should your college be doing?  Do educational leaders identify the nuclear arms buildup as a major problem which calls for effective learning experiences?  A few months ago, AACJC called for community college leaders to identify issues of national concern that could be usefully addressed in association sponsored critical issues workshops.  Among the topics suggested for consideration were strategic planning, financial initiatives, new and emerging technologies, professional development, adult literacy, etc.  There was no mention of what Theodore Hesburgh called the “primordial nuclear problem."

“I wonder why.  Why did not the “nuclear threat” emerge as a “critical issue of national concern that could be addressed in critical issue workshops?”  Wouldn’t you think that if this were a matter of great concern to the presidents that the survey would reflect that concern?  How do you explain the fact that youth and adults identified the nuclear arms buildup as the “most important problem facing the United States and the community college presidents didn’t mention it?

“These are among the questions we are here to discuss.”

In 1982 I spoke at the Sixth Annual Conference on Faculty Development and Evaluation in Higher Education at the University of Florida Institute of Higher Education.  My catchy  title was “Will April Showers bring May Flowers?”    I referred to some of the problems we were facing.  Federal moves to slice back student financial aid.  Abolish the Department of Education.  Dealing with state legislatures that develop curricula for colleges and universities and tell us how many words should be written in a composition course.  Caught in a squeeze between limitations of state appropriations and increasing numbers if our communities who want to enroll.  “Showers you say?  More like a cloudburst!  Are there really bluebirds?  Can any good come out of all of this?”  

As you might guess I affirmed that there could be positive results.  And I comforted them by pointing out that we in education were not alone in circumstances that appeared to be unfavorable and less than ideal. 

“Most of these tough problems materialize out of unprecedented change in our society and hardly any sector of society is unaffected. Most problems we deal with do not have their beginning in academic institutions nor are their effects limited to the campus.  They may have idiosyncratic expression in the academic community but by and large they are problems of the larger society of which the academic world is a part (not apart).  As Archie Dykes, former chancellor of the University of Kansas said recently:

“…we must recognize that the course of American higher education is increasingly determined by events and trends within society as opposed to within academia alone…The reality is that events in society are crucially important to the future of higher education, that the welfare of academic institutions is inextricably inter-twined with the world around them.  Academic leaders who ignore that reality are making a catastrophic mistake.”

“What are some of these events in society that are ‘crucially important to the future of higher education’ and more particularly have implications for people who carry responsibilities for staff development and evaluation? …These are illustrative to support the point that change in our society has profound implications for change in our institutions.  If that fact is not acknowledged by those who have responsibility for staff development, we may find a new breed of dinosaurs lumbering around our campuses.”

There are two major developments I want to discuss.  These are inter-related.

“Far beyond the reach of our understanding and even our imagination are the effects of the revolution in communication and information technologies upon the work of our educational institutions.  I hear remarkably little said by educational leaders about the vast opportunities opening up to people who want to learn.

A few months ago, I sat in an auditorium at a well-known college along with all the presidents of the colleges and universities in that state.  We were there to hear the new state commissioner of higher education.  The message was one of limited financial resources, retrenchment, curtailment, and general gloom. I tuned out that setting in my imagination and prepared a different speech for the commissioner.  It went something like this:  You will keep in mind, of course, I was not the commissioner so I could be unrestrained in my idealism.

“Colleagues, in my first meeting with you, I welcome the opportunity to tell you how I feel about the work we are going to do together in this state.  For those of us whose lives are dedicated to the promotion of learning, this is a remarkably good time.  In fact we have entered a new era, one beyond the imaginative grasp of any other generation, in the availability of information that can be useful to our citizenry.  Technological development has brought us to the point where what was once the property of only the few and the privileged will soon be as common and useful as pen and paper.  Information will be broadly available at prices people can afford to pay and instruments to convey that information will be as common as telephone and automobile.

What a marvelous time for people who are committed to the values of learning in fulfillment of human potential.  Let it be our task together then, to explore the meaning of these developments for us and our changing and appropriate institutional roles.  It is possible that our institutions can be revitalized and we ourselves experience new excitement in our professional activities as we fully exploit these new resources of learning in a period when continuous learning is as essential to the individual as exercise and nourishment.”

My imaginary, inspirational address refers to one significant element in this new “Information Era,”  the broad availability of information.  No longer are educational institutions the major custodians and purveyors of information.  What then I wonder, becomes our “stock-in-trade?”

Another practical and immediate development to address is the growth of computer literacy.  Many educators believe that computer literacy will soon be the fourth “basic skill” along with reading, writing, and arithmetic….As one of my colleagues, a professor of physiology at the medical school, said to me last week,  “If you work with Computer Assisted Instruction for six to nine months you will never teach the old ways again.”  That may sound too enthusiastic for some.  However, he speaks from ten years of experience and whether you agree or not his remark leads to an important point.  Economic pressures and this remarkable technological development combine to insist that those “old ways’ be examined critically.  There are distinct possibilities that the learning process will benefit.”

There is a world out there.

At the Leadership 2000 conference in San Francisco in 1989 I spoke to another major development in “the world out there.”

“The community and the planet.  Global – local.  These sound like extremes, alpha and omega, far distant from each other.  But the truth is – the space between them is fast diminishing.  And that fact has implications for community colleges.  We need to educate for global responsibility.”

“The word “global” is really catching on.  Pick up any good newspaper, and there it is.  I checked that out just a few days ago.  For example, there in the Washington Post was a five-column caption above an article by Hobart Rowen – Global Economy Needs Rational System for Paying Down Third World Debt.” Another impressive caption appeared on the next page – “The Auto Industry’s Globalization Picks Up More Speed.”  Reading a paragraph or two of that article was bound to frustrate even the most hidebound “Buy American’ zealot.

There is increasing reference to the planet, the earth, the world.  A few months ago I attended a briefing at World Bank on the publication of State of the World 1989. This is the sixth year in which World Watch Institute has in effect “given the earth an annual physical examination, checking its vital signs.”  According to the authors, “The readings are not reassuring.”  This year’s report outlines the diverse but inter-related problems in detail and presents a clear and compelling “Global Action Plan.”

Surely the point has been made – whether it is the effect of radioactive fallout from the Chernobyl accident which leaves its trail around the world, the worldwide prevalence of AIDS, the greenhouse effect, the wide-spread implications of declining rain forests, the ozone layer, currency problems, or violence in many forms – to some extent, to paraphrase the observations of  Yuri Gagarin, the first human in outer space and the first human to see the Earth whole, “the people of all continents…become aware of their closeness.. their common interests.”  What will it take to change attitudes, values, and structures of society to match the changing reality?

The authors of State of the World make it clear that this is not time for business as usual.  “our generation is the first to be faced with decisions that will determine if the Earth our children will inherit will be habitable.”

Almost 30 years ago, at an international conference in Copenhagen, a Danish poet  said: “We are global citizens with tribal souls.”  “Since these words were spoken,” said Inga Thorsson in a recent publication, “we have acquired much technical knowledge and our ways of life have been revolutionized, at least in the industrial world.  But thinking has remained the same; there is no new thinking, no redefinition of old and outdated concepts…What is needed, urgently is a new global thinking, in the enlightened interest of all nations...This would represent a ’Copernican leap'…”

For the development of this new perspective, this change in attitude, this new thinking, Maurice Strong of the UN office for Emergency Operations in Africa looks to education, “education that will create a new generation that can grapple with the global problems facing us and evolve the institutions needed to solve them.”  He calls for world studies, for studies that promote the knowledge, attitudes and skills relevant to living responsibly in a multicultural and interdependent world.

The words “global” and “interdependent suggest educational goals not commonly declared by community colleges.  There has been some development of the international and the intercultural dimension in many community colleges.  However, the concepts of “global and interdependent” require another step

Global education makes evident the commonalties, the interdependence of all human groups, the realities of one planetary system.  Global education emphasizes the possibilities for cooperation and the necessity of recognizing that contemporary public problems are, by and large, global problems, requiring global solutions, which in turn require global cooperation.”

Although not yet as apparent, more than the economy has become global.  Problems and issues of environment, ecology, climate change, growing population, and armaments are among concerns for a world community.  These problems connect community to the planet.  The first step in the necessary learning is an awareness of that fact.” 

A year later (1990) in speaking to the fiftieth annual conference of the Texas Association of Community College Trustees and Administrators I developed further some of these themes.  I referred to the community “out there” and to the need to learn how to build a “sustainable society.”

“And in a world so complex, citizens need the capacity to think critically and to solve creatively problems such as those described to some of us by the chancellors of the community colleges in Cleveland and Los Angeles recently:

· crumbling physical and social infrastructures that can no longer be ignored;

· fragmentation of families, neighborhoods, communities;

· poverty and drugs, a rising underclass;

· circumstances that have led to a police and justice system which has become the largest public system;

· in Los Angeles, 80,000 gang members; and

· 40 percent of the country’s immigrants come through Los Angeles and many of them through the community colleges. 

The new panorama that calls us is coming into view.  It is of broader parameters than the territories of the past.  It is one of international connections, of the global scene, of the common needs of the people of this planet, and of the implications for learning

It is rapidly becoming apparent that we all need to be reeducated in our relationship with the earth…Apparently, we humans are drawing down on our capital.  We are invading our “endowments” in order to satisfy current desires.  As we well know, no institution or individual investor will survive very long under those conditions.  The answer appears to be to build a sustainable society, one that satisfies its needs without jeopardizing the prospects of future generations….When has humankind ever been confronted with a learning problem as critical as this one?  A worldwide program in environmental literacy is needed.  What part will community colleges play? There are good reasons for suggesting that they could have a central role as people learn “to adjust their work and leisure to a new set of principles that have at their core the welfare of future generations  “This emerging reality requires the evolution of new institutions globally and locally.  They will be built by community citizens who learn new skills and human values: citizens who learn to function in an interdependent world; citizens who work in the community and extend their reach to link up with the common interests of people of all the continents; citizens who are ready to acknowledge diversity, who practice participation, and who seek nonviolent ways to deal with the reality of conflict; citizens who learn to live in peace with the planet.”

In 1991 I spoke to the 14th Annual Conference on International Education sponsored by Community Colleges for International Development in Orlando, Florida.  My topic was “No Longer Distant.”

“I begin with the most simplistic declaration you will hear during this conference.  At least, I hope so, but I cannot restrain from making it.  The world is changing. Here is a small example.  Just a few years ago (1983), I was a member of a committee to present the final statement of the International Symposium on Adult Education and Culture in the Arab Society.  We were in Baghdad, Iraq. Among the recommendations adopted was this one:

“Promotion, through adult education, of dialogue and mutual understanding, of cooperation among different world cultures with particular emphasis on peace education which includes the teaching of universal human values, such as respect for human dignity and international solidarity.”

We expressed appreciation also for the extraordinary hospitality shown by our Iraqi hosts at a time of extreme difficulty because of the ongoing war with Iran.  I brought pictures home to share with family and friends of the ruins of Babylon, not far from Baghdad, of the modern and comfortable “tourist village” where we were housed on an island in the Tigris River, of marsh houses such as those lived in over the centuries by the people in southern Iraq, of the famous national fish being cooked over outdoor fire pits, of the souqs in a Baghdad bazaar, of  the Iraq museum with its priceless exhibits of earlier life in this cradle of civilization.

People were interested in my pictures.  Few of my friends had been there or planned to go soon  It was a long trip from Washington to Baghdad.  That part of the world seemed far away.  But all of that has dramatically changed, Iraq seems no longer distant.

The world is at our doorstep.  Could this be a metaphor for change in our work in international/intercultural education.  Iraq is no longer distant, neither are the people of a hundred different cultures and nationalities  When many of us started our work in this field we felt like explorers.  We packed our bags, got our shots, bought lots of film, and set out to see people in exotic places long dreamed about.  Our work, when we returned, was to report our observations with the goal that others would understand and have similar interests.  But now the world is at our doorstep.  Even more than that, it is in our shopping malls, in our restaurants, our classrooms. It drives our taxis, cleans our teeth, lives next door, marries our daughters.  All that variety and diversity of color, costumes, 

food, religion, language, and temperament flow into our communities and its force and breadth increase daily.

…what is new is the insistent, urgent, encompassing presence of something that formerly we traveled to find and which we would leave as we boarded our plane.  Those cultures, at one time far off, have found us.  We cannot escape them if we would.  They are no longer distant.  And this new reality will affect our work and where we put our priorities.  A good deal of what we do we should continue, but there is more to do and new relationships to forge.”

The context; “there is a world out there,” “inextricably inter-twined with the world around them,” a changing world.  Perhaps nothing impressed me more in these last 20 years of  my  learning than the imperative need to be aware of this reality. Particularly for an institution that draws its clues for service from its “community” this would seem to be fundamental. Yet  it is possible that we can become so preoccupied by the institution and its management to the point that signals of change in the “territory” and their implications for the college are muted and dimmed and the result is the numbing grip of  creeping obsolescence. 

The Human Element

Human beings live in that “world out there.” I was reminded of that in many ways during these past twenty years and reported my feelings.  One of the most memorable incidents was at a conference in Paris in 1982.  In a paper which I gave in 1983 at a Symposium in Finland I described the event.

“Over the past few years I have become greatly concerned with the disproportionate reliance on military means to deal with differences among nations.  At the meeting of the International Council for Adult Education Paris conference I signed up for the Policy Working Group on Peace Education.  About 35 of us gathered to share our views and concerns, and almost that many nationalities were represented, including Cuba, USSR, Israel, Namibia, Poland, the U. K., Germany, Finland, the U. S. and others.  I noted very soon that those participating were not naïve dilettantes.  Many had personally suffered the brutality and devastation of war.  They were looking for  a better way.  As adult educators we all felt that there were some things we must do.

After the first few hours of short speeches (some  were longer) with some conventional flag-waving and gestures to imperialism, manipulation of the masses and multi-national corporations, national labels dissolved and personalities appeared: ‘Alexander, Helena, Piet, Yehuda, and Ed.’  Several hours a day throughout that week, we opened up to each other – described our communities (they were different) identified the issues, reported on programs underway, and planned further cooperative efforts in adult learning.  As all of you would know, the most significant outcome of the week was not our report, but the small and meaningful community we had become

Then came the blockbuster.  As our group completed its work I walked to the newsstand and bought the International Herald Tribune. A four-column wide caption announced that U. S. EXPERTS SEE A NEW BREED OF ARMS.  The article reported a significant technological achievement.

Nuclear weapons planners foresee a new generation of arms in which the heat, radiation, or blast effects of a nuclear explosion can be used far more selectively than existing weapons...These new bombs would ‘create a large electronic magnetic pulse to knock out an enemy’s communications systems.’ Another such weapon, they said, is the X-ray laser, in which atomic explosions would generate X-rays, which, in turn would power a laser beam for destroying enemy missiles.
What a devastating impact upon the community built by our international group during the week!  The major fault, as I perceived it, was the utter disregard for people.  People aren’t mentioned.  Apparently weapons systems fight each other.  Nobody gets hurt, nobody bleeds, nobody dies.  The human element is consistently avoided.  If casualties are referred to, it is in terms of battlefield personnel, a euphemism for dead persons.  Reports of this kind are not new; it was the contrast that staggered me.  The stark contrast of warm, international fellowship on one hand, and on the other, impersonal, unfeeling descriptions of weaponry…”

There are other troubling subtle forms in which the value of human beings is belittled.  One of growing prevalence is perception of people as  human “capital” in a “competitive economy.”  I spoke to my deep feelings about this subject at the fiftieth annual conference of the Texas Association of Community College Trustees and Administrators in October, 1990.

“I am deeply concerned about how the value of education is being defined in our society, in our institutions, and in our communities…I have in my hands an advertisement placed in the Washington Post a few weeks ago by COMSAT.  It is a picture of two young people who are identified as ninth-graders in Washington schools, a girl who is apparently of Chinese heritage and an African American boy.  COMSAT reports its interest in contributing to schools in Washington, D. C.  The caption reads: “American Business Can’t Compete Unless We Develop Our Raw Materials.”  Now what I would like to know is: How in the world did the concept develop that our young people are raw materials for American business like iron ore, petroleum, and sand?  And that education’s primary role is to develop, that is to process and refine, and shape these “raw materials” to the needs of American business?

This ad is not an isolated incident.  The prestigious College Board has announced a national conference to be held soon in Washington.  The topic: “Moving Your Institution Into the Twenty-First Century”.  What are the educational needs of the twenty-first century according to the announcement?  Building up human capital for the work force needed to compete in the global economy – demand for continuing education for  workers.  Fastest growing jobs in society are those that require a college education.  Americans work at 10 different jobs during their lifetimes.  Twenty to thirty million American adults lack basic skills to function effectively on the job. Is this what education; has become – job training?  I would not object to their calling this a conference on education for employment, but to suggest that the most important challenge to education presented by the twenty-first century is “building up human capital” offends me as one who has seen education as a means to human liberation and fulfillment.

Do you recall those marvelous words of Pablo Casals, the world famous cellist?

“Each second we live is a new and unique moment of the universe, a moment that will never be again…And what do we teach our children?  We teach them that two and two make four and that Paris is the capital of France.

When will we also teach them what they are?  We should say to each of them: Do you know what you are?  You are a marvel.  You are unique.  In all the years that have passed, there has never been another child like you.  And look at your body – what a wonder it is! Your legs, your arms, your clever fingers, the way you move.  You may become a Shakespeare, a Michelangelo, a Beethoven.  You have the capacity for anything.  Yes, you are a marvel.

And when you grow up, can you then harm another who is, like you, a marvel?  You must cherish one another.  You must work – we all must work – to make the world worthy of its children.”

What do we teach? Look at the grim faces of these two young people.  Of  course, they are grim.  They have just been told that they are raw material for American business.  You want to put a light in their eyes and a smile on their faces.  Say  to them – “There has never been another child like you.  You are a marvel.  You are unique.  You may become a Shakespeare, a Michelangelo, a “Beethoven.”

My continuing concern about the effects of the malady of “impersonalism” upon learners and the learning process were expressed in a presentation to the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators at their meeting in Toronto, Canada in 1983.  I gave a lot of thought in my jogging sessions to what to call the paper and came up with the topic “The Art of Facing Problems.”  In other words put a human face on the problem – try to perceive the individual rather than the collective, the concrete rather than the abstract.

“How visible are the human elements in these familiar terms?


Impact of technology


10% unemployment rate

40 million functionally illiterate in the United States


Third World


Information society


Work force

Human capital

How many faces appear In those abstract aggregations of numbers?  What feelings are stirred in you?  Love or hate or fear?  Probably nothing.  There is nothing in the term “Third World” to quicken the pulse, bring tears to your eyes, make you angry – unless you know my friend Robert Gardiner of Ghana, the gentle, compassionate public servant and others like him.  For us to feel, somehow the faces need to appear.  Then the anonymous become known. And we are moved to understand and to act.

Labels are not reality. Work force, human capital, functionally illiterate, Third World.  Where are the people?  Who are the people?  No names  No faces.  But  frequently we act as if those labels represent reality.  We shape our attitudes accordingly, formulate our opinions, and may even enact policies based upon these abstractions.

Recently I have had a new vantage point to observe this phenomenon.  In making my role change during the past two years, certain labels have been removed that announced to "gatekeepers” of society’s organizations what I was and consequently the kind of reception that was appropriate.  

For many years I had secretaries who placed my telephone calls. If someone was being called who might not have known us well they got the full treatment.  "Dr. Gleazer, President of the American Association of Community and Junior Colleges is calling from Washington.”  There are any number of response-defining signals in that impressive message beginning with “Dr.” (Perhaps the secretary could have elaborated just a bit by adding that the degree was from Harvard.)  “Gleazer,” probably the least significant label, tells you very little about the person.  “President,” that’s usually a powerful label.  It has its finest and highest expression when there is no name attached to it – simply, “Ladies and Gentlemen, the President.”    “American Association of Community and Junior Colleges,” this label in its effectiveness probably ranks slightly above NASPA and AACRAO and perhaps NACUBO but somewhat below ACE, AAU,  and NASULGC.  Washington” is somewhat persuasive if it is made clear that it is D. C. and not the State.

If there were any hesitancy in accepting my call and putting the other party on the line promptly, I wasn't aware of it because I didn’t take the call until the little buzzer sounded on my desk.

Now I am a professor.  Professors have many privileges and benefits.  Some of these are more attractive than those that accrue to presidents.  But, by and large, professors place their own telephone calls unless they are blessed by occupying an endowed chair.  My natural modesty prevents me, after I have looked up the telephone number and puzzled my way through the TDX procedure, from personally telling the receiving secretary how important I am.  She will answer, (most seem to be "she") “who is calling?”  I simply say, “Ed. Gleazer.”  More often with the passing of the days this seems not to have an overwhelming effect.  So the next question, (occasionally with a touch of impatience in the tone), “Would you please tell me what it is you want to discuss with President Doe?”  At this point my scruples weaken and I may even say, “I am the former president of the American Association of Community and Junior Colleges.”  That device usually elicits favorable action.  The Association is a recognizable entity and one who was formerly a president is probably entitled to access to the college president's suite.  

Obviously, I exaggerate a little in reporting experiences of those who seek to be known, to be recognized, to be more than an abstraction.  But occasionally I have felt some anger.  I have been “turned off” and experienced the subtle belittling of a person whose credentials are not readily apparent as he approaches the establishment and seek to communicate with its defenders.”  

My experience has taught me that human beings seek to be valued.  There is the poignant call for recognition.  A continuing quest among young and old alike to be recognized, to be known.

…”In a current best-seller, The 1 Minute Manager, Blanchard and Johnson show a symbol which represents a minute on a digital watch: “The one minute manager’s symbol – a one minute readout from the face of a modern digital watch – is intended to remind each of us to take a minute out of our day to look into the faces of the people we manage.  And to demonstrate the educative influence of the media, during a time-out in a televised basketball game, a commercial for an insurance company asserts, “We never forget that behind every policy is a person.”  A very short and straight-forward summary of what I have been saying.

Whether in our educational institutions or in the larger environment the individual is often dwarfed or becomes invisible in abstractions like human capital, third world, low achievers.  People cry for recognition – “I want to know that you have seen me.” 

The significant book, No Limits to Learning asks what needs to be done “to restore the human being to the center of world issues?”

That was the plea I heard at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.  The Earth Summit was the United Nations governmental conference on the environment.  Held in conjunction with the official meeting was the Global Forum which brought together  thousands of people representing non-governmental organizations from around the world.

I reported how I was deeply stirred by what I saw and felt there:

“Several thousand people massed on the Flamengo Park Beach in the later afternoon for the official opening of the Global Forum.  There were kites and colorful balloons and a lot of children.  Children sang of their hopes:

The Time Has Come

The time has come to love our earth

She is our home.  She gave us birth.

The time has come to clean the seas,

To clear the air, to save the trees.

If we listen to our hearts

We can make another start.

Then we can find the hope

And find the strength

To dream again, to dream.

If we see the world as a whole

And we share a common goal

Maybe it’s not too late

To heal the wounds and celebrate.

The time is here to have no fear

The time is now, we’re learning how.

Before there’s none for everyone

The time has come to be as one.

A singable tune.  Everybody joined in as they learned it.  And the Gaia approached the beach.  Gaia, named for the Greek goddess of  Earth, is a replica of a Viking ship.  She sailed from Norway, down the coast of the Americas to Rio, to bring messages from thousands of children to the international leaders gathered in Rio.

Six Gaia children read messages.  The message to the secretary general of  the Summit included these words:


Ecology is not only about trees but about the rights and lives of human beings.

And then came a dramatic moment.  One of the six children was introduced as being from the United States.  As she began to read, a stir swept through the crowd and her interpreter seemed confused.  When she finished there was an eruption of applause.  She had brought her message in Spanish and the crowd loved it.  Although Portuguese is the language of the Brazilians, Spanish was the dominant language for the thousands gathered there on the beach.  To speak their language when it was totally unexpected.  What a way to make friends! And what a lesson for our statesmen. 

The stereotype of the rich Yankees from the North took a beating from the unexpected  and most welcome thoughtful act of one small girl – the human element came through and brought the crowd together. For at least a moment the “human being was restored to the center of world issues.”

Knitting the World Together 

As I sat in the last day of the plenary sessions I asked myself what does all this mean, what is the message of this week of learning?  These meetings have been about environment, about the earth’s resources, but now I am deeply aware that they have been about something much more fundamental and alarming.  As we have confronted our relationship with the planet, we have found that the basic problem is in our relations with each other. “

Human beings relating to each other.  As I reflect on these past twenty years of learning, that stands out as a major interest. My most moving experiences were with the “enemy.” 

That was the official designation, the USSR.  But my personal contacts were with warm, hospitable, sophisticated Russians and Georgians.  My close friend was Alexandre Vladislavlev, who ran Znanie, a masssive adult education organization that covered the entire Soviet  Union.  Through Alexandre I received an invitation in 1984  to participate in a seminar in Moscow and to respond to a presentation by Znanie entitled “Soviet Peace Program and Education of Soviet People in the spirit of Peace.”

I prepared my ”response” before hand knowing that I probably would not see the paper until the time of our meeting.  I was right.  Here is part of what  I said:

“We take on the problem of learning the ways of peace in a difficult environment where suspicions have been raised about each other.  There is name calling, “capitalist running dogs,” “evil empire,” “red menace,”  Citizens of other countries are often portrayed as demons, not to be trusted, rather to be hated.  But we face a deadline.  The problem is of urgent proportions.  We cannot make it into the 21st century unless we learn to deal with the problem of war.  We cannot wait for the politicians to work out relationships.  But working relationships imply some trust.  This is true in the family, in the community, and surely among the people of various nations.  How can we build some trust?  We need some practice.  We need some practice in working together.  This is not a problem that can be solved by consciousness raising nor by achieving a peaceful feeling.  Peace is a product of work, of intelligent common effort.

Now let me bring this matter even closer to home.  We are adult educators –leaders in adult education from many countries throughout the world.  The problem we face essentially is one of learning.  A learning problem larger and more complex than any other we have or will confront but still it is a learning problem and the teaching and learning of adults is our profession and commitment.  We have unusual opportunities and responsibilities as a result.  We work with adults, many of  whom have completed their formal education –they have families, jobs, are people of influence in their communities.  These are people who can be motivated to learn how to deal with the problem of war and who are in a position to influence others.

I propose as adult educators in the USSR and the USA to take a step toward peace through a common effort toward better understanding.  Let me propose that we develop common curriculum materials exactly the same in the U.S. and the USSR except in different languages.  Let us check with the best of interpreters to be sure that we have equally valid translations.  Let us focus on something we could agree to, for example, “The Problem of Preventing Nuclear War”.  The structure should be determined as we work together.  We need to agree on the structure, to agree on the facts.

Most importantly, we need to take a step toward understanding, to do something together.  Could adult educators in the US and USSR begin that process by developing and using a common curriculum for adult learners who want to learn how to prevent nuclear war…Surely no issue matches this one in urgency.  I urge you to put it at the top of the agenda.”

The  experience of working together to develop a common curriculum did not materialize but Alexandre and I and our associates were able to bring together Soviet and American educators in several summer seminars at a folk high school in Finland where stereotypes faded as bonds developed between people who came to know and enjoy each other. And a program of exchanges was developed that eventually led to cooperative efforts in developing community colleges in Russia.

In my international experiences I was often concerned at the way in which the United States was perceived as rich, dominating, and violent. One of my most moving experiences, one never to be forgotten took place in Finland with adult educators from many parts of the world.  The team from the United States through drama told the story of how “We Shall Overcome” became an anthem for those seeking freedom  As we dramatized that story, the sixty or so other participants in our meeting were very quiet and absorbed and then as we began to hum that familiar melody we heard our colleagues joining in and then they began to sing the words until all were singing – they knew the words- and all rose to join in a moving circle out on the lawns singing over and over again with feeling – “We Shall Overcome.”

It began to occur to me that meaningful relationships could be forged among the people in many lands who had common interests and needs in education and that this would be one way to make visible values of America that were not evident in the media expressions.  I spoke of these possibilities in Dallas in 1987 in a conference sponsored by the AACJC International/Intercultural Consortium and the Dallas County Community College District.

“Our nation and our institutions exist in an environment of which the economic sector is just one part .  The more comprehensive environment is ecological and ideological.  It is an environment of ethnic and cultural diversity, of demographic and political change. It is an environment in which the policy structures often do not fit emerging realities – the apparent need for a sense of world community struggles against political arrangements forged in another time and based upon a different reality.  

And in this struggle the United States of America faces special problems in relating to people throughout the world who are seeking their basic human rights and communities of justice.  Many of those people look to educational opportunity as one way to secure those rights.  And in this fact, there is a unique opportunity, perhaps even an obligation for those of us in the community college field.  In the community college “ideology” we find common values and thereby a basis for communication and relationship with millions of people throughout the world who are looking for a better life and who search for learning experiences to bring that about.

What  common values?  Providing educational opportunity to those who have not had it before. Developing learning experiences that begin with the needs and interests of the learner.  Placing high value on the experience the learner brings to the teaching-learning situation.  Perceiving education as integral to other aspects of life, health, environment, occupation, family civic participation, economic development.  Acknowledging that education can result in empowerment – empowerment for fulfillment of individual potential and community development.  

These are familiar concepts to all of us but have we seen their importance as a basis for international communication and linkages?  If we in the community college field truly function in a context of such values we are on common ground with a large proportion of the world’s population and have a basis for communication and inter-relationships that may be unique and is critically needed.  Our “peoples colleges’ can especially put us in a working relationship with that large part of the world’s population in developing and third world countries whose destiny holds such importance for the shape of future world society.  So-called traditional or elite institutions have their place and function but none of them have the connective possibilities of the community colleges.

…I say let us acknowledge our common aspirations and develop a new educational community of interest that  transcends national boundaries.  What a refreshing and wholesome development that would be.”

The essence of what I have been describing, “working together”, “relationships”, “connective possibilities”, was caught up in a paper I gave at the 1998 Community College Futures Assembly.  My topic was “Reflections on Values, Vision, and Vitality: Perspectives for the 21st Century.”  After much thought, and they gave me the luxury of almost a year to think about it, I identified five values that I thought most important in determining the direction of our institutions. One of these was “connections.” I noted that often education seems to be in a compartment, not connected with what goes on in the real community.

“Call it what you will, intersections, linkages, partnerships, connections, there are two ways in which we need to connect, first with the conditions in the community that  bear upon the lives of the people there; housing jobs, health, security, environment, recreation and secondly in relating to the other community organizations active in these areas. 

 I reminded the conference of our earlier use of two terms that denote “partnership.”  The word “nexus” which we began using almost thirty years ago (before it became of commercial value), “these institutions which we represent may hold the potential for becoming a new kind of nexus ( a connection, or tie, or link) toward solutions to community problems.” “And then we resorted to biology to further describe how we viewed the function of our institutions in the community.  We called it “symbiosis.”  “the intimate living together of two kinds or organisms, esp. where such association is of mutual advantage…A similar relationship of mutual interdependence between persons or groups.”  That is the way we came to perceive the community college in the community-

 living together with other organizations of the  community – association of mutual advantage – relationship of mutual interdependence.” 

As I have been reviewing my learning experiences of the past twenty years and preparing to report some of the highlights, I have been reading a very recent and timely publication – The Lexus and the Olive Tree by Thomas Friedman. Out of  his observations of the effect of technology on “globalization” he refers to factors that knit the world together and implications for leadership.

“We have moved from a world where everyone wants to go it alone – where the rugged individualist is the executive role model and the vertically integrated company that does it all is the corporate model – to a world where you can’t survive unless you have lots of allies, where the Churchillian alliance maker is the executive role model and the horizontally allied company is the corporate model….This increased pressure for alliances, concludes Stephen Kobrin, “is one of the features of this era of globalization that is not only new in degree but also new in kind.  It is one of the features subtly knitting the world together, and promoting more globalization, in ways that are not always apparent.”

Friedman continues: “Having a CEO who know how to forge and manage alliances – build trust and transparency with other companies – is a critical asset for surviving in the globalization system.”

Learning is Lifelong 

How does the CEO change from  “go it alone” to “know how to forge and manage alliances.” To “know how”, he learns how.  

You may note in my story references to what I have been learning.  And there is the point.  I have been learning.  I am not unusual in this respect.  For any number of reasons (and Friedman gives many of them) learning is rapidly becoming lifespan for people. 

In 1998 I presented a paper to colleagues in the Cosmos club in Washington reporting on my personal experiences in “lifespan learning.”.  One of our members, a professor emeritus of Neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins had stimulated my thoughts in a paper he gave a year earlier.

“George (my professor colleague) captured our full attention as he pointed out that at age 21 you are starting to lose your active neurons, your cortical brain cells.  Out of the ten billion cells you lose about 15,000 per day. (5.5 million peryear – for me I have lost 330 million.  Still leaves a good reserve).

Can we do anything about that, we asked (cried out).

“Unfortunately, we don’t have any particular medicine to improve our memory but there are certain things we have to realize that help us to avoid the inevitable decline of its function.  The best thing is continuous exposure of our brain to new challenges and new learning; you have to retain your curiosity so when you retire from a job that you have been doing for 40-50 years after having learned the routine. You have to fall back to some of your qualified hobbies, which means problem solving, and organizing, continuous curiosity to find answers and enjoy new discoveries in the area of your avocational interests...You can learn new things even in old age; with new learnings, you are creating newly established pathways….Traveling,  exposure to new lands, exposure to new people, curiosity which leads you to explore different areas of intellectual, artistic or geographical values, will help you to create new engrams and store these engrams for a long period of time.”

“The best thing is continuous exposure of our brain to new challenges and new learning…You can learn new things even in old age; with new learnings, you are creating newly established pathways.” 

“…George’s words meant a great deal to me.  They confirmed some of my personal views and informed some decisions I was making with respect to the use of my time and energies.  Fortified by the wisdom of the neurosciences, I resolved at the beginning of 1997 to involve myself even more fully in learning experiences and thus create new pathways and engrams.

I will report briefly on some ventures and what I learned, not only in skills but in new insights.

First I report on my group piano lessons in the adult education program of Montgomery County schools.  This was a beginner class.  Eight of us of various ages and backgrounds and color.  Eight pianos.  As we sit down together to sight read a new piece the sounds are – impressive.  There is a remarkable variety in sense of beat, impact on the piano keys, and ability to strike the notes written by the composer.  I have developed a new understanding of what might be called the Tower of Babel syndrome.  We are all good people but the first, second, or third time through we just don’t seem to have the ability to correspond our behavior with the intent of the composer.

I have thought a lot about that.  I have found that you cannot “fake it.”  The time comes when the teacher will say “Ed” will you play the piece for us.  And there you are.  If the brain doesn’t pick up the symbols on the page correctly and send the right signal to the fingers nobody can help you.  And nobody can learn it for you.  Repetition of the right way is the only solution.  Good intentions are not enough.  There is no substitute for the doing if the results are to be favorable.  I am glad to report that my studies are continuing and I am now an “advanced beginner” who is seeking desperately to avoid an imminent recital.  Some would call that Judgment Day.

Another learning experience was our sixteenth annual journey to the University of Texas to conduct seminars in the graduate school of education.  Because of the rich experiences I have had in working with students there the trip has become almost a pilgrimage.  I work with a select group of mature educators who are preparing for leadership roles in the nation’s community colleges.  Although I am there a relatively short time, because of the quality of the group I spend six to eight weeks in preparation.  The whole experience is good for my “engrams” but each year I ask myself seriously what I have to give to those students.  I no longer am deeply involved in the administration of education. I make little effort to keep myself informed about contemporary issues in governance, finance and legal fields.  To tell the truth I am no longer much interested in such matters so what have I to offer these institutional leaders?  The learning experience is beneficial to me but how helpful it is to the students?  With that concern lingering in my mind as I left the seminar room on the last day, I was handed a book I had lent to a student.  Later I opened the book and found a “Thank You” card on which this note was written:

April 23, 1997

Out of modesty I will report just  the last sentence.  “Thank you for sharing your book, history, ideas, and most importantly, yourself.”

My seminars this year were in lifelong learning and education for community development.  And perhaps we can take encouragement from Tennysons’s words –“Knowledge comes but wisdom lingers.”  I have been invited to return next spring for the seventeenth year in a row.

It was quite a different setting from Austin, Texas to be based on a small island ten miles off the coast of Belize in Central America.  We were there in a group of fifteen elderhostel participants from all parts of the United States.  This was a “service” elderhostel, not just study and touring but working as part of an ongoing research project in assembling data to support efforts to have the Turneffe Atoll area and offshore cayes declared a Marine Sanctuary to protect it against the impact of tourism which is rapidly developing.

We would spend four hours in the morning in a boat as we looked for bottlenosed dolphin (Tursiops Truncatus), photograph them, plot their position, register environmental factors and other data, and listen to and record their communication by use of a hydraphone.  In the afternoon we were back to a boat again, this time for snorkeling as we observed coral reef life.  In the evening we would assemble the data for the day and discuss our observations with the two scientists who were our leaders.  Our group and support staff were the only people on the island.

At ten o’clock at night the generator was turned off and there was silence and a kind of darkness in which the stars are seen with brilliance hardly ever experienced on the mainland.  Our two young scientists were great teachers – not only highly proficient in their fields but contagious in their love for the environment.  Patient in their teaching, it was evident that they valued the experience represented in the group.  There were artists and computer experts, people who had climbed mountains and bicycled in various parts of the world, pharmacist, medical doctor, dentist, photographers.  Age range was from mid-fifties to the eighties.  They were quick learners, each had daily assignments in the research activities.  In addition good fellowship and team work developed in a remarkably short time. 

One night after the generator and the lights had been turned off, I stood on the deck of our cabin looking at the reflection of the stars in the water, hearing the lapping of small waves on the pilings, still feeling the warmth of fellowship at the evening meal, and I thought of the Psalmist’s words that voice so well the feelings of mariners: (Psalm 104:24ff)

“O Lord, how manifold are thy works! In wisdom has thou made them all; the earth is full of thy riches.  So is this great and wide sea, wherein are things creeping innumerable, both small and great beasts…Thou sendest forth thy Spirit, they are created; and thou renewest the face of the earth.  The glory of the Lord shall endure for ever…”

May we learn to coexist in harmony with these gentle mammals who communicate with each other and who raise their young through companionship as long as six years, and with others of God’s creatures for God in his wisdom “made them all.”

I’ve been thinking about these challenges, this new learning, as I have prepared for these moments.  I have learned some very rudimentary skills in playing the piano.  I have developed much greater appreciation of pianists.  I learned through my work at the University of Texas something more about how to communicate values, concepts, significant ideas in adult education.  In Belize I learned about the importance of coral reef life, and of sea mammals, and the marine environment as well as threats to that environment. But with all of these learnings , valuable as they are, there is something more I have gained – something I perceive more clearly than I have before.  I have new understanding of what is involved in being a member of a learning group.  Of how we give and how we receive.

Learning is difficult. Regardless of the “ten easy lessons” approach.  Don’t believe it.  Learning requires effort.  I am reminded of the first sentence in one of Scott Peck’s books.  “Life is difficult.”  I have found that I need help in learning.  And I have also noted that others need help.  We are all vulnerable and need the support of others.

In my piano lessons I have asked the teacher, how do I play these notes, how do I change the finger positions.  Help me to get the right timing in this phrase.  And I have played wrong notes as my classmates have listened.  A bit mortifying for this proud adult learner.  I have learned that I need help and have asked for it and accepted it.  And my colleagues see nothing extraordinary about this.  They too ask for help, receive it with appreciation, and signal praise when any member of the group “gets it right.”

When I was talking with Dorothy, one of the students at the University, about a possible topic for her dissertation, she said, there is something personal I would like to ask you.  What is it?  You mentioned in kind of an aside yesterday when you were making a point in your presentation, that one of your sons when he was fourteen ran away from home.  May I ask, how did you handle that?  We have a daughter with whom I just can’t seem to communicate.  My response is not important here.  What is important is her plea for help and our common involvement in one of life’s learning experiences.  She is the one who wrote, “…and thank you for sharing yourself.”

In Belize, on the first day of snorkeling, I was about 50 yards from the boat and swimming toward it when I thought I would put on a little burst of speed with some fins I had borrowed from my son-in-law which were somewhat longer than the ones I was accustomed to  And I got a cramp in my leg, for the first time in my life while swimming.  It hurt and I couldn’t straighten my leg.  Helen, our marine biologist had checked us out on how to signal for help.  She was standing on the boat.  I didn’t bother to signal with my hand.  I yelled, “I have a cramp,”  and within seconds she was there by my side.  She knew what to do.  Helped me straighten my leg by pushing back on the fin and assisted me to the boat.  Learning experiences may involve pain and perhaps even a touch of humiliation as we are forced to ask for help.

And not all learning’s voluntary, it may be “thrust upon us.”  Charlene and I invited our long time friend, Sally to go with us to Belize.  She enjoys snorkeling and the beauty of the Caribbean.  She has become a well known watercolor painter in Florida.  Sally and Jay, her husband, had sailed with us many times in various parts of the world.  Jay was a TWA airlines captain, a tall, handsome, gregarious pilot who represented everything our kids wanted to be.  Jay was not able to accompany Sally because he is now in a nursing home with advanced Parkinson’s disease.  We visited him before going to Belize.  Sally, Jay, and we in some measure are experiencing new challenges and the need for new learning.

We need not go to Florida, or Belize, or Texas for our learning experiences.  We are having them in our homes, in our personal lives, in our communities.  George told us that we could help keep the mind alive by continuous exposure of our brain to new challenges and new learning, that you could learn new things even in old age.  So what have been some  outcomes of my acceptance of  his counsel?

I have come to see that in some cases we can take initiatives in learning, it is good for us we are told, go study the dolphins or the piano or whatever you choose that gets those engrams going.  There are other times in life when in effect we do not volunteer for learning – we are drafted –the need for learning is thrust upon us.

I have new understanding of what is involved in being a member of a learning group,  We give and we receive.

I have found that I need help in learning.  And I have noted also that others need help, we are all vulnerable and need the support of others.

When you need assistance in a learning situation it’s good to have somebody at hand who knows what to do and how to do it.  How to play the right note, how to deal with a cramp.  This suggest that people need to qualify themselves to provide assistance.  Good intentions may not be enough.

Although that being said, along with competent assistance there is no substitute for “sharing yourself.”

Don’t be afraid to signal for assistance..

What is Significant for Community College Leadership?
So we come to the conclusion of a journey of some 20 years, a journey reported by frequent expressions of what I saw, felt, and learned.  In the beginning I promised to be especially alert to insights of significance for community college leadership. I believe I have done that. These  stand out in the BIG picture of community college leadership:


The Context – there is a world out there.


The human element

Humans relating to each other – knitting the world together


Learning is required to be a lifelong experience

Of these four, all of which I consider essential, one is paramount because of its  possibilities in leading community colleges into a new stage of community and educational leadership – learning is required to be a lifelong experience.

I spoke to this view at the 1998 Community College Futures Assembly:

“We need a learning college, no doubt about it.  And for those who believe that people are the most important thing in life there is this further step – that learning college will be part of a learning community…The world of 1998 is decidedly not my father’s world, nor for that matter my world as I graduated from college and was congratulated by relatives upon the completion of my education.    

In the State of the Union address a few weeks ago, the President reminded us that the entire store of human  knowledge now doubles every five years.  Can you imagine what that has done to the storehouse of knowledge since my first year out of UCLA?  There  have been more than twelve of those five year periods since my graduation.  I'll let you do the math.  And I am not sure how you do it but you need to factor in somehow that the pace of change is accelerating.  The President took well over an hour to make the points in his message. I can make mine by simply suggesting some acronyms that stand for a vast and fast changing panorama.  HMO, DNA, WWW., ATM, GPS, NASA, AIDS, NAFTA, EURO, INTERNET, EMAIL, etc.  Each of these has its technical aspects, social and economic repercussions, and implications for learning. 

Learning is the process of preparing to deal with new situations.  Asserts that brilliant 

report of a few years ago, No Limits to Learning, 

“Practically every individual in the world, whether schooled or not, experiences the process of learning – and probably none of us at present are learning at the levels, intensities, and speeds needed to cope with the complexities of modern life.” 

What does the report say about the high value of learning ?

“The failure of learning means that human preparedness remains underdeveloped on a worldwide scale.  Learning is in this sense far more than just another global problem: its failure represents, in a fundamental way, the issue of issues in that it limits our capacity to deal with every other issue…”  

The future of learning limits our capacity to deal with every other issue.  Consider the implications of that statement.  For academicians and futurists it’s fun to talk about how the world is changing and the increased speed and reduced price of our new modems.  But out there in the real world something critical is happening.  Declared an international organization of businessmen and industrialists: ‘learning has become a life-and-death matter, and not only for people at the edge of subsistence.  Even for those more secure in material provisions, the dictum “learn or perish” now directly confronts all of societies..."Club of Rome in No Limits to Learning)

Here is powerful support for Terry O’Banion’s call for reform that places learning as the central value and central activity of the educational enterprise. What ought to be (speaking of values) is perception of educational enterprise that extends beyond the schools and colleges to all the people in the community during the span of their lives.  Those who have this concept of learning will perceive the community college as the lead organization in the community to encourage and facilitate lifelong learning.”

I further developed this idea of the role of the community college in lifelong learning in updating the “Preface” in the 1998 printing of The Community College: Values, Vision, and Vitality. (First printing 1980)

“There still remains the need, however, for policy makers to be aware of two basic facts: Learning now must be life-long, and learning is integral to all other aspects of community life.  Present educational policies, organization and planning do not reveal this reality.  No other community institution is situated more favorably than the community college to help bring about the necessary change in perspectives, attitudes, and values.” 

I had an opportunity to inject this idea into the planning of the future of the American Association of Community Colleges when I was invited by Dr. Robert Atwell, Chair of the New Expeditions Coordinating Committee to make some suggestions to the Committee “as they envision the future and examine implications for community colleges.”  Apparently my concepts did not generate the same excitement that  I felt. I feel that this is my BIG idea after some years of maturation and I am glad to make  it available for the next commission.

Here are excerpts of what I wrote to Dr. Atwell: 

“I have noted descriptions of the “problems,” “challenges,” “issues,” confronting community colleges as we enter the “new millenium.”  With all deference to those on the firing line who confront these daily pressures, I feel that these are “derivative” in nature, not fundamental and it is to the fundamental that we must give our attention.  Here is what I mean by “fundamental.”  You can find the statement in the preface of  Values, Vision, and Vitality, recently reprinted.

“There still remains the need, however, for policy makers to be aware of two basic facts: Learning now must be lifelong, and learning is integral to all other aspects of community life.  Present educational policies, organization, and planning do not reveal this reality.  No other community institution is situated more favorable than the community college to help bring about the necessary change in perspectives attitudes, and values.”

“There is the essence of what I consider central to the future of the community college.  So in this document I will be terse. Societal change is accelerating.  To affect the direction of change and to accommodate to it require constant learning.  Our educational systems do not match this emerging reality.  Education needs fundamental reform.  All of education.  How will these fundamental reforms come about?  There is a good deal of evidence that top down efforts are rarely successful.  Reform needs to begin in the community and involve all of the community.  If learning is truly to be lifelong the community needs to examine the content and sequence of learning from early childhood throughout life.  And to make the relevant changes in structures and function.  What community organization can encourage and facilitate such change?  In my opinion it is the community college, for, among other reasons, there is no other community educational organization as broadly based nor as interwoven with community networks.  I suggest that it is both the opportunity and obligation of the community college to lead the necessary transformation of education in the community to meet the requirements of a citizenry engaged in lifelong learning.

…To summarize, education in the twenty-first century must be based on the realization that learning is required to be a lifelong experience. Major change in education in the community is required to achieve that condition.  The community college has a major role to play, not only in a continuous way to facilitate learning in the community, but especially now to lead the necessary change.  Community colleges are favorably situated to do this because of reasons given above. It is required, however, that these institutions break out of the "box,” “community colleges,” to a perspective of facilitators of learning communities.  This will be hard to do.  There is definitely a “crust of custom.”  But it is time for a “new expedition.”

Well – there’s the BIG picture for community college leadership as I see it.  Now I leave it to you to fill in the details. 
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