Good Morning, Ladies and Gentlemen.
 

I thank you very much for the opportunity to speak to you today and share some of my thoughts on the economy of tomorrow and how to help our children successfully participate in and contribute to this "brave new world." I come before you today as someone who has spent many years in the private sector as a lawyer, had a short stint in the education sector and, mostly, as a concerned parent. Yes, I have a six-year old child in the first grade in the public school system, and, given our most recent recession and the multitude of issues surrounding Quebec’s educational system, I am understandably concerned about his academic and professional future.
 

Firstly, let's have a look at the recent so-called Great Recession: according to the December - January 2010 special edition of Canadian Business magazine, in Canada, roughly 400,000 jobs were lost since October 2008 and a staggering 71% affected men (who are more predominant than women in the manufacturing and construction sectors).  I presently work at Rio Tinto, a global mining company,  where14,000 jobs were cut worldwide in early 2009. A colleague who is a lawyer at Pratt & Whitney in Montreal witnessed, in the last year alone, three massive layoffs.  Companies too many to list but which include Air Canada and the Royal Bank of Canada have all joined the bandwagon to outsource some of their operations to China, India or Mexico due to cheaper labour costs. At the end of the day, shareholders want to see a return on their investment and, these days, cost-cutting measures, such as outsourcing, are all the rage. 

 

Given this context, let me share with you the writings of author Thomas Friedman, a foreign affairs columnist at The New York Times and a three-time Pulitzer Prize winner.  His latest book, entitled "The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century" is a compelling analysis of our 21st century economy for it provides an understanding of globalization and the opportunities for individual empowerment. Mr. Friedman states that while America was pre-occupied with 9/11 and business scandals such as Enron and WorldCom, something quietly radical was happening in other parts of the world. One can appreciate his perspective of the world economy with his interview of Nandan Nikelani, the CEO of Infosys Technologies Limited, one of the largest IT companies in India, who quite succinctly explains the development of the flat world as follows:
 

"What happened over the last [few] years is that there was a massive investment in technology, especially in the bubble era, when hundreds of millions of dollars were invested in putting broadband connectivity around the world, undersea cables, all those things. At the same time...computers became cheaper and dispersed all over the world and there was an explosion of software-email, search engines like Google, and proprietary software that can chop up any piece of work and send one part to Boston, one part to Bangalore and one part to Beijing, making it easy for anyone to do remote development. When all these things suddenly came together around 2000, they created a platform where intellectual work, intellectual capital, could be delivered from anywhere. It could be disaggregated, delivered, distributed, produced and put back together again -and this gave a whole new degree of freedom to the way we do work, especially work of an intellectual nature."1
 

What Mr. Nikelani is telling us is that the playing field has been flattened. Intellectual capital has no borders. The elite companies will seek and retain the “best minds for the money”, regardless of geography. Mr. Friedman recounts a personal story that explains, in part, what is meant by all this. He recalls that when he was a young man, his mother used to tell him, "Eat all the food on your plate - there are kids in China and India starving."  Today, he tells his two daughters something like, "Eat all your homework-there are kids in China and India starving for your jobs."

So have our children, privy to possibly the best standard of living in the world, inexpensive access to comparatively superior schools, democratic institutions and easy credit, become aware of the new rules of the game out there? Have they grasped the competitive intensity of the future? Is there any truth to Mr. Friedman's point-of-view that “our young society started to coast in the 1990's, when the third postwar generation came of age”? That the dot-com boom left too many people with the impression that they could get rich without investing in hard work? 2 On the contrary, there has never been a greater need for a better quality education and more qualified and engaged teachers to help our children succeed in the flat world. 
In his book Mr. Friedman refers to "The Untouchables " 3 (i.e. those jobs that cannot easily be automated, digitized or outsourced).  There are 3 basic categories of The Untouchables: the first is the “special or specialized”. We’re talking here about the Madonnas or Julie Payettes of the world or the likes of a top cardiovascular surgeon at the Institut de cardiologie de Montréal. The second category consists of “localized” or “anchored” people. These are the jobs that by their very nature must be done in a specific location or require face-to-face interaction. Examples include your local barber, your nanny, masseuse or plumber. The third category includes many “old middle class jobs”- the assembly line worker, the data entry programmer, the accountant, the contract administrator etc.  This third category is the one under the greatest attack in the flat world. We’ve seen this with the auto workers in Ontario, for example. The recent economic turbulence in the auto industry has greatly contributed to Ontario 's move  from a “have” province to a “have not” one. Unless such middle class workers invest in obtaining new skills, they will undoubtedly be left behind. 

According to Mr. Friedman, the flat world will require any one of the following skill sets :

1.      The great collaborators and orchestrators (since many more products will be made in global supply chains, you will need team leaders who can work well with others, know how to speak to people, explain and inspire).

2.      The great synthesizers (people who can “connect the dots” or bring disparate things together.  An example is a “search engine optimizer” who brings mathematical and marketing skills together).

3.      The great explainers  (the more synthesis or complexity there is , the more the need for people who are good explainers (an example is someone who owned a custom photo lab for years who now spends more time explaining to customers how to operate a digital camera and touch up film using computers).

4.      The great leveragers (an example is an computer programmer that enables others to work smarter and faster-like fixing a problem, having such a solution become a best practice that can then be sold to a customer).

5.      The great adapters (or what are also called the “versatilists”-people who have deep skills like a specialist  and broad scope or experience like a generalist  by  constantly adapting, learning and growing).

6.      The green people (with 3 billion people from China, India and ex-Soviet countries starting  to modernize, the greater the need for people focused on sustainable environments and renewable energies).

7.       The passionate personalizers (persons who can provide a product or service with a personal or creative touch)

8.      The math lovers (all information today is being digitized and math is being used in new ways and at all levels-marketing, management, research and operations. Top mathematicians are becoming the new global elite and new math grads are commanding six-figure salaries).

9.      The great localizers (a person that knows how to take advantage of all the available  global capabilities –a satellite dish, a Blackberry, a PC or some new software - and tailor them to the needs of a local community . An example is a sports bar owner simultaneously bringing in an NFL game, a Formula 1 car race and a soccer match in Australia to his clients via multiple satellite feeds.)

Given these new job characteristics in the flat world, what should we be telling our children to ensure that they are getting the right education to prepare themselves? What is the so-called “right stuff’ Mr. Friedman suggests we do? 
1.   Firstly, encourage your child to take those classes that are taught by teachers that inspire and make your child excited about learning. Because much learning is about a child being motivated to teach him or herself!

2.     Have your child sharpen his or her “navigation” skills and distinguish information on the Web or on blogs which is unreliable from that which is edited with vigor.

3.     Nurture the curiosity and passion quotients in your children-they are more important in the flat world than your typical intelligence quotient. As Mr. Friedman puts it, “Nobody works harder at learning than a curious kid.” 4. Some children are born this way; others can develop these quotients by great teaching. 

Mr. Friedman places special emphasis on the effect teachers have on their kids’ ability to learn. He refers to one particular principal of an elementary school who hires teachers simply on the basis of whether they loved kids. As this principal puts it, “I can teach anyone a strategy, but I can’t teach a person to love kids. And you feel it in a classroom as soon as you walk in [whether that teacher loves kids]. Kids at the elementary level all love their teachers, but boy, you can see the teachers who love their kids back. They motivate those kids to keep trying to do their best for that teacher. The [kids] are really doing it for themselves, but if they see that the teacher cares, is invested in their learning, that child will never be turned off. That is what real learning is.” 5
      4.   Insist on more rigorous training in math ands science. As mentioned before, with the  digitization of almost everything, mathematical formulas will be behind everything we do. Our children must learn to integrate math and science into their daily lives.
5. Never underestimate the value of a liberal arts education. One of the reasons that North America has always been a leader in the innovation of new products and services is that its workforce has been able to combine technology with creativity.  A techie like Steve Jobs, co-founder of Apple Computer, quickly comes to mind. This is a guy who dropped out of university yet while he was still hanging around the university campus, decided to enroll in calligraphy classes (a subject that fascinated him). Well, years later, the Macintosh computer was the first computer with beautiful typography (i.e. multiple typefaces and fonts) and this became the "standard" for other computer designers later on.

 6.    Develop our children’s right brain skills. This means moving away from linear, logical and analytical talents towards more “high concept”/”high touch” aptitudes. It  includes the ability to create artistic and emotional beauty and the capacity to empathize. The sort of things that people do out of intrinsic motivation.

So what does this all mean for education? What sort of educational programs should be put in place that measure up to these new expectations or standards?  How can teachers contribute so that our children are getting the right education for the times?  What do the students themselves have to do to help ensure their own success?  
These are no easy questions to answer and my only expertise is as that of a committed parent who has spent considerable time and energy pondering these issues. I certainly do not consider myself to have the same level of expertise as the members of this audience. My concerns about these issues have led me to a fountain of information including estimates of the number of new  teachers required to be hired in the coming years to properly address succession issues within the school system, statistical comparisons in the drop-out rates between the French and English school sectors (and possible theories as to the discrepancy) , the alarming rate of increase in the number if special needs students, the introduction of Bill 88 in 2008 and its consequences in terms of greater school board accountability and increased graduation targets. And, of course, the literature makes constant reference to the notion of "improving student success". But what does this term mean exactly? Are we focused on “credentialisation” regardless of what our kids learn? Are we going to get bogged down with collecting statistics over the next coming years to "measure" our success, micro-manage our schools and simply keep the "diploma disease" train rolling along or are we going to sincerely advocate for a transformational change in our education system which will properly meet the needs of the post-Industrial society, that is, the flat world? Will our schools be the vehicles for tapping into and nurturing our children's creativity and individualism or will we be satisfied with our children remaining part of the lowest common denominator in academic achievement? Because, without a doubt, creativity and innovation are what is required for our children to effectively compete in the flat world and for them to become the wealth creators of the future.

I recently came across a most inspiring video presentation entitled "Do Schools Kill Creativity?” given by the internationally-renowned educator and author, Sir Ken Robinson .  I invite you all to take the time at your leisure to look at this 20-minute video by Sir Robinson (it’s available on www. ted.com). Here are some excerpts: 
 
1. "All kids have tremendous capacity for creativity... Creativity is as important in education as literacy."
2. "Do not be frightened to be wrong. (Yet) we stigmatize mistakes and we are therefore training children out of their creativity."
3.  "Our education system came about to meet the needs of Industrialism."
4. "The whole system of public education around the world is a protracted process of university entrance and the consequence is that many highly talented, brilliant, creative people think they're not because the thing they were good at at school was not valued or was actually stigmatized and we cannot afford to go on that way."  
5.  "In the next 30 years, according to UNESCO, more people worldwide will be graduating through education than since the beginning of history (due to) technology  (and its transformational effect on work) and demography and the huge explosion in population. Suddenly, degrees aren't worth anything....isn't that true? Now kids with degrees... need a Masters... or a PhD… a process of "academic inflation." 

6.  "Creativity .. defined as a process of having original ideas that have value, more often than not comes                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    about through the interaction of different interdisciplinary ways of seeing things."
7. " I believe our only hope for the future is to adopt a new conception of human ecology, one in which we start to reconstitute our conception of the richness of human capacity. Our education system has mined our minds in the way that we strip-mined the Earth for a particular commodity and for the future it won't service. We have to re-think the fundamental principles on which we are educating our children."
8. "We have to be careful now that we use this gift [of the human imagination]  wisely [by] seeing our creative capacities for the richness they are and seeing our children for the hope that they are and our task is to educate their whole being so they can face this future."

In a nutshell, Sir Robinson makes a convincing argument for retrofitting our present educational system: Let our educators foster and encourage our children’s creativity. Let’s worry less about what it takes to get into university and worry more about ensuring a rich and robust education based on original ideas. Let’s focus more on the richness of human capacity. Let our children experience original ideas by seeing the interaction of different disciplines.

So, to the extent we agree with these views on education, how can we rise to Sir  Robinson's challenge?

A few suggestions …
Train good, motivated teachers, then set them free.  This simple and straightforward idea was espoused in an article in the Montreal Gazette last year 6 by Ms. Elaine Bander, a retired English teacher at Dawson College. Ms. Bander eloquently made the point that once "good" teachers have been hired (and by "good" she means those that have "the inherent pedagogical drive and intuitive creativity to stimulate and reinforce learning", not simply those with a three-year B.Ed. in hand), such teachers should be allowed to "use their intuition, knowledge and creativity within general guidelines, to achieve educational goals by whatever means work for their students in the classroom."  
Reward outstanding, dedicated teachers for their extraordinary contributions. 

Remove the silos and encourage horizontal collaboration within the school system that “thread” together various disciplines. Our children should be taught that subjects that, at first glance, are not complementary, do indeed converge. For example, with respect to the subject of Energy, our children should learn the interrelationships among Energy, History, the Environment, Economics, Geography, Politics, the Law, Computer Science. And the list goes on. Just imagine for a moment the creative synergies a young mind would experience as it grapples with such a myriad of interrelated topics.
Adopting programs similar to the Guidance Approach to Learning (or GOAL) could also a step in the right direction as it represents a more holistic approach to learning. Introduced in 1998 and made available to teachers through the Complementary Services budget, it has five (5) broad areas of learning: Media Literacy, Personal and Career Planning, Health and Well-Being, Environmental Awareness and Consumer Rights and Responsibilities   and Citizenship and Community Life.  It also deals with nine (9) cross-cultural competencies  (or so-called "Competencies for Life"), that is, how a student: 1) uses information, 2) solves problems, 3) exercises critical judgment, 4) uses creativity, 5) adopts effective work methods, 6) uses information and creative technologies 7) achieves his or her potential, 8) cooperates with others and 9) communicates appropriately. To summarize, the GOAL approach is a philosophy of instilling positive attitudes and behaviours that help teachers connect a student’s potential to a life-long career plan. The GOAL program (and any other similar programs) should be better integrated into the school success plans. 

Now as regards the students themselves.  Upon entering middle school and every year afterwards, a student should sign a social contract with the school he or she has chosen to attend. I think this exercise will make the student more fully aware that he or she is principally responsible for his/her own academic achievements. The message, lost on many students in our day, is that getting an education is serious business. The social contract will also include a provision by which the student undertakes to adhere to the school’s code of ethics and, as a condition of obtaining his/her High School Leaving Diploma,  to have learned a third language and  to have completed  community work for a certain period of time. The other side of the coin, however, is the school's undertaking to properly identify a student's talents, abilities and interests and to create an individualized curriculum responsive to such talents, abilities and interests. Part of the school’s  undertaking is to make available student assessment programs that properly identify (in a timely manner) and monitor/assist students who are at risk of dropping out of school, are having difficulty passing their courses or have special needs. We simply cannot afford to continue to let our children fall through the cracks: uneducated youth (and by this I mean youth whose aptitudes have not been properly tapped into) will undoubtedly become the unemployed or underemployed adults of tomorrow and this is a constituency that no flat world society can tolerate or sustain at length.

As far as parents are concerned, I can only simply suggest that we continue to encourage and support, on a daily basis, our children in what they like to do best. No more, no less. 

 One final note:  The flat world is not coming - it has arrived. Our children’s path in the flat world need not be a bumpy one - but we must all wake up to the new realities and demonstrate in earnest our collective goodwill.  
 Thank you very much. 
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