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Preface


Schooling is a tiny part of the education process. It does not necessarily prepare us for life outside of school and can only give sound academic knowledge. Learning in schools tends to happen in silos, but in real life does not work that way. So far, we have focused too much on schooling and not enough on the process of learning and education. This is something that needs to change. Education needs to help learners actualise their potential. The education system should impart social and relationship skills to students and inculcate values such as honesty and community-building. Education should help learners navigate the world that they face. The learners need to be able to sift through information and identify what is useful or redundant from the profusion of information that is now available at the touch of a button.


While we talk about what needs to change, we should not completely dismiss the current system. The purpose of education is to challenge us. Before thinking out-of-the-box, we first need to learn to think inside the box. Certain basic skills like reading, writing and speaking have to be acquired even if they prove to be challenging. Education is like a tasting menu and therefore traditional education is not all bad. It is a platform for us to understand what suits us and what does not because often we do not know what our best is unless we stumble upon it, either intentionally or by chance. Learning in the classroom should also facilitate learning outside the classroom.


According to Jason Castro in the Scientific American,1 our brain expands while reflecting on a learning experience and creates new neural pathways that absorb new information and compile our key learnings. I will refer to these as ‘synaptic leaps’. This is when we learn from our actions and reach a stage where learning happens optimally. At this stage, we are firing from all cylinders and our potential to acquire new knowledge and skills is very high. This arises because our brain is now attuned to the mistakes we have made in the past – which are fresh in our memory – and we know we can forge ahead without fear of failure.


Take the skill of communication, for example. If we have acquired the skill of effective communication in its broad sense, we have made a synaptic leap because now we can leverage this skill in different scenarios. We can use it to manage our family life, thrive in the workplace and be social at events. In doing so, we have positioned ourselves to learn other skills much more easily because we have entered the realm of possibilities that may not have been there if we were not an effective communicator in the first place.


Content is becoming obsolete at a rapid pace. Therefore, if you can identify how you learn and why you are learning it, you will be in a much better position to assimilate new knowledge in a constantly changing landscape. All these skills do not exist in a vacuum. They build upon and complement each other.


A successful education system is one where there is a focus on inspiring the learners at an early age and encouraging them to listen and create their passion. To me, passion is a drumbeat driving your rhythm. As my good friend, Dr Dinesh Singh, the former vice-chancellor of Delhi University says, ‘The drumbeats for each one of us would be different, and we are certainly not dancing to a tune which is the same as the next person. Schools need to expose students to a wide variety of options so that the students know their strengths and can act on them.’ Education is finding your internal drumbeat and singing and dancing to it.


This holds true for all of us. However, sometimes we get in our own way. We do not take the time to listen to ourselves. We may spend hours upon hours listening to others, reading their books, watching them on TV, but many of us find it difficult to dedicate even five minutes a day to self-reflect. We need to acknowledge that self-reflection is a vital part of learning. Without self-reflection, it is not only difficult but impossible to know who we are. And if we do not know who we are, how can we tell if we are learning anything?


Choice and chance play a role for every individual. Individuals need to be broad-minded and open to opportunities despite the challenges encountered along the way. An enhanced level of awareness is essential when looking at opportunities. Luck and coincidence can play a part in our lives (being at the right place at the right time), but we need to have the right ingredients to be able to benefit from them. The open doors of opportunity that await are not noticed by many. We need to equip ourselves with the focus to spot these doors and windows of opportunity.


Resilience must be nourished. Students must be taught to look at problems as opportunities. This will, in turn, instil a mindset that makes them open to new challenges and opportunities. This will foster the idea of entrepreneurship. However, it is vital to note that in many instances young people learn these skills by observing those around them, especially their parents, guardians and teachers. 


Children are great observers. They observe the tiniest detail which adults may dismiss as being irrelevant. You may have observed a toddler or a child going for your phone. It is not because they are fascinated with it. It is because you spend so much time with it, sometimes even exceeding the time you spend with them and, hence, they are curious to know about this small device that you seem to have a lot of love and time for.


Unlearning is also an essential part of dealing with change, which will help students make better choices in the future. They need to be guided through the challenge rather than unleashing changes upon them. Once they realise that there is no imminent danger and they do not have to worry about making mistakes, they will be intrinsically motivated.


In this book, I have addressed what I believe should be the purpose of education in the years to come. I talk about how education can and should strive to create persons of substance, the watermarks we desire to see in our learners, and the role of technology in leveraging effective educational outcomes.


There is no time like now in history, when our future depends so much on the people who are leading us. It could be you or me. But it definitely has to be persons of substance, leading with Serene Strength – the ability to make informed decisions in a rational and tranquil manner amidst dynamic disruptions.


Arun Kapur
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The Educational Journey




Education should aid in nurturing and fulfilling your dreams. Without dreams, nothing works. You need to have some idea of where you want to go. The goal can change many times but the dream will guide you all through. Your dream is your best roadmap. However, rarely does this find mention in discussions on education.





Reflecting on my years of working in education, I look at learning as a journey, a journey in which the final destination is never reached. There is always another hidden bend ahead that needs to be explored; there is always somewhere else to go; there is always something more to learn. As with any long journey, it is wise to stop occasionally and take stock of where you are, where you have been, and where you are heading. It is at these times that listening to our inner voice – our inner guru – can refocus our energy for the next phase of the journey.


It is this journey, the process of learning, that I find most interesting and rewarding. This journey is a process of discovery – discovering ourselves as well as how we fit into the world around us. Often on this journey, the more we discover, the more we realise how much more there is left to discover. This is such a beautiful process to experience.


However, it is unfortunate that not all learners experience this journey so beautifully. Some of them are so fixed on the endgame, that is, their destination, that instead of savouring the journey, they are in a hurry to complete it. They find themselves constantly asking, ‘Am I there yet?’ I worry that these learners will not be able to achieve their potential to become the best versions of themselves. Since their focus is solely on the destination, they will miss out on the wonderful learning opportunities that are strewn all along the way. On the other hand, the learners who appreciate the process of learning and embrace the journey have a wonderful opportunity to try and actualise their potential.


Through the process of realising their potential, learners are able to cultivate what I call ‘Serene Strength’ - a state of being where all the minute elements of a person’s journey come together and help them develop into a ‘person of substance’. This does not mean that they have reached the end of their journey. Serene Strength is not a destination; it is a state in which people can achieve optimal growth and development and be the best version of themselves.


Around thirty years ago, when I was heading Vasant Valley School in Delhi, I had a plant in my office. It was a gift from a friend. I knew neither the name nor the species of the plant but I liked the pot it was planted in. It stayed in my office for years and neither grew nor died. It just stayed as a little green plant with heart-shaped leaves in an orange ceramic pot. It caught no one’s eye; it was just there. One summer, when the school was closed for vacations and the building was being painted, I took the unnamed, unobtrusive plant out from my office. It wilted in the strong sun and in an attempt to revive it, it was planted in a corner of the football field of the junior school. Today, it is a huge, robust peepal tree, home to many birds, insects and other forms of life. It flourished and actualised its inherent characteristic of a large tree only when it got the right environment and proper inputs.


Being in a state of Serene Strength is not inherited but is carefully cultivated by dedicating our life to cherishing the process of learning and living. It is characterised by moving beyond setbacks; it is about being open to vulnerability, experiencing life and learning with an open heart. Persons with Serene Strength make a genuine effort to invest in relationships and experiences, always learning from them. Rather than regressing to ‘what is wrong with me?’ these persons leverage their strengths and work to improve their shortcomings. They have an unsatiated desire to achieve their goals and constantly set new ones to improve themselves. They are not afraid to ask for help and are willing to use their strengths to help others; they are equally unabashed about leveraging the strengths of their colleagues in order to meet their own goals. Persons with Serene Strength lead in an exemplary manner. This comes to the fore naturally and can best be witnessed when there is chaos all around. Think about the pilot who is calmly trying to land a plane with a defective engine, or a caterpillar that resiliently breaks out of a cocoon to emerge as a butterfly.


Although I have been in the field of education for over four decades, it is only during the last decade that the concept of Serene Strength has taken form. As I look back at the different practices and nuances of learning, I see how, in some instances, experiences, inputs and ideas came together beautifully and learners developed into persons of substance by truly actualising their potential.


There were, of course, numerous instances where this did not happen and some learners remained stuck in an environment that did not provide them with what was necessary to be the best version of themselves. This made me wonder – what is it that some learners experience which leads them to a state of Serene Strength? 


In trying to answer this question, the foundation of this book was laid. Here, I have tried to explore some of the most important components of education and learning, with the idea of Serene Strength at the forefront. What practices or strategies can help a learner develop into a person of substance and experience Serene Strength? What are the impediments to this happening?


I hope all this leads you to ask many more questions than this book may answer. Most of all, I hope this book can help you in your journey, at any point in your life, whether as a student, teacher or in your career, and help you realise your dreams.
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The Purpose of Education


What is the purpose of education?


Philosophers, teachers, students, parents and guardians, politicians and many others have asked this question and, quite naturally, have arrived at varying answers which change over time.


The education system should enable learners to connect with themselves and help them understand what they cherish in life. That is why the process of self-reflection is crucial in education. Self-reflection will be able to instil a dynamic process of self-improvement in all learners and the ability, as well as the skills, to actualise their potential. Learners need to grasp the importance of being able to constantly learn and unlearn to become proactive learners.


Education should challenge learners in a manner that fosters character building. Character is built during the schooling years and education should instil in its learners the essential traits of a person of substance.


But what exactly are these traits? Are some traits more important than others? To answer questions such as these, I have often looked to philosophers or academics who have deliberated and explored the depths of these questions. I have been fortunate enough to host seminars and be invited to events where we explored the answers to these questions with some of the world’s most enlightened minds.


At some point in the past, the idea of education and school became so intertwined that, when people pondered over this question, they instinctively considered the role of schooling. Though schooling and education are connected, schooling makes up only a very small part of education. Education is never-ending and continues way beyond the fourteen years of schooling and the walls of the school. Schooling does not automatically lead to education and all education does not take place in a school.


To understand a concept, it has to be broken down into its constituents or its most fundamental units, so that the meaning and context of the idea is understood in depth and in the proper perspective. Much of contemporary science has sought to identify the smallest particle of matter, currently considered to be a quark. A portrait can only be formed through the coming together of a multitude of smaller units, or pixels. Similarly, to understand the purpose of education, we need to identify and understand the most basic element of a human being. What is the ‘quark’ of a human being?


Let’s go back a little in time to understand what we are striving to achieve through education. In India, the Gurukul system practised for many thousands of years served as a sacred tradition for transmitting knowledge and values from a revered guru. In Bhutan, we can see a similar system in the form of Dasho, a title given to individuals who have shown an exemplary sense of character and duty. My personal favourites are the Japanese Samurais who lead their life following the code of ‘way of the warrior’ or Bushido.2 This code emphasises the virtues of integrity, loyalty, compassion and justice.


These individuals are inspirational, with their own set of attributes and achievements, and can be rightfully called persons of substance.


Just as the quark is the fundamental unit of matter, this code can be called the fundamental building block of personality. This can form the basis of a pedagogical approach that seeks to help each student develop their own code. This code is a set of philosophical approaches to help individuals acquire an egalitarian and individual concept of what it means to be a good student and, by extension, a good person. The purpose of education should therefore be to help students be mentally and physically prepared and develop or build their own code.


Sometimes an external guide in the form of a friend, teacher, peer, parent or guardian is required for children to develop their own code. This external guide needs to provide an environment, inputs and stimuli which serve as the external push that nurtures an inner desire for life-long learning. Once this process of change begins, the child is self-motivated to continue on the path and follow their own code.


Each student develops his or her own standard and code. Like the quark, the code may be different in different situations. While certain aspects of the code are in flux, many others, which are considered essential watermarks, must remain constant.


It is through embodying these essentials in our interactions with students that educators develop their own code or standard, which in turn affects the students’ development. We can only teach by example; a child who sees the adult tell a lie cannot learn that dishonesty is wrong. Hence it is essential for us, as educators, to model the kind of code we expect students to develop.


In my earlier book Leading Out,3 I discussed in great depth the purpose of education. Based on my experiences, I identified Five Areas of Development – Cerebral, Emotional, Physical, Social and Spiritual – that I felt were crucial to realising the seven main purposes of education, which are:




	To develop and hone our own unique code



	To actualise our potential



	To become good human beings



	To enable us to make high-quality decisions



	To live in coherence with nature



	To result in wholistic development



	To make life worth living
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Figure 2.1: Actualising Potential





Each one of these (figure 2.1) is intrinsic to the true purpose of education and together they are all important for the world our students will live in.


Education is a continuously evolving process that enables our students to achieve these goals and acquire Serene Strength, which is like having an inner force which makes each one of us a person of substance.


Person of Substance: An Introduction


If the purpose of education is to develop persons of substance, the next set of logical questions are:


Who is a person of substance?


How can education help to develop persons of substance?


My understanding of a person of substance is formed by my discussions with philosophers, academics and young people. I find that when I ask young people any questions, their answers are direct, bright and full of insights.


Perhaps one of the most important abilities of a person of substance is self-awareness. This plays an indispensable role in the development of all the other traits in the person. A good education should be able to provide a conducive environment for learners to develop self-awareness. The process of education should provide opportunities for learners to discover themselves and recognise their passions, aspirations and calling in life. The education process should help learners develop a personal framework of standards and values. This will help them make informed choices in every facet of their lives.


What I explore in the following pages is how the different components of education can help students develop the characteristics of a person of substance.
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Person of Substance


Let us explore the wise words of some of the young people from India and Bhutan and their understanding of what makes a person of substance, represented in the figure below.




[image: image]

Figure 3.1: A Person of Substance





As you can see from the figure, there are many attributes of a person of substance, and it is fair to say that there is no one right way to describe such a person. Let us examine some of the characteristics that a person of substance ought to have.


Introspection


The first important characteristic of a person of substance is introspection, to know who they really are. Persons of substance take time and make genuine efforts to understand their aspirations, passions and strengths, as well as their shortcomings and weaknesses.


Growth


A person of substance does not believe in reaching a certain stage of fulfilment and simply remaining there. For them, challenging themselves regularly is an important part of being a self-aware, astute and strong individual. Persons of substance do not restrict themselves to the skill-set that they know they have; instead, they constantly strive to be a better version of themselves. A person of substance may have spent many years accumulating knowledge, but they are humble and cognisant of their limitations. They are always on a quest to learn more.


Open-Mindedness


Open-mindedness is an essential attribute of a person of substance, who is always open to ideas, open to experiences, open to change and open to feedback. The openness allows them to assess new thoughts, gain diverse exposure and understand others. The valuable experiences that are accumulated through life become an innate part of the personality of such an individual. We close the opportunities to learn if we operate under the assumption that we are always right.
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with great ease - both the profundity of ancient wisdom and the wonders of latest
technology and their relevance in shaping a person of sub

As nations across the world grapple with education reforms and making education
relevant for the 21st century, Bhutan is fortunate that The Royal Academy in Paro is
pioneering Arun's educational ideas based on the Five Areas of Development. It was not
by chance that Arun was asked to take on the demanding role as Director of The
Academy.

His thinking represents many of the expectations that | have from an
enli d ion system. Therefore, it is i ly satisfying to note that this book
will help to spread and share his edueahonal phllosophy beyond the mountains of Bhutan

and with the world.
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