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However, if we put these two statements together we gain an understanding that the 
world around us goes through substantial transformations, each of which makes us see 
the world differently, and that these transformations seem to be happening more and 
more frequently. In Townsend (2009), I argued that Drucker was talking about a 
principle similar that first proposed by Rogers (1962) 
 

…to describe the diffusion of innovations, where the S-curve described the 
number of people accepting an innovation over a period of time. New products 
or innovations were first accepted by a few ‘early adopters’, followed by the 
‘early majority’, the ‘late majority’ and then the ‘laggards’. Cumulatively, 
when graphed, the proportions of the population that have accepted the 
innovation over time form an S-curve.  

     (Townsend, 2009: 356) 
 
Rogers’ early work was later used by others (for instance, see Handy, 1994, Phillips, 
2008) to describe how change progresses, and how new technologies replace others 
over time, but it is also a useful model for looking at how education has progressed 
over the course of history. Just as Drucker identified, over time, certain changes in our 
society have also changed the way in which we think about schooling. These changes 
when documented on a global scale can be likened to the sigmoid curve as first one 
community or society adopts the new way of thinking, then others follow over time. 
Hedley Beare (1997) also described shifts in what he called metaphors for education 
that are helpful in terms of identifying when the major shifts in thinking about schools 
came. From the dawn of time until the 1870s education might be described as  the 
‘pre-industrial metaphor’ where education was ‘for the few and the privileged’ 
(Beare, 1997: 4-5). From this time until the 1980s ‘the industrial metaphor’ where 
‘the factory-production metaphor [was] applied to schooling’ Beare , (1997: 5-6) was 
the dominant way in which education was seen and managed by ‘bureaucracies which 
characterised factory production’. Finally he argued that in the late 1980s we entered 
a time of the ‘post-industrial metaphor’ where ‘enterprise’ became ‘the favoured way 
of explaining how education operates’ and ‘schools are being talked of as if they are 
private businesses or enterprises’ (Beare, 1997: 9-13). 



Whatever formal education that existed was for the aristocracy, as a means of 
maintaining their position of power and privilege. Those who had the good 
fortune to be involved in education were being trained to be ‘good’ individuals 
with the hope and understanding that they would be leaders within a community 
of uneducated peasants. It could be argued that this was a society where some 
were ‘born to rule.’ 

    (Townsend, 2009: 356-7) 
 
Under these circumstances, very few people were educated to the level that we would 
demand today. Most people were not educated at all.  
 
But from as early as the 1870s in some parts of the world, and up until the 1890s in 
others, communities started to take responsibility for educating their people. This 
occurred differently in different places, as well as at different times, but could be 
associated with the move from an agrarian society to an industrialised one. So in some 
small countries a national system was instituted, in other places it was through a state 
system or districts, counties or provinces, with many of these systems still in 
existence today.  I characterised this as thinking and acting locally, the second S-
curve in education, where ‘The task of education was more than the development of 
individuals and was designed to consider and support whole communities, where 
people were placed in their rightful place in the community on the basis of the level of 
education they had obtained.’  (Townsend, 2009: 357). Now most people were 
receiving some education and many people had education to a fairly high level.  
 
However, by the 1980s the burgeoning Asian economies created great concern for the 
old western powers, typified by reports such as as A Nation at Risk (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) in the United States where education 
was first identified as being of economic value as well as being of social importance. 
We started to hear new terminology in the west, ‘national goals’, ‘national 
curriculum’, and ‘national testing’ which were designed to adopt a more standardised 
approach to education across diverse state or district systems. Federal governments (in 
the USA, the UK and Australia, for instance) started to make demands of the 
education system that all students be educated to the level required for ‘the knowledge 
age’. With technological changes the opportunities to employ large numbers of people 
in factories diminished (the industrial age) and the need for a highly skilled workforce 
(the knowledge age) changed again the way in which we looked at education. 
Education was asked to think nationally and act locally, and the third S-curve had 
begun.  
 
It was at this point in the history of education that the school effectiveness movement 
really started to have an impact on how we thought about schools. Up until this point 
in time, change had been a fairly relaxed affair with school improvement something 



'creating a widespread, popular view that schools do not just make a difference, but 
that they make all the difference'  (Reynolds, 1994:4) and it is this selective use of 
school effectiveness research by governments that possibly have held back the 
progress of the field because it placed school effectiveness researchers as being in 
opposition to the social critical theorists, when in effect both groups were seeking the 
same outcome. However, even at the start of the new millennium, the differences 
between the two groups were clear to see. In 2000, ICSEI was invited by the 
American Education Research Association to present a symposium on international 
developments in school effectiveness and improvement research, and a session 
entitled “School effectiveness comes of age: 21 years after Edmonds and Rutter, has 
school effectiveness had a positive or negative effect on school reform?” was offered 
to participants. Four papers  (Slee &Weiner, 2001; Reynolds & Teddlie, 2001; 
Thrupp, 2001and Teddlie & Reynolds, 2001) and a lively debate ensued. So popular 
was the session and so well received were the papers, that it was decided to publish 
them in the Journal of School Effectiveness and School Improvement (Vol. 12, No. 1, 
March 2001) as a means of expanding the debate. 
 
By the mid 1990s, before the national view of education (the 3rd S-curve) had really 
much time to mature, the advent of TIMSS (then the Third International Mathematics 
and Science Study and now the Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study started  to create a new level of discussion. When this was joined by PISA, the 
OECD’s Program for International Student Assessment which by 2009 will be testing 
in countries that make up 89% of the world’s economy, the international comparisons 
that were made in these tests led to the fourth S-curve, thinking internationally and 
acting locally. Although international comparisons were being used and countries 
were now sharing knowledge about curriculum, pedagogy and the administration of 
schools, individual schools were still seen as the locus of change. However, despite 
virtually all people now getting some education, the goal of achieving high quality 
education for all continues to prove elusive. During this fourth wave, the dominant 
metaphor (if we use Beare’s terminology) could be identified as accountability and 
the mechanism by which many governments have instituted this is through the use of 
market terminology. Just as the rest of the world has accepted the idea of a global 
market, the education market has been constructed using the same underlying 
principles, that of privatization and choice. Whether tacitly or not, governments, 
especially those in the west, seem to have accepted that they cannot afford to educate 
everyone to high levels of skill (despite the rhetoric that this is what’s needed) and 
have adopted the rather facile approach of supporting private enterprise as the means 
of achieving this goal. Put simply (perhaps crudely), western governments are saying 
‘If you don’t like the school you are in, go to another one. If the government system 
can’t provide for you, there is a private system that will.’ This has allowed 
governments to keep education budgets within what they consider to be reasonable 
bounds, based on the other increasing demands for funding (from rapidly ageing and  



seemed to be effective. Typical of this connection is the one made by Caldwell (1993: 
xii), who first argued: 

 
Forces which have shaped current and emerging patterns of school 
management include a concern for efficiency in the management of public 
education, effects of the recession and financial crisis, complexity in the 
provision of education, empowerment of teachers and parents, the need for 
flexibility and responsiveness, the search for school effectiveness and school 
improvement, interest in choice and market forces in schooling, the politics of 
education, the establishment of new frameworks for industrial relations and the 
emergence of a national imperative. 

 
Later the connection was made even more clear Caldwell (1996a) 
. 

...when we do look at schools that have improved, or if we look at schools 
that are so-called effective schools, we've seen that in all cases, people 
have taken the initiative to make decisions for themselves, to solve their 
own problems, to set their own priorities. They've usually been schools 
that have been able to select their own staff in some way. So the 
characteristics of improving schools one can find in a system of self-
managing schools. 

 
 
This statement reflects the sort of leap-of-faith view that if the current practices of 
already successful schools are recreated for all schools, then all schools will become 
equally successful. For anyone with first year philosophy, the fallacy of the argument 
is clear to see. The syllogism used: 
 

if  all effective schools are self managing 
and all schools are self managing
then all schools are effective schools 

 
is invalid in the same way that: 
 

if  all red apples are round 
and all apples are round 
then all apples are red apples 

  
These two statements make a clear link between school effectiveness research, 
decentralisation and even a market orientation, one used by many governments to 
justify their policies, yet is a link that most school effectiveness people would 
disagree with. It could be argued that here we find very simplistic responses to very 
complex problems. 
 
What we can say is that there is ample evidence that student achievement has been 
hard to shift, even after all of the reforms that have occurred in recent times. The 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Reading test scores have been 
virtually unchanged despite over forty years of educational reform efforts (Rampey, 
Dion and Donahue, 2009).  There is some evidence that the gap between the socially 
advantaged and the socially disadvantaged has closed somewhat, but this has been 





 
We have conquered the challenge of moving from a quality education 
system for a few people to having a quality education system for most 
people. Our challenge now is to move from having a quality education 
system for most people to having a quality education system for all 
people.  

 
As far back as 1981 Minzey argued that previous educational reform had been similar 
to rearranging the toys in the toy box, when what we really needed was a whole new 
box. We now need to move to a new S-curve, where we close in on universal quality 
education, where every single student has a successful school experience.  
 
I have called this the next S-curve, where we think and act both locally and globally 
and I believe that to do this the metaphor for education has to change again, from





Townsend (2007, p 951) suggested the need for a range of new ways of looking at the 
field of school effectiveness and school improvement: 

• Redefining the concept of effectiveness to consider contextual issues that occur 
at various levels of education; 

• Redefining the measurement of effectiveness to consider broad, rather than 
narrow, outcomes, based on the reality of people’s experiences of the world; 

• Redefining the structures and implementation of schooling in ways that take 
into account the complexity of the experience; 

• Redefining the experience of schooling for students based on what we now 
know about learning, about the impac



On redefining the structures and implementation of schooling in ways that take into 
account the complexity of the experience 
 

• Where are the powerful decisions about education taken: 
o Nationally? 
o Local Authority level? 
o School Level? 
o Somewhere else? 

 
 If we are to focus our attention on every child, where SHOULD they be taken? 
 
On redefining the experience of schooling for students based on what we now know 
about learning, about the impact of context and about the changes brought about by 
globalization and technology 
 

• If the situation below is the current case: 
 

Every morning in every school in the world, there are two groups of students 
who bring different understandings of what their day will be like. For the first 
group, they are going to a place they enjoy (school) to work with people they 
like (teachers) to do something of value (learning) that will bear fruit in the 
future. The second group are going to a place that they hate, to work with 
people they think hate them, to do something they don’t believe they can do for 
a future they don’t have (Townsend, 2007, p 957) 

 
 How do we change this so the latter group have the attitudes of the first group? 
 
On redefining teacher education to consider the issues of effectiveness identified 
above for the professional education and development of teachers and school leaders. 
 

• If we learn best when we are asked questions, what types of teachers do we 
need? 

 There are two types of teachers, the tellers and the askers.  (Clinch 2001) 

 



say, however, is that if the progress of school effectiveness and school improvement 
over the last decade is matched by further development over the next decade, then we 
should be much closer to solving the complex issue of educating everyone to the level 
of quality that we hope for. 
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