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The School belongs to the Community 
Introduction

In this presentation I want to share with you that the connection between schools and the values at home are the reason why the cooperation between parents and school is so very important in the Netherlands. Let me start with a brief overview of my presentation:

· First I want to tell you about the history and principal background of the Dutch schools.
· In the second part I want to tell you about the current situation in the Netherlands
· Next I will tell about the relationship between a school and its community.
· Finally I will make some remarks concerning our challenges.
History and Principles
The Dutch school system with its equal rights for public and private schools is unique in the world. This situation has not only a distinct historical background, but also reflects a distinct theory. A view which we should keep in mind when we try to search for a Christian philosophy of education.

In the nineteenth century the Kingdom of the Netherlands got its first school laws. In 1806 the first school law was accepted. All children had to go to school and the should go together to one type of school, a unity school. This school had to educate children in all societal and Christian virtues.

But not all parents agreed with the state schools that the government wanted. There was a group that wanted to get rid of all Christian elements in this unity school. The second group wanted a more explicit Christian school. The latter group realized that this would be not acceptable for all Dutch citizens and founded private schools, called special schools. 

The constitution in 1848 declared the freedom to offer education. It meant that the private schools got the right to offer education, but on there own expenses. This was especially difficult because the government came up with more and more demands to assure quality in schools. And in 1900 the costs rose even more because of the legal obligation for all children to attend school. In 1920, after a long battle, all school were declared equal, even financially.
Until today this situation is basically still unchanged. In article 23 of our constitution it says still that it is free to offer education. Every group of people can found its own school, according to its own principles, be it religious or simple educational, given a minimum amount of pupils and fulfilling certain quality standards.

The philosophy of education that was behind this is based on 3 principles:

1. The principle of Sphere Sovereignty

2. The fundamental idea that education in school always includes values

3. The principle of Religious Premises.

1. First about the principle of Sphere Sovereignty. This principle was formulated by the Dutch protestant politician dr. Abraham Kuyper. It means that a community is not merely individuals living together in the same place and a government to regulate this, but these individuals also live in several independent social groups. For example: a family, a church, a state or a business. Also the school is such an independent social junction. The school is not a family, it is not a state and it is not a business. 
Each of these elements has its own characteristics. Reality has many aspects. Not all aspects are of equal importance in all of these social groups. The main aspect of a church is religion, the main aspect of a school is education, and the main aspect of the state is law. But all the other aspects of life must also be taken into account. 

There are of course larger and smaller social groups. And although the groups are independent, and have their own responsibility, all groups have to deal with the other groups and react upon each other. But there is no hierarchy, is not a top down structure. The smaller groups, on the other hand, can form a larger elements together if they wish. They can found an association, a church or a state. In the same way families can together found a school. 

2. The second principle is the theory of Religious Premises. The Dutch philosopher Dr. Herman Dooyeweerd stated that there is no knowledge without religious premises. For example: I believe that God is present. But if anyone says that there is no God, that is also a religious presumption. There is no scientific proof for these statements. And to give a quite different example: I believe that there is something called gravity, because so far all the apples I have seen have fallen down. But is it impossible for my neighbour to believe that tomorrow the apple perhaps will fall upwards? Can you rule this out scientifically?
This lead Dooyeweerd to the conclusion that there is no such thing as neutral knowledge. Yes even stronger stated: everything that we think and do has religious premises. Therefore it is not possible to have neutral institutions or structures. But then also schools are not neutral. Their values, their organisation, their curriculum, their structure, everything has its religious presumptions. 

3. Although the leading aspect of a school is education, the school is not an isolated island in society. What is done in school is not only about learning intellectual knowledge, although this is the leading aspect. It is also about the aspect of values. 
The state can not decide what these values should be. This means that the school has to take into account the values of the parents, who are the main social bearers of the school.

The Current Situation

Up until today the school legislation based on these principles is still pretty much the same. Our constitution still says that it is free to offer education. Every group of people can found there own school, according to there own values or educational principles. Many schools have been founded by parents: primary schools, secondary schools and high schools. Even universities, like the Free University in Amsterdam. Founded by the same Abraham Kuyper I mentioned before, it still is governed by a private board. The majority of the Dutch schools are even private. They have their own boards and are not governed by the state. It looks like this is a good guarantee for the connection of values in school and at home. But this is no longer naturally the case. There are several causes for this. 
1. The increase of religious pluriformity and individuality. 
Where families share a common view of life, it is simpler to unite on common educational values. But where everyone has his own convictions it is increasingly difficult to commit to joint institutions with shared responsibilities, like a school board.

2. Enlargement of the schools. 
For a long time even the smallest village in the Netherlands could have different types of schools: a public school, a protestant school, a catholic school and even some more. But this situation seemed too expensive to some. The government has stimulated the combining of schools and boards because of supposed efficiency and effectiveness. As a result of this schools for secondary education became huge. In the lager cities even primary schools often have over 400 pupils.  The distance to the individual parents has been enlarged because of this. The school boards used to have parents for members. But now these school boards are professionalized: they only take care of general policy and finances and being a parent is not the main qualification to become a member. The actual choices for the kind of education the school offers is being made by the teachers and school directors. Parents do have some influence in the school council, which every school has to have. My conclusion is that school boards and parents in these large school have a more distant relation to the school of their children. This is in the end not good for the education of the children. In large schools children are more anonymous and personalized education is difficult. 

3. Expansion of state regulations. They said that this regulations where given to improve the quality and the comparability of school and they should be neutral regulations. But, as I stated earlier: there is no such thing as neutrality. Lesser and lesser the parents can make their own choices visible in the school.
Is this good for our children? Let me tell you something about national and international educational benchmarks. 

First there is the international PISA study. And secondly I want to tell you about the research of the Dutch newspaper Trouw. 

First the PISA study. Dutch schools didn’t take part in some of these tests. But there are some interesting conclusions to be drawn. The first question that comes to mind is: what criteria are taken to measure the achievements of those countries? Why are they chosen? It looks as if they are neutral standards. But in fact they are the standards of a highly individualistic and liberal worldview. No wonder that some countries have a low score on this test. If we want the best education for our children, than we have to realize that the definition for good education depends on the community for which we educate. 

Then the research of the Dutch newspaper Trouw. This research shows how many students graduate from secondary school and with what grades. Every school gets a score for this. It is taken into account that every school has students with a different background: the social-cultural background and the final score they got in primary school. In this research it showed clearly that students at a school with a clear identity scored better results. These school connect usually more to the homes of the students. These schools provide an environment where the students feel literally at home. Parents may have more differentiation in their religious opinions, they still want an education that connects with their own pedagogical approach. 

The School belongs to the Community
There is a tension in the Dutch school system. The system still has some characteristics of the old principles that I explained in the beginning. On the other hand the government has given more and more regulations and has limited the possibilities for parents to choose what is right for their children.
This forces us to think about what a school really is or should be. Is there a philosophy of education from a Christian point of view? As I stated earlier: there is no such thing as neutral theory. So lets try to reflect on the values, the goals and the content of education.

According to our Jewish Christian tradition I have to learn, my whole life long. It is not something I can do in my spare time, like a hobby. No, it is my duty to learn. Whether I’m rich or poor, sick or healthy, young or old. Of all the rules for behaviour the bible teaches us, learning is the most important. Because learning leads to action and becoming a Tov person, so the Jews say. Tov means not only good in itself, it means good as it was meant to be by our Creator. When I finally meet my Creator, it is not important that I wasn’t like mother Teresa. It is about the importance of being Jet.  

But in becoming myself as meant to be I am not an island. I am a part of a community. For example my family, my church, my village or my country. I am not being educated in a vacuum. 

Education in the Christian tradition is not only individual empowerment but education by and for this community. 

The question we have to ask ourselves is what kind of people needs our community? 

Parents hand over a part of their responsibility for education to the school. The goal of education in families and schools is to educate new members of the community. You can not separate a school from the community it is in. So Christian education is education by the Christian community for the Christian community, so Nicolas Wolterstorff states. In the end we want our children to take part in the calling of the people of God. This calling has 3 dimensions:
· proclaim the gospel of Gods kingdom. To speak to all people everywhere of God’s action in history, calling on all people everywhere to repent and believe.

· Act in loving service to all people everywhere. We are called out to work for shalom – to seek to bring it about that people live in joyful harmony with themselves, with each other, with nature and with God. We are called to work for liberation form all that oppresses and depresses. 

· Give evidence, in our own style of life, of the new life to be found in Jesus. We are here and now to manifest signs of the renewing Spirit, first fruits of the full harvest, signposts of the kingdom. 

So if education is by and for this community, what should we teach our children? Whatn knowledge do we want to pass on to our children? Within our community reality is structured in a certain way. This structure determines what we consider to “be”. But with this “being” a “meaning” is given. It is not only a description but also a prescription. We prefer some values over others. We prefer a certain behaviour.
Man is a name giver, according to the beginning of the book of Genesis in the Bible. But these name are not just arbitrary tags. In this name giving a calling is enclosed. The calling of creatures and therefore the meaning of those creatures. A calling to fight against chaos, that always seems to prevail. Knowledge than becomes a way of creating structure. Passing on knowledge is the way to make our children go on the same path.
Then we have to ask ourselves if there is absolute knowledge, meant to control reality. Cil Wigmans states this:

“It seems to be a dilemma. The secularisation that took place in our western world in the past centuries, is a blessing and a curse. It liberated us from the unjust claim of those who forced upon us, what they said God wanted. The powerful have come down from their thrones. But the meek didn’t come to power. In staid of this came the claim of the laws of nature, the power sui generis, or the will of people, that grant power far to often to those who promises mountains of gold (or as the bible says: golden calves). The wealth of Egypt is chosen over the dangers of the desert.” These false powers are idols.
We then have to think of ways to structure chaos without praying to those idols. In the Christian tradition we do that by telling stories. Stories that stand in a long line of common, shared tradition. Therefore we need teachers that stand is this tradition themselves. On the other hand there is space for the receiver in these stories. The receiver will have to travel his own path. 
Govert Buijs wrote recently an article about this. He quotes psalm 78:

“He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our forefathers to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands. They would not be like their forefathers – a stubborn and rebellious generation, whose hearts were not loyal to God, whose spirits were not faithful to him.”
Traditional education wants to create clones. It wants to copy the achievements of the past generations. Spasmodically maintaining the existing order. 

But the bible takes its start from a whole other perspective. Govert Buijs states in his article: ”Very early in the Old Testament the idea comes up that the Torah also opens the future. The biblical God is a God of history, but also of hope and renewal. Isaiah says: 

“Those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles.” In the perspective of psalm 78 carrying over tradition from one generation to another is not “look how well we have don and what we have achieved. We expect you to take over and do exactly the same.” No, it is about taking over the essentials of life from your ancestors and walk your own way with God. It is about handing over the essentials of life, the Torah, knowing that perhaps you didn’t live up to it yourself. And you hope that your children will do better. Then you need to let go and give space. It means that we together, the older and the younger, have to listen again and again to the Torah.”
From a biblical point of view the school is not an institution that stands apart from the community. I doesn’t hand over neutral knowledge without ethics. Therefore the only solution to the problems of our disintegrated society is to strengthen the parents to be partners of the school. Research has shown that children in schools that connect to their homes feel secure and self confident. In the end this makes them perform better. It helps them to become Tov.
And this is not only important for parents. It is also important, perhaps even more, for the whole society. The Children are our common future! 
More and more we have to realize that values, taught at home and in school are vital for society. We can not rule out these values. Even the state can not do without! The main aspect of the state is of course not religion, it is not a church. But separation of state and church doesn’t mean that a state can rule out values. The state is never neutral. Therefore: Lets teach our children the important values in life. 

Of course there may be differences in opinion about the important values we have to teach to our children. Recent examples have shown that small groups of fanatic religious people can damage society by teaching their children to isolate themselves from their own society, or even worse: fight against their own society. Therefore we have to keep in mind that our democratic society has to make laws for all inhabitants to keep. And therefore our schools have to take into account the historical and cultural background of the state its in.

Challenges for Schools

Let me come to a conclusion. It is clear to me that we, as participants in Christian education, have some work to do. For to long we have taken our school system for granted. To long we took over the system and the knowledge of the mainstream. It is time that we turn to our own community. Not, in order to make a stronghold, a fortress against the bad world out there, but in order to be prepare ourselves and our children to live as Christians in this world. I will therefore with 3 challenges that we have to face:

1. Discussion about important values – express your own philosophy of education. The school belongs to your own community. It doesn’t have to meet neutral international standards. Dare to set your own standards. Dare to be different when necessary. But also adapt and change when necessary. Your community may at some points be wider that you think.
2. Founding of associations and schools – dare to be enterprising. Don’t wait for governments. It is the responsibility of communities themselves to educate their next generation. But don’t take your children from school, without having an alternative school. However tempting it may be to teach your children at home. Because you won’t have arguments with other people within your community. You are not an island. Learning together is part of the educational value of a school.
3. Influence within the school – Make parents into partners. Let pupils exercise democracy. Make teachers into lifelong learners. . 
The Jewish tradition of learning provides us with 5 beautiful rules:

1.
Learn always - this doesn’t mean that we go to school or take courses our whole life. There are different ways of learning. But you are never finished learning until you die. Every day we have to ask ourselves what we have to learn to become more and more the persons God wants us to be. Perhaps we have to develop new skills. Perhaps we have to discover new talents. Living is learning. 

2.
Learn by repeating – reading a book for the first time is different from reading a book for the second time. Every time we meet a friend, we will see different aspects of her. It is not about spelling different letters or a new dress. Learning is a constant process of renewal.

3.
Learn alone and together – I can become a hermit with no one to talk to and no books to reed. Even than I have an education to lean on. Human beings are social. We need others to correct us and teaching others will show how much we understand ourselves. Discussion will show us other perspectives. Teaching by others will show us the tradition of the community we live in. Learning is about becoming myself, but as a part of the community.

4.
Learn by practicing – theory and practice are not the same. Everyone knows that a scholar doesn’t always act good nor an uneducated person always acts bad. The proof of the pudding is in the eating. Perhaps I have to adjust my recipe and than make my pudding again and again until my recipe and my pudding are perfect. We have to act to test our knowledge and we have to learn to improve our acting. We have to make this interaction a way of living. 

5.
Learn by plan – every student knows about postponing. We always seem to have other things on our minds before we get ourselves to learn. Although living is learning, when we wait until new knowledge comes to us, it may be to late when it does. And in the meantime we have wasted valuable time for ourselves and our community, because we didn’t live up to the way God meant us to be. We are responsible for our own learning. We therefore must get to know ourselves as we are now, evaluate the effectiveness of the learning we did and so try to become this better person we were meant to be. 

When we have grown older, we have learned a lot. There is a lot to share with a newer generation. Not only professional teachers teach. We all have to teach what we know to a new generation. We might even share it with our own peers or perhaps with older people. Because it is considered to be a sin to keep what you learned to yourself. It is like stealing from your neighbour. I should be a teacher as much as I should be a student my whole life long. So I will keep on learning and teaching as long as I live. But the most important thing is that I will remain a student until the day I die. 

Our communities are always on the way. On the way to Gods future. We can never stop and say we’re there. The minute you stop learning, you are going down hill and you will be considered uneducated. So get Tov: make your school a learning community learning for the community, for the benefit of all people.
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