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“Schools areschools areschools.”

... But are they?

ne of the experiences
Othat virtually every adult

shares is attendance
at school. In the same way
that many of us who have
once kicked a football become
instant experts as spectators
on the finer points of the game,
very many people think they
know what needs to be done to
produce excellent schools.

At one level it is, of course, very
simple. Just as if we were all blessed
with the skills of a Rooney or a Kaka,
we would all be wonderful players,
so if each school had super-bright,
constantly well-motivated and
academically-dedicated students,
we’d all have marvellous schools.

The reality is somewhat different. And
the reality in international schools is
perhaps even more different. That is
the challenge, and the pleasure.

I know of no school that does not want
the best for all its students. However,
if we leave “I” out of it for now, each
of the nouns in the previous sentence
probably raises more questions

than it answers, particularly in the
context of an international school.
And context, as some may put it,
“‘is all”. At the British International
School, Riyadh, we have students
from almost fifty different nationalities

RGBB News

by Donald Wilkinson

and staff from twenty. If one stops for
a moment and considers the cultural
diversity that this involves, the range
of the challenges will flash through
everyone’s minds. Cultural diversity,
by definition, implies different sets
of assumptions about how the world
operates. Indeed, greater minds
than mine believe that “culture” is the
single most difficult word in the whole
of the language to define.

Thus, seemingly straightforward
terms, like “school”’, “the best” and
“students” take on a complexity
which, at first sight, seems not to be
there. Without going into detail about
each term — space does not allow it
— questions pour out. Is a “school”
just a physical reality, or an idea? Is
it an agency of social control or for
ideological questioning? Is “school”
the same for 3 year olds as it is for
18 year olds? Is “the best” academic
results above everything else, or
should the concept of the well-
rounded personality prevail?  Are
“students” who are learning to read
and write the same as “students”
who are hoping to apply to Oxford
or Cambridge, or an lvy League
university?

You might say that at a day-to-day
level, none of this matters. Teachers
have bodies in classes in front of them
and they try to inculcate elements of
the disciplines they work in into their

students’ minds. And they do. But
if we all perceive reality differently,
which, up to a point we do, this is no
easy task. Our ingrained, perhaps
inherent, cultural perceptions will
govern teachers’ stimuli and students’
responses, and vice versa.

So this means that while schools
share certain common ostensible
characteristics, they are all very
different in their own ways. This
is why | believe that international
schools in particular, but probably
all schools, ought to be explicit in
working out and defining their own
cultures. This is not a simple, once-
and-for-all task because schools
are constantly changing institutions,
especially those which have high
levels of student transience, as many
international schools do.

It is this quest to define culture which
makes schools such fascinating
places and which, | trust, makes a
school leader’s job as interesting now
as it was when that person started
however many years ago.

17/03/2010, 10:17



