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“New Compact” to Educate the Whole Child    

ASCD Calls for a “New Compact” to Educate the Whole Child 

Report Urges a Student-Centered System That Takes Education Beyond Academics

“Current educational practice and policy focus overwhelmingly on academic achievement. This achievement, however, is but one element of student learning and development and only a part of any complete system of educational accountability.” 

That's the starting point for a provocative and compelling new report from ASCD's Commission on the Whole Child. The Learning Compact Redefined: A Call to Action offers a vision for education reform that embraces all the factors that influence children's lives and development.

The report's recommendations to local, state, and federal policymakers recognize that academic achievement is crucial but that it cannot happen without significant emphasis on student health, the school environment, student engagement, personalized learning, skilled and caring educators, and outcomes beyond formal schooling. Significantly, it calls on the communities in which children live to support programs and policies that ensure success for all learners.

ASCD leaders say the report's recommendations can help close the achievement gap for poor and minority students by shining the spotlight on the issues that most affect student learning.

“For too long, we have maintained a status quo in education that has at best prepared children for life as it was in the past and at worst marginalized those families least able to access a better life for their children through means other than education. We have been committed to time structures, coursework, instructional methods, and assessments,” said ASCD President Richard Hanzelka. “It is time to put the students at the center of the education system and align resources to their multiple needs to ensure a balanced education for all.”

“ASCD convened the Commission on the Whole Child because we believe that the success of each learner can be achieved only through a whole child approach to learning and teaching,” said ASCD Executive Director Gene R. Carter. “If decisions about education policy and practice started with ‘What works for the child?’ how would resources—time, space, and human—be arrayed to ensure each child's success? If the student were truly at the center of the system, what could we achieve?”

Redefining a Successful Learner

ASCD's Commission on the Whole Child met in January and July 2006. Composed of leading thinkers, researchers, and practitioners from a wide variety of sectors, the Commission was charged with recasting the definition of a successful learner from one whose achievement is measured solely by academic tests to one who is knowledgeable, emotionally and physically healthy, civically inspired, engaged in the arts, and prepared for work and economic self-sufficiency.

The new report is a culmination of the Commission's work, but it represents the beginning of Association-wide efforts to raise awareness of the whole child perspective. Participants in the ASCD Annual Conference and Exhibit Show this month in Anaheim, Calif., can attend a briefing on the Commission's findings. Carter and Commission cochairs Stephanie Pace Marshall and Hugh Price will lead a discussion of the recommendations on Saturday, March 17, from 3:30 to 5:00 p.m.

Marshall, founding president of the Illinois Math and Science Academy and an internationally recognized expert on learning organizations, says the Commission's work will change how we talk about learning. “Our current story of schooling comes from a belief that the world works mechanically. It is all about inputs and outputs. What the Commission has done is craft a fundamentally new story that reflects our new understanding of learning, one that focuses on potentials and abundance and integration and connectedness. It says whole children are neither test scores nor bundles of frenzied activity.”

Commission cochair Hugh Price believes that educators and the wider community, having seen the limits of a narrow accountability approach, are seeking a fuller way to help students achieve in school and be well prepared to live and work in society. The new learning compact can begin to address those issues, which are especially urgent for disadvantaged children, says Price, senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, and former president and chief executive officer of the National Urban League.

Realizing the goals of the compact, however, will require commitment not only from schools but from families, businesses, health and social services, arts professionals, recreation leaders, and policymakers at all levels, states the Commission.

The New Compact

The new compact that frames the recommendations of the Commission has five components: 

· Each student enters school healthy and learns about and practices a healthy lifestyle. Schools and communities committed to educating the whole child create an environment that promotes the learning and practice of healthy lifestyles. This includes healthy menus at school, regular recess, physical and health education, school counseling, and intramural programs. Schools and communities collaborate to increase access to health care for children and their families. 

· Each student learns in an intellectually challenging environment that is physically and emotionally safe for students and adults. Schools and communities committed to educating the whole child work together to ensure the physical and emotional safety and security of each child. They consistently assess comprehensive safety issues to foster effective conditions for learning. 

· Each student is actively engaged in learning and is connected to the school and broader community. Schools and communities engage students in the learning process and provide opportunities that connect them to the community. Students who are engaged and connected to their schools demonstrate increased academic achievement, attendance rates, and participation in activities. 

· Each student has access to personalized learning and to qualified, caring adults. Schools and communities connect students with caring adults throughout a student's school career through a variety of positive relationships. These relationships reinforce academic achievement and social, civic, ethical, and emotional development. 

· Each graduate is prepared for success in college or further study and for employment in a global environment. Students engage in a broad spectrum of activities in and out of the classroom. Districts and communities work together to prepare young people for success in higher education and employment by providing meaningful learning experiences and opportunities to demonstrate achievement. 

To download a copy of The Learning Compact Redefined: A Call to Action, visit www.ascd.org/learningcompact. Look for more coverage of the report and detailed discussions of its recommendations in coming editions of ASCD publications.
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