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Proposition

The essential skills for effective citizen engagement--critical thinking and complex communication--are also the two essential skills for innovation.  Both are based on the cognitive process of pattern recognition.  Helping someone develop as a civic leader is also helping that person develop as an innovator.  Civic engagement is a way of achieving innovation, and vice versa.  The key to both is to develop pattern recognition skills, by refocusing schools and restructuring jobs.

Education as Freedom

“There is no such thing as a neutral education process.  Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of generations into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes the ‘practice of freedom’, the means by which men and women deal critically with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.”
—Paulo Freire
The core idea in both civic engagement and education is to promote agency…the principle that a learner is responsible for his or her own learning, and a citizen is responsible for his or her actions, and that the learner/citizen is a person with passionate interests that can be harnessed to drive learning and civic action, rather than an empty vessel to be filled.   This is the key idea in the work of Paulo Freire in Brazil in the 1960’s as documented in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  He taught peasants to read by teaching them to think critically; to own their words.   In the process, he empowered citizenship, as a reward for which he was deported by the military junta ruling the country at the time, who felt that what Freire was doing threatened their regime.  Freire’s work inspired a generation of adult educators and community organizers, the best of whom are far ahead of their peers in the K-12 and higher education systems in a focus on learner/citizen agency.
Catching Up With Dewey

Freire’s ideas expanded and radicalized those of American educator John Dewey, who over a century ago understood the relationship between education and democracy, the value of experiential learning, the power of leveraging a learner’s existing interests, and the concept of learner and citizen agency.  Our K-12 education reforms are just now catching up with Dewey’s and Freire’s ideas.  What’s changed is that the economy desperately needs the critical thinkers and complex communicators that Dewey’s and Freire’s models of education produce.  Our country has always needed engaged citizens, but it has never before had an economy hungry for the same pattern recognition skills that drive effective citizenship.  We should deliberately exploit this new alignment.

The New Division of Labor

In The New Division of Labor, Richard Murnane and Frank Levy ask two questions: What do computers do better than people?  What do people do better than computers? The answers: Computers are better at rules-based thinking and people are better at pattern recognition.  Computers can do anything that is rules-based faster and better than humans, but it is virtually impossible to program a computer to recognize patterns, an innate human capability.  Murnane and Levy's research shows that two pattern recognition skills, expert thinking (the ability to generate solutions that are not rules-based using technical knowledge) and complex communication (the ability to communicate across multiple situations and cultures) are the two key skills in an innovation-driven economy.  They are the skills most in demand for jobs at all levels and in every sector.  In fact, the jobs experiencing the fastest rate of task change towards pattern recognition skills are the front line jobs held by workers with less than four year college degrees, including workers with just a high school diploma or less. 
Higher-level pattern recognition skills are based on a foundation of fundamental decision-making, communication, interpersonal and lifelong learning skills, which have been well defined by Equipped for the Future. This 15-year research project built on the previous work of the Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS).  Initially funded by the National Institute for Literacy and continuing at the University of Tennessee, EFF has identified a common core of 16 crucial skills that adults need to succeed in their roles as workers, parents, citizens and life-long learners, and has created curriculum to develop the skills, which have now been adopted by adult education programs in many states.  The key take away from the EFF work: it’s the same 16 basic skills that are essential for effectiveness as a worker, a parent, a citizen or a learner.

In spite of this compelling evidence of what we should be doing, our schools, both K-12 and post secondary, are producing talent for an industrial era, rules-based economy of managers and semi-skilled workers that no longer exists.  Adult education programs in many states are now more progressive in their pedagogy than either K-12 schools or colleges in the same states.  Unless we re-orient our schools to focus on the development of pattern recognition skills, we will not produce enough effective innovators, parents, life-long learners or citizens.

A Prevalent Lack of Democracy Skills

In Stamford, the Parent Leadership Training Institute is training diverse groups of parents to be advocates for the health and education of their children, and citizen leaders more generally.  This 20-week program is a graduate school civics course taught at a sixth grade literacy level in a format that empowers the leadership potential of the parents. The alumni of PLTI programs have gone on to be the some of the best cattle prods for change in the Stamford.  The program deliberately mixes parents of different incomes, ages and races to enable the participants to discover that the common bond of parenting overwhelms these other differences, an insight that inspires the participants to begin to communicate outside the comfort zone of their existing social networks (i.e., practice complex communication).   Because the program serves such a diverse group of parents, it has also documented a little known fact about American society: that there is a prevalent lack of democracy skills, cutting across race, income and age lines.  Most people simply do not understand how our local, state and federal systems work, and they lack confidence in themselves as leaders, as revealed in the common expression “but I am just a parent.”
Teaching Democracy and Innovation

Pattern recognition is a fundamentally different cognitive process than rules-based thinking.  It does not lend itself to formalized instruction or book learning.  Dewey understood this well, without the benefit of the computerization of rules-based work to guide him to it.

Pattern recognition is based largely on tacit knowledge… you learn to recognize patterns by actually doing it in the company of someone who is already very good at it.  It’s the essence of good experiential learning and mentoring, and inquiry-based education.  The PLTI program does this by building in a practicum in the second 10 weeks of the program.  Parents develop leadership skills by working on a project of interest while in the program.

The best example of experiential learning is the work of the Big Picture Company, the lead model in the Gates Foundation-funded Small Schools initiative.  Big Picture connects high school students for two full days a week with mentors who share a passion with them, and structures all academic work as project-based learning around the internship.  Their schools are producing graduates who are phenomenally good expert thinkers and complex communicators.  All of their students complete high school and all of them go on to college, most the first in their families to do so.  Big Picture Company now runs 50 small high schools in 24 cities, and is now launching a college version of the concept.

In order to produce an innovation-capable workforce and an engaged citizenry, we need to make this kind of experiential learning, mentoring and inquiry-based education a part of every K-12, college and adult education experience.
This is not something that schools can achieve on their own.  It requires deep engagement by organizations of all types—public, for-profit and non-profit—to supply the internships, mentors and community projects necessary for experiential learning.  To scale the concept to serve high schoolers, college students and adult learners across the board would require a massive integration of schools and the community, which would be transformative for both.
Using Front Line Innovation to Promote Civic Engagement

Many of us are now lucky enough to work in jobs that enable learning-through-problem-solving, thereby developing our pattern recognition skills through our work experiences.   The most progressive organizations—whether businesses, institutions or governments—are pushing more of this kind of learning down to their front line workforce because they realize that they cannot successfully innovate unless they can engage their frontline workforce in problem solving that improves the customer or patient or citizen experience.

By developing the pattern recognition skills of their front line workers, these progressive employers are also unintentionally laying a foundation for those same workers to be effective citizens.  A key civic engagement strategy would be to deliberately encourage the frontline workers in these organizations to get involved in civic activity, for example, by using the Parent Leadership Training Institute model.  There should be support among the employers to do so because the learning experiences of their workers as citizens will improve their problem solving ability at work.

