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It is both a privilege and an honour to be able to talk with professionals who are members of an association dedicated to the promotion of co-operative learning across the globe. I understand that the IASCE has, for nearly twenty five years now, been trying its best to promote this concept of co-operative learning to nations far and wide and it is good that the International Conference this year is here in tiny Singapore because we Singaporeans believe that when people come to our shores we have got what in sports is known as the *home* advantage, an advantage which can frequently boost the home team's chances of success! I have used the metaphor from sports because like sports, education today is becoming a highly competitive affair and I think it will only be awhile before in the arena of academic olympics bodies similar to the regulating committees of the international sporting activities will surface. However, because we academics tend to think we are a species apart from the general run of humankind, we deserve better treatment at the hands especially of those who govern us. 

Because we are in the business of educating young minds which will become the future leaders of nations we believe we have this inalienable right to *our own way of doing things*, a right which has become almost sacrosanct so that in many countries around the world, educators, particularly those in the universities, claim a freedom and a right of private/individual status which often goes well beyond the actual performance of many of the individuals concerned. Before I am misunderstood allow me to clarify that I, too, believe in the fundamental right of a scholar to function in an environment which is free and open. But my worry, my anxiety, stems from a slightly different perspective, a way of looking at education and, in particular, co-operative education, from the point of view of an intensely aggressive business environment in which the chief players of any industry are going to be more and more subjected to critical gaze and scrutiny by those who hold the reigns of power and money, but who are not always from the inside, so to speak. 

I sometimes think that the reason we academics have got away until now-often by doing preciously little in reality while giving the appearance of doing a lot in theory! - is that we have tried to exist in a world dominated by a curiously obscurificating language - the language of supposed scholarship! Here is where the fine phrase and the highly sensitive word and image are so collocated that the outsider, the person who is interested but does not know the intimate behaviour patterns of the scholar, is bewildered. Our wonderfully efficient manner of disarming anyone who even attempts to get inside before being granted the necessary qualifications by us is so skilfully used and utilised that most of us continue to remain in the comfort zones of our tenured careers without, often, worrying about the rest of the world. And this is precisely where the basic problem lies: how can there be *co-operative* learning in any real sense if we tend to keep most people away and live in an *inclusively exclusive* world, playing our finely tuned academic games and masking the effects of crucial changes which are sweeping all traces of grounded roots and traditions? How do we manage to reach others when the necessity to do so is minimised by the smugness of our own preferred frames of references and evaluations? 

The insularity of us academics is historically the main reason why those great and revered institutions of learning - the Oxfords and the Cambridges of academe - are now under immense pressure to rethink seriously every element of their curricula so that the curricula becomes more *here-and-now*, more up-to-date. Take the recent appointment of the first-ever woman Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University. One of the first statements she made was to say that the Cambridge curriculum was basically out-of-date and if the university wanted to continue being a leader in the field it had to admit that tradition alone does not provide for this role. Apart from the fact that it took this prestigious university some 600 years to realise that women, too, could become vice-chancellors, it is noteworthy that honest self-appraisal leads to a radically revised version of its own positioning. Not only did co-operative learning between the genders not happen until very recently in most universities around the world, it was almost unthinkable until recently that those from a totally different culture with different religious and ethnic backgrounds could contribute significantly to the revision of academic curricula. Of course the fact of colonisation and imperialism cannot be neglected at this point and especially those of us who have been under the domination of foreign powers for considerable lengths of our history must begin to examine critically the twin-points of our learning processes and systems: what have we inherited from those who ruled us and what have we contributed in an original manner to ensure that our way of thinking and believing now has precedence in the very heart of our learning environments?

 

I state the above not-very-comfortable facts, perhaps even unpalatable facts for some, simply because I think a conference of this nature is the appropriate venue to raise issues intimately connected to the very notion of co-operation and collaboration in education as education becomes big business and as governments and private institutions around the world try to penetrate this hugely rewarding area of recent entrepreneurial acxtivity. I don’t mean to sound sceptical but I cannot help but feel that, ironically, the real areas of co-operative learning are right now, even as I speak, taking place in those posh boardrooms of partners and ministries which are finding ways and means to capture as much of the market share of this profitable and lucrative industry as possible. I find it instructive that among the first people to think about such cooperation and collaboration we academics did not rank very high. Of course we will always rationalise and take comfort in the age-old protective shield of *scholarship*: that it is, essentially, beneath us academics to venture into the arena of profits and business opportunities. Nevertheless we have all been brought up and nurtured to understand that Knowledge is Power and so possessing all the degrees we do, it behoves us to consider at least the gap which truly exists between us within the educational arena and those outside who pay us and keep us going. What I am alluding to is the fact that co-operative learning can only take place if we are first of all aware of the realities of our individual and collective situations. What for instance will it take the National Institute of Education which is co-hosting this wonderful conference to say to the eligible students in the Philippines: come and study with us and we guarantee you an education you will not only be proud of but one which will allow you to buy a good house and a good car for your family? Who, within the NIE, will be able, first of all, simply, to say this? Will the CEO be able to make such a statement without prior – repeat, prior – approval from various authorities? Will the numerous whys and wherefores put before the CEO wanting to make such a statement end up with him/her being so disheartened that he/she will simply say, "Aahh too much trouble" and go the way most of us go – continue the way we were! Because if we really want to make a significant – repeat, significant and therefore not token - impact in this very exciting world of cooperative learning, we will need to have confidence of articulation and invitation - a confidence, I am afraid, current practices in most educational institutions don’t allow for. 

Let me give you a personal example. I travel a lot these days and in the course of these travels meet many exciting and bright young people who want to come to Singapore and spend time here with a school, a college or a university. One of the first things which always comes to mind when our discussions angle in this direction is: wait, let me get back and check exactly what you will need before you can be considered for enrolment/admission. Yes, I recognise fully the need for policies, rules and regulations but what I am asking for is that in order for real and urgent cooperation and collaboration to happen, much of this old paraphernalia connected with policies, rules and regulations will need to be drastically minimised, revised and just destroyed. The new world of the knowledge-based economy is NOT going to make life very easy for those highly regulated educational institutions whose leaders don’t have the capacity of quick decision-making. It is like the officers of, say, the DBS and Citibank. I have experiences of both at least in Singapore. Ask the DBS bank officer for a temporary raise in your credit line and he/she will say, "Yes, we can look into this, please give me all your details and I will check and get back to you in 2-3 days." The Citibank Officer, on the other hand, says, “Hang on a second, let me see what we can do…. Okay, I think this is not a problem. You are all set!” Which bank do you think is going to get more people knocking on its doors for team ventures, joint ventures, new projects, etc? Of course, Citibank. Yes, it will make mistakes every now and then but on the whole it will surge forward while the safe, cautionary notes of the DBS will strike home steadfastly and healthy reports of profits will be forthcoming but little new and exciting membership of its network will be created.The consequent stagnatory status of DBS will, in the longer run, be its most dangerous asset, so to speak because in a word where tremendous excitement is backed up by good money, the safe institutions are finding themselves in a corner. The same goes for us. 

I am always impressed when a professor from one of those so-called new universities(let’s just cite Cal Tech or Georgia Tech) says to me, "Hey Kirpal, come, bring your  students. Take this as a deal and we will sort out the details later." Why? Because he/she gives me the assurance that I am valued, that his/her university or college wants me to share my repository of knowledge with its own faculty and students. While broad policies governing any kind of real co-operation and collaboration are necessary they must remain precisely that: broad, and not hinder the simple day-to-day functioning of personal outreach and faculty networking. The older universities, apart from being, really, more staid in all their dealings, also tend to put up too many impediments for immediate and effective co-operation and collaboration, a fact which was brought home in a recent case here in Singapore when a relatively unknown University in Malaysia’s Malacca was chosen by Singapore’s top creative personality –Sim Mong Woo – over the National University because, said, Mr Sim in the newspapers, the NUS was simply dragging its feet about crucial decisions.  No matter what the truth behind all of this, it is the public perception which is critical and it is precisely here at the level of perception that real co-operation seems wanting.
 

My theme is “Co-operating and Collaborating the Asian Way: Challenges and Prospects" and some of you will well be thinking what has all that I have said so far got to do with this? The answer is quite straightforward. First of all this *Asian* way, this so-called Asian way, is, I fear, just too self-protective, too self-interested and often just too cautious, to allow for the vast expanse of cooperation and collaboration to take place. We take shelter in our ancient ways and traditions and frequently refuse even to engage critically with new ways of promoting learning. Here is an example: when we invite our friends and colleagues from many different countries to share with us their learning/teaching experiences and they say, "Well, in my school, I encourage those special students who have a very high average grade point to take a semester or two off to go and experience the world, work or play," we often nod very vigorously as if to say *wow!* but rarely think of doing the same with our kids. And if this invited educationalist tells us that in his university the students must go out and seek the major officials of the education ministry and engage them in serious discussions before they can be certified as qualified teachers,(opn the understanding that teachers in schools must know how their bosses at ministries think!) we again acknowledge the fact but hesitate even to report this to our superiors because we fear the consequences. Real cooperative learning, I submit, can only take place when the different parties coming together are ready and prepared to thrash out seriously the *unnecessary* - those enormous mountains of rules and regulations which impede and instil trepidation in those of us and our colleagues who genuinely want to share their knowledges and experiences with others. 

Going beyond the myth of a shared and collectivised Asian way of doing things I think it is safe to say that on the whole *personality* features in a more emphatic and pronounced way in Asian cultures than it does, say, in Western cultures. Of course this is a gross generalisation but I think we must acknowledge that in most Asian educational institutions it is still who you know rather than what you know which counts. We are still a long way of respecting those who have a very high score of *what* rather than *who*.

In Singapore we also have our famously notorious *kiasuism* to reckon with as well as to provide us with the safeguards. Are we Asians really of *collective* mindsets while the western guys are individualists? Well, yes and no. It so happens that as a rule the Western academics do tend to strike a more confident and individual pose while we Asians like to take cover in the plural teeming of our large numbers. How many of us here in this room coming from, say, Singapore and Malaysia, have used this occasion to meet and share and map out strategies (I like this word – strategies – we are all into strategies!) to enhance our models and visions for co-operative learning? I think the answer has to be a considerable Yes. This is all very good. But how many of us are empowered to immediately set in motion those crucial lines of action which will carry our strategies forward? I suspect the answer here is preciously few. 

One major difference I have found between us Asians and the so-called Westerners here is that the Westerners say yes and then go home and begin work almost immediately on the proposals discussed. Even when they meet with official problems they carry on in a strictly personal manner and this is not condemned or frowned upon -this is seen as their individual prerogative. We Asians however, usually tend to wait for official sanction before embarking on any schemes/programmes for co-operation and collaboration. I think we need more self-empowerment and self-empowered individuals, groups of individuals who are prepared to come forward and say while waiting for management approval, etc, rather than let the momentum slacken, we are going to carry on. It is a variation of the *let-s do until we are told not to* rather than *let's not do until we are told do so* theme. Little wonder that, on the whole, the western educational worlds are way ahead in all kinds of cooperative learning modalities, from the individual teachers taking time off and visiting strange corners of the earth to help distressed kids learn their ABC to very sophisticated joint ventures in coming together and collaborating on making life more challenging for the gifted young. 

I returned last evening from Melbourne where I met a highly motivated and self-driven young scholar who told me, “Kirpal, we must start thinking globally and venturing out immediately. We have five years to make it big in this new area of the new accountability so I'd like you to come on board and join me and Neil Bishop (a professor at Swinburne University) to make this happen.” I responded by saying, “Yes, let's move,” and I meant it. I was more interested in the fact that this young man, Kevin Mackenzie, told me that Prof Neil Bishop was going to use the energies of his PhD supervisees to produce some real collaborative scholarship of cutting-edge value. The books were to be edited by the PhD students and this experience will prepare them for the new globalised world of inter-dependent economies and knowledges. Wow! I asked myself how often does this happen in our part of the world? Yes we do occasionally harness the resources of our PhD supervisees but mainly to welcome visitors and accompany other learned colleagues, fetch distinguished delegates from the airport, etc but seldom to take charge and play leadership roles because we don’t trust our young enough and also because of our Asian notions – largely misplaced I feel – of *seniority*. Respect for seniority, respect in itself, is one thing and I value it as much as my next Asian colleague but seniority which clamps and debilitates is quite another thing: in Asia, I fear, we often tend to confuse and equate the two.

I have now been teaching in universities for about 30 years and I must say that mostly it is still the case here in Singapore that established academics find it hard to work casually and in a friendly, equal manner with those in their charge or with those they have taught. Co-operative learning here gets bogged down by, “Always remember I was your teacher.” I know because my former dean always used to use this as a final sleight of hand in her dominance of me, reminding me that even as a student I had what she termed my rebellious streak. What this had to do with the matter at hand, say whether we should have more Singaporean Literature in our syllabuses – escapes me but I know she felt that as my former teacher I ought never to say anything or do anything which didn’t meet with her approval and endorsement. This is a small personalised example but I am using it only to illustrate how the forward-looking and incentivised motivations of the young can be so easily dampened by those who feel threatened by new ways of doing things. This is where the major challenges and prospects for co-operation and collaboration the Asian way lie. We must, of needs, take risks and in so doing no doubt suffer some unpleasant results (no omelette was ever made without some eggs being cracked! as my good ex-colleague Max le Blond once ruefully said to me after a meeting where the top-down decisions had to be executed! with little respect for what the majority thinking was!). But I think this is the only way to go forward in our sincere attempts to provide for a more co-operative and collaborative learning culture. 

We Asians tend mostly to look westwards for our sustenance and inspirations. In this respect, we almost always want to go west during our sabbaticals and exchange programmes. Even our governments take pride is sending us to the Harvards and the Stamfords of this world rather than the USMs or the Delhi universities. We operate under this strange pscyhopanthic state, smug in the belief that while we will learn some real stuff from the west, among our own neighbours, among our fellow Asians all we are going to realise is that these others, less-knowing ones, have stolen our ideas and entrenched their own self-serving positions. We don’t often say this – almost never in public - but how many of us here can honestly say we have not thought this way? We need to get away from such a mindset, this is what I term the debilitating mentality of the insecure; only those of us who are insecure, who feel threatened at every move, avoid genuine sharing, genuine giving of ideas and help where needed. But we must, we must gear ourselves towards more trust, more faith so that others like us will help us too and in this greater process where the true and real spirit of co-operative learning is achieved understand more gloriously the wonders of an association such as the IASCE. 

In preparing for this address I asked my childhood friend, Tan Jwee Song, an excellent teacher for over thirty years, now retired, why co-operative learning didn’t seem to happen much here in Singapore. He told me that too many of us shy away from the real issues, preferring instead to teach our students the techniques of passing examinations and scoring As partly because much of teacher’s rewards depended on how many A students they produced. A genuinely dedicated culture of co-operative learning must be bold and spirited, willing to explore new ways of reaching out, new ways of rethinking assumed frames of references, new ways of structuring even the age-old and time-tested values of our educational systems and institutions. We must put an end to the pettiness of attitude which is so pervasive and which prevents any real self-understanding and inhibits the course of co-operation and collaboration. Sure, there will be losers, sure there will be those who will sulk in a corner because their own energies are found deficient and wanting in the new horizons and in the new challenges awaiting all who want to be global educators. But we just cannot allow these negatives to stop us or even dishearten us.

 

An association such as the IASCE offers ample possibilities for co-operation and collaboration the Asian way or any way for this matter. I am hopeful that in coming together and exchanging ideas and views about those issues which are frequently put away because they are deemed sensitive or touchy or problematic we will reach a new threshold of self-discovery. Not every so-called detractor is bad, not every kid who cannot score that highly prized A+ is unintelligent, not every teacher who goes out with his students for an evening meal once a week is to be frowned upon and looked at with suspicion. In an environment which celebrates diversity in all areas of our simple and brief lives, it is important to know that when it comes to the basics little, really, ought to divide us on questions of co-operation and collaboration because we believe in the same fundamental principles of education and in its ability to transform minds and hearts. Sometimes, as we all know from our own experiences, it is through changing hearts that we succeed in changing minds even if traditional pedagogy teaches the reverse. Politicians know this simple rule much better than us and have for centuries first tried to penetrate our hearts and only later our minds. (This is why, by the way, we often tend to think that the statements and speeches made by so many of our political leaders seem to be silly!) Though there will always be differences of opinion and approach because these make for a more challenging and rich  world for learners, I am confident that with enough trust and honesty the way forward is paved, literally, with gold. It is not only in god's heaven where the choirs can harmonise, they can do so here on earth, too, if the right pre-requisites obtain (as they do in heaven!). Do we have these in place? Can we have them in place? These are issues which I must leave to my betters but I do stand firm by my belief that when educators go beyond simple *personality* to *professionalism* they cross a fundamentally life-changing threshold. And this is where we are today: at the cross-roads. Whether we move forward or remain stagnant in the complacency of our own little worlds is what will eventually determine the course of this challenging journey, or journeys for each journey will, I think, be different. But the final rewards will be well worth the pain and the struggle because, after all, what good is my gold if it is always just handed down to me from the top without my own initiatives and strength being used. If co-operation and collaboration is to succeed, especially in this critical arena of education, we the educators must first believe in the efficacy of our own capacities for trust and openness. Whether we are Asians or non-Asians in the end might well be beside the point for when all the bickering stops and the nitty-gritties are done, we must agree that without cooperation and collaboration very little is going to be of larger significance in today's globalised world of change and creative progress.

Thank you.
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