Introduction to the Eight Essentials
Education is meant to open magical doors to students, offer exciting, fulfilling careers for teachers, and help create a world in which people work together for the common good. The possibilities are great. Students have so much to learn and so many ways to learn it. Similarly, we teachers have so much to learn about what we teach and the fascinatingly complex paths to facilitating student learning. 
This book is about how we teach and how students learn. But, it’s just as much about why students learn and why teachers teach. It’s about helping students maintain or rediscover the joy, curiosity, and drive that we are all born with. And, it’s about helping teachers maintain and rediscover the reasons that led them to take up teaching, reasons such as sharing their love of learning, making the world a better place, and working together with students and colleagues toward common goals. 

We strongly believe that the ideas in this book can create excitement, joy, and satisfaction among teachers. But, be forewarned – these ideas don’t make education easier, and they don’t guarantee there won’t continue to be days that teachers wished they had stayed in bed. What we do promise is that the ideas we’ve gathered and attempt to illuminate in this book bring with them the hope of many days in which an inner smile tells us teachers that, yes, we made the right choice when we chose to become teachers.

The book takes a ‘big picture’ view of learning and teaching. We focus on eight essentials in teaching and assessment. These eight are interwoven with each other, so that they are best implemented as a whole, rather than one at a time. Each supports the other; each is best understood as a big picture, rather than as individual puzzle pieces. 

The Eight

In education, a paradigm shift over the past 40 years has involved a move away from the tenets of behaviorist psychology and toward cognitive, and later, socio-cognitive psychology. Many changes in education arise from this shift. This book focuses on eight of these changes in education, the links between the eight, and, most importantly, how these changes are being and can be implemented. We hope this book contributes in some small way to encouraging fuller development of these and related changes. One chapter in this book is devoted to each of these eight changes. The changes are:

1. Learner Centeredness 

We focus more on the role of learners rather than the external stimuli learners receive from their environment, such as from teachers and materials. In other words, the center of attention in learning has shifted from the teacher and materials (the external) to the student (the internal). This shift is generally known as the move from teacher-centered instruction to learner (or student)-centered instruction. Learner autonomy is a key concept here: learners have an important share of the responsibility for and control over their own learning.

2. The Social Nature of Learning 

We focus greater attention on the social nature of learning rather than on students as separate, decontextualized individuals. To understand and promote learning, we look not only at individuals but also at the people who make up their world and the connections among them. These people include not only teachers but also peers and others. Cooperation is valued over but not exclusively in place of competition or working alone. When students collaborate they all play leadership roles. 

3. Integrated Curriculum
We focus on the whole and employ a whole-to-part orientation instead of a part-to-whole approach. Furthermore, rather than dividing the curriculum into separate parts and first studying each part, students see the big picture and from there learn about the parts. Integration also involves the various aspects of students’ lives. The world inside the classroom connects with students’ worlds outside the classroom, and education relates not just to the cognitive aspect of students and objective knowledge, but also to students’ social and affective being, including their subjective feelings.

4. Focus on Meaning 

We focus on learning for a purpose, not only to pass an exam. Education is not just preparation for life; it is also participation in life. Students understand the purposes of learning and develop their own purposes. Understanding also involves students’ comprehension of what they are learning rather than learning by rote learning methods such as drills. 

5. Student Uniqueness
We focus on discerning, taking into account, and appreciating differences among learners. These differences include differences in intelligence profile, personality, and such other background factors as race, ethnicity, social class, religion, sex, and sexual preference. No standard, one-size-fits-all way of teaching exists. A related area of difference lies in differences in curriculum, for instance, learning about a variety of cultures. Differences of opinion and perspective offer opportunities for learning rather than being cause for winner-take-all conflict.

6. Thinking Skills 

We focus on how students learn rather than looking only at what they produce. This emphasis on process rather than just on product encourages students and teachers to promote reflection on one’s thinking, deeper thinking, more varied ways of solving problems, and a greater questioning of how things are done. With an appreciation of the complexity, uncertainty, non-linearity, and instability of knowledge, students come to see change as a constant and learning as a life-long process. Disruption and surprise are welcomed. Thus, formal education attempts to prepare people with skills and attitudes relevant to learning outside of educational institutions.

7. Assessment 

We focus on understanding learning and teaching from the points of view of the participants in the process, not based on generalizable laws that apply everywhere. We recognize that while standardized, objective-item tests do provide relevant information, sole reliance on such measures blinds us to a great deal of what is important in education. Assessment connects closely with real world purposes. Furthermore, assessment is done not mainly by outsiders but more importantly by those actually in the classroom who grasp the particular context in all its complexity. This assessment includes students assessing themselves, peers, and the how and what of their classroom learning. Additionally, assessment focuses on what students can do rather than on what they cannot do.

8. Teachers as Co-learners 

We focus on teachers not principally as possessors of knowledge that is to be passed on to students. Instead, teachers learn along with students because knowledge is dynamic and learning is a life-long process. Teachers learn about content, and they also learn about teaching. They learn with their students, and they learn along with their fellow teachers. Based on this learning, teachers join students in playing a greater role in such matters as materials design and institutional governance.

Figure 1 provides an illustration of the interdependence of these eight essentials of instruction and assessment. The circular nature of the figure emphasizes that all the elements are parts of a whole and that the successful implementation of one is dependent on the successful implementation of others. 












Figure 1. Eight Essentials of Instruction and Assessment

Why Eight?

We chose to focus on eight changes because eight is a lucky number. Just kidding! We selected these eight because we see them as essential, still in progress, and interlinked with one another. By helping to promote the understanding and use of these eight elements, we hope this book will provide teachers with a handy, user-friendly resource. Certainly, other related elements of good learning and teaching also deserve attention. We are, thus, providing a list of eight essentials not the list of eight essentials. 
Good guys and bad guys?

Many stakeholders in education will disagree with some or even most of the eight essentials promoted in this book. We do not label these people and their ideas as bad, reactionary, or any other derogatory term. After all, we (the authors of this book) have held some of the same ideas. As Einstein put it (quoted in Zukav, 2001, p. 19):

Creating a new theory is not like destroying an old barn and erecting a skyscraper in its place. It is rather like climbing a mountain, gaining new and wider views, discovering unexpected connections between our starting point and its rich environment. But the point from which we started out still exists and can be seen, although it appears smaller and forms a tiny part of our broad view gained by the mastery of the obstacles on our adventurous way up. 

Wheatley (1999, p. 23) expresses a similar sentiment, “Just as in the timeless image of yin and yang, we are dealing with complementarities that only look like polarities.”

That said, we are not promoting a cynical view that the eight concepts presented in this book represent no more than a particular swing of the pendulum which will irrevocably swing back. No, this change is for real. Nor do we advocate a one-from-Column A, one-from-Column-B eclecticism. Quite the contrary, a central thesis of this book is that the features of these eight elements form a coherent whole; they need one another to make sense.

How to Use this Book

This book consists of eight chapters plus this introduction and a conclusion. The eight chapters look in detail at each of these eight essentials of instruction and assessment. The parts of each of these eight chapters are:

· A brief story that places the chapter’s theme in a real-life context. 

· A short explanation of the basics of the chapter’s theme.
· How the chapter’s theme fits with the other seven essentials of instruction and assessment discussed in the book.

· Theoretical foundations of the concept– theories and theoreticians whose works are often cited.
· Classroom implications – The activities and learning environment that are congruent with the chapter theme. This is the main section in each chapter.
· Roles of students

· Roles of teachers

· Roles of instructional materials 

· Contemporary controversies – Issues that arise when people attempt to implement the ideas discussed in the chapter

· Questions and Tasks

· Poems provide a different way to see the ideas presented in the chapter.

The book’s conclusion looks at the issue of change in education and how best to promote useful change. Also, provided are an index and a list of references.

We wrote this book because we believe that education plays a momentous role in society both for good and for ill. We are enthusiastic advocates of the concepts described in this book, yet we see that these concepts are taking root only very slowly and uncertainly. Writing this book has brought us a better understanding of why these eight essentials are, indeed, essential, and given us a great sense of urgency about seeing them implemented. We hope that our readers will carefully consider the ideas we present and that you will then form your own opinions and take your own paths, along with colleagues, students, and other voyagers, on the wide, wondrous, and sometimes wild journey that is education.
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