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Foreword

Since R ousseau th e re  has been  a long and  rich  trad itio n  of a rg u m en ts  link 
ing educa tion  w ith  se lf-determ ination  an d  collective em p o w erm en t. The 
m ost im p o rtan t con tribu tion  is p robably  th a t of D ew ey, w h o se  Democracy 
in Education ([1916] 1966) persuaded  us to locate ed u ca tio n  in  th e  social 
realm , as a p rim ary  in s tru m en t in  bu ild ing  m o d e m  dem ocracy . The trad ition  
of ed u ca tio n  and  dem ocracy reached  a peak  in  th e  late 1960s and  1970s 
w hich  saw  th e  flourish ing  of activist teach ing  in  inner-c ity  com m unities in 
Europe, A ustralia an d  th e  U nited States. N otions gained g round  of th e  teacher 
as radical p rofessional responsible for th e  e m p o w erm en t of all, teac h e r-  
com m un ity  alliances in  bu ild ing  com m unity , educa tiona l leadersh ip  as 
collective ra th e r  th a n  bureaucra tic . These practices w ere  deeply  th rea ten in g  
to  m an y  in  g o v ern m en t an d  conservative circles, an d  received a battering  
w h en  th e  n ew  right an d  policies of 'm a rk e t at all costs' ga ined  ascendancy 
from  th e  m id-1980s. The p rim ary  co n trib u tio n  m ade by Engaging Teachers is 
th a t it recovers an d  reconnects w ith  th e  ed u ca tion /dem ocracy  trad ition .

In doing so th is book dem onstra tes  th a t u n d ers tan d in g  th e  social context, 
and  being a t ho m e w ith  political an d  econom ic  a rg u m en t, a re  vital tools for 
dem ocratic  education . Politics and  econom ics have  for too  long b een  used to 
close d ow n  dem ocracy in  schools an d  separa te  th em  from  th e ir  local com 
m unities (w ho becom e consum ers-a t-a -d is tance). T revor Gale an d  K ath leen  
D ensm ore a rgue  th a t an  effective u n d ers tan d in g  of politics and  econom ics 
can b reak  d ow n  th e  ascendancy  of conservative policies and  enab le  schools 
and  th e ir  com m unities to  take th e ir  fu tu re  in to  th e ir  o w n  hands. Engaging 
Teachers sharp ly  illum inates th e  flaws in  th e  m ark e t m odel of teach in g  and  
learning. The m arket m odel rests on  th e  b rea th tak in g  claim  th a t m arket 
econom ic com petition  is 'n a tu ra l ' and  serves th e  in terests  of all. free political 
decision-m aking  is artificial and  destructive, an d  teachers a re  ju s t a special 
in te rest g roup  th a t has cap tu red  schooling for its ow n  selfish pu rposes. They 
explain  th a t m arket choice is fine if you h av e  th e  m ateria l m eans, th e  
private w ealth , to  exercise th e  full range of choices. It's n o t so good if you 
do no t. M arkets by th e ir  na tu ra l opera tions foster inequalities. They divide 
school com m unities, w h ere  everyone shou ld  succeed, in to  w in n e rs  and  
losers. They en rich  som e schools and  im poverish  o thers. A nd in  system s



Foreword V

such as in New Zealand, the UK and parts of Australia that have reforme 
their governm ent schools along m arket lines, m arkets have conspicuous] 
failed to im prove learning outcom es for students.

The key point in this argum ent is tha t capitalism and dem ocracy are «1 
natural or inevitable partners. U nfettered capitalism has no place for colle< 
tive political em pow erm ent, w hich forces the strong m arket players t 
become accountable to everyone, thus interfering w ith the 'natural mechanisn 
of com petition. M arket economics must be modified if every person, rich an 
poor, is to exercise their dem ocratic rights in society and th rough  educatioi 
M arkets have only a limited role in formal education w hich above all mu: 
place high quality schooling w ith in  reach of every citizen. That was th 
great gain made by the politics of public education in the tw en tie th  c e n tu r  
It is a gain w hose achievem ent is incom plete -  especially bu t no t only in th 
developing world! -  and  is constantly rendered fragile by inadequate re 
sources from governm ent and the resort to consum erist policy and com pet 
tive allocations. But high quality universal schooling for all is achievable an 
in some countries it is done.

Engaging Teachers is w ritten  in an accessible style and  an  optimistic spiri 
Gale and D ensm ore believe tha t hum an  beings are ne ither inheren tly  sell 
interested nor inheren tly  cooperative and generous to each o ther. We ca 
be either, w e are w hat we w an t ourselves to be, and  dem ocratic schoolin 
can play a great role in fashioning us as collaborative social partners. Teach 
ers are the key players here. For the authors, teaching is politically engagec 
radical, critical, collaborative, context-aw are and com m itted to em pow erin 
everyone. In this vision, the freedom  of one is the freedom  of all. If thes 
are not to be em pty slogans, as they often w ere in th e  1970s, to be realize 
they require long-term  and substantial work. It is no small task to regenerat 
poor urban school com m unities, in w hich aspirations are high bu t educe 
tional practices have little purchase, in  the context of grow ing inequalitie 
on both  local and global levels. And the tasks are not lim ited to  schoolinj 
Democracy has been  underm ined  no t just because of th e  strength  of th 
m arket m odel in education  policy, and  the funding cutbacks in the publi 
educational sector, but by the pow er of corporations and  the centralizatio 
of the media and inform ation, w hich enables a small num ber of people t 
set the frame for public debate. Teachers, often fine com m unity  activist: 
have a vital role in regenerating dem ocracy from the bottom  up. Teachei 
have the critical skills to  unlock the m yths and m ystifications of m uch of th 
information that blankets our public space. They have a crucial role in buildin 
the skills of organizing and  em pow erm ent upon w hich self-help depends, 
is no w onder tha t such an effort has been m ade to narrow  the horizons c 
teachers and block th e  exercise of their broader dem ocratic role. Engagin 
Teachers helps teachers to find a w ay through.

Sim on M arginso 
A ustralian Professorial Felloi 

Director, M onash Centre for Research in In ternational Educatio
M onash University, Australi
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