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The Aim of Education
What is education? It is the acquisition of knowledge, experience and understanding and requires four things:  a teacher, a pupil, the knowledge and a method of instruction.  

To what end?  What is our vision of the perfectly educated man or woman?  The answer will depend on what we understand a human being to be.  There are two opposing views of mankind as either godlike, or a mere physical entity, and a brief look at these two opinions will be our starting point. 

What a piece of work is a man! 

How noble in reason! how infinite in faculties! 

In form and moving how express and admirable! 

In action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god! 

The beauty of the world, the paragon of animals! 

And yet to me what is this quintessence of dust?
Hamlet1
Is man really like an angel, a god, the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals? Is there an exalted aspect to mankind which goes beyond the sensory and the perceptual. 
Or is he a quintessence of dust? 

Both views have enthusiastic proponents. The first, is the spiritual or religious view of man as a divine creation with divine characteristics. Man made in the image of God. 
The alternative view of mankind is that we are a fortuitous collection of molecules, a bag of bones, blood, tissue and semi-digested food, with a mysterious power to think and feel. And all our thoughts and feelings are the fruit of the interaction of bio-electrical impulses and glandular fluids. And when this living mud pie ceases to live, then all that went to make this individual man, woman or child ceases to be. 

One cannot simultaneously believe the ‘like a god’ position and the ‘bag of bones’ view. One cannot hold that man has an immortal soul, and at the same time that he ceases to exist on death; that he is like an angel, and, at the same time, is merely a lucky jumble of water and grit. 

We need to decide which view we hold in order to discuss our aim in educating human children.   So for the purposes of this essay it will be assumed that there are non-physical dimensions to human life and that an effective education system will acknowledge and nurture them.  
Plato
Plato in The Republic offers us his version of the dual vision of man. At the opening of Book VII he presents us with his famous vision of the cave in which underground prisoners, chained by the neck and ankles spend their time looking at shadows of themselves and objects, believing them to be real.  A liberator frees one of the prisoners and compels him to stand and turn and look at the light.  He is blinded but gradually comes to see greater and greater reality until he is lead up and out of the cave. 
‘And when he remembered his old habitation,’ says Socrates, ‘and the wisdom of the den and his fellow-prisoners, do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them?’ 

‘Certainly, he would,’ says Glaucon.

Embedded in this parable of the human condition are the outlines of two alternative instructional systems: education in the naming of shadows; and, education involving the ascent to greater and greater light and reality. 

Plato believed that most of us live in this world of shadows which we, its inhabitants, take to be real.  We are shackled and enthralled by fear, hope, desire and short-sighted goals based on inadequate knowledge. We start at phantoms, are angry at imagined slights and are terrified of non-existent dangers. Some have found freedom and reality, and a few of these liberated souls have, at some risk, returned to free others. 
Plato, dismissive of an education that consists only of learning the names of shadows, wanted the guardians of his Republic to experience and connect with an underlying reality beyond the merely sensory.  This is not just the aim of education, but, in his view, it is the aim and purpose of human life.
In The Republic  he sets out a form of education beginning with gymnastics, covering all physical training and skills; and music, which deals with mental and artistic training. This was education common to all sons of the Athenian elite – but Plato’s guardians needed more if they were to be raised above the common herd. This extra curriculum for the elite begins with arithmetic, plane and solid geometry and then moves through astronomy and harmonics to dialectic. This last is the faculty of the soul which enables one to sift reality from falsehood, truth from untruth, substance from shadow. Not only does dialectic lead to the light of freedom, but it is also necessary for one who descends again into the cave to free others. 

But one obvious objection to an education which, at least in part, seeks to awaken students to the unreality of the physical world is that it would lead to a class of unrealistic, detached, anchorites, withdrawn from worldly responsibilities. 

Is there a middle way? Can one prepare children to take up worldly responsibilities, while simultaneously inculcating a knowledge that worldly success is ephemeral? Can they be prepared to partake in the riches of civilisation, and also have a sense of the transcendent in their lives? Can they meet with triumph and disaster, and treat those two imposters just the same? 
To help us address this question let us delineate three types of education: vocational, or job training; liberal, or exposure to the greats of one’s culture and civilisation; and, spiritual, or education which inculcates a sense of inner stillness and transcendent divinity.
Three Levels of Education
Vocational training: whether the job be a plumber or an accountant, a motor mechanic or a computer programmer, a rugby union full back or an actress, its aim is to give students the skills, information and training to take up a productive pursuit within the economic hierarchy of society, whereby they contribute a service and receive in return a reward, usually in the form of money. An essential form of education if one wants to eat. 

Liberal education is generally taken to mean education in all those artistic and cultural areas which produce a civilised human being, regardless of how much these accomplishments contribute to one’s earning potential. It  makes life rewarding and adds a depth and colour to one’s existence. 

A liberal education is not mere dilettantism. It is that thread of knowledge and wisdom that connects a person to his or her place in society, humanity and the universe. It is the birthright of all mankind which Esau traded for a ‘mess of pottage’. 

Liberal education must have a place in any society worthy of the name. Becoming a bus driver or a quantity surveyor will allow you to live, but a liberal education makes living worthwhile, and any society worthy of the name needs an educational system which takes them seriously.

Spiritual education communicates to the student a sense of a divine presence, a guiding hand, an inner core of pure being. All religions and philosophies of the transcendent set out systematic pathways to its realisation. While only a few seem to be motivated to pursue these paths to their conclusion – to take Plato’s journey right up and out of the cave to the light – all human beings need to receive at least some education at this spiritual level. And this is simply because everyone has an innate sense that there is more to life than a mere animal existence of food, safety and sex. Even those who assert that we are merely physical know that to live as a beast is an affront to one’s humanity and a danger to that of others. 

An Educational Framework
Having looked at vocational, liberal and spiritual education In a broad sense, let us now set out a practical framework for the outcomes of education In the school years on the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual levels.  
	Level
	Method
	Outcome

	Spiritual
	Stillness, pausing between lessons, meditation, study of authoritative works, such as scripture or Plato. Personal example of the 
teachers.
	A sense of a transcendent, universal presence; and an inner awareness of an in-dwelling, conscious self. 


	Emotional
	Surround children with beauty and the finest objects of human creativity. Teach them right and wrong and give them practice in these principles.  Personal example of the teachers.
	An inner moral sense and strength of character. The will to pursue right and shun wrong even at significant personal cost. Connectedness, compassion, generosity, love and warmth, and at the same time rigour, a sense of justice, courage and adherence to truth. Also an aesthetic sensibility where beauty, art and creativity are appreciated and cultivated. A sense of wonder and awe at the mysterious. 



	Mental
	Basic and extended curriculum, training in attending to one thing at a time and with full attention.
	A mind well-informed with abundant and interesting factual information; appropriate experience resulting in assimilation of this information leading to understanding in practice; the power of attention, the ability to apply reason, to infer and extrapolate and to sift true from false, right from wrong and the worthwhile from the second rate.

	Physical
	Sport, healthy environment, good nutrition, training in skills, good posture.
	Good health, physical fitness, stamina, well-developed fine and gross motor skills, cleanliness, sound faculties of sight, hearing and so on; good habits and measures of nutrition, sleep and exercise.




Can these outcomes be achieved? Is there a systematic process which will, if conscientiously and intelligently applied, bring a student to an experience and perhaps full realisation of each of the four levels? Turning to an Eastern model, the Taittiriya Upanishad contains a suggestion.
The Upanishadic Model
What is education? The teacher on one side, pupil on the other side, knowledge between, discourse joining them.
Taittiriya Upanishad, Ten Principle Upanishads2
The above quote sets out all the necessary factors in education: teacher, student, curriculum (knowledge) and teaching technique (discourse). Let us consider them in turn.

The teacher
To teach virtue one must know virtue.  The company and character of the teacher is of primary significance in the development of the child. A true teacher is not merely someone with a technical qualification. A teacher needs warmth as well as competence, love as well as intelligence and passion as well as efficiency. 
Bureaucratic red tape, paperwork, regulations, minutely detailed reporting and documented outcomes, is moving the teacher along the scale towards the status of a paid functionary with technical skills whose performance can be objectively judged with a series of tick boxes.  In fact, while a teacher undoubtedly has to get the students to a known destination within a certain timescale, at the same time they should love them, sacrifice for them and create a warm, intelligent classroom atmosphere. 
In order to learn anything a pupil has to be receptive to the knowledge the teacher has to impart. And to be receptive there has to be love and respect and, perhaps, a little awe. Fortunately young children have an innate predisposition to this. They have a natural faith in their teacher which shows itself in admiration and emulation.  If, for example, they hear of brave people they want to become brave.  Therefore they must be in the company of men and women of good character. They will pick up their teacher’s traits by a subtle, emotional interchange. It is not so much what the teacher says but what they do and, more importantly, who they are, which most influences the child, and the younger the child the greater the impact of the teacher’s character on the child’s heart and mind. 
The pupil
Up to the age five years old children learn through love and play.  Even lessons about family rules and so on can best be communicated as if it were a game.  

Plato says that children should be cured of fear by the age of three and self-will by the age of six3.  Fear, he says, is overcome by the love of those who care for the child and also, interestingly, by regular, gentle movement, so he prescribes carrying the children with you as you go about your activities. Self-will, as he terms it, is cured by avoiding too much pleasure and too much pain, and by requiring the child to conform to external discipline both at home and school. 
After five a child needs this discipline if he or she is to grow into a good, civilised and cultured adult. Nothing worthwhile can be achieved without effort, and discipline is a key element of effort. The word is used here in the sense of guided behaviour within acceptable norms, as a form of discipleship, where a child, through love and admiration, follows the fine example of its father, mother or teacher. 

Up to the age of ten the child is full of faith and trust and he or she learns the basics by heart and follows the teacher out of simple admiration. And they can use their remarkable facility for memorisation to assimilate basic principles. 
If this faculty for memorising is efficiently harnessed the child could, by ten, have a fund of stored knowledge – times tables, rules of punctuation and grammar, historical facts, poetry, and also the Ten Commandments, the Beatitudes and so on – which will be a rich capital for life. And they will also have a firm basis for the next shift in schooling when, at the age of ten, their world opens up and they begin to apply reason. It is immeasurably easier to ensure a firm, full and propitious development of mental strength if, in the stage up to ten, the child has had good materials, good company of fine teachers and that they have enjoyed their schooling. 

This development of mental strength from the age of ten means learning to reason with the principles laid down earlier. At this stage they naturally want to put their knowledge into practice, and to deepen their understanding through intelligent discussion. Their emotional world also expands. So they need to devise and conduct scientific experiments, find their way through the countryside with a map, and construct a closely reasoned argument.  
They can also expand their ability to serve others and deepen their understanding of the plight of the needy. And a resolve to contribute to the betterment of humanity can begin to take practical shape. It is from ten onwards that expanded, subtle considerations become natural. But this new ability to reason and feel needs to be based on solid input under ten, and it needs to be nurtured and guided lest it turn into cynicism and scepticism.

Knowledge

The first introduction of a subject to children is important. Particularly when very young the child’s mind, meeting something for the first time, will shape itself to the delight or distaste felt at this first meeting.  Such a moulding is not irreversible, of course, but it is much easier for an effective long-term education if the child’s first experience of school is enjoyable and interesting. 

What should we teach?  Reading, Writing and Arithmetic certainly.  Add a little science, some history and geography, a touch of citizenship, a taste of a foreign language and perhaps a little drawing and music.  Let them kick a soccer ball or swing a bat occasionally and voila! you have the well-educated primary school child. 
But has our child been nourished and educated on all levels?   A key element of mental training is to learn to focus the attention on one thing at a time and to resist external and internal distractions. The mind can be active, jumpy, chatty and noisy so giving children a few simple techniques to achieve mental stillness like pausing briefly and quietly between activities, regularly connecting with the senses, working with quiet attention and good posture and even meditation, are all part of the education of the mind.

And what of emotional education? What of immersing the children in beauty, and giving them a sense of virtue, of right and wrong and of encouraging them to live by what they know to be true? All schools try to imbue values such as tolerance and compassion into the children. Children also need to know that beauty, truth and justice exist and, through rational and rigorous enquiry, can be known, experienced and taught to others.  Emotional education also means surrounding a child with the finest products of human intelligence, reason and feeling. 
The spiritual dimension of education has a two-fold aspect.  The outer aspect connects with Spirit as transcendental, glorious and universal, and relates to Spirit through prayer, worship, awe and devotion. The inner aspect connects through contemplation, meditation and study, and relates to Spirit as pure being, an unchanging inner consciousness and a Supreme Self. All major religions lay down pathways to the discovery of both the outer, transcendent presence and the inner being. Communicating this to children not only gives them a connection to the major cultural forces working through history, but also gives a sense of grandeur, and of a guiding presence in the universe. 

The discourse

The fourth and final aspect of the upanishadic model is discourse or teaching method. The effective teacher delivers knowledge through lively presentation, guiding the children in self-discovery, repetition and practice, the use of incentives, modelling. The knowledge needs to be delivered in a reasonable sequence building from low to high skill levels, the children’s interest, engagement and speed of assimilation being key guiding factors. The stimulating and inspiring classroom engenders a life-time love of the subject and equips the child to assimilate the teacher’s offerings and also to explore further afield. And, if the emotional and spiritual dimensions get equal air time, it is also character building.  To do all of this any competent teacher needs, themselves, to be studying and learning.
Conclusion
A human is a being which exists on four levels: physical, mental emotional and spiritual.  In childhood each of these levels is in a receptive, malleable condition.  Just as children need nourishing physical food every day to ensure health and growth, so they need healthy nourishing food for the mind, heart and spirit every day.  This is real education.  And it will result in a productive responsible accomplished adult ready to take their place in society. 
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