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INSTRUMENTUM LABORIS

THE REASONS BEHIND THIS SYMPOSIUM

1.
The urgent need to deal with the issue of education


The need to consider education as a priority issue today is growing, and has become an urgent task. 


The scenarios within which an individual and a community lead their existence are changing considerably in European countries. All international reports both at a world level (UNESCO) and a European level (EU) emphasize that the educational and vocational training systems today in industrialized nations is faced with a scenario that is radically different from its traditional functions. Such a scenario is characterized by a society based on knowledge
, but also complexity, pluralism, multiculturalism, and globalization.


However, one must look in greater depth and beyond the programs and tasks of school and training systems and question education itself.


The daily vicissitudes of contemporary life very clearly indicate that there is a dramatic deficiency of pedagogic rules around a series of elements which constitute the moral and educational quality of our civilization. It is also important to investigate education today, to determine how it is responding to the challenges and prospects posed by modernity and the cultural transition under way.


Today it is absolutely necessary to invest in education, also from a pastoral point of view, according to guidelines that are clear in terms of the ends to be pursued, the values to be promoted, and the players to be supported.

2.
Not just schools, but an educational network between schools, the territory, the local church and the family


Although the educational and training system is the one that stands out the most and the most visible aspect, it is evident that one must examine the broader context, which affects the very quality of human life as an original event which is ‘natural’ and ‘redeemed’ at the same time. And this, in order to avoid the constant repetitions created by cognitivism and technology, which however prove to be increasingly lower impact on the feelings, thoughts and actions of individuals and groups. 


It therefore is a matter of going to the root of problems to (re)discover ways forward and sound commitments to undertake in the filed of education.


Broadening the perspective from the school setting to the need for education provides a wider overview, which is enriching to the very institutional school experience: 

· It is necessary to be able to intercept the many signs of distress expressed by the younger generations, and perceive them in the different environments in which they become manifest;

· It is necessary to devise new ways in which the presence of adults may be significant both in schools and in the broader social milieu. Young people need a “network” of support which promotes the dialogue and interaction between institutions and people (the different “worlds”: the family, associations, parishes, local authorities…).

The Symposium intends to explore the idea of a form of education capable of establishing a network between the entire educational system:

· formal (the education and vocational training cycles),

· non-formal (the family, associations, the parish …),

· informal (the mass media).
3.
A European meeting focused on a number of educational issues, open to dialogue and collaboration between scholars and educators 


We felt it would be appropriate, in the framework of the education policies implemented by the European Commission in the past five years, to undertake a discussion involving scholars and all those who operate in the field of education.


The initiative promoted by the Episcopal Commission for Catholic Education, Schools and Universities of the Italian Episcopal Conference is meant to be an opportunity and an encouragement to focus attention on a number of urgent and crucial themes pertaining to education, and discuss whether they can be assigned the value of strategic priority.

4.
The challenge of education in the light of Christian anthropology. The contribution of European churches to education


This initiative was carried out in cooperation with the Council of European Episcopal Conferences (CEEC) and the Commission of Episcopates of the European Community (COMEEC). It is also meant to be an opportunity to discuss the issues pertaining to education with pastoral agents, within the framework of European education policies. 


It is an opportunity to continue the common journey already undertaken by European Episcopal Conferences, and to meet education challenges considering them in the light of Christian anthropology and within the context of a more organic pastoral action promoting dialogue and a greater presence in the world of education.

CONTENTS AND GENERAL OBJECTIVES OF THE SYMPOSIUM


The symposium intends to explore four thematic contents, that is, four educational priorities which are believed to contain very significant challenges for the person, education and pedagogic reflection:

a)
Manipulation and artificial means, education

b)
The building up of identity and education

c)
Economy, work and education

d)
The intercultural perspective and education


Each theme will be introduced by a brief report, which will serve as a contribution and an initial stimulus to foster and guide the proceedings. 


The general objectives of the Symposium are as follows:

· define the new scenarios arising from the current cultural, socioeconomic and political changes (the challenges to education); 

· specify the basic ideal and anthropological references (from the challenges to education to the challenge of education); 

· delineate the humanistic foundations which should underpin European educational strategies, especially concerning the relationship between school, the family and society;

· exchange experiences on how to combine the formal, non-formal and informal dimension of education, with a special emphasis on the relationship between school, the family and the local Church;

· discern and reformulate the principles and criteria of the educational action performed by European Catholic churches (such as new evangelization and the inculturation of faith at the service of a new humanistic perspective). 

PEDAGOGY OF THE SYMPOSIUM

1.
Presentation of the theme

A. Each theme will be introduced by a brief presentation, especially to pose questions and set forth the problems that remain unsolved, and to steer the discussion in the direction of a number of significant issues.

B. Each theme will be considered:

· As a “challenge-appeal to a new humanization”, also considering the educational policy prospects opened by the European Community;

· As a “place of inculturation of faith” which engages also the ecclesial communities to renew their proclamation to contribute to give hope and support to educators in schools and in all other educational agencies.

2.
Main questions


For each of the themes, the task will be to answer the following questions:

1. What new challenges (threats and resources) emerge for the person and for education?

2. What reflections and needs emerge from the point of view of anthropology and Christian anthropology? 

3. Considering the questions/problems/possibilities under point 1, what are the implications for a pedagogic reflection and therefore for educational theology? 

4. What reflections should be conducted in relation to the engagement of the family, the school system and the media?

5. How can the approaches to formal, non-formal and informal education be combined? 

6. What are the commitments and pastoral perspectives for the churches in Europe?

3.
The discussion 


The discussion will involve:

· scholars/experts in human sciences and education, 
· men of culture as individuals or in representation of foundations or research centers and institutional representatives of the world of education and schools, both Catholic and lay; 

· secondary school and vocational training faculty;

· parents on an individual basis or representing parents’ associations;

· officials and education, catechesis and school pastoral agents of Episcopal Conferences with representatives within the CEEC.

4.
Collection of contributions 


The contributions will be collected and will contribute to the drafting of a “Symposium summary” containing “Questions and strategies for a joint commitment of European churches in the field of education”. This “Conference summary” may be a useful tool for reflection on a better and more effective joint engagement by European churches also in the field of education.

THE QUESTIONS

Theme I: Manipulation, artificial means and education


The context considered concerns the developments and outcomes of scientific research and technological applications in two prominent sectors, namely genetic engineering and biotechnologies on the one hand, and advanced information technologies and artificial intelligence on the other. Their common denominator is the difficult and conflicting relationship between ‘nature’ and ‘technology’ and thus originality and artificial means.


How can education enhance and thus provide balance to an accurate scientific and humanistic vision which may serve as a basis for a sound pedagogic perspective?


There are those who state that science in itself is neither good nor bad, it all depends on how it is used, and the issue of new technologies brings back to the fore and reinforces such a position. One of the major drifts of modern and post-modern mentality, lies in the sharp separation between professional skills and ethical knowledge. The result of this perception is that the former is not subject to human responsibility, and the latter is relegated to an abstract world of value that does not have a significant impact on real life. On the other hand, a position which considers ethics as a hindrance to scientific and technological progress, and morality as an obstacle to progress is clearly not legitimate. 


The school, settings outside of the school (starting with the family) and the media today are subjected to tension and interpretations as well as evaluations that make it extremely difficult to adopt approaches that respect the breakthroughs in knowledge and technologies and at the same time preserve and “save” the messages of wisdom and respect for the deep features of nature seen from a Christian perspective.


What implications challenge Christian anthropology, so as to focus on the aspects that see this theme as “a place for the inculturation of faith” and “challenge-appeal for a new humanization”?

Theme II: The building up of identity


If we consider the time of adolescence, there is a number of phenomena that may be singled out:

· widespread violent manifestations of one’s body, aimed at building up an “invented corporal dimension” to the detriment of the natural corporal dimension;

· the reluctance to hope to fulfill a personal project, and at the same time the fear of setting out a project for oneself, for this may imply precluding the opportunities for free self-fulfillment;

· the prevailing of a widespread disorientation with regard to values, which in adolescence is expressed not so much by ethical values but by affective and relational values;

· the ambivalent rejection and yearning for authority.


In the face of such manifestations around the theme of identity and its construction, one wonders:

· what are the aspects that an adequate pedagogic concern should consider and assert in the different educational contexts, first and foremost the family and the school?

· What are the “gifts” and appeals that the manifestation of these phenomena can bring to education?


The school, settings outside of the school (starting with the family) and the media today are subjected to tension and interpretations as well as evaluations that make it extremely difficult to adopt approaches and cooperation networks that respect personal freedom and at the same time contribute to the building of a life project and a vocational perspective.

Theme III: The economy, work and education


In industrialized countries, the “scenarios” in which individuals and communities lead their life are changing significantly (internationalization of businesses, globalization of the market; great advances in scientific and technological development, characterized by information technology and office automation; new and sharp awareness of human, subjective, community and ecological rights; pluralism and multiculturalism of ways of life and culture; widespread secularization and new forms of religiosity (new age, next age, sects, esoteric practices), which are more gratifying to subjective needs and aspirations compared to the great traditional institutionalized religious denominations). It is stated that economic competitiveness as well as employment, but also the personal fulfillment of European citizens do not and will no longer prevalently rest upon the production of material goods. Real wealth is now related to the production and dissemination of knowledge, and especially depends on the results that we achieve in research, education and training, in addition to our ability to promote information.


The changes under way have strong repercussions on education and training, which now require a significant reform. 


The white paper sets forth five crucial goals for school system and European education:

· Encourage the acquisition of new knowledge;

· Bring the school system and the entrepreneurial world closer together;

· Promote the learning of three EU languages;

· Place material and educational investments on an equal footing (Cresson and Flynn, 1996). 

This document amplifies what may be defined as the current trends at a European level:

· The policy which alternates between school and work, thus going beyond a purely “school-centered” model;

· The introduction of integrated systems between school, training, businesses, territory, educational agencies of the local communities, national and international educational policy;

· The development of continuing education, after and together with compulsory education, with the possibility of qualification in and in parallel with secondary school, and with the opportunity of post-secondary specialization; 

· The creation of a link between education and local, domestic as well as international development policies.


How can we go beyond the simple level of introduction to work, specialization or professional reskilling? 


How can we rise above a primarily cognitive and technological perspective, which perhaps excessively circumscribes the assertions of the white paper?


How do we respect the bases of educational action, which aims to nurture ambitions that go beyond a utilitarian perspective?


How can one be given the opportunity to fulfill himself as a person, to reach the highest levels of education required by the new competitive scenario, and provide all people with the tools to find their place in society?

Theme IV: The intercultural perspective and education


The issues related to multiculturalism are certainly not exclusive to contemporary society. However, in our time the phenomenon undoubtedly presents peculiar and problematic aspects (more widespread, greater intertwining of ethnic groups, greater emphasis placed on identity), and takes place in a largely unprecedented context (mobility, globalization, standardization).


In the late 20th century, modern society was already shaken by the introverted and weak influence of the so-called post-modern era. Now, it is being rapidly challenged by migration flows of growing proportions. National boundaries have proven to be largely insufficient to counter the exponential growth of migration phenomena. On the other hand, while our population expands our borders symmetrically recede in response to the need of a given ethnic group (glocalization).


This is taking place against the backdrop of a profound change within Western civilization. Personal uncertainty (metaphysical void); cultural standardization (technopractical prometheism), ethical fragmentation; (aphasia of the truth), mixture of customs (socio-cultural uncertainty. The deep existential distress experienced by those who tread such quicksand dangerously ricochets: it either implodes in inner conflict, or it explodes in social protest. Nothingness (rather than ideals or ideologies) has become the driving force, and the outcomes of this are visible in newspaper headlines every day: “strong” sense of belonging, blind identification, an identity that is against everything (negative, like non-being, or more harshly and roughly, like being-against).


The result of this situation is a feeling of being lost (“equals” who recognize each other but do not know one another) disoriented (the universe is filled with signs and signals, but is devoid of all symbols) empty (the universe is rich in means, but poor in ends). And a growing cultural standardization, with its aspects of mono-tipia and a-topia: life is fragmented, and there is the tendency to live it in episodes, in a series of disjointed events. Insecurity is a point at which the human being breaks down into fragments and life into episodes.


This interweaving of problems, which was mentioned here just in passing, questions the conscience of a believer: what does the faith in Jesus, the only Redeemer, imply in the face of such a varied cultural and religious presence? How can we reconcile the commandment to love unconditionally and indiscriminately with the need to protect and fully express our belief in the Christian faith?


The same may be said about many of the problems which are being discussed today within our ecclesial communities. Suffice it to consider the ongoing reflection on the renewal of the parish. In particular, we have to find the thread that can guarantee the continuity of the faith tradition process in the context of the cultural changes characterizing our time. Therefore, rather than resigning ourselves to the fragmentation of religious experience, we should be aware that it is fully human if it is an experience that is socially shared, historically significant and inserted into people’s existence. 


Certainly, the issue of interculturalism requires the sharing of certain notions or preliminary contents: 

1.
How – through culture – does man experience his universality, (man resembles all men), his peculiarities (man resembles only some men), and his unrepeatable uniqueness (man resembles no other man)?

2.
Where does man become "inculturated" (family, human groups with which he enters into a relationship, the territory in which he lives, school, environmental influences)?

3.
How are we to understand the relationship and dialogue between cultures (the meaning of the preposition "inter"): a relationship mediated by man alone?

4.
What are the obstacles to, limits of and conditions for dialogue (both subjective and objective)? 

5.
Why is formal education to an intercultural approach essential today, also in religious teaching?

6.
How is intercultural education practiced (by the passing on of what knowledge and the acquisition of what skills and aptitudes)?
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