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				Why I choose Kunskap 

			

			
				After working ten years as a financial journalist, I had lost interest in tracking the trading of shares. My attention shifted to social issues beyond the stock exchange. As a member of the editorial staff of Veckans Affärer, Sweden’s equivalent to Business Week, I had been observing the shift of power from capital to knowledge. It became obvious to me that knowledge, when managed properly, can drive the development of individuals and society.

				Since the birth of my son in September 2009, it feels even more important to investigate how education can make a difference for future generations. During my parental leave, I contacted Peje Emilsson, a Swedish social entrepreneur who has proved, through the growing operations of Kunskapsskolan, that it is possible to operate a school in another and better way than traditional secondary schools in Sweden. Peje invited me to Kunskapsskolan’s annual kick-off in Stockholm in August 2010, an event attended by 800 teachers and employees who all share the vision of teaching their students more than they thought possible. Peje gave me the mission to find out how personalised learning works in their schools. In this book, I give my answer.

				During the past six months I have visited Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden and England. I have also been following the preparations for starting a school in New York City in the autumn of 2011. While documenting what students, teachers and parents have told me, one word recurred more often than any other in their stories – the word “responsibility”. Personalised learning empowers students, giving them influence over their learning, but it requires, in turn, that students take responsibility. The new generation at Kunskapsskolan, which is translated as “Learning School” (“Kunskap” is the Swedish word for either learning or knowledge, as well as the familiar name for the schools in Sweden), are setting goals and working hard to meet them – personal goals that can benefit everyone in society. This is why I choose Kunskap.

				Cecilia Fällgren
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			
				All people are different

			

			
				Peje was ten years old when he changed schools and moved away from home. He could no longer attend the school where his family lived in Nynäshamn because the bullies there never left him alone, broke his glasses and made school anguishing for him. Peje transferred to a school in the Södermalm area of Stockholm. He lived with his grandmother and went home to his parents on weekends. The opportunity to choose another school gave him a crucial new start. From that time on, Peje has always fought to encourage respect for his differences and those of others. Giving people the option to choose is a fundamental part of this cause. When people are permitted to express their differences by making a personal choice, individuals and society can develop.

				Peje Emilsson is perhaps best known as the founder of Kreab in 1970, one of the largest communications consultancies in Sweden, called Kreab Gavin Anderson since 2009 and operating in 25 countries. Peje has also started the Demoskop research consultancy. He is an entrepreneur in several fields. The common denominator for his businesses is that he wants to do things better. 

				When Peje’s oldest child started upper secondary school in Sweden at the end of the 1980s, no school operated on the principle that all people are different. A student looking for an alternative to the state-run schools had only one option – to pay for a place in a private school. However, Peje was already paying tax so his children could receive a good education. Why should he also be required to pay a school fee? Schools financed with tax money should naturally be able to cater to the different characteristics, needs and interests of children equally well as private schools – or even better.

				Private schools were available only to a small number of families who could pay the fees. The public sector had a monopoly on educating Sweden’s pupils with the help of tax funding. It was difficult to introduce new educational concepts, but after the general elections in 1991, an important period of change was ushered into the Swedish school system when the non-socialist government implemented its “free school reform”. 

				The government’s decision gave all students the right to choose between municipal schools and independent schools that were owned by parent co-operatives, foundations or companies. Each student took the municipality’s capitation allowance to the school of his or her choice. 

				Municipal schools and newly opened free schools were allowed to compete against one another to attract students, although one difference in the conditions remained. Municipalities were only required to pay 85 percent of the school capitation allowance for students who chose free schools, and the free schools still retained the right to charge students fees to cover their expenses. 

				Many new free schools, with new operating methods, ambitions and attitudes, started to compete with the municipal schools for money and capitation allowances. More free schools also emerged on the scene when the social democratic government expanded the free school reform in 1996. Free schools were now given the same terms and conditions as municipal schools and could be allotted 100 percent of the capitation allowance for every student that chose to attend them. In return, free schools were not allowed to charge fees and did not have the right to selectively choose the students who would go there. Peje decided to start the school he did not have as a child – a school based on the idea that all people are different.
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				“My driving force is to do what is important, and if you ask what I think is important, it’s giving children the best possible start in life,” says Peje.

				The new school company was launched in January 1999. Anders Hultin, former political expert in the Swedish Ministry of Education and Research, spearheaded the preparations for the new school together with Peje’s daughter, Cecilia Carnefeldt, Per Unckel, a former Minister of Education, and Nils Lundgren, a leading Swedish economist. 

				In spite of the reforms that paved the way for many free schools, the concept of non-municipal secondary schools was new and unpractised in Sweden. The ingrained Swedish tradition was to keep the driving forces of free enterprise and competition outside school doors. Private schools were an exception, but were only for a privileged minority. The free school reform challenged this long tradition and opened the door for new schools that were available to everyone in society.

				The Swedish name Kunskapsskolan, freely translated as “The Learning School” in English, captured the essence of what Peje wanted to offer – a school where learning, which is of such decisive importance, is foremost. The business concept is to start, develop and operate a chain of schools based on an educational programme that is unique to Kunskapsskolan. The student is the starting point for learning. The company’s vision statement provides the guidance for each new school day:

				“Kunskapsskolan’s vision is to contribute to an educational system that recognises that providing the best possible education for the next generation is a joint cause for governments, educators and families and that this cause demands continuous learning, development and sharing of experiences across borders and professional areas.”

				A traditional school can accommodate up to 30 students in the same classroom, but there is no room for 30 different pupils in the same classroom. The education is the same for everyone. Like a movie, the curriculum “keeps on rolling”, no matter how many students are watching and understanding what they see. The movie continues before the students have registered the dialogue in the preceding scene. Or the film plays too slowly and the students see the same thing over and over again, while sleepily waiting for the exciting continuation. It is impossible to teach at a pace that suits everyone in a school.

				Kunskapsskolan allows every student to learn at their own rate and in their own way. The educational programme is designed around each student’s abilities – the way each student learns and the amount of time each needs for learning different subjects. The result is personalised learning, a process in which students assimilate the knowledge of the national curriculum but at verified attainment levels that are higher than at municipal schools.

				“We have been fortunate to find innovative employees who take schoolwork one step further,” says Peje.

				In August 2000, Kunskapsskolan opened its first four secondary schools in Skärholmen, Tyresö and Täby in the Greater Stockholm area, and in the town of Norrköping.

				“We didn’t enter a market for the rich and elegant. I’ve always been against elite schools. The actual idea was to create a school catering to a broad public,” says Peje.

				Today, Kunskapsskolan’s chain of schools has grown to include 24 secondary schools and nine upper secondary schools in Sweden, as well as three British secondary schools in Twickenham, Hampton and Ipswich. In the autumn of 2011, the first American school based on Kunskapsskolan’s educational model will be opened in New York City. The 25th Kunskapsskolan school in Sweden will also be opened in Jönköping this autumn at the same time as the British Kunskapsskolan in Ipswich expands its academic programme to encompass two years of upper secondary school. 

				In each country, the students, on their own initiative, are applying for the opportunity for personalised learning at Kunskapsskolan. The growing family of Kunskapsskolan’s learning schools is modelled on the same educational concept, which is being evolved and improved by exchanging knowledge and ideas between the schools.

				All learning in Kunskapsskolan is based on the company’s values:

				

				1. ALL PEOPLE ARE DIFFERENT

				All people are different and learn in different ways and at different rates. It is our task to meet this challenge. Regardless of his or her ability, each student will have the right to a personal challenge every day.

				We are committed to providing comprehensive education for all young people without prejudice to race, gender, ability, disability, religion, sexual orientation or socio-economic circumstances.

				We see no conflict between the obvious right of each student to receive an education adapted to his or her particular needs and the authority required by teachers to meet their responsibility to guide students toward successful outcomes.

				 

				2. CHALLENGING GOALS AND CLEAR REQUIREMENTS

				With the support of teachers who are well qualified, stimulating and have high expectations, each student will, through their own hard work, perseverance and ambition stretch their boundaries and learn more than they thought possible. We will highlight good performance as an example to be followed.

				We see no conflict between hard work and fun, independent learning and good order. We are not a permissive school that passively waits for students to develop an inclination to learn.

				

				3. WE EDUCATE FOR LIFE

				We will prepare students to live and work in the modern, global society with its ever-changing challenges and difficult choices. “Education for life” gives students the ability to see context and patterns, understand and interpret events, take decisions and make choices. It is a driving force for a continual deepening and broadening of their knowledge, skills and understanding.

				

				4. “LIFE IS WHAT I MAKE IT”

				We will give each student a foundation for personal development where self-discipline, self-knowledge, sense of responsibility and confidence in one’s own ability provide the basis for a constructive attitude, the essence of which is that “life is what I make it”. 

				Kunskapsskolan follows the national curriculum, participates in national tests and applies the national grading system. What differentiates Kunskapsskolan is its educational model, with students setting goals and developing strategies to meet their goals – the starting point for all work performed in school. The teachers, the timetable and the learning spaces are adapted to the individual needs of the students – the heart of Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme. This is the opposite of a traditional school, where the teachers, schedule and premises set the stage for a standardised film showing with the students as the audience. At Kunskapsskolan, the students play the leading role. They are the leading characters.

				Some people feel secure about going to a school that has fixed classes following a common schedule. Giving students too much “personal” time in school, without teacher-led instruction, has faced strong resistance. Kunskapsskolan also opposes this, but believes that teacher-led instruction can be made better than teacher-centred instruction with static classes and timetables. 

				At Kunskapsskolan, each student follows a personal timetable. At the same time, each student has much more time to spend with the teachers, compared to students attending municipal schools. At Kunskapsskolan in Sweden, the teachers devote at least 27 out of 40 working hours to teach the students, as against an average of 20 out of 40 hours for teachers in municipal schools. A Kunskapsskolan school spends half as many hours on administration as a municipal school.

				“We have created a new learning system in which every student can learn more than he or she thought possible,” says Peje.

				In scholastic achievement, Kunskapsskolan has a higher grade point average than comparable municipal schools and Kunskapsskolan’s academic track record in national tests is higher than the average for Sweden. More student time per teacher, and a personalised approach to learning, are producing results that Kunskapsskolan willingly lets others examine.

				“The more open comparisons, the better,” says Peje.

				For each learning task and grade, there are clear requirements for what students are to achieve at Kunskapsskolan. Course goals and grading criteria are detailed on Kunskapsskolan’s online resource, the Learning Portal, which also contains learning tasks and resources for lessons. 

				The resources on the Learning Portal are updated to ensure that students always have access to the latest texts and exercises. The teachers at different Kunskapsskolan schools collaborate to develop the Portal’s content and students can access these resources from a computer wherever they have an Internet link. No other school uses a similar approach to secure the quality of its education. By collaborating on the Learning Portal to prepare curriculum and lesson material, the teachers gain time that they can devote instead to teacher-led instruction of students.

				Kunskapsskolan is used to combining modern technology – such as the Learning Portal, remedial software for students with reading and writing disabilities and other new methods for computer-based working – with classic coaching of the student by the teacher. The purpose is to make maximum use of school time and keep the student’s learning programme up-to-date. 

				The significance of technology for schools is increasing in step with technological improvements and can raise the quality of teaching. New tools are emerging for displaying graphic material, video clips and interactive learning exercises that make schoolwork more fun. Technology makes it easier to adapt the learning process to the abilities of each student. Different people use technology in different ways. Today, Kunskapsskolan schools have an average of one computer for every five students. The Learning Portal is constantly updated. Kunskapsskolan is flexible toward future and yet unknown steps in technology development.

				Peje is driven by the desire to improve learning. All employees at Kunskapsskolan share his passion. Thanks to the freedom of choice in the school system, everyone in Sweden now has access to better education and innovative learning methods. Kunskapsskolan operates under natural pressure to offer an education that is appreciated and demanded. A Kunskapsskolan school is managed like a company and its operations are based around what the customer – the student – wants. Students, teachers and parents make comparisons with competing schools. Competition stimulates the schools to improve and paves the way for establishing different types of schools with different offerings for different people. People who do not feel at home in Kunskapsskolan can go to another school.

				“There are highly skilled people all over the planet and there are many different and intelligent ways of working. The one thing that always goes wrong is when people build systems that are too big and think they can maintain control,” says Peje.

				Peje’s goal is to make Kunskapsskolan the best education provider in Sweden and see the company expand step-by-step at home and in other countries. There is keen interest in the world for the educational model that Kunskapsskolan was able to introduce in Sweden after the free school reform. Together, with almost 40 schools in three countries today, Kunskapsskolan is strong as a whole. 

				New Kunskapsskolan schools mean several more schools that teach and inspire one another to use the best working methods in various school areas. By continuously benchmarking performance against the most successful schools in the company, and setting goals on the basis of their achievements, Kunskapsskolan can transfer knowledge and maintain high pedagogical quality. As more schools utilise best practises, productivity will increase. Productivity here, as defined by Kunskapsskolan, means a higher number of satisfied students and better attainment results. More schools in more countries means that students at Kunskapsskolan receive an education that is relevant for the future in a globalised world.

				“There is a growing need to share a common knowledge base with people from other countries and Kunskapsskolan offers an education model that can be used all over the world,” says Peje.

				 Improving education is one of the most important social issues in the world. Those in power face the alternative of relying on excellent private schools for the wealthy, or letting all children in society attend a good school.

				“A free school system with freedom of choice is a democratic issue to me. We should have the right to choose our education just like we have the right to vote,” says Peje.

				In 2011, Kunskapsskolan will be operating in three countries. Before long, Peje hopes to start schools in yet another country on a third continent – Asia.

				“As I see it, this will be a very interesting challenge for Kunskapsskolan to leverage its unique learning model, in combination with new technology, to take up the cause of education in the fastest growing region of the world,” says Peje.

				His dream – where all people are allowed to be different – is coming true.
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				CHAPTER 2

			

			
				Cause and effect

			

			
				“Gods meant as much to the Greeks as soap opera stars do to us nowadays,” says Karin.

				She is giving a lecture on Ancient Greece to two Year 7 base groups assembled in the round auditorium called the Arena. Fifty students are sitting in the crescent-shaped seating area with notepads in their laps. Karin draws parallels to today’s social debate about equality between men and women:

				“If you girls had lived in those times, you would have been married by now. Becoming someone’s mistress would be the only way to make a career as a woman,” the teacher says.

				The Arena on the ground floor is the heart of the school. Its sides are lined with glassed-in rooms, where two to six students can sit and work together separately, but in plain view. The open areas around the Arena have been divided into learning spaces for mathematics, Swedish, English and other modern languages. Students are sitting at individual computer workstations in the loft section above the Arena. There is a three-dimensional pulse to all the activity. The bright room, with its large, blue background walls, is filled with the buzz of murmuring voices. All of the school’s students in Year 6, 7, 8 and 9 mix and mingle here. The overall impression is one of friendliness, with no dividing lines between grades. Teachers circulate around the learning spaces and work areas. In a large room called the Student Office, ten students are seated at a table, reviewing English prepositions with their teacher. They are discussing the difference between “in” and “at”.
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				These learning spaces are all crucial for realising Kunskapsskolan’s concept to give students an education based on personalised learning. The premises are the platform that allows students to work in different ways to meet their different requirements and ways to learn. 

				Lists are attached to the back of a bookshelf filled with English literature of various levels of difficulty, from “Winnie-the-Pooh” to “Jane Eyre”. Here, students write up times for presenting their step work. Teachers and students can also make appointments to review assignments and compositions. Karin, the humanities teacher who was lecturing on Ancient Greece, belongs to a team that includes another Karin, who teaches Swedish and English. The latter is sitting next to Simon to review his Swedish assignment – writing a diary. Simon is in Year 6 and this is his first term at Kunskapsskolan. Karin reads a sentence aloud that is so long that she almost runs out of breath before she finishes it.

				Karin: “Do you hear what is missing when I read this?”

				Simon: “Yes, the sentence needs several full stops.”

				Karin: “How did you like working on this type of assignment?”

				Simon: “It was fun.”

				Karin: “What was the purpose of giving you this task?”

				Simon: “So I could learn from it.”

				Learn what exactly? How and why? Karin asks these questions openly to Simon, who has to mull over his answers. Karin explains the expression “to dissociate oneself from something” because Simon had used it in the wrong context. 

				Karin: “Can you ‘dissociate yourself’ from a person or a political party. Do you understand my question?”

				Simon: “Yes.”

				Karin: “Are you sure?”

				Simon: “No, not really.”

				Karin explains what she means by rephrasing the question.

				Simon: “OK. So, if I ‘dissociate myself’ from something, it means that I don’t want anything to do with it?”

				Karin: “Exactly.”

				Simon’s assignment is now corrected. He has also learnt from his mistakes. When students present their work for a step, they have to manage all parts of their presentation before the teacher considers the step passed. If one part is considered incomplete, they have to meet again with the teacher to make an additional presentation. In her last step, Madina made many spelling mistakes in English and Karin will give her a new spelling test after lunch.

				The students choose where they want to sit and work. They can sit in the learning spaces around the Arena, in the cafeteria or the library. It is difficult to feel lonely at Kunskapsskolan. Your friends are always nearby. The school’s working methods encourage the students to mingle with others, talk and learn together. Oscar does not miss the classroom at his old school.

				“Here I’m allowed to sit and study with my friends, even if they don’t belong to my base group,” Oscar says.

				Despite the buzz and constant movement in the room, he does not find it hard to concentrate on his schoolwork.

				“I have to work. Otherwise, I’ll fall behind,” says Oscar.

				Oscar went to a municipal school from Year 1 to Year 5. In his opinion, he is learning more at Kunskapsskolan and believes it is because he now understands why he is being given various assignments. That was not the case at his old school.

				“Here it’s all about cause and effect,” says Oscar.

				Although his last school had a larger number of teachers, he did not get the same good help as he receives at Kunskapsskolan.

				“We had two or three teachers in the classroom, but they were too busy taking care of the rowdy students. We have a smaller number of teachers here, but we still get more help. All we have to do is ask,” says Oscar.
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				What is the hardest thing about Kunskapsskolan? Oscar chews over the question. Finally, he replies, saying that it is a little tricky for him to keep track of everything in his timetable by himself, such as his lessons, personal coaching sessions and scheduled step work. He says he just cannot “go with the flow” like in a traditional secondary school. Oscar thinks the personal coaching sessions support him in an important way, because they enable him to manage his timetable and assignments.

				“They help me keep track of what’s going on and indicate if there’s something I need to change,” he says.

				Karin expects Oscar to take initiative and be an active participant in the personal coaching session. She wants him to tell her what he needs to do, and to explain how he has planned his work for the coming week. By giving students more influence, they are expected to assume greater responsibility.

				“That’s what makes Kunskapsskolan different from other schools,” says Oscar.

				“And I think it’s also one of the most appealing things about Kunskapsskolan,” says Oscar’s father.

				“In the future, there will be no one to tell you what to do,” he continues.

				In the school’s education model, Oscar works towards personalised goals and he is expected to plan how he will meet them. With a concept like this, his father thinks Kunskapsskolan is similar to a modern workplace.

				“Oscar has discovered how he wants to learn. He sits and works with one task at a time. In the beginning, he let things interrupt his work, but now he knows exactly how to get his learning tasks done,” says his father.

				As a parent, Oscar’s father also realises that he has to keep up with his child’s schoolwork and make sure that Oscar does what is required of him. Sometimes he feels the teacher should have kept a better eye on things, such as when Oscar was falling behind in Spanish and did not actually deal with the problem until his father had discovered in Oscar’s logbook that he had not finished the tasks he had planned. The logbook gives parents insight into their children’s work. It allows them to participate in their child’s schoolwork, react to it and be a driving force behind it, when needed.

				There are four base groups in Year 7 and Karin heads one. Oscar is one of 22 students in her group. Karin is a member of the teaching team for Year 7, although the school does not divide classes strictly by years. Later in the day she will teach steps 11 and 12 in Swedish. Step 11 deals with the differences and similarities between Swedish and Norwegian. Step 12 provides a broader perspective on the history and development of the Swedish language. Students in Year 7 and 8 will attend the session. 
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				When a first-term student in Year 7 has been tested on what he or she has learnt in step 12 about usage and history of language, and passes the step, he or she will be given the grade “Passed with Merit” (“Väl Godkänd” in Swedish). If the student has started Year 8 and has not progressed further than step 12 in this subject, he or she will receive a lower grade – “Passed” (“Godkänd”). To get “Passed” in Sweden, the students have to demonstrate that they have learnt everything required of them up to step 20 when they finish Year 9. To get “Passed with Merit”, the students must complete step 30. To get “Passed with Distinction” (“Mycket Väl Godkänd”), they have to finish and pass all 35 steps. 

				Dividing subjects into steps allows students to study at their own pace and thoroughly learn a subject before they proceed to the next learning level. In Kunskapsskolan’s educational concept, 20 completed steps are worth more than 35 steps that are rushed through and may result in many gaps in understanding. It is also more valuable for the student’s long-term learning ability.

				Karin believes the greatest difference between being a teacher at Kunskapsskolan, and teaching at a traditional school, is that she does not have a fixed classroom where she spends her entire day. She works everywhere in the school. The place changes with the planning. The timetable for the day will not be set until the morning of the same day, when the teachers meet in work teams. The teachers report on what they have to do that day, and they check that their activities will not conflict with another teacher’s. The schedule for language and physical education classes is fixed for a few weeks at a time. All other sessions can have varying times, such as lessons and lectures with teachers, workshops and personal coaching sessions. The overall impression is that the students can get hold of their teachers anytime. Teaching sessions are adapted to suit the student’s current situation.

				“Meeting the students and caring about them is the most important thing,” says Karin. 

				After lunch Karin gets together with six students who need extra help with English. They sit in the room belonging to Åsa, the special needs teacher. It is free that afternoon. They have been meeting for this extra study session at least once a week ever since the students started Year 6. These students need to have close access to an English teacher when they encounter difficulties, so they will not lose interest. The students are chatting loudly and giggling. Nathalie’s friend would preferably like to talk about the horses at the local stables. Her assignment is to write a composition about a jumping competition. Over the next 30 minutes, they learn new things in spite of the buzzing atmosphere.

				Karin: “What’s the English word for the Swedish word ‘tävling?’”

				Nathalie: “It’s ‘competition.’”

				Nathalie thinks English is the hardest subject. Actually, everything in school is rather challenging to her. That is why she chose Kunskapsskolan.

				“I need more time to learn things and I knew I would get the chance to learn at my own pace here,” says Nathalie.

				She says the teachers have time for her questions and they give her good answers.

				“They always want me to ask questions and they don’t get grumpy if I ask the same thing several times,” Nathalie says.

				Planning her own time is the most fun thing to do. If she does not feel like working on a particular subject, she can put it off until later, when she does. Nathalie follows a set plan for the term, which largely schedules how she spends her time at school, but the plan also gives her some freedom to decide how she will perform her day-to-day learning tasks. Nathalie can choose how she wants to work and where, in order to give her peace and quiet to study.

				“I don’t like to work in complete silence – I prefer to hear some noise or sound in the distant background. That’s when I learn best,” she says.

				In the morning, Nathalie jots down her plan for the day in her logbook. At the end of the school day, she records her thoughts on what she has learnt during the day. Nathalie says that students in her base group write so much in their logbook that the page reserved for these reflections is just not big enough. Karin has therefore given them an extra notebook. On Friday afternoons, they write a long summary of the week’s activities in these notebooks.

				Studying enough at home is the most difficult part of schoolwork, Nathalie believes. She lives outside Enköping. Her sister is a former student of the school. 

				Nathalie’s mother tells us that they prefer Kunskapsskolan’s approach to education, which puts students at the centre and evaluates their progress individually, on their level. She believes the school has a sound attitude that stimulates the students. Students are not considered to be unsuccessful just because they are having a difficult time learning a subject. Kunskapsskolan ensures that no student gives up on school. For example, if a student is having reading difficulties, the most important thing is that the student continues to read and it makes no difference what, or how much, the student reads. Nathalie’s parents’ experience from the last school was that the teachers were incapable of giving Nathalie the support she needed to manage everything on her class’s common schedule. Instead of explaining things patiently, they just gave her the answers. They lifted her over the threshold to the next level of difficulty, but without letting her understand what she had done first. The difference at Kunskapsskolan is that Nathalie now does her learning tasks herself and understands them. The teachers stimulate her to do the work.
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				“I was surprised when Nathalie came up to me one day and said she had figured out a way for her to learn English,” her mother says.

				She feels Kunskapsskolan values her opinion highly. She can always call or e-mail one of the school’s staff members.

				“It’s easy to reach Karin – Nathalie’s personal coach. If I e-mail her in the morning, I usually get a reply the same afternoon. I get the impression that Kunskapsskolan is a modern workplace,” her mother says.

				She likes the fact that Nathalie has goals for each subject because goals give her daughter clear guidelines for performing her schoolwork. The goals are based on discussions between Karin, Nathalie and her parents. 

				Moa’s father agrees that goals are good, but he also thinks it is virtually impossible to discuss “reasonable” goals for a student who is just starting Year 6. Learning how Kunskapsskolan operates, and talking about the student’s prerequisites at school, is more important in his opinion. Deciding reasonable goals for each subject only becomes completely relevant when the student starts Year 9, he believes. Karin takes this one step further. She admits it is “hopeless” to set goals for Year 6 because the students have been attending Kunskapsskolan only for a short time. The students and the teachers have to get to know one another before they can discuss what reasonable goals might be, and how challenging the student wants to make these goals. 

				Karin has several students who tend to perform better when they set slightly lower goals that they feel comfortable with. Moa has “Passed with Merit” as the goal for most of her subjects. She hopes to get “Passed with Distinction” in several subjects but has deliberately lowered the bar so she will not be disappointed if she cannot clear it.

				Personal coaches get to know their students as individuals. Their contacts deepen throughout the students’ secondary education. Karin has worked at Kunskapsskolan Enköping since the school opened in 2001. Teachers who enjoy working at Kunskapsskolan, who stay a long time, raise the quality of the school’s personalised learning approach to education. 

				Moa’s favourite lessons are chemistry, mathematics and Swedish. In addition to learning subjects, she especially learns how to take responsibility at Kunskapsskolan, she says. Moa is pleased that she is now better at planning her time. She concentrates on her schoolwork best during the morning and thinks it is a good idea that school ends early. The students start school at 8:45 a.m. They end at 1:30 p.m. on Mondays and Fridays, and at 3:25 p.m. on other days. 

				Moa goes to swim practice almost every afternoon. After Year 9, she wants to attend an upper secondary school with a sports specialism, perhaps in the town of Uppsala. Although school sometimes interferes with swim practice and competitions, sports stimulate Moa to do well at school and her teachers understand this completely, she says. Sometimes they give her more time to do her assignments if swimming should get in the way. In the opinion of her teachers, the most important thing is that she remains motivated, and the interest in swimming, in Moa’s case, is essential for sustaining her motivation.

				“If I get sick and can’t go to practice – but still feel well enough to go to school – I really start to lose my motivation and become restless,” she says.

				Moa’s father knows what is most important for his daughter to take with her when she graduates from Kunskapsskolan:

				“That she understands the benefits of an education and the advantages of learning new things; that she is stimulated to ask questions while she learns, not solely for the purpose of getting answers, but to also contemplate them; that she can see what is true while also doubting things that feel corrupt or false,” he says.

				Getting Moa to take responsibility for her own studies is partly his task as a parent, he says. It is not the easiest thing to do, he admits, because parents are not pedagogically trained like teachers. He sometimes thinks it is difficult to help Moa with her school work in the right way, so she can understand it. It can be tough establishing the right level of help and having reasonable expectations, he says. If he helps Moa with arithmetic, he might introduce mathematical terms that she will not learn until she starts Year 9. The school’s structured step curriculum, in mathematics and languages, offers good support. Goals that students are to meet on their level are specified for each step. However, students and parents also have to be schooled in Kunskapsskolan’s personalised learning concept.

				“It will be easier for Moa to help her children when they start Kunskapsskolan,” says Moa’s father.

				“Being able to answer all your child’s questions is not the most important thing – it’s all the discussion around the questions that counts,” he continues.

				Kunskapsskolan is situated in a brick building by Enköping’s central station. It is the only independent free school in town. Several teachers live in other communities and commute to Enköping. The students are from Enköping and the neighbouring municipality of Håbo. 

				Compared to the municipal schools in Enköping, Kunskapsskolan has achieved very good grade results since it started in 2001. In spring 2010, Year 9 students graduated with a grade average of 227 points – the second highest grade point average in the municipality and far above the point average of the other schools in the municipality, which ranged between 183 and 203 for Year 9 students. In addition to the high academic score, the good working climate and atmosphere at Kunskapsskolan Enköping have also been praised. In the school’s most recent student survey, 92 percent of the students thought their school had good teachers. An equally high percentage, 92 percent, replied that they get the help they need to reach their personal goals. On the whole, these results have given the school a fine reputation in the area.

				Victor and his family moved to Enköping ten years ago. His father understood that Kunskapsskolan was a popular school. His neighbours and other people in the community spoke enthusiastically about Kunskapsskolan – how professional the teachers were and how friendly the ambience was. For the autumn term, the school can accommodate 90 new students in Year 6. More than twice as many students normally apply for admission, which is based on the time the students submitted their application. 

				When Victor’s family visited Kunskapsskolan, they were delighted with the school’s attitude toward learning in practice. They applied for a place for Victor on Kunskapsskolan’s website.

				“The concept is incredibly beautiful. Teachers, students and parents work in harmony. But it also puts tough demands on the teachers, students and parents for everything to work effectively,” says Victor’s father.

				Victor was given a place at Kunskapsskolan, but his father was not sure if his 12-year-old son could cope with the school’s approach to working with personal goals.

				“My delight was mixed with anxiety,” he says.

				Year 6 was a test. The parents wanted to see if Victor could do well at Kunskapsskolan and if he liked going to the school. Diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia, Victor requires more support than other students to manage school. At his former school, Victor had been given the assistance he needed. The main problem was that his teachers did not have the patience to let him learn at his own rate. He received too much help, not too little.

				“They did things for me, instead of teaching me how to do them myself,” says Victor.

				Victor uses a speech synthesiser to convert computer text into speech. He also works with traditional textbooks to supplement his computer-based curriculum on the Learning Portal. He also gets regular help with reading from Åsa, the special needs teacher. They take turns reading their way through a story, with Victor reading one page aloud to Åsa, and Åsa reading the next page aloud to Victor. Today Victor’s proficiency in Swedish is equivalent to the grade “Passed with Merit”.

				“Swedish has become more fun since I started at Kunskapsskolan,” he says.

				Because Victor has goals for his subjects, he knows how hard he has to work and how much support he requires. At Kunskapsskolan, they help set a reasonable level for his schoolwork – one that he can manage according to his abilities. 

				Teachers tell him that the most essential thing is that he does his schoolwork himself. It is unimportant if he does not progress through steps at the same rate as the other students. Considering that Victor has ADHD and is dyslexic, his father thinks his son’s goals are rather tough. Victor sometimes has difficulty keeping up the pace required at school and consequently has to work more at home than other students aiming to achieve the same goals.

				“We encourage him to study a lot at home,” says Victor’s father.

				Although Victor is responsible for completing the learning tasks planned in his logbook, he does not always feel capable of taking the type of initiative required by his work, even if he knows that it is for his own good. When this happens, it is important that his teachers and parents are there to boost his motivation.

				“We asked Victor if we should set lower goals for him, but he wants to keep them as they are,” his father says.

				“When I’m tired, I take a break. When I get my energy back, I work more,” Victor explains.

				His father had doubted that his 12-year-old could meet personal goals. Now he notices that the system works. The reason, he believes, is that goals are broken down into short-term goals for one day at a time. On a daily basis, Victor sees exactly where he stands in relation to his goals for the week, term and year. Every new step forward indicates if his longer-term goals are reasonable. 

				Victor’s father believes Victor is performing especially well in maths and languages, which are studied in steps. The study period involves 35 steps in all from Year 6 to Year 9. Victor and the other students work towards personal goals. They each decide and plan the number of steps to complete by graduation in addition to the first 20 steps required for the grade of “Passed”. When Victor finds something difficult in a step, he spends more time studying it before proceeding to the next. Knowing is more important than doing. At Kunskapsskolan, knowledge is built on a stable foundation at the student’s own pace. No one is forgotten.

				In his logbook, Victor notes how he is progressing towards his goals. Victor, his parents and Karin can suggest changes. Victor translates learning tasks into a few sentences that describe, for example, what he is to study, how many maths problems he needs to solve and which exercises to do.

				“I get an immediate response, which I never got at other schools. When Victor was in Year 1 to 5, an entire term might pass before we heard that something had to be changed. We knew he was having some problems at school, but the teachers never dealt with them by consulting us in a clear manner,” says Victor’s father.

				Now he keeps abreast of Victor’s schoolwork by reading his son’s own daily notes in the logbook. If Karin thinks he has to change his work somehow – revise a goal or his approach to studying a subject – everything is stated right there in the logbook. Victor’s father e-mails Karin if he is wondering about anything.

				“If I was a teacher, I would like to work at Kunskapsskolan,” says Victor’s father.

				Victor wants to work with technology in the future. When he starts his upper secondary education, he wants to study something technical, maybe at a Kunskapsskolan upper secondary school. As noted earlier, his father was concerned about Victor managing Kunskapsskolan’s learning approach and enjoying the school. His doubts are now erased.

				“Grades, but also my desire to do well in life, are stimulating me to work in school. If I want good grades, I have to study a lot. But I’m having fun at the same time. It’s a super school,” ends Victor.
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				CHAPTER 3

			

			
				Life is what I make it

			

			
				Lisa turns quickly through the school door at a slight jog. She does not want to be late for registration of her base group at 8:40 a.m. Ms Rooney, the base group teacher, accepts no excuses for arriving late.

				“EVERY STUDENT WILL STRETCH THEIR LIMITS AND LEARN MORE THAN THEY THOUGHT POSSIBLE,” beams the large poster that Lisa passes on her way up the stairs.

				The teachers support and stimulate learning at Twickenham Academy. In return, they expect the students to maintain discipline and show respect for the code of conduct. The morning starts with roll call to see if anyone is absent.

				“Lisa,” calls out Ms Rooney.

				“Here, Ms,” answers Lisa.

				The students address female teachers as “Ms” and male teachers as “Sir”. When addressing students and one another, the teachers only use first names.

				“If I’m good and do what the teachers say, they’re nice to me in return,” says Lisa.

				The base group meets for 20 minutes every morning. After roll call, they all watch the news on television. Two mornings a week they read books until 9:00 a.m., when they take their seats in the mathematics room for the first session of the day.
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				Lisa’s base group started in Year 7 in the autumn of 2010. Her group is the first in the UK to be educated according to Kunskapsskolan’s learning concept. Twickenham Academy has five classes ranging from Year 7 to Year 11. Kunskapsskolan’s methodology was gradually introduced within each new class starting at the Academy. This autumn, students starting Year 10 will also start to follow Kunskapsskolan’s personalised learning style of education. In the autumn of 2012, all of Twickenham Academy will be a Kunskapsskolan learning school. Step subjects and theme courses, with personalised coaching and curriculum on the Knowledge Portal, will be the base for schoolwork, exactly like in Sweden.

				“I like studying subjects in steps because I can focus on one thing at a time. Maths is my favourite subject,” says Lisa.

				She has reached step 12 in maths, which is algebra. In the UK, each subject consists of 40 steps, compared to 35 in Sweden. There are several more steps per subject in the UK because Kunskapsskolan here covers five years of secondary school, compared to four years of secondary education at Kunskapsskolan in Sweden. Another difference is that students in the UK study science subjects in steps, while in Sweden, the natural sciences are taught in courses combined with several subjects based around a common theme. Social science, technology and the arts are taught in theme courses in both Sweden and the UK.

				Twickenham Academy is situated next to the national rugby stadium in Twickenham, a large suburban town in the borough of Richmond upon Thames in southwest London. The Academy previously profiled itself as a school with a sports specialism, where students devoted much time to sports parallel to studying theoretical school subjects. Lisa has a big sister who has finished secondary school here. Her sister told her that Twickenham was a rather ordinary secondary school to her.

				“It’s not like that at all. I can do sports, but I mostly learn subjects like maths,” Lisa says.

				She wanted to be an Olympic gold medallist in track before. Now she has changed her mind and wants to be a lawyer.

				“I like presenting arguments and finding solutions to things,” says Lisa.

				She is 12 years old. In the UK, children start school at a younger age than in Sweden and most of them are therefore 11 or 12 when they begin Year 7.

				“I don’t think school is difficult. I study two hours a day at home. If I get stuck on something, my parents help me,” says Lisa.

				As in Sweden, Kunskapsskolan’s students in the UK have logbooks in which they record their goals and their strategies to meet the goals. If students lack the time for an assignment during the school day, they note it in their logbook as homework. In contrast to Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden, British students have traditionally had work to complete specifically at home. At the new Twickenham Academy the amount of homework will depend on how far the students have progressed in their step and theme studies and the quality they are aiming to attain, which varies from student to student. The notes in the logbook tell parents exactly what their children must do for after-school work.

				“I check the logbook regularly and my husband is completely hooked on it,” laughs Lisa’s mother. 

				Lisa’s father prints out extra exercises from the Knowledge Portal so Lisa can practise what she is expected to know in step or theme courses. Sometimes her father puts together his own test to see what she has learnt.

				“A child’s ability to perform increases dramatically if you make a small extra effort at home,” says Lisa’s mother.

				Her parents also make sure that Lisa does some of her schoolwork during the weekend so she will not lose focus.

				“Just to freshen up her memory,” says Lisa’s mother.
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				All students have personal goals that they set together with their personal coach and parents. The “Black Piste” at Kunskapsskolan academies in Sweden – the name of the study path aiming for the “Passed with Distinction” grade in the Swedish grading system – has been translated to “Gold” in the UK. The “Red Piste” at Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden, for accomplishing the grade of “Passed with Merit”, is called “Silver” in Britain. The “Blue Piste”, aiming at “Passed”, is called “Bronze”.  

				The British names have associations with medals of different value. Students who are aiming to achieve the highest grades on departure from the school work towards a gold medal and the top centre position on the prize podium, while students who feel a subject is difficult may choose a slower path to ensure getting Bronze. Students collect medals for all their steps and for each subject in a theme course. Students enter their results in their logbook and the teachers compile them in the Educational Documentation System (EDS), where all information and data on student goals and grades are electronically stored. The teachers enter the results after each completed step, adding at the same time comments to suggest how students could improve their performance in the subject. The personal goals of the student are the target of the improvement process.

				“I aim mostly for Gold. I like to challenge myself,” says Lisa.

				Her mother likes the new system of Gold, Silver and Bronze medals as a means to measure student performance. She feels it stimulates her daughter to do her best. When Lisa gets a Gold medal, she wants another and is prepared to do what it takes to get it.

				“Goals enable Lisa to stay focused on what she has to achieve. If she doesn’t concentrate, she knows there is a risk she will fail to win her medal. I see how satisfied she is when she’s on the right track, and how happy she is when she gets her Gold. It’s an excellent method,” says Lisa’s mother.

				When Lisa came home from school yesterday, she enthusiastically asked if her mother knew that there were jobs in which people could earn more than 600 pounds a week if they had a good education. Lisa’s mother was pleasantly surprised. She had never heard her daughter reflect before on the value of going to school.

				“If she really wants something, Lisa now realises she can get it. She is already working today for something that she wants to accomplish in life. That gives her an invaluable head-start,” says Lisa’s mother.

				The British school system includes several compulsory examinations that Kunskapsskolan students in the UK are also required to take. At the end of Year 11, the GCSE awaits them (General Certificate of Secondary Education). Lisa’s mother believes Kunskapsskolan’s teaching methodology will make it easier for her daughter to pass the GCSE. The new learning methods at the Academy allow Lisa to prepare for the exam in her own individual way throughout her years at the school, until the day she has to take the GCSE.

				“Already in Year 7, she knows exactly what she’s good at and what she finds challenging. She doesn’t just ‘go with the flow’ of the class like her sister did,” says Lisa’s mother.

				Ms Rooney, Lisa’s base group teacher, gives her a personal coaching session every week. It is a 15-minute one-on-one meeting.

				“We talk about things I’m good at and the things I can improve,” says Lisa.

				The coaching session takes place after the last session of the school day, which ends at 2:45 p.m. Every day, four or five students stay in their base group room until 4:00 p.m. They take turns walking up to sit by Ms Rooney’s desk. The logbook is the basis for their talk. Lisa and Ms Rooney start with the page on which students write down their thoughts and reflections about the past week.

				“Think of what you have accomplished this week and what you have been successful at,” says Ms Rooney.

				Lisa writes notes under the heading “What I have learnt this week”.

				“Was there something that didn’t work out as you planned?” wonders Ms Rooney.

				Lisa jots some more notes in the lower section of the page under “What I need to do next week to learn even more”.

				The coaching session is a regular opportunity for the teacher to catch up with the students and check that each one is keeping up with personal goals and the strategies to meet them. Lisa and Ms Rooney plan the coming school week on the next page of the logbook. Lisa writes down her personal goals and the strategies to reach them. The strategies are broken down into a specific plan for the tasks that week: “Work on step 12 in maths, learn five different symbols in religious education”, and so forth. 

				Lisa reflects again on the things that enable her to learn and how she retains this knowledge since starting at Kunskapsskolan.

				“I learn best when the teacher shows us an example. Then I can immediately see what I’m to do,” she says.

				Lisa’s parents have not thought about talking with their daughter about the way she learns. Her mother feels secure that Lisa, thanks to the personal coaching sessions, has access to another dedicated adult who can help guide her personal development and offer new perspectives.

				
					[image: 56290.jpg]
				

				“Sometimes it’s easier for a teacher to get through to the kids about things they don’t talk about at home,” says Lisa’s mother.  

				Twickenham Academy has eight base groups in Year 7. When the students study mathematics and other subjects in steps, they are split into eight new groups based on what they have mastered to date. One of the maths groups with 24 students working on higher steps is sitting in a room on the second floor. The air is stuffy because of the busy nature of their activities. The students roll up the sleeves of their blazers and knitted jumpers with Kunskapsskolan’s logo. The teacher opens the tall windows facing the yard to fuel the learning process with new oxygen. Most of the students are working on step 12 – algebra. A few are still on step 11, which involves numerical equations and learning how to round off decimals. 

				Around ten of the students have started to do the type of area and circumference calculations included in step 13. Each step includes a test with exercises taken from GCSE exams so the students can see where mathematical studies at Kunskapsskolan in the UK will eventually end up in four years. 

				Taroush has advanced the farthest and is now on step 15, which is based on knowledge gained in steps 11 to 14. Every fifth step is called a “project step” that ends with the students applying this knowledge in a project assignment. The project in step 15 involves designing and building a garden. The students are given a budget of 10,000 pounds. Using what they have learnt about geometry, they are to make sure that they can fit in a man-made pond, a sun deck, a paved walkway and garden furniture within a given area. The students are to calculate the size of things to determine what will fit. They are also required to keep costs within budget. How many paving stones are needed to build a garden path that is 60 centimetres wide and 9 metres long, if each stone measures 30 x 30 centimetres? How much more expensive would it be to purchase 25 square metres of oak instead of 25 square metres of pine for the sun deck? 

				The students discover that their knowledge of mathematics, which they have worked hard to learn, is applicable in real life. This inspires them to want to learn more and motivates them further before they progress to the next “block” of five steps that are more difficult. To proceed to the next block, the students require a minimum grade of Bronze on the project step.

				“BE ON TIME, BE ON TASK, BE PREPARED.” 

				Signs hang on the wall with clear messages for the students: 

				“ALWAYS DO YOUR BEST. SHOW RESPECT TO OTHERS AND THE BELONGINGS OF OTHERS. FOLLOW DIRECTIONS AND INSTRUCTIONS.” 

				When they pick up their assignment, the students also take scissors and glue sticks with them. Small square pieces of paper with mathematical quotients printed along the side – 1:3, 2:5, 7:10 and 1:4 – lie on the desk in front of the students. The idea is to place squares with the same ratios next to each other – for example, 1:3 next to 5:15 because they both correspond to one-third. The students glue the papers in their maths exercise book. Danielle thinks the teachers really know their subjects and make learning fun. She likes practical exercises and experiments instead of just “writing things”.

				“We get to use a Bunsen burner in chemistry,” Danielle says with delight.

				When she finishes school, she wants to open her own beauty salon. She does not mind that she and her friends have progressed through the steps differently, with some ahead of others and some behind.

				“I don’t like to compare,” says Danielle.

				Jared likes working at his own pace. At his former school, he was forced to sit and wait for the others because he finished ahead of them.

				“I can learn more at this school. I get to work in small groups together with students who are on the same level as I am,” says Jared.

				He has progressed further than anyone else in Year 7 within all subjects. His favourites are information and communications technology (ICT) and maths.

				“A few of the steps are pretty hard, so I have to spend more time on them,” says Jared.
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				He often finishes his schoolwork before he heads home. On days when the students do not have a scheduled coaching session slot, they can opt to stay in school until 4:00 p.m. and work. Jared usually sits in the library or in one of the computer rooms where he can use the online Learning Portal.

				“For the most part, I can easily find a computer to use when I need one,” says Jared.

				Because he finishes his assignments before going home, it is not all that easy for his mother to keep up with his schoolwork. Jared notes only a few things in his logbook. When his parents are wondering about something, they feel free to contact his personal coach.

				“We can always reach her by e-mail,” says Jared’s mother.

				Parents and coaches meet once a term to discuss the goals of the students and evaluate their progress towards meeting them.

				“The biggest difference between Twickenham Academy and an ordinary school is that Jared has an influence over his learning here. He’s responsible for accomplishing what he does at school and he can choose what suits him best. He will notice the benefits of this approach later in life,” says Jared’s mother.

				Everyone at the Academy is friendly, which makes Jared’s mother feels secure. She recalls that her own school was not so pleasant.

				“My secondary education hardly prepared me for the future,” says Jared’s mother.

				She appreciates that the school emphasises good performance as something to emulate.

				“It’s excellent that good work is rewarded. Jared is stimulated when he is given something that requires an extra effort. Just look at Harry Potter – even at Hogwarts, the students were awarded extra points when they answered a question correctly in class, or did something else well,” she says.

				At first she was unsure if Jared should start at Twickenham Academy. The family lives on the same street as the school. If he did not like the Academy, it would be easy for Jared to sneak home and play computer games instead of remaining at school.

				“But it’s quite clear that he enjoys being at Twickenham. I can see it on his face every morning when he leaves for the Academy and that makes me happy,” says Jared’s mother.

				Ms Moodley teaches ICT and food technology. She started teaching at Twickenham Academy in November 2009. When she applied for the job, she knew the school would soon adopt Kunskapsskolan’s education model, which Ms Moodley felt was a completely natural concept.

				“Kunskapsskolan injects life into everything the teacher’s role is conceived to be,” says Ms Moodley.

				She previously worked at two other secondary schools in Canterbury and central London.

				“This job is exciting. It’s challenging, of course, but it’s something that I absolutely want to be part of. Since I’m a new teacher at the Academy, I believe it’s easier for me to switch to Kunskapsskolan’s teaching methods, compared to some of the older staff,” she says.

				Setting goals, and determining the strategies for the students to meet them, is the heart of Kunskapsskolan’s personalised learning concept.

				“I like Kunskapsskolan’s way of using goals. Goals make it easier to stimulate the students, inspire the children and get them to stretch their boundaries,” says Ms Moodley.

				Only Year 7 is based around Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme for now. The new approach involves a new way of working for Ms Moodley as she now teaches subjects in courses coordinated with other subjects around a common theme.

				“It’s natural to learn subjects as they are connected in real life,” she says.

				Year 7 students are currently working on a theme titled “A Star”. The theme includes history, geography, religion, food technology, art, drama, music and dance. In history, the students study the qualities of people that earned star status during different historical periods. In religion, they learn about such “stars” and other symbols among believers. In Ms Moodley’s class, students familiarise themselves with star chefs. With inspiration from stars like Jamie Oliver, they are to prepare their own special dishes and present them in a recipe booklet. Twickenham Academy has a fully equipped kitchen for cookery sessions where 20 students can fix food at the same time.

				“Jamie Oliver never graduated from university yet became incredibly successful in his field. This is inspiring to the students,” says Ms Moodley.

				At the start of the lesson she spells out what is required of the students to achieve Bronze, Silver or Gold level for the day’s assignment. The students know what is expected of them and they know what they have to do to meet their personal goal. They do not have to go home and possibly fret over their performance that day and how it might impact a grade in the distant future. They get instant feedback instead.

				“When students see there is an immediate reward, they are motivated to improve their performance,” says Ms Moodley.

				She is satisfied with her last lesson, when Ms Rooney’s base group prepared their own recipes. All of the students managed to cook their own dish according to a level of difficulty that they had chosen themselves. Lisa fixed “pasta carbonara”. Danielle made chocolate-covered strawberries. To achieve Gold, the students had to work individually and make a dish that demonstrated their ability to use several techniques in the kitchen, such as boiling, frying and serving food elegantly. Not everyone got Gold, but not everyone expected to get Gold for their dish either. It was more important that they fulfilled their personal goal.

				“Kunskapsskolan takes into account that all students are different and learn in different ways and at different rates. My task as a teacher is to support the students and make sure that each has a goal that’s challenging but realistic at the same time,” says Ms Moodley.

				Base groups are taught parallel in the different subjects that make up a theme. While Ms Moodley’s group is testing what it is like to be a star chef, another Year 7 group is studying the symbols of Christianity. They switch subjects the following week. Although this requires more organisation on the part of the teachers to adapt to one another’s activities and develop a common schedule, the Learning Portal facilitates this co-ordination process. A team of curriculum leads for all of the UK academies develop the resources on the Learning Portal. Each academy has a teacher in charge of a specific subject who manages the school’s local work to develop new curriculum packages for the Learning Portal. All teachers can contribute new course and exercise material. They let other teachers at their school, and the other UK Kunskapsskolan academies, utilise their step and theme resources by publishing them on the Learning Portal. The content of the Portal is increasingly enriched this way. For example, there is no curriculum published higher than step 20 in maths because Year 7 students have not yet studied further than this step. As several more years are added, there will be greater possibilities to exchange course material between Kunskapsskolan academies in the UK.

				The Learning Portal in the UK cannot import content from the Learning Portal in Sweden, even if translations of the teaching material might be available in English. The UK schools use another course of study than Sweden and the Kunskapsskolan schools in each country follow their respective curriculum. However, the methods for building knowledge and providing a personalised education for students are the same for all Kunskapsskolan schools in all countries.

				“Being able to participate and influence the content of our education, and to develop exciting assignments and themes, is an incredible opportunity. At the same time, it’s a strength to know that we’re operating in the same fashion as Kunskapsskolan schools in other countries. Twickenham Academy is put in an international context,” says Ms Moodley.

				A student with a Bronze grade should of course strive to achieve a higher grade in the next step or theme course. The personal coach and student discuss the way to succeed. What can I do next week to learn even more? This question pops up during the student’s weekly personal coaching session. Ms Moodley is not a personal coach for Year 7, but she started to conduct personal coaching sessions with her own group of students in Year 10 when she saw how coaching helped Year 7 students develop. Older students who are not participating in the Kunskapsskolan programme at Twickenham Academy have been given logbooks to try out the idea of setting personal goals and planning strategies to meet them. The personal coaching session and logbook allow Ms Moodley to be in closer touch with her students. She can also get to know each one better, she says.

				“A personal meeting is incredibly rewarding. I gain deeper insight into the progress of the students and can help them more effectively,” says Ms Moodley.

				She is looking forward to the day when the entire Academy will join the Kunskapsskolan programme. Twickenham Academy is built like a traditional school with classrooms and corridors. Kunskapsskolan, with its learning methods, moved into a small area of the existing school but will constitute an increasingly large and noticeable part of the school in the next few years. In spring 2011, construction was started to completely transform the school by 2013. The present school building will be torn down and replaced with a new school designed specifically to support Kunskapsskolan’s learning approach. The British government has invested 22.5 million pounds in the construction project. Ms Moodley is obviously full of expectation about the rebuild, which will provide a new open learning environment for the students in the same way as Kunskapsskolan schools do in Sweden.

				“We’ll be able to introduce a more flexible timetable. The students will also have a greater choice of learning spaces to sit and work in. They won’t have to follow a timetable that’s the same for everyone, every day,” says Ms Moodley.

				Twickenham Academy can accommodate approximately 1,000 students. The new school building will be divided into three separate colleges. Students will attend all their classes within their own college, where they will also have their own dining hall. Each college will be as large as the average Kunskapsskolan school in Sweden with about 300 students. Year 7 to 9 pupils will be divided into Holmes College and Wembley College. All Year 10 and 11 students will go to Upper College.

				“When students belong to small groups, they feel a greater connection. The working methods and values will be the same for all three colleges,” says Ms Moodley.

				The students in Year 7 have prepared their special dishes and will now present them in the form of recipes. Sixteen students are all seated, each in front of their own computer. Ms Moodley uses a PowerPoint slide to show what the assignment is all about. The students are using special publishing software to create a design and add gridlines for an attractive layout with text and images.

				“On page two, list all the ingredients used in the recipe and describe how you prepare the dish step-by-step,” says Ms Moodley.

				She walks around, visiting the students at their computers, helping to edit photos and change typefaces. How much spaghetti do you need for four portions of pasta carbonara? Danielle has used Ms Moodley’s digital camera to take a picture of her chocolate-covered strawberries. Danielle enlarges the photo of the dessert and places it at the top of the first page of her recipe book.

				“Here we realise the concept of giving the students responsibility for their own learning. As a teacher, I have to encourage the students to assume personal responsibility and understand that my strength is my knowledge, not my power over the class,” says Ms Moodley.

				Toby is especially fond of theme lessons. He learns better when he works with practical exercises.

				“It’s also a lot of fun to go from room to room and meet teachers who are specialists in their subjects,” says Toby.

				He talks about Twickenham Academy’s “Rewards 4 Learning” system for students. When a student performs well – for example, by getting all right on an assignment, or helping a friend solve a computer problem – the teacher rewards the student with merits. The merits have no effect on grades but are recorded in the student’s logbook. When a student has collected ten merits, he or she can exchange them for a “Good News Slip”, which students save in their logbook. They use the slips like money to buy things in the school’s “Snack Shack”. The school donates various items to the Shack that can be exchanged for a certain number of Good News Slips. The most expensive item is an iPod shuffle, which students can “buy” for 20 slips.

				“I only need one more Good News Slip to get a football,” says Toby.

				Toby’s mother is in favour of the students converting good performance into things they want.

				“It’s great that the students feel like they have done something good. I have nothing against competition in the school because the students are only competing against themselves,” she says.

				She follows what Toby does in school by keeping an eye out for the moment he logs on to the Learning Portal at home.

				“Having a computer at home makes it easier to get the best out of Kunskapsskolan. In a short time, Toby has become skilled at using a computer and finding what he needs on the Learning Portal,” says Toby’s mother.

				She thinks the teachers clearly spell out for Toby what they expect of him. She has noticed that he has become more enthusiastic about his schoolwork as a result.

				“Toby is a happy boy when he goes to school and he seems to feel that his schoolwork has meaning. His personal tutor always makes sure that he stays on the right track and progresses toward his goals,” says Toby’s mother. 

				Ms Moodley knows it is difficult to change people’s opinions of how teachers should work in a school, especially if a teacher is used to traditional instructional methods characterised by unthreatened authority over the classroom. Teachers in the UK are used to having much power over the students. Kunskapsskolan’s educational concept invites students to share authority and responsibility in the school.
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				“When you let go of some of the authority and give students more freedom to learn, they will become more stimulated and surer of their knowledge. We’re in school for the sake of the students, not the teachers,” says Ms Moodley.

				She waves good-bye to us by the large poster in the entrance way that reminds us of Kunskapsskolan’s vision, whatever the country:

				“EVERY STUDENT WILL STRETCH THEIR LIMITS AND LEARN MORE THAN THEY THOUGHT POSSIBLE.”

				Ms Moodley now knows the direction Twickenham Academy will take as a school in Kunskapsskolan’s world. Her students know they have to perform to meet their goals. In the same way, she knows what she has to do to reach her goal as a Kunskapsskolan teacher.

				“Success to me means happy students with high ambitions, who feel valued and secure in school, and have fun when they do their work,” concludes Ms Moodley.
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				CHAPTER 4

			

			
				More than you thought possible

			

			
				One by one the teachers enter the work room they share and use on the second floor. Together, they make up a team – the work team for Year 8 at Kunskapsskolan Enskede, a suburb of Stockholm. 

				The time is a few minutes past eight on a Monday morning. On this first real day of winter, the teachers warm themselves with a cup of freshly brewed coffee from the café on the ground floor by the entrance. Anyone who wants an extra breakfast bite can choose a cheese sandwich from a tray. 

				Frost covers Sockenplan like a shimmering aluminium-foil blanket. On Mondays, the students start school at 8:40 a.m. During the rest of the week, they begin at 8:25 a.m. The teachers gather first in their teams before going out to welcome and join their base groups. There is one team for each year group in the school. The team for Year 8 has seven members who teach mathematics, English, Swedish, French, Spanish, German, the humanities, science and physical education. Two teachers happen to be sick at home that day, prompting some rescheduling of sessions. Martin, the team leader and a humanities teacher, promises to fill in the gap for a maths lesson later in the afternoon.

				The teachers give a status report on their subject areas. Martin tells the team that his next lecture will be on political revolutions. Sanna says a few of her students have fallen behind in Swedish. They still have some tasks to complete in step 11, but it is now high time for them to hurry up and get started on step 12 if they are to succeed in meeting the goals they have set with their personal coaches for the term. 

				Each teacher belongs to a subject team that includes staff members teaching the same subject to other year groups at the school. Martin’s subject team includes the humanities teachers for Year 6, 7 and 9. Sanna is a member of the subject team for Swedish. But together they comprise the work team for Year 8 and their mission is to ensure that Year 8 students get as much as possible out of their school year. The work team sticks together, as exemplified by the long row of colourful terry towels hanging in the bathroom for the work room: there is a towel with a personal colour for each teacher: red, blue, green, yellow, orange, black and turquoise. Their name is displayed above each hook. “MARTIN” can be seen on a name tag above the black towel.

				When everyone has been updated on each subject, the teachers move on to their main business – questions concerning everyday activities and life at school, how the students feel and any special events that need discussion. Friday is Parents Day, when the mothers and fathers of students are invited to the school to follow their child’s school work, eat lunch together and take the opportunity to talk with teachers about any matters they may be wondering about. Parents Day is most popular for the moms and dads of children in Year 6. By the time students reach Year 8, Parents Day tends to be a little embarrassing to them, Martin tells us. Students mature gradually and become more grown-up during their time at Kunskapsskolan.

				The teams for the year groups are spread over two floors. Year 7 and 9 students work on the first floor. Year 6 and Year 8 students share the second floor. The groups are divided to create optimum learning conditions. Younger children tend to be livelier and louder. If Year 6 and Year 7 students shared the same floor, the atmosphere would be noisy. When they are spread over two floors, it becomes natural for younger and older children to mix. The result is a stronger sense of community. The youngest students are given equal status on the team.  

				It is 8:40 a.m. and the students in Martin’s base group are sitting in an open room, located in the middle of the floor, which is used normally as a workshop for language studies. Since Martin’s colleague Niklas is on sick leave today, one-third of his base group students join Martin’s. The rest of Niklas’s students are divided up and assigned to other base groups. As a Kunskapsskolan teacher, it is natural for Martin to support all students in his work team’s year group, not just his own base group. 

				A total of 24 Year 8 students are seated around five tables and by computer workstations along the walls. Their first task will be to write a weekly plan. The students take out their logbooks. Martin reminds them that they only have six weeks left before the start of the Christmas holidays, which is why they have to focus on doing the right things to have time to realise their goals. How can the students take this into account in their weekly plan? In addition to weekly goals, the plan must include the student’s personal strategies to meet them. Example: “To have time to complete the assignments for the book I am reading in Swedish class, it is important for me to sit in a secluded area and finish reading the book undisturbed. How many pages do I need to read every day to finish in time?” Strategies are necessary tools for reaching goals. In the logbook, goals and strategies are outlined clearly.

				Martin turns on the television set when the morning news broadcast starts at 9:00 a.m. In Indonesia, 200,000 people have been evacuated to safety because of a volcanic eruption. After receiving a tip from the general public, the police has arrested a 38-year-old who is suspected of shooting innocent bystanders in Malmö. Every morning, the students watch and discuss current events for a while. The objective is to put schoolwork in a real context – to give students a wider perspective on what they are planning for the day’s activities. Today is Monday and the students will study maths and languages. 

				On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, the students study subjects in the step curriculum – mathematics, English, Swedish, French, Spanish and German. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, they study subjects in theme courses: the humanities and science. Physical education, music and the arts are also taught in courses scheduled over each day of the week. Students who have not completed their art and woodworking assignments are recommended by Martin to plan a workshop for this today. Maths is taught in 40-minute sessions. There are seven different mathematics groups on different learning levels. Martin notes the time for each group session. Although there are fixed times for sessions from week to week, changes to the schedule are not unusual. Every morning the students write a new plan for the day complete with goals and their thoughts on how they will work to meet those goals.

				Kalle believes he has become better at planning and working with goals since he started at Kunskapsskolan. Martin, his personal coach, can show him how to tackle each subject.

				“Martin is an expert on each subject step,” says Kalle.

				He applied to the school because his neighbour had attended Kunskapsskolan Tyresö, outside Stockholm, and told him it was a great school. In Kalle’s opinion, being allowed to work at his own pace is the best thing about Kunskapsskolan. At his former school, he sometimes felt his class was slowing down his progress.

				“Here, they specify everything you have to do in each step,” he says.

				He likes the fact that his progress is being evaluated in all subjects already in Year 6. 

				“It makes me work harder. I wouldn’t have completed the same number of steps otherwise,” Kalle says.

				Kalle’s mother says the best thing about Kunskapsskolan is that it takes every single student’s needs and differences into account. Everyone is “seen” as she puts it. She is struck by this every time she visits the school. Kalle has three half-brothers who are 7, 12 and 14 years older, so he is used to spending time with older friends and feels no need to be in a class with people of the same age, all the time. As a person, Kalle is secure and strong. Kunskapsskolan gives him an outlet to fully utilise his personality traits. He is allowed to choose the way he wants to work at school.

				“He doesn’t hang out so much with his base group friends, but he always has other people to work with,” his mother says.
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				Kalle describes himself as “a real sports guy”. In his spare time, he plays an indoor version of bandy called floorball and wants to study to become a physiotherapist. Kalle’s mother believes it is an advantage that he can learn to work with goals, and take responsibility to meet them, at an early stage of his life. This is the way life will be when the students have finished their schooling. She also says it is important for students to get help with developing their strategies to meet goals. Kalle needs help to plan his work for new steps and courses so he knows how much he will have to work every day, and every week, to finish these goals on time.

				After his morning meeting with his base group, Martin schedules his personal coaching. He sits down with Jesper in front of a computer and they log on to the Educational Documentation System (EDS), where Jesper’s schoolwork and grades are stored. Today, they are going to write a mid-term progress report and check how Jesper stands in relation to his goals for various subjects. Fifteen other students are seated around tables and in front of computers, working with different learning tasks. Students come and go in a steady stream. 

				Jesper is working on step 13 in maths, which is all about calculating probabilities: If he puts his hand into a bag containing three different types of jellybeans, how probable is it that he will pick out a red jellybean when the bag contains four black jellybeans, two yellow and three red? As Jesper is aiming for the grade of “Passed” in mathematics, he does not have to progress through the steps at the same rate as the students targeting a higher grade. 

				As a subject, the maths course involves completing 35 steps, just like the language curriculum, which students also study in steps. To get “Passed”, Jesper has to finish 20 of 35 steps before he ends Year 9. To succeed, he has set the goal to complete step 14 during the autumn term of Year 8. After that, he has three terms left to set various goals and progress through the remaining steps, which become increasingly difficult, stage by stage. Martin comments that the goal seems reasonable but advises Jesper that he should give more priority to maths.

				In the personal coaching session, the teacher gives feedback on the student’s schoolwork, discusses the student’s strategies to learn, and encourages the student to move forward in his or her work. Martin wants the students to use the coaching session to focus on areas that need the most improvement. In the EDS, he records comments, pointing out what each student must do to meet his or her goals. The comments are given during the coaching session, but also spontaneously to students during the course of the school day. The students and their parents can log on to the EDS anytime to review this digitally stored feedback.

				Through the window Martin sees a few students who have left the schoolyard and are standing around a clump of trees by the buildings across the road. In a traditional school, it would be odd if some students took a break while others worked. At Kunskapsskolan, the students get a 15-minute break in the morning, a lunch break for 45 minutes and a 15-minute break in the afternoon. In the morning, the students decide when they want to take a break and record the time in their logbooks. The rest of the day is dedicated to schoolwork. 

				The students are responsible for studying their subjects in workshops when they do not have timetabled lessons with teachers. The Kunskapsskolan education model is based on students realising that they are in school for their own sake and have teachers at their side for assistance. 

				Martin walks to the “Curie Room”, where he is going to substitute for Niklas and teach his colleague’s maths lesson. The glassed-in room has 20 workplaces and is named after French Nobel Prize-winning scientist Marie Curie. At Kunskapsskolan Enskede, the “Dalén Room” has also been named after Swedish Nobel Laureate Gustaf Dalén. Maths is taught in different sessions for the different steps. Year 8 students are divided into seven maths groups depending on their skill level in mathematics and their grade goal – “Passed”, “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction”. Jesper is working on step 13 in maths, while some of his base group friends have already started calculating fractions in step 22.

				On Mondays, each group has a 40-minute session in maths at a different time. Martin notes this on the whiteboard when he meets with his base group for assembly. He also writes that Group 1 in Swedish has a session from 11:00 a.m. to 11:40 a.m. Students needing extra support to achieve the grade of “Passed” in the humanities can attend a session scheduled from 1:10 to 1:50 p.m. Timetabled sessions provide the basic structure for the students’ school day. To meet their goals, it is important that they also use their remaining unscheduled time effectively for individual learning tasks. If a student cannot keep up with the curriculum at Kunskapsskolan, the most common reason is lack of motivation. To meet their goals, they first have to want to realise them.

				“On the other hand, motivated students are not limited in any way to advance as far as they want,” says Martin.

				Eddy finds it tough to plan his time. He has experienced a bad autumn term as a Year 8 student. He has fallen behind in his schoolwork and he is distracted by his friends. He is having a difficult time finding his motivation. Students who have serious problems concentrating can request a timetable with a larger number of teaching sessions scheduled at fixed hours, Eddy tells us. But he still wants to succeed and graduate from Kunskapsskolan because he knows it will give him an advantage when he starts upper secondary school, where he will be required to manage his own schedule and focus on the right things, with no one looking over his shoulder to check up on him. Eddy transferred to Kunskapsskolan after the autumn holiday period in Year 6. His mother wishes he had gone to the school from the start. Year 6 is the year that students and parents typically use to familiarise themselves with the educational concept that makes Kunskapsskolan unique.
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				“The team working with Eddy is fantastic, but he must decide for himself how he should manage his time properly at school,” says Eddy’s mother.  

				A traditional school, with classroom instruction all day long, might be more appropriate for unmotivated students, Martin believes, although he hesitates to say this. He does not want to lose a student and he considers it his job to stimulate the students to stretch their limits and achieve more than they thought possible. Students at Kunskapsskolan have a unique opportunity for personalised learning, which is something a conventional school cannot offer. Compared to traditional schools, students at Kunskapsskolan are given more time with their teachers – all according to Kunskapsskolan’s basic educational philosophy.

				“If your personal coaching is successful, you become an important grown-up in the student’s life,” says Martin. 

				Elin is aiming for “Passed with Distinction” in most subjects. She is sitting in a workshop for English, studying together with two friends from another Year 8 base group. At Kunskapsskolan, students get used to working together constantly in a sense of community. They help each other with their step course work. They learn more by discussing and turning exercises over in their mind and explaining things back and forth. Elin’s friend knows what the English word “wasp” means in Swedish. When Elin hears the meaning of the word, she understands the context of the text she is about to translate. You can see that they stimulate each other’s learning when they sit and work on different subjects at their own pace, separately, yet together. They work like people in a modern workplace. Calling students “co-workers” at a Kunskapsskolan school hardly seems far-fetched when you see the students in action during teaching sessions, and when they work more individually in workshops.

				Elin says she performs better when she is allowed to take responsibility for her own work. At her previous school, she had to sit and wait for her classmates to finish their tasks before she could move on to the next.

				School ends already at 2:00 p.m., except on days when the students have personal coaching sessions and stay until 3:00 p.m. Elin likes the length of the school day at Kunskapsskolan.

				“It means I focus even harder when I’m here,” she says.

				She wants high grades in secondary school so she can get into a good upper secondary school. After she graduates from upper secondary school, she wants to study at a college or university abroad, preferably in the United States. This has been her goal for a long time.

				Elin’s parents can see how their daughter enjoys school. They are pleased that their child is permitted to excel at Kunskapsskolan, without being labelled a “swotter” or “study freak”. They notice how she gets help from her teachers when she needs it. Elin’s parents read her logbook and Martin’s weekly letter to keep up-to-date on activities at the school. They participate in progress tracking reviews each term to discuss Elin’s goals. She has a younger brother who attends a municipal school where students also set personal goals, yet the parents still feel there is a big difference between the two institutions. At Kunskapsskolan, all schoolwork is pegged to goals. Elin’s teachers immediately confirm where she stands in relation to her goals – something other schools might forget, or lack the time to do, says Elin’s mother.

				“At Kunskapsskolan, the teachers are committed and seem to enjoy helping the students. Elin feels she can talk with any teacher, not just her personal coach. All adults at the school are aware of her as a student,” says her mother.

				Elin plays football and trains track-and-field sports as extra-curricular activities. The school caters to her interests and lets her stay in school for her extra hour of personal coaching on an afternoon that suits her football practice. Getting into the habit of planning her time, so everything works smoothly, is something her parents know will be useful in later life. Elin learns how to control her own time. She checks that activities do not conflict and she organises her life to have enough time to manage everything.

				 Is it easy to get good grades at Kunskapsskolan? No, it is hard and requires a lot of work to achieve the highest grade, “Passed with Distinction”, Elin feels. Martin and the other teachers evaluate student performance on the basis of Sweden’s national curriculum to guarantee correct grading. What makes Kunskapsskolan special is the school’s method of testing what students have learnt, which differs from the practice of traditional schools, where written tests are mainly used to measure a student’s knowledge. At Kunskapsskolan, students can sometimes choose if they want to take an oral or written test, but this does not mean it will be easier to get a good grade, Elin says. Martin agrees. The task of the teacher is to identify the student’s learning abilities. “Knowing” is more important than “doing” in Kunskapsskolan schools.

				In his role as personal coach, Martin tells the students what they need to learn and know for a certain grade. The students are responsible for meeting their goals and the decision to acquire the necessary knowledge is all their own. Teachers can only help them along the way. To make students feel surer about their responsibility, Martin usually reminds them that they should never measure their performance against another student’s. At Kunskapsskolan, students only compete with themselves.

				“I tell students that the most important thing is that you feel you have done your best on graduation day,” says Martin.

				Every student can make the best of his or her abilities. Year 8 students will also be invited to attend an exhibition on upper secondary schools this year where they can see living proof of where their schoolwork can take them – if they want to, and decide to.

				Kunskapsskolan Enskede has developed a number of resources to help students who are experiencing problems at school. One fourth of the students in Year 8 receive some type of extra support. Martin does not believe that students have a bigger need for help at Kunskapsskolan, compared to municipal schools, but he says that a municipal school is not capable of providing extra support to as many students as Kunskapsskolan can. Extra support may involve arranging several more study sessions for subjects that a student finds extra challenging, engaging a special needs teacher for help, or increasing the frequency of personal coaching sessions.

				Sofia has a reading and writing deficit. In her former school, she usually skipped doing arithmetic problems in her maths book to avoid being slower than the other students. That school was all about keeping up, not learning. She did not understand what she was doing in maths. When she started Year 6 at Kunskapsskolan, she felt that mathematics was meaningless. She is in Year 8 now and thinks maths is fun. Sofia progresses towards her term goals at an even rate. Her personal goals guide her work. Her mother notices a big difference.

				“She knows that goals make a difference and she becomes more stimulated as a result. I can see she has a burning interest in things,” says Sofia’s mother. 
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				Sofia’s mother was a little sceptical about choosing Kunskapsskolan for Sofia. Her sister finished Year 9 at Kunskapsskolan last spring, but was more ambitious in school than Sofia, her mother explains. When she started at Kunskapsskolan, Sofia and her parents met with the school principal, counsellor and special needs teacher to discuss how they could help Sofia with her schoolwork. They agreed on developing a personal plan for Sofia to cope with school. This plan includes support from Catrin, the special needs teacher, a few times a week. 

				Now Sofia is doing amazingly well at Kunskapsskolan. Her parents felt that she was not being judged for what she knew at her old school. The teachers were only concerned with her bad spelling. No one asked her if she knew more about a subject than what she demonstrated in written tests.

				 “At Kunskapsskolan it feels like the teachers want me to succeed,” says Sofia. 

				Sofia’s mother follows her schoolwork mainly by checking her logbook, which sets out what she has for learning tasks to perform at home, even if Sofia would say she has no homework. Her mother finds it easy to get hold of Martin, Sofia’s personal coach, by phone or e-mail, should she want more information than what is noted in the logbook.

				“I get 100 times more information here than from other schools that Sofia and her sister have attended,” she says. 

				Seeing that her daughter enjoys school is the most important thing to Sofia’s mother. There is no bullying at her school. If students misbehave, they are the ones who are questioned.

				“All students fit in. There’s room for all different styles and personalities,” says Sofia.

				She likes drama lessons but does not believe she would make all that much money if she worked in the theatre. This is why she is planning on applying for the science study programme in upper secondary school.

				“It opens all doors,” says Sofia.

				At Kunskapsskolan, slower students are not isolated in a special group. Catrin, the special needs teacher, participates in day-to-day school activities along with the rest of the teaching staff. She coaches students individually and works with learning disability questions together with teachers and parents. Her job is to support schoolwork by leveraging each student’s full potential and finding ways for students to learn and apply their knowledge. The goal is to help many students, not just those who have been diagnosed and documented earlier with special needs. The most important thing is to find solutions and alternative working methods that ensure that no student runs into a wall, Catrin explains.

				The special needs teacher, together with the teaching staff, is responsible for supporting all children who have reading and writing deficits at school. All students starting Year 6 meet with Catrin for an interview, screening and a reading test to see how each one reads, writes and understands written text. The purpose is to detect students who need extra support and to start working with them from the very beginning. Some students are examined later by a speech therapist to determine if they have dyslexia as a learning disability. The goal here is also to ensure that these students can work to achieve higher grades. 

				“I never think that a student should aim only for ‘Passed’ as a grade,” says Catrin.

				Instead, she considers other ways to test a student that might reveal more of the student’s actual abilities and knowledge. Kunskapsskolan strives to determine what a student knows from several different angles.

				“We have happy and successful dyslectics in our school,” says Catrin. 

				She is part of the school’s “student care team” whose other members include the principal and assistant principal, and the school counsellor and nurse.

				“I’m proud of what we have accomplished,” says Catrin.

				In her opinion, people who apply for a position at Kunskapsskolan are not your everyday teacher – they are persons who are committed and like the school’s educational model. Personalised learning gradually allows students to meet goals that they thought were impossible.

				Kunskapsskolan Enskede has competition in the community. Students can choose from many municipal and independent free schools in the area. Kunskapsskolan has managed the competition well – all year groups are fully enrolled. The waiting list for the Year 6 group starting in the autumn of 2010 was the longest since the school opened in 2001. 

				The good academic performance of the students is one reason why many young people and their families have become interested in the school’s educational offer. In spring 2010, Year 9 students graduated with a grade point average of 249, corresponding to an average grade of “Passed with Merit” in all subjects. This was the highest grade point result for schools in Enskede. As many as 98 percent of all Year 9 students graduating in the spring of 2010 qualified for Sweden’s national upper secondary education programmes. 

				As a personal coach, Martin has to strike a balance between encouraging students to go for high grades and not setting the bar too high. In Year 6, it may be appropriate to encourage a student to achieve “Passed with Distinction” in all subjects. But in later year groups, the coach may have to take measures and lower the student’s goal, reducing it to a reasonable level. The teacher is a mentor for inspiration as well as a realistic navigator.

				Students usually drop by and visit Kunskapsskolan after they have graduated from Year 9. Several 16-year-olds have taken the underground to Sockenplan to thank Martin for teaching them such a good way to work. Some of the students tell him that they are still using a logbook to plan their time. Some feel that they cannot do without their logbook as a tool to structure their goals and develop strategies to meet them.

				“The students don’t really realise until later that they have acquired a work methodology here,” says Martin.  

				On Friday afternoons Martin and the students gather for the last base group meeting of the week. They all sit around the same tables in the workshop where they started the previous Monday. The students take out their logbooks and reflect on the past week. How did I achieve my weekly goals in each subject? Why? Why did I not accomplish them? What did I do well this week? What will I improve next week? 

				Outside the window, a new string of blue train cars stops at the local station. But Kunskapsskolan is not just a station – it is a milestone in the life of its students.
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				CHAPTER 5

			

			
				Challenging goals and clear requirements

			

			
				Oliver: “I could push myself harder.”	

				Ms McMahon: “How would you do that?”

				O: “I could put more work into each assignment and concentrate better on what I have to do.”

				Ms: “Do you mean at school, or at home?”

				O: “Both.”

				Ms: “How was your final presentation last Thursday on the Middle Ages theme?”

				O: “Better than I expected. I got Silver.”

				Ms: “So what will be your goal for the new theme you’ll be starting?”

				O: “I think I’ll go for at least Silver.”

				Ms: “What would be a good strategy to ensure that you really achieve Silver?”

				Oliver: “Listen to everything the teacher says.”

				Oliver is having his personal coaching session with Ms McMahon. She leads Oliver’s base group in Year 7. They are sitting by a large aquarium in the science room – the room Ms McMahon uses for personal coaching sessions, as it is convenient. Ms McMahon is a science teacher, a job she carries out parallel to her position as personal coach for one of the school’s base groups. Outside the window, a flock of birds rests on the football pitch, warming their feathers in the slanted rays of the afternoon sun. Oliver and Ms McMahon are both sitting on high stools at one of the laboratory workstations. 
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				Oliver’s logbook lies open on the table between them. There is a green-coloured speech balloon on the wall above the table and its text, in bulging letters, projects the following message: “Action: I should continue working hard and find out how to improve my target level.” 

				A red balloon underneath gives students a clue as to how they can accomplish what the green one says: “Action: I need to ask my teacher how to improve.” The two balloons summarise the basic aim of the personal coaching session.

				“That’s good, Oliver – you now have a personal goal for the new theme. Do you have any goals set for your step subjects this week?” asks Ms McMahon.

				“I’m going to start step 3 in science today,” replies Oliver.

				Oliver takes a blue ballpoint pen and writes in his logbook – under the heading “My goals for this week” – that he will work with step 3 in science. Ms McMahon reminds him that the Student Council has started a competition for the base groups in which students are to read as many books as they can in one month. The students are also to find a sponsor who will give them a small amount of money for each book they read. The money will be donated to a charity chosen by each base group. All base groups are entitled to send a student as their representative on the Student Council. The next meeting of the Council is in a month and the representatives are to report on how much money they have collected. The base group that has collected the most will win a secret prize. Ms McMahon’s base group has decided to give their money to the Teddington Animal Rescue Centre, an organisation that helps abandoned pets to find new homes. Under the heading “My goals for this week” Oliver fills in “Collect money for charity” in his own flourished handwriting.

				Ms McMahon takes a stack of books out of her shoulder bag. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “The Great Gatsby” is balancing at the top of the pile above David Attenborough’s “Life Stories”. There are eight books in all. 

				“Wow!” exclaims Oliver when Ms McMahon tells him that she has read all eight books while commuting by train to the Academy during the past two weeks.

				“You’ll have time to read several more if you choose shorter books. How many books do you think you could read in one month?” asks Ms McMahon.

				“Three,” says Oliver after thinking a few seconds.

				Under the heading “Tasks: What are you going to do to meet your goals”, Oliver writes: “Choose short books and read at least 25 pages every evening.”

				The logbook records all of Oliver’s work at the Academy. Completing steps and acquiring new knowledge provide the inspiration for new attainment goals and strategies. There is a box in the logbook that students check every day to indicate their presence. Oliver has checked every one since he started at Hampton Academy last autumn.

				“I even went to school for two days with a cold. I didn’t want to stay home. I wanted to come here and learn things,” says Oliver. 

				The cover of Oliver’s logbook is purple, indicating that he goes to Wordsworth College. Hampton Academy consists of three colleges named after British poets and writers who are all associated with the Thames River, close to the school: Wordsworth and Conrad for Year 7, 8 and 9, and Kipling College for all students in Year 10 and 11. Wordsworth’s colour is purple, Conrad’s green and Kipling’s black. The colour of the logbook shows which college the student belongs to. The school dress code is the same for all three colleges to show that the students attend the same academy. The older students were given the opportunity to design the new dress code, which was introduced at Hampton Academy when it adopted Kunskapsskolan’s education model in September 2010. 

				Kunskapsskolan’s logotype is displayed on each item of clothing, with each being black and featuring green and purple details – the signature colours of all three colleges. The students have some choice as to which items of clothing they wear and in which combination – a plain polo shirt with or without cardigan, or a plain white shirt or blouse with V-neck jumper, or a shirt, tie and blazer. 

				Oliver wears a black sweater with Kunskapsskolan’s logo in green. The sweater is V-neck with purple and green stripes framing his white shirt collar. He also wears black trousers, black socks and black shoes. 

				The school’s clothing is the same for girls and boys. Girls decide if they want to wear a skirt or trousers, as long as they are black. Very thin and light leggings are not allowed: “These do not look smart and give the wrong message,” writes the principal in a letter about the dress code policy to parents. 

				The students may wear one small stud in each ear, but no other piercings. The dress code also states that extreme hairstyles and colourings are incompatible with the learning culture and environment. Discreet makeup is allowed.
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				The dress code makes it easier for the students to concentrate on learning, explains Ms McMahon. In a recent discussion with the principal, the teachers pointed out that the personal coaching session should also focus more on learning. The private thoughts and problems of the student outside school should not disrupt the 15 minutes given to each student for their weekly coaching session, which is to focus on the student’s learning, explains Ms McMahon. Not every parent has the possibility to give this type of coaching to their children and help them with schoolwork.  

				Most parents care how their child is doing at school, but they still may be familiarising themselves with the step and theme curriculum and how it works. Oliver’s mother tries to get as much involved in his work as she can. She wants to understand better how the students work with goals and strategies, what step and theme courses are, and learn the other new terms associated specifically with the Academy’s school activities. When Oliver comes home from school, she takes a look at his logbook to see what he is expected to do for homework. Last week Oliver had homework every single day and it took two hours each evening.

				“If nothing is written in Oliver’s logbook, and he doesn’t remember what the teacher said, I usually e-mail the teacher and ask. We normally get a reply the same evening,” says Oliver’s mother.

				She thinks the logbook is a good tool, although Oliver forgets to record some things now and then.

				“The logbook is an excellent way for Oliver to learn how to plan, even if he doesn’t always enter things perfectly. It helps Oliver and me to focus on the right things,” says Oliver’s mother.

				The logbook will be given a new layout design in the autumn. There will be a special heading for homework each week to remind students that they must not forget to note their assignments. There will be a clearer distinction between the goals for the week and what they are, and how the weekly goals are to be met. Some parents usually write notes to the personal coach in their child’s logbook. Ms McMahon believes this is a good way to communicate and has suggested that the logbook contain a special section for the parents to conduct a dialogue with their child’s personal coach.

				Ms McMahon does not hesitate to say that parents play a crucial role in Kunskapsskolan’s educational approach. The methods require students to work at home with the tasks they have started during the school day. 

				In contrast to Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden, learning at Hampton Academy in step subjects such as science is not as yet as personalised. The students are divided into groups with other students who have the same goals, which allow them to progress through steps at about the same rate.

				When Ms McMahon gives a science lesson, the students in the room work on the same steps. She does not start with the next step until everyone has finished the preceding one. However, students can move to another class if they are working faster or need to spend more time on a step. In order to proceed as planned, the teacher tells the students how far they should work individually until the next lesson. The school day is divided into five sessions, and when they have ended, the students are expected to work independently, just as they do at Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden.

				“I was only worried about one thing when I heard about Kunskapsskolan’s learning methods – that Oliver would be left to do his steps all by himself. I was pleasantly surprised that it didn’t turn out that way, and he didn’t have to be responsible for his entire personal timetable. On the other hand, the methods require that everyone does their individual assignments so that no one has to wait for the others to catch up,” says Oliver’s mother.

				Oliver is the youngest student in Year 7. He turned 11 two months before starting here. Oliver and his parents had visited a few schools in the borough before selecting Hampton Academy, and they are satisfied with their choice:

				“Oliver has to apply himself, but he does well. Dividing schoolwork into steps helps. I want his sister to start here later,” says Oliver’s mother.

				Oliver has always been the youngest in his class because he was born during the summer and started school during the second half of the year when he had just turned five. Children born during the second part of the academic year usually do not begin school until the year they turn six. This means that Oliver is almost a full year younger than other students in his class.

				“If you can’t learn at your own speed, you fall behind in school,” says his mother.

				When Oliver did slip behind in school, she was faced with a dilemma. She realised he needed more time than his friends to grasp things. At the same time, she was worried that he would be at a disadvantage if he could not keep up the same pace.

				“It’s important that he gains the knowledge that the rest of his school years will be based on,” she says.

				Kunskapsskolan’s Hampton Academy solved her dilemma. Here, Oliver can learn at his own speed but he can also be sure to get the education he needs. Oliver might not advance as far as the fastest learners during the five years they will spend at the Academy, but he will have the time to study everything thoroughly and understand the subjects. 

				When Oliver and his friends started Year 7 last autumn, they had to take mathematics and science tests to check what they had learnt beforehand. Some students went directly to step 6 in maths. The most important question was this: how fast did the students think they could move through the steps? How many steps did Oliver think he could manage in maths during the first term? There were 40 steps in all and how many did he believe he could complete in five years?

				Ms McMahon has 17 students in her base group. In October, when half the term had passed and the students knew the results of their first work on the steps, they each sat down for a 20-minute progress tracking review with Ms McMahon to decide on their personal goals. The parents were invited to attend. Oliver’s mother was upset and startled when Ms McMahon suddenly asked him where he thought he would be in five years.

				“That’s an impossible question. No way can an 11-year-old predict the grades he will achieve when he takes his final examinations at the age of 16,” says Oliver’s mother.

				She believes the students might become discouraged if they think they are expected to give a serious answer to such a difficult question. Just reminding them of all the work they have to do over the next few years would be enough to weary them. 

				Oliver’s mother was also afraid that a five-year goal would put a label on Oliver’s head that would stick there no matter how he developed at school. In two years, he might no longer be the quiet student struggling just to pass a subject. Would the goals for a previously “slow student” still apply and overshadow his changed performance later? And what would happen when Oliver’s sister starts at the Academy in three years? Learning comes easy for her and she often excels at everything she does. Surely she and her personal coach would want her to achieve the highest grades possible, in all subjects, after five years. Would such high expectations push her too hard?

				Ms McMahon is eager to sort out the misunderstanding. She agrees that it is difficult, if not impossible, to set five-year goals for students she has just gotten to know. But goals can be changed anytime. The main thing is not to set the right goal and then strive to attain it at any cost, but to always have a goal, and be able to relate it to other goals, in order to see where the student is headed. 
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				Setting goals at Kunskapsskolan is a process for everyone to engage in – students, teachers and parents – to learn what reasonable goals are. Twice a year, in October and March, the students and their personal coaches thoroughly assess where they stand in relation to their goals and check if any goals need to be changed. The main point is to verify that the results of the students are in line with their long-term attainment goals. The goals can be changed on spontaneous occasions, as long as the student, coach and parents agree.

				“For example, Harry dropped by yesterday during his break to tell me that he wanted to discuss his goals,” says Ms McMahon.

				In connection with goal assessments in the spring, Hampton Academy conducts an annual survey of students and parents to track and measure their satisfaction with the school. This is the same procedure used by Kunskapsskolan in Sweden. The purpose is to establish a basis for setting the goals for the teachers’ work with students, as expressed in grade performance results as well as the degree of satisfaction among students and parents. 

				Like all other UK students in secondary education, Kunskapsskolan’s students have to take GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) exams at the end of Year 11. The results of the GCSE exams, which are reviewed and graded externally, constitute the student’s final grades. This differs from the practice in Sweden, where grades develop on a continuous basis – as the sum of all schoolwork performed by the students during their years at Kunskapsskolan – and are set by the student’s own teachers. Those writing the curriculum for Kunskapsskolan in the UK therefore face yet another challenge. In addition to assuring that students gain fundamental knowledge in their work through steps and themes, the Academy also has to make sure that this knowledge is in agreement with the requirements for grades that students aim to accomplish on the GCSE exams. The knowledge and skills have to be secure enough so that students can pass the examination – the main element of their final grading.

				Subject teachers at Kunskapsskolan’s academies in the UK have jointly outlined the rate at which students need to complete steps and themes to receive various final grades on the GCSE exams. Mathematics and English are compulsory GCSE exams for all students. Students can choose to take GCSE exams in several other subjects, depending on what they want to continue to study and the admission requirements for that particular education. Passing five GCSE exams, including English and mathematics, at a grade C is usually the minimum requirement for continuing studies in the UK.

				When students and their coaches discuss long-term goals, they base them on the final grade that the student aims to achieve on the GCSE exam. Grade C indicates that the student has achieved a good level in the subject, while A* is the highest grade. The coach explains to the student what the grade goal will require in terms of the student’s learning rate and quality of work. To get a C on a GCSE exam in maths, the student has to complete 30 out of 40 steps, usually achieving a Silver level of performance throughout, before the student is ready for the examination. To get an A*, the student has to finish all 40 steps, with a consistent Gold level of performance. The student and coach jointly decide on what is reasonable. If Oliver says he wants an A* on his GCSE exam in science, Ms McMahon would tell him that he has to finish step 3 by the beginning of March and that all step work has to maintain the highest standard – Gold. Oliver could have decided that a top grade in science is his real goal, and to achieve it, he needs more help and to put more of his own time into the subject. Now Oliver feels uneasy about this. He aims for a lower grade on the GCSE in science and works to get Silver on his exercises and tests. 

				Oliver’s mother now has a milder view of the five-year goals. Oliver meets his personal coach once a week, which feels secure, she says. The coaching sessions focus mainly on the level of his goals and the strategies to achieve them. During the coaching session to prepare for the Middle Ages theme, Ms McMahon wondered what grade Oliver aimed to get. Oliver replied Bronze, corresponding to “Passed” in Sweden. Ms McMahon disagreed, telling Oliver that he could definitely get Silver, the equivalent of “Passed with Merit” in Sweden. He succeeded by a good measure.

				“In other schools, what the teacher believes about a student’s abilities is based primarily on the student’s past performance. At Kunskapsskolan, the student’s personal goals are the controlling factor. The student has more power over his or her learning. My task is to give guidance to the student to set realistic goals,” says Ms McMahon.

				Contacts with fellow teachers are necessary to enable Ms McMahon to coach Oliver in several other subjects than science. The three-college structure of the school allows the teachers to work in teams so they can collaborate more closely and more easily. It becomes clear which teachers will be responsible for seeing that the students of Wordsworth College learn more than they thought possible.

				Oliver’s mother has nothing against grading the students’ work in terms of Gold, Silver and Bronze. In her opinion, it makes no difference if the various levels of difficulty had been termed the Black, Red and Blue “pistes”, as they are called at Kunskapsskolan in Sweden. They have the same significance, which the students must be aware of to plan their work. Students in the UK aiming for Gold, or wanting to take the Black piste for the “Passed with Distinction” grade in Sweden, face more difficult challenges. The best thing students can do at Kunskapsskolan is to take on personal challenges and meet them. When they do, it makes no difference if the “ski run” is Blue or Black, and the medal Bronze or Gold. Each step in a subject involves fundamental knowledge that all students must acquire. The strongest students, those aiming for Gold, add to this learning by taking on increasingly difficult assignments involving analysis and more individual work. Students who have not progressed as far will focus on basic learning. Even if they are given the lowest grade, they gain the essential knowledge they need to move on to the next step. Each student builds his or her learning on a stable foundation.
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				In science, students aiming for Gold, Silver and Bronze are instructed in different groups, not preventing students in a Bronze group from getting Silver or Gold for their schoolwork. Students switch groups when their results and goals change. Oliver has just switched from the Bronze group to the Silver group. The students take a test at the end of a step to check what they have learnt. They are also assigned a project that proves their ability to analyse and use their knowledge in a specific context. When Oliver performed brilliantly in one of these projects, Ms McMahon thought he should change groups.

				“I don’t mind pushing myself harder. I want a challenge,” says Oliver.

				Oliver now has a more mature attitude when he thinks about his abilities and he has become better at presenting his thoughts and work during his first year at Kunskapsskolan, says Ms McMahon. Oliver leads the discussion during personal coaching sessions, which has given him a taste for speaking in front of others.

				“When I finish school, I want to act, preferably in the theatre,” says Oliver.

				At Kunskapsskolan, students get more than a secondary school education in maths, English and science. They also learn how to organise their work independently, make decisions and choose pathways that guide them to their future. Students might not be able to exactly describe how Kunskapsskolan develops them. They will not discover certain characteristics of their personal growth until later in life, when they encounter similar situations and will be expected to take responsibility and find strategies to meet personal goals.

				Each student has a weekly 15-minute coaching session. Ms McMahon meets four or five students in the science room, one at a time, Tuesday through Thursday from 3:00 p.m. to 4:15 p.m. These coaching sessions take four work hours per week.

				“There’s a problem only when students forget their time slot. It’s difficult to find other times during the week for a personal tutorial session for those who miss their regular appointed time,” says Ms McMahon.

				Kunskapsskolan’s teachers spend more time with students than teachers at other schools. In order to have enough time to devote to teaching, less time is spent on preparation and administration. This is where the Learning Portal plays a key role. The Portal contains all resources used for teaching the students. All material for step subjects and theme courses is available on the Learning Portal, ready for subject teachers to use in their lessons. On the Portal, Ms McMahon can also see what her students are doing in other subjects and get a helicopter view of their work before she meets them for personal coaching. The content and design of the Learning Portal is being constantly developed to stimulate the learning process. Ms McMahon thinks it is a good idea for parents to get into the habit of logging on to the Portal so they can help their children better with their schoolwork. Oliver’s mother has not yet tried the Learning Portal and would like the Academy to give the parents an introductory course on it.

				Ms McMahon assures us that parents will soon get their introduction to Kunskapskolan’s world on the Internet. The system for compiling the student’s results, the Educational Documentation System (EDS), first developed at Kunskapsskolan in Sweden, will soon be online. In the EDS, teachers record the results of students for individual assignments, projects and tests. They also enter information about the steps and theme courses completed by the students. The EDS indicates if a student is working on Bronze, Silver or Gold level. Teachers, students and parents log on to the EDS directly through the Learning Portal.

				“Parents will have the unique possibility to follow their child’s progress at school. The EDS also gives me a constant, up-to-date view of things as a personal tutor,” says Ms McMahon.

				The Academy’s library is equipped with 30 computers that students use whenever they need them. Tilly usually goes there in the morning before the first learning session starts.

				“It’s an advantage to have a computer at home, but we have good ICT systems here at school,” says Tilly.

				Tilly retrieves everything she needs for her schoolwork on the Learning Portal, where she can also see what she needs to know in different steps and what is required of her to get the grade she is aiming at. Tilly is a diligent student and wants to get Gold on her assignments and tests but thinks maths is a tough subject. To get Gold on a step in maths, she must have at least 80 percent right on her final step test. On the Learning Portal, Tilly sees the assignments she has to complete this week to stay on schedule with her planning. Students aiming for Gold progress faster than students going for Silver and Bronze. To get the top GCSE grade, a student has to complete 40 steps in a subject during his or her time at Kunskapsskolan, all with the highest grade.

				Tilly has worked her way through step 12, which is about algebra. At her maths lesson, the teacher logs on to the Learning Portal. His computer links to a projector that shows the step on a large screen on the wall. In the step, he clicks to a short film about equations.

				“When mathematicians talk about a number – any number at all – they write ‘x’. Think of a number, any one at all, then double it and add 3. How would that be expressed by a mathematician?”

				The teacher puts the film on pause and asks the students to write their equation in their exercise book. A boy in a short-sleeved Kunskapsskolan polo shirt uses his mobile phone to make reflections of the sun on the wall and does not bother to do the exercise. The teacher asks him to leave the room if he is planning on disturbing his classmates further.

				“As I have said before, the goal is to turn you into independent learners. You have to learn how to learn, in every situation, because the world out there is changing,” says the teacher.

				The sign hanging on the wall says that Kunskapsskolan students are expected to be “PUNCTUAL, PREPARED, POLITE, POSITIVE, PARTICIPATING AND PRODUCTIVE.” It is written in the same bulging bold typeface used on the sign in Ms McMahon’s room. Tilly explains that the “6Ps” mean the following: know where you should be, when and be on time; bring the correct equipment to all your learning sessions; be polite to staff and to one another; be ready to learn as much as you can in all learning environments; make sure you are involved and actively learning; and aim to achieve more than you ever thought possible.

				“They’re good things to follow,” says Tilly.

				Harry sits next to Tilly. He immediately figures out the right equation: 2x + 3. Harry believes he learns more when he is part of a group that has to meet high requirements.

				“You can learn what you need for Gold if you decide to go for it, even if you’re not on that level yet. I try to do my best in every subject,” says Harry.

				He feels comfortable with Kunskapsskolan. If he needs help at the end of a session, he asks for it from one of the teachers during the 20-minute-long morning break at 10:45 a.m., or after the last session at 3:00 p.m. He usually gets the assistance he needs by talking to his personal coach.

				“My tutor helps me express complicated things in simple words. She gets me to think that things are easy, even if they are really difficult,” says Harry.

				His parents support him in his schoolwork as well. 

				“They encourage me to be successful at school. You need both your tutor and your parents to do well at Kunskapsskolan,” says Harry.

				He wants to continue his studies at a university and then work with computers.

				“I’m pretty creative,” Harry says, before running down the stairs to lunch.

				Students eat lunch after the fourth session at 1:15 p.m. The school restaurant sells sandwiches, salads, pizza slices and hot meals. The students pay at a cash register, just like they would at a café in town. Approximately one-fifth of the students receive financial assistance to pay for their school meals because their families cannot afford it. They eat lunch at long tables that are rolled in and out of the school’s spacious first-floor assembly hall. Several teachers are seated at the tables. Ms McMahon is lunching on a curry with Brussels sprouts.

				“Bonjour la Classe!”

				“Bonjour Madame Habibi!”

				“Take out your logbooks, please!”

				French is the last lesson of the day. Students in Year 7 study both German and French. In Year 8, they choose to continue with one of the languages. The class is divided into two teams, Paris and Marseille. Madame Habibi poses questions to the students.

				“Sapphire, ça va?” 

				“Je vais très bien, merci, Madame,” says Sapphire.

				1-0 to Marseille. One of the students writes the score on the whiteboard. Sapphire likes French. Her 13-year-old elder sister usually helps her. They attend the same school.
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				Each school day starts with a 20-minute assembly in the student’s base group at 8:35 a.m. After that, schoolwork is organised in five sessions, each lasting 55 minutes. The students take a 20-minute break after the second session. After the fourth session, they break for a 40-minute lunch. Once a week, after lunch on Fridays and during the fifth and final session, all students in Year 7 attend workshops on science subjects until 3:00 p.m. They work more independently during these workshops and choose the room where they want to be, and the steps they want to work with. Teachers are on location to answer questions. The students are encouraged to take initiative and ask them. 

				Ms McMahon believes the workshops provide a good opportunity for the students to work on a more individual basis, and to get into the habit of concentrating their efforts where they are needed the most. As a teacher, she can be at the disposal of the students during a workshop because Kunskapsskolan has made the time available by reducing the time required for preparation and administration. The latter takes more time in other types of school.

				To create extra time, the teachers have to collaborate in a structured manner. Ms McMahon is part of a subject team along with other staff teaching science subjects at Hampton Academy’s three colleges. They work together to develop the curriculum for steps on the Learning Portal and exchange lesson material and exercises. When Ms McMahon does not have to prepare her own material for every single lesson, she gains time that can be devoted instead to coaching and workshops. One of the teachers assumes the main responsibility for each subject and in turn reports to the curriculum lead, who works across the academies to develop the entire new curriculum for Kunskapsskolan in the UK.

				“Kunskapsskolan has the structures in place so that school time is devoted to teaching and tutoring. That makes me feel like I’m an efficient teacher,” says Ms McMahon.

				Teachers of subjects taught in integrated theme courses (the humanities, arts and technology) collaborate in a similar way around the Learning Portal to develop the curriculum for the themes. The teachers alternate in the role of manager of an organised theme. Teachers at Hampton Academy usually have subject meetings with teachers at nearby Twickenham Academy who work with the same steps and themes. 

				All resources produced for steps and themes are made available on the Learning Portal, allowing the British Kunskapsskolan academies to share them, which is the basic concept of “the school as a chain business”, as first developed in Sweden. This exchange increases as more years are included in Kunskapsskolan. In the autumn of 2011, a new Year 7 will be started within Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme. As of September, students starting Year 10 will also transfer to Kunskapsskolan’s programme. As a result, all years at Hampton Academy will be conducted with Kunskapsskolan’s educational model when the autumn term starts in 2012. Ms McMahon is looking forward to it.

				“The old way of working is a never-ending repetition of tests and reviews. Kunskapsskolan stands for continual learning that is more personalised and future-oriented,” says Ms McMahon.

				At Kunskapsskolan, Ms McMahon is participating in a significant change process in the school world. Like Twickenham Academy, Hampton Academy will be rebuilt and refurbished with brand new learning spaces based on Kunskapsskolan’s educational concept. There will be a clearer division between the school’s three colleges as a result. Wordsworth, Conrad and Kipling will have their own learning spaces of varying size, designed according to Kunskapsskolan’s working methods. 

				The preparations for the rebuild remind Ms McMahon of the Barbican Centre in London. The Barbican is an artistic concept from the 1960s that is known for being Europe’s largest multi-arts and conference venue. The centre is being filled with art, music, theatre, dance, film and educational activities. The building is made of a lot of glass to create a feeling of openness, just like the architectural style of Kunskapsskolan buildings. The Barbican Centre’s vision is to create the model of tomorrow’s arts and learning centre. Its website states that the centre aims to transform lives, excite a new generation and offer great experiences to all.

				“That’s exactly what I associate with Kunskapsskolan,” ends Ms McMahon.
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				CHAPTER 6

			

			
				One step at a time

			

			
				Fifteen smiling portraits framed in light wood are the first thing you see inside the blue entrance door of the school. The photos are of teachers and other staff members. None of them can be seen through the glass door of the teachers’ room – they are out wrapping up the school day at meetings with their base groups, a total of some 200 students in four groups from Year 6 to Year 9. The students are spread over the school’s various workrooms on one floor. 

				You enter the school by walking through a large open café. The tables are covered with small purple tablecloths. Sandwiches, doughnuts and cups of fresh fruit have been placed on a wooden countertop. When the base group meetings are over, some of the students head for the café to eat a snack, while others grab their coats and go straight home. School starts at 8:15 a.m. and ends at 2:00 p.m., except on days when a student has a timetabled personal coaching session. Every day, four or five students stay at school until 3:20 p.m. to have an individual session with their coach and work further on their studies.

				Jenny has been a teacher at Kunskapsskolan Landskrona for almost seven years. Today, she has personal coaching sessions scheduled with five students. Each student has a 15-minute coaching session with her. They are in the base group room and the students are taking turns sitting next to Jenny. Open before her is her binder with notes from earlier coaching sessions. Markus is planning activities in his logbook, Awni is reading “After the wreck, I picked myself up, spread my wings and flew away”, a novel by Joyce Carol Oates that is part of the curriculum for step 18 in English. Douglas and Christopher are chatting and having a difficult time concentrating on their work. Moa has a sheet of Spanish exercises in front of her.

				“How did the week go?” asks Jenny.

				She always starts a coaching session with this question. After that, she reviews and discusses the various curriculum subjects one-by-one with each student. Awni is praised for his good results on his last English assignment. Jenny encourages him to save the assignment in a binder so he can keep track of his progress. 

				You can see that Awni prefers to talk about the subjects he does well in. Jenny has to steer his attention back to mathematics. She wonders if he needs help with something. Awni’s goal is to complete step 18, about equations, by the end of the term. He is currently working with step 15, which is termed a “project step”. A “block” consists of five steps, with the fifth being the project step summarising everything learnt during the entire block. The last block concerned geometry, statistics and probability calculations. Awni now has to demonstrate that he can apply his knowledge from the earlier block steps by taking a test and completing his project step. He has to be tested on step 15 and finish step 16 involving more advanced geometry, as well as step 17 on proportional relationships, before he can proceed to step 18 and meet his goal for the term.

				“I only have one month left, so I’ll have to work fast,” say Awni.

				“In that case, how fast? How will you make sure that you remember everything you’re learning?” asks Jenny.
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				She suggests that Awni make use of the additional study support offered by the school. Students from universities in Malmö and Lund come to Kunskapsskolan Landskrona two afternoons a week. On Mondays between 2:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m., they help students with maths and science. At the same time on Thursdays, they review languages and humanities subjects with the students. When Jenny starts her coaching session this Thursday, Linda, a university student, is seated in another room. She is studying in Malmö to become a dental hygienist and has taken the train to Landskrona today. She is meeting with 15 students without timetabled coaching sessions this afternoon to assist them with their step studies in Swedish and English.

				“If you sit at home and work an hour, then you might as well stay here one hour and go home with a clear conscience after you’ve finished your work,” Jenny tells Awni.

				Personal coaches want their students to look for new strategies to reach their goals. If Awni attends the extra study session with the university students, he might discover a new strategy that would enable him to better understand circles, triangles and parallelograms in maths. 

				The strategy has to be as concrete as possible: where will you sit and work to learn this? Do you need a computer? To understand the overall context in the best possible way, will you just listen or take notes? How many minutes a day should you spend reviewing what you have learnt? 
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				To get maximum effect out of the coaching session, it is vital that Awni does not avoid talking about any difficulties that he might be experiencing at school. When he talks about his English studies, which are going well, Jenny asks him for the reason for his good performance. Is it because he has developed a new strategy? Can he use the same strategy for several subjects? The coach’s task is to stimulate the student to work more effectively. As Awni’s usual maths teacher is on sick leave, Jenny advises Awni to get help from one of the school’s other maths teachers during his absence. Strategies, and using time efficiently, are two concepts that are emphasised many times during the 15-minute-long coaching session.

				As a personal coach, Jenny’s job is to help students with schoolwork, but also to check how students feel. Personal problems tend to surface during coaching sessions. Christopher says he is having trouble sleeping. As a result, he frequently comes late to school and is too tired to perform well. Jenny asks if he has thought of a strategy to make him sleep better. They agree that he has to reduce his consumption of energy drinks, which seem to be the main cause of his sleeping problems. Jenny explains, without making him feel guilty, that coming late to school, and being tired all day long, is not alright.

				“The day you have a job, behaviour like that would be unacceptable,” she says.

				The goal is to make students understand that learning is a life-long experience. The idea is to lift their sights and focus on the future. Students have to be motivated before personal coaching can benefit their schoolwork. If students lack the motivation to do well in school, Jenny’s advice will have no impact.

				Douglas and Christopher are not the only students who are distracted from their schoolwork by friends. Max feels he should be firmer about telling schoolmates not to disturb him. This never happens, however, because he is afraid to ignore his friends and be called a swotter. Jenny encourages him to do what is best for him and he knows he must study hard to improve his grades. 

				For the current term, Max is aiming to get “Passed with Distinction” in Swedish, English and mathematics, but now he is meeting Jenny, together with his mother, to set lower goals for English and maths. Jenny has informed Max that he will have a tough time getting “Passed with Distinction”. He has not followed the plan he developed at the beginning of the term. Max’s mother thinks his goals are fairly reasonable. The problem is that her son has not been sufficiently motivated and he has lacked peace and quiet to work.

				In the preceding year, rowdiness was a problem at Kunskapsskolan Landskrona. A large number of students decided to leave the school because of the bad conditions. The school clearly learnt hands-on that students must be motivated and receive the right kind of support to assume responsibility and ensure the successful implementation of the school’s approach to education. As of autumn 2010, Kunskapsskolan Landskrona has a new management and organisation to establish more disciplined studying and working conditions at the school, and to increase the security of the students. One big difference is that students may only sit and work in rooms in the presence of a teacher.

				“It’s good to work where the teachers are, so I can get help. I understand why the teachers have introduced new rules,” says Max.

				Max mother thinks it is hard for 14-year-olds to cope with a large amount of freedom. At this age, children need much more guidance to put them on the right track, she explains. Now the students have been given clearer guidelines for their schoolwork. Some chairs, tables and computers have been removed from the school’s open spaces and moved to workrooms where students can sit and work individually, or be taught in groups. When Max is sitting in the café, Jenny walks up to him and says he should be in a workshop instead. There, he can get help and focus better on his work. The new rules have resulted in fewer conflicts. Jenny feels more secure when she gives students orders, as the rules apply to everyone and can be easily explained. 

				Now she is walking around a room, helping students with their workshop in English. It is Thursday morning. The students have planned this workshop session in their logbooks. Fifteen Year 6 and Year 8 students are seated at tables and two computer workstations. They have printed out the description of their step work from the Learning Portal.

				A few of the Year 8 students are working on step 15, whose theme is “life as a tour guide”. This is a project step that will be concluded with a large test. The students will be required to write an essay on life as a tour guide. They will also take an oral test in English, in which they will talk about typical everyday activities at a tourist resort. Furthermore, they will take a test on everything they have learnt in the last five steps. This test includes using prepositions specifying place, direction and time, and describing events using the correct verb tense. The students will be assessed for their abilities to speak, write and listen in English. In each block on the Learning Portal, students can click on a page outlining what they must master to get either “Passed”, “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction”.

				The curriculum on the Learning Portal comes to life with Jenny’s coaching assistance. She walks between the tables, following and participating in the students’ work. Which prepositions are the girls in the corner choosing to describe the kitchen in their exercise? Some Year 6 students are to correctly match English names for professions with descriptions of what the people do: “teachers work in schools”. The lesson becomes a mix of tasks for the teacher with students who have progressed to different stages of their work. However, this does not prevent them from all sitting in the same room and learning together. The workshop epitomises Kunskapsskolan’s fundamental approach to education – that all students are different and that they learn in different ways and at different rates.

				With the new organisation, the students’ timetable has more fixed times, particularly in the afternoons. On Monday, Wednesday and Friday afternoons, Year 6 and 7 students work separately in one section of the school, while Year 8 and 9 students work in the other section. The objective of dividing the groups is to establish calmer working conditions and allow the students to concentrate better on their schoolwork. On Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, the students attend “communication sessions” on different subjects. During these sessions, which are led by teachers, the students have the opportunity to be tested on their completed step work. The students are allowed to choose the subjects they want to work with, but they have an assigned seat. The principal in Landskrona is also head of Kunskapsskolan Helsingborg and many new features of the Landskrona organisation have come from Helsingborg. Jenny is positive toward the change.

				“I’ve never seen the school as peaceful as it is today. Some weeks are calmer than others, but all schools are that way. There is no such thing as a perfect school,” she says.

				The school used to have a number of small rooms that individuals or small groups could use for their studies. The idea was to provide a place where the students could work in peace and quiet, but others thought differently. When the students shut themselves in the rooms, some problems and trouble developed. The teachers did not observe this behaviour and the students became insecure as a result. The small rooms with closed doors are history now. Today, the workrooms for the students have large glass walls facing the other spaces of the school. Through the windows you can see Landskrona’s high-rise buildings in the near distance. Max and his mother like the new orderly nature of the school.

				“You can expect chaos if you have 200 students running around to find a room where they can work. In my opinion, there are very few 14-year-olds who can handle that,” says Max’s mother.

				Now the students know exactly where they should sit to study, although they still decide how they prefer to work. Jotting down time in the logbook to do an assignment will not suffice. Students must have a strategy for working effectively and keeping a steady focus on their goals. Moa tells Jenny that she finds it difficult to build sentences with words in Spanish. Jenny suggests that she add a workshop in Spanish to her schedule for the next day. Jenny asks Moa how she studies Spanish. Does she get any help from a friend?

				“I usually work together with Hanna,” answers Moa.

				“Then you can do exercises together. I bet Hanna also finds sentence construction tough in Spanish,” says Jenny.

				Lisette, who has a reading and writing deficit, gets additional support from Lidija, the school’s special needs teacher. Without extra help, Lisette managed her studies well in Year 6 and 7, but she is now working with written passages of text that are longer and more difficult. As a consequence, she is struggling to meet her goals. 

				With the assistance of the special needs teacher, she has started to use computer software that makes reading and writing easier. Lisette and other students with special needs have priority access to one of the small computer rooms where they can use this special software. As Lisette’s personal coach, Jenny watches over these work sessions to support her and help her meet her personal goals. When she is tested on her work, Lisette does not like talking before a large group and is allowed to take a written test instead. She likes sitting and studying in workshops on subjects, where she can get immediate help from Jenny and other teachers.

				“Things are now much better at school thanks to the changes that were made, but a lot more can still be done,” says Lisette.

				The school has a Student Council. Students on the Council can propose measures for improving the school. Lisette thinks the school would be even more pleasant if there were more artwork on the walls. The school now has new furniture in the cafeteria and a nicer café. If the working environment is more inviting, she is stimulated to work more, says Lisette. After she graduates from Kunskapsskolan, she wants to take a programme for the building trade and study to become a carpenter.

				“Everything I am learning here might not be relevant for my later studies, but a lot of it is. I’m learning to take responsibility here,” she says.

				Lisette has a twin brother. His name is Fredrik and they have been in the same class since preschool. Fredrik likes the way Kunskapsskolan works and the people at the school, he says. He has “Passed with Distinction” as his grade goal for physical education and English. He and his personal coach Jenny have now lowered Fredrik’s term goal for English to “Passed with Merit”, although he still aims to get “Passed with Distinction” in the end.

				“It doesn’t feel good to set my goal lower, and I really do want to get ‘Passed with Distinction,’ but the teachers are in a better position to decide this,” Fredrik says.

				He is continuing to work as usual with his English studies.

				“You should always try to do your best in all subjects,” he says.

				Some steps are easy, some are difficult. It varies, Fredrik says. When there is something he does not understand, he asks Jenny.

				“My mom is pretty smart as well. She helps me. It’s important to have parents who care about your schoolwork. My parents want me to do well in school,” says Fredrik.

				He prefers to sit and work in the school’s “quiet room”, which is the same room used by Jenny’s base group for their meetings. Fredrik thinks he can work well in the company of his friends. When they decide to work, they do it. There might be some talking, but they work their way through their assignments.

				“It’s a nice atmosphere to work in and we help each other, or we ask the teachers for support,” Fredrik says.

				The school has several computers in each workroom. Fredrik guesses that he uses a computer for about two-thirds of his schoolwork. Although there is no system to reserve computer time, he says it is not difficult to gain access to a computer when he needs one. When he sees an available computer, he just sits down in front of it and takes the opportunity to do as much work as he can. Fredrik does most of his schoolwork at school, but when he is assigned a large project, he usually finishes it at home. He says he prefers to write reports at home where it is quieter, and where the conditions are better for thinking about what he will write. Fredrik is aware that the work he is doing now at Kunskapsskolan will be included in his final grades for Year 9 and may affect what he will do in the future. He has been fond of dogs all his life and wants to be a dog trainer for the police or military.

				Fredrik’s and Lisette’s mother says that it took a while before she and her children familiarised themselves with Kunskapsskolan’s working methods. In her opinion, the best thing about the school is the online Educational Documentation System (EDS), which she can log on to to check her children’s academic progress and see what they are doing for work – and not doing, she says. For example, in Lisette’s EDS file, the following might be recorded about her English studies:

				“She has to learn to use the spell check programme better and she has to start asking more questions.”

				Her mother would like Lisette’s teachers to send her even more signals about her children’s work. She would especially like to read some good news.

				“Confirming what works for the students and parents is vital,” she says.
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				Their mother believes Kunskapsskolan is a place where her children can learn various subjects, but also a place where they can grow up. Some teenagers experience their most troubling stage of development during secondary school. The students have done exercises on values and discuss how they should treat one another. They have a student team that is working to prevent bullying. Fredrik’s and Lisette’s mother notices how the teachers have become more engaged since the changes that were implemented this term.

				“During the first week of the autumn term, the children came home and said it was now possible to work at school. They now had the calm environment they needed,” she says.

				To achieve the same grade, some students have to work more and some less. When students ask Jenny how hard they must apply themselves to get the grade of “Passed with Distinction”, she always replies that it depends on the student. To get “Passed with Distinction” in Swedish, students have to demonstrate that the quality of their knowledge of the Swedish language is on the same level as “Passed with Distinction”. If students fail to maintain “Passed with Distinction” quality, the teacher is obligated to inform them.

				“As a teacher, I have to dare take up this discussion with the student,” says Jenny.

				Students accustomed to attending a traditional school, where everyone is supposed to do the same amount of work, can initially think that Kunskapsskolan’s methods are unfair. However, Kunskapsskolan’s educational model is based on the same conditions that exist in everyday life outside the school, where people have to apply themselves, to varying extents, to reach the same goal. 

				Teachers are to constantly base learning on the individual abilities and needs of each student, explains Jenny. If Max has shown that he can manage to write one short story on “Passed with Distinction” level, he does not have to write several more to get “Passed with Distinction” on his short story assignment. However, if Max has a difficult time writing a short story, and if he still wants to get “Passed with Distinction” in Swedish, he may need to write five short stories before he attains “Passed with Distinction” quality. Kunskapsskolan Landskrona is now focusing on raising the quality of its grading system to assure that grades always reflect the student’s knowledge of a subject and are in line with the results achieved in national exams in Sweden.

				Cajsa thinks the school clearly spells out what she must achieve to get a certain grade. She usually gets the grade she has aimed for when she is tested by her teachers. In Cajsa’s view, the best thing about Kunskapsskolan is the school’s free working methods, although she is aware that she will have a tough time keeping up with her schoolwork if she does not take responsibility for it. Setting goals for her studies in different subjects is necessary and allows her to plan better and also work more at home.

				“At Kunskapsskolan, I learn how to plan and keep an eye on what I have to do during the day,” says Cajsa. 

				Cajsa’s mother applied to Kunskapsskolan early, when her daughter was still in primary school.

				“We wanted Cajsa to go to a small school where she would have a calm working environment,” her mother says.

				It took a while before she learnt how the school’s educational model works, but now Cajsa’s mother feels secure and satisfied with her daughter’s school. She notices how Cajsa learns more when she is allowed to work at her own pace. At Kunskapsskolan, there are no boundaries to limit a student’s learning. It is positive, but also implies challenges. This is why it is essential for parents to participate in their children’s schoolwork and to support them in their learning, says Cajsa’s mother.

				Before starting a new course, Cajsa and her mother usually study information about the curriculum on the Learning Portal. They read what the goals are and what Cajsa is expected to do. Her mother says this is a necessity. Although she thinks her daughter would have achieved as much in another school, she believes she is getting a more comprehensive education at Kunskapsskolan. When Cajsa’s mother compares Cajsa to herself, when she was 14, she says her daughter is more mature in her thinking. 

				“I’m pleased – she will have this quality the rest of her life. I believe that Kunskapsskolan is preparing Cajsa better for her upper secondary school education because she is getting used to setting her own goals and learning to question the sources of information,” says Cajsa’s mother.

				She recommends Kunskapsskolan to others but adds that the school demands a lot of the parents and students. This does not mean that students must have more previous knowledge than students at other secondary schools, but the students have to be able to organise their work. Cajsa has better prospects than many of her schoolmates, which have to struggle to get “Passed” in all subjects. Cajsa aims higher and has the ability to achieve good results.

				“We have always spoken about the importance of education but I’m not insisting that Cajsa gets the highest grades. I just want her to do her very best,” says her mother.

				The town of Landskrona has a high percentage of immigrants like the student body at its Kunskapsskolan school. Although many students come from families that lack study traditions, the school has achieved very good results compared to other secondary schools in the municipality. During the past two years, Year 9 students at Kunskapsskolan have graduated with the highest grade points in the municipality. In the spring of 2010, the grade point average for Year 9 students was 223 points. More importantly for the students, the percentage qualifying for upper secondary school has increased, as well as the percentage of students achieving grades in all subjects. 

				A substantial amount of time is being spent on following up this performance in order to determine specific areas that teachers should focus even more intensively on. If “Passed with Distinction” is the students’ goal, but they only achieve the grade of “Passed” on tests, the teacher has to investigate the students’ possibilities to improve their learning.

				“This year we discovered that we have two students who have so far failed English when we know they can absolutely get ‘Passed with Merit,’” says Jenny.

				Teachers meet to discuss their respective subjects three afternoons a week after their personal coaching sessions. They report on the progress of work in their subjects and discuss any students who may be experiencing difficulties. Jenny, who is subject lead teacher for English, believes the collaboration with colleagues in the same subject field is the key to success for a Kunskapsskolan teacher. Another teacher, for example, can possibly explain why a student has run into problems in Jenny’s workshop and might be able to motivate that student.

				“You have to be professional and realise that it’s all about the future of the students,” she says.

				Compared to other schools, the runway to learning is shorter at Kunskapsskolan, thanks to the Learning Portal. The computer-based resources of the Portal are central to the school’s educational model for everyone involved – students, teachers and parents. 

				The starting point is that all assignments and grades are stored online. The students have their step and theme course curriculum in one location complete with assignments and exercises. Teachers share course material with other teachers at their school, and with staff at other Kunskapsskolan schools. As soon as time allows, they add new curriculum material to the Learning Portal. 

				During the autumn school holidays, teachers from various Swedish Kunskapsskolan schools attended meetings on their subjects. Jenny participated in the meeting for English together with the other subject lead English teachers from Kunskapsskolan’s southern region. The English teachers planned how they would adapt the steps in English to the new Swedish national curriculum that will come into force in the autumn of 2011.

				Kunskapsskolan continuously improves and updates resources on the Learning Portal. By expanding the curriculum package, the teachers need to prepare less, which saves valuable time – time that can be spent with the students instead. This explains why the teachers’ room behind the glass doors is often empty.

				“When the students are at school, we’re here for them all day long,” ends Jenny.
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				What is your best memory from Kunskapsskolan?

				When we were in our third year, two friends and I ran a business together. We manufactured, marketed and sold confectionary. It was incredibly fun and educational.

				What is most useful today from your education at Kunskapsskolan?

				The school’s learning model, including lectures, seminars and workshops, is similar to how I work here at university. I was familiar with the teaching methods from day one, so taking the step from upper secondary school to university was not big and frightening for me, as it can be for others.

				Do you wish you had done something differently at Kunskapsskolan?

				I probably should have spent more time in workshops and used teachers as a learning resource when I had the opportunity.

				What can Kunskapsskolan do to improve?

				Strengthen relations with schools in other countries and encourage exchange programmes to engage students internationally, which will be useful to them in the future.
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				CHAPTER 7

			

			
				Everyone is seen

			

			
				Norrköping was once the powerhouse of Sweden’s textile industry and we are in the town centre in the former industrial zone along the flowing Motala Ström river.  The three-storey brick building, with its characteristic blue door, used to be a car workshop. Now it houses a learning workshop – Kunskapsskolan’s first upper secondary school in Sweden.

				The work week begins with the team meetings of the teachers at 8:30 a.m. The teachers for the six base groups in Year 1, as well as a teacher trainee, are seated around a table in the cafeteria. The teaching teams for Year 2 and 3 sit at the surrounding tables. Seen through the windows on the ground floor, the cafeteria is large and can accommodate up to 200 people. It is more than a dining area – it serves primarily as an assembly space for the school’s teachers and students. Here, workshops will be given on different subjects this afternoon. The room is spacious and provides a view over the entire area. Many groups will have ample room to work on different activities side-by-side.

				The teachers on the team for Year 1 have chosen to focus exclusively on one subject at each team meeting. Today, it is mathematics. The students recently took a maths test and many received a grade that was lower than they expected. The teachers conducted a survey to help pinpoint the cause of their poorer performance. The survey’s results indicated the vast majority of the students were satisfied with the quality of the teachers’ lessons. They also thought that the difficulty of the test matched the level of instruction they received. The problem seems to be that the students spend too little time scheduling workshops on maths to do their learning tasks in the subject. Although workshops are not compulsory, they are a very essential part of schoolwork. In workshops, students work at their own pace and have teachers constantly at their side who are prepared to assist them and explain matters.

				The maths teacher reviews what Year 1 students in the humanities programme will be working on next week. These students are taking mathematics course A. Their teacher distributes printouts of the lesson content. It involves geometry, which requires a new perspective on mathematics that some students find difficult. They use goals to help them. All assignments have goals indicating what the students are required to learn. The goal always comes first. It is displayed in a box at the top of the page containing lecture notes so students can see it easily and record it in their logbooks: “To learn how to calculate the circumference and area of different figures, see formula collection.” Helping students with their learning tasks is not the most important job of the teacher. The most important task is to help students meet their goals. Students who reach their goals are capable of completing all their assignments within the framework of that goal – no matter what the geometric figure looks like in this case. Expectations and results no longer have to be separated. When students use goals as the starting point for aiming at a potential achievement, the reason for devoting time to workshops becomes clear.

				By discussing maths at the team meeting, teachers of other subjects can also find out what their students are working with and if they need additional coaching. The teachers talk about different ways to stimulate the students to work more with mathematics. They decide to highlight maths during their personal coaching sessions with the students this week.
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				“Even if there are other things that are of more urgent importance, it is vital that you work on your maths skills. How do you normally do your maths work?” Mårten asks one of his pupils later that day.

				Mårten teaches social studies and history. He has worked here since he graduated from the teacher education programme at university in 2004. In teacher education, Kunskapsskolan and Kunskapsgymnasiet (the Swedish name for Kunskapsskolan’s upper secondary schools) enjoy a good reputation. Kunskapsgymnasiet Norrköping is popular for thesis work and teacher training. The school now has a teacher trainee on location. Mårten heads a base group in Year 1 in which students taking the science programme are mixed with students studying the humanities. The school has purposely chosen to mix students from different programmes within the same base group so it will have a broader range of strengths and weaknesses. For example, a student studying science can help a humanities student with maths work and get help in return with Spanish.

				The students come from Norrköping, but also commute to the school from the surrounding municipalities of Söderköping, Valdemarsvik, Finspång, Katrineholm and Nyköping. Ellinor and Hanna live in Norrköping and belong to Mårten’s base group. They are sitting and studying mathematics at a table not too far away from the teachers’ team meeting. Today, they have no timetabled lessons until 11:00 a.m., but they still try to be at school from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. every day of the week, regardless of what their schedule dictates. They like to sit with their friends and study because it gives them the opportunity to hear diverse opinions and see their schoolwork from different angles. Ellinor says the base group has a strong sense of community – that everyone wants to get to know one another and everyone is social. Then there is a small core group of people that often studies together. Neither Ellinor nor Hanna believes it is difficult to concentrate at school.

				The students may choose to sit in an open area, such as the cafeteria, or in a secluded workroom on an upper floor of the building. The school gives the impression of being peaceful. Is it just a coincidence because the compulsory lesson period has not started yet? Apparently not – Hanna says the school is normally calm and it is easy for her to focus on her work, whether she sits in an open learning space or a workroom. She feels she gets her work done and prefers to study at school instead of at home. In a survey conducted in November 2010, eight out of ten students stated they get the peace and quiet they need for working at the school.

				“School is a place to work. It’s good to stay here to finish as much schoolwork as possible,” says Hanna.

				The students have fixed times in their schedules for maths, English, other languages and physical education. Year 1 humanities students have one English lecture per week and a communications session in which they practice speaking English. There are two weekly maths teaching sessions in which science and humanities students are divided into two different groups. As Ellinor and Hanna are in the humanities programme, they are taking maths course A for the entire first year, while the science students are studying course A and B during their first year in upper secondary school. 

				Students at Kunskapsgymnasiet study subjects in independent courses and integrated theme courses. Year 1 students will study both humanities and science subjects within the theme curriculum. Their current theme, titled “Understanding One Another”, is about people and how they affect one another and impact their surrounding world. Science, history and religion examine this issue from different perspectives. The objective is to get the students to understand how the subjects are interconnected. Swedish is always included in the theme since the students are assessed for their skills in using the language in the assignments they hand in. However, Swedish is not just a tool to use in the theme course; the language is also studied as a separate course subject complete with exercises and literature corresponding to the courses that other students in Sweden study in upper secondary school.

				The students have approximately 14 compulsory hours of teaching per week. They can use the rest of their time to suit their individual needs and circumstances. The students spend about half of their weekly working time in workshops and for self-initiated work in groups, or individually. School attendance is extremely important, Mårten points out. He immediately reacts if attendance, even during the students’ free working hours, starts to dip.

				“The fact that students don’t all have to perform the same learning tasks at the same time is the strength of Kunskapsskolan’s concept, although I usually tell students that they should put in a 40-hour work week here at the school,” says Mårten.

				Ellinor and Hanna each have a sister who went to Kunskapsgymnasiet before. Both girls were unsure if they should follow in their sisters’ footsteps. Hanna thinks she is less structured than her sister, while Ellinor thought the school was intended only for students who excelled. The two girls visited the school on “Open House Day”. The school also held an event that allowed students to try the school out for a day and Hanna took the chance. For one school day she accompanied one of the school’s students to lessons and workshops, ate lunch in the cafeteria and got the opportunity to experience everyday school life.
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				“The best thing was the atmosphere. Everyone seemed so happy and positive about the school. Going there was wonderful. I did a complete U-turn on the school, from negative to really positive,” says Hanna.

				Ellinor agrees. She feels a friendly connection with the teachers and students at the school, she says.

				“The teachers talk to us like we are grown-ups, not just students,” says Ellinor.

				Hanna points out that it is easy to locate a teacher when she needs help with a question, but before she asks the teacher, she first checks if one of her friends can give her the answer. The biggest difference between Kunskapsgymnasiet and other upper secondary schools is that she has the possibility to shape much of her education herself. She learns to devote more time to matters that are most important to her. Mårten gives her a personal coaching session once a week. As a coach, he helps her get a comprehensive view of her work and verifies where she stands in relation to her goals.

				“It’s good to have someone checking up on my work so I won’t fall behind,” says Hanna.

				Mårten has helped Hanna avoid postponing her work until the last minute. She instead plans her learning tasks over a longer period of time for a better time margin. She bases her planning on the goals she has to meet for assignments and tests. She then establishes intermediate goals for each day to measure the progress of her overall work toward each goal – and perhaps most important of all – she devises a strategy for the way she will work. 

				Hanna and Mårten have come to the conclusion that she studies best in the company of other students who want to progress toward the same goals. She loses her drive when she sits by herself and works. Mårten saves all his notes from the personal coaching sessions in a binder so he can return to questions and follow each student’s development. Students who have not worked in a particularly structured manner in school before can receive help and learn how.

				“Every day I feel like I chose the right school for my upper secondary education. It couldn’t be better,” says Hanna.

				Ellinor believes she is now well acquainted with the school’s working methods after one term at Kunskapsgymnasiet. It took a few months to get used to the new terminology and adjust from being in class all day to being responsible for managing much more of her time at school. 

				Ellinor had never before thought of school in terms of personalised learning strategies. She says that Mårten, her personal coach, has helped her develop a strategy to avoid feeling stressed at school. In this strategy, she reserves personal time in her logbook for each situation she feels stressed about. 

				In addition to Mårten’s coaching, she gets feedback from her teachers in each subject. In the Educational Documentation System (EDS), the teachers comment on every assignment Ellinor has done and been tested on. She appreciates getting grades as well as related comments that advise her on ways to improve her learning. Ellinor can also comment back to the teachers, for example, to give her opinion about the questions on a test or the amount of time she was given to take it. All of her test results are compiled and stored in the EDS, giving her an overview of subjects in which she is performing well or needs to improve on. Ellinor says that she has set some tough requirements for her academic performance. She wants realistic goals but she also wants them to be challenging.

				“The goal should entice me to stretch my abilities,” she says.

				Ellinor sets her personal goals in consultation with Mårten. Ellinor’s father wonders if her goals might be set too high. Is it because she wants to copy her ambitious big sister? He knows, at the same time, that Ellinor can always adjust her goals to the right level. 

				After she graduated from upper secondary school, Ellinor’s big sister left for New Zealand to work abroad for one year. She has organised everything to do with her stay in the country, including keeping track of her personal finances and living situation. The ability to take responsibility, and to manage all by herself, are skills that she developed at Kunskapsgymnasiet, says the father of the two sisters. New knowledge and experiences can be found everywhere, but you need your own “internal engine” to develop – one that is cranked by something, or someone. At Kunskapsgymnasiet, the teacher is that “someone” and the working methods are the “something”.

				As parents, the most important thing is to know at all times what is expected of your child’s performance in school, and to ensure that all work is geared towards attaining goals, says Ellinor’s father. He can see how Kunskapsskolan’s educational model for upper secondary school education is similar to the type of working methods that will be required later in higher education and professional life. The focus is on understanding how things are interconnected and taking initiative. Ellinor’s “internal engine” drives her work forward – an engine whose components consist of a will to learn, an interest in subjects and a feeling that she does the work for her own sake. The teacher and the working methods turn the crank and get the engine running. Her father can support her.

				“But as a parent, I can’t push her to perform. Ellinor has to want to do the work herself,” he says.

				For her part, Hanna’s mother has deliberately stepped back to give her daughter the chance to practise taking her own responsibility at Kunskapsgymnasiet. This will be a major advantage for students who want to continue their studies beyond upper secondary school, she believes. Hanna usually shows her mother the information stored in the EDS, where she notices how the teachers are engaged and generous with feedback to help students develop. They give the students so much more than grades.

				“The students are ‘seen’ to a greater extent than at other schools,” says Hanna’s mother.

				Ellinor and Hanna move on to a lecture that will be given in the school’s large auditorium – the Arena. All Year 1 students have a joint lecture about the consumption of the earth’s resources which serves as the prelude to the theme “Understanding One Another”. Mårten presents the subject and the students watch a film describing how resource consumption varies from country to country. From the Learning Portal, the students have printed out lecture notes and taken them to the auditorium. The teacher has no problems capturing the attention of the 120 or so students in the room. It looks like university studies already in the first year of upper secondary school.

				Unlike Kunskapsskolan’s secondary schools, the base groups do not meet every morning and afternoon at Kunskapsgymnasiet. In upper secondary school, the students have greater responsibility for planning their own studies. The base groups meet three times a week when the students are in Year 1, and twice a week when they are in Year 2 and 3. The meeting is mostly about school business and provides an opportunity for the base group teachers to remind the students about tests and other important events. 

				In addition to giving personal coaching sessions to students, Mårten has the important task of building his base group’s sense of community. On Wednesday evening they will watch a movie together at school. The base group takes the opportunity to applaud itself for winning the prize for best costume on Theme Day. Each base group dressed up to represent a particular nationality to draw attention to the equal rights held in common by all citizens of all nations, regardless of their background. Mårten’s group represented the American people. One student had dressed up as a hockey pro, complete with all equipment – even ice skates – which probably won the jury’s heart. 

				The Chairman and Secretary of the Student Council are attending today’s base group meeting to give the students some information. The Council serves as a gateway through which students can exercise their influence over the school’s work, food and social life. Small committees work with different school issues. An activity group, for example, is planning the school prom.

				“How willing are you to get involved with your school?” asks the Student Council Chairman.

				Daniel is one of the students who have chosen to participate in the Student Council’s activities. He is in his second year at Kunskapsgymnasiet.

				“I’m on the Student Council because I want to help develop and improve our school. I want to make maximum use of my time here, and I consider it a commitment to those who will go to ‘Kunskap’ in the future,” says Daniel.

				“Kunskap” (the Swedish word for “knowledge” or “learning”) is the nickname for Kunskapsskolan that students use when they talk about the school. The name obviously summarises what is offered here. 

				Daniel graduated from Year 9 in secondary school with good grades and he felt that he should continue to challenge himself. He therefore chose the science programme in the beginning. Compared to the humanities programme, a Swedish student needs a higher grade point average to be admitted to the science curriculum. Now in Year 2, Daniel has switched to studying the humanities because economics is his favourite subject. After graduating from upper secondary school, he wants to study financial economics at a university. His sights are set on getting a job on Wall Street in the financial district of New York City, or in London’s Canary Wharf business district.

				“I want a job that’s challenging,” Daniel says.

				He chose “Kunskap” because he knows what he wants and he prefers to choose his own path, he tells us. When a Year 9 student asks him why she should go to Kunskapsgymnasiet, Daniel asks her the same thing:

				“What makes you want to go here?”

				“You get a lot of help from the teachers at Kunskapsgymnasiet, but your motivation and your dreams must come from within. If you want to realise something, you have to work for it,” says Daniel.

				He usually sets high goals and knows that he will have to do a considerable amount of work to get the grade of “Passed with Distinction”. Daniel believes it is more difficult to get good grades here than at other upper secondary schools in Sweden, but at “Kunskap”, the most important thing is to teach students how to navigate the route to that grade – how to work to acquire knowledge. A high grade, without an equivalent high level of learning, is nothing to strive for, Daniel reasons.

				In Kunskapsgymnasiet’s approach to personalised learning, Daniel has to plan much of his work himself. He prefers to work on his computer at home when he has to write long compositions or reports. Otherwise, the school’s workshops, in his opinion, are an excellent way to get help from the teachers. If Daniel gets stuck on a subject, he approaches a teacher and asks for assistance. Students and teachers meet best eye-to-eye, he believes.

				“What’s great about the teachers is that they like their subjects, which makes me interested in them. A really good teacher transforms a subject into a personal interest,” says Daniel.

				He tells us that he gladly watches TV shows about history on the Discovery Channel because Mårten, his history teacher, has inspired him to realise why history also concerns and affects his life outside school. When Daniel says “Kunskap” has good teachers, he is in good company: 96 percent of the school’s students share his opinion, as verified by the survey conducted in November 2010.

				In a workshop, the students have to share the teacher’s time for helping them with their individual learning tasks. If the teacher happens to be busy, and Daniel needs help, he can consult other students instead, especially when he has a question about maths. His friends in his base group help him most of the time. The group includes science students and students who have already taken the maths course that Daniel is working with now.

				“You should never underestimate the value of students learning from students. This was something new that I realised when I started upper secondary school – that explaining things to each another can be very useful,” says Daniel.
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				Outside school, Daniel has noticed he tends to prefer using his time more efficiently now that he has learnt the working methods of “Kunskap”. He thinks more about the way he spends his time during evenings and weekends. How should he allocate his time to meet different goals? The school’s goal-driven learning process can be applied everywhere in life. Daniel believes he will have even greater use of it after he graduates from upper secondary school.

				“Learning to take responsibility, and proving that you are able to, is extremely important. In my teen years, I’m now laying the foundation for my future professional life,” he says.

				Students need a high grade point average to be admitted to “Kunskap”, which gives the school an academically strong student body from the start. Regardless of their grade performance, the students still have to be motivated. Students who lack motivation will not realise their goals. For this reason the school is constantly searching for new ways to strengthen student motivation. 

				As a personal coach, Mårten immediately sees when performance starts to decline because a student is tired of school, or because of all the other things that normally emerge during the life of teenagers and their years in upper secondary school. During school holidays, the teachers arrange special “vacation schools” in mathematics where students who are far from their goals can receive additional support to catch up. Approximately 15 of the school’s students regularly meet with a special needs teacher. Key words here are to detect problems early and give every student a chance.

				In the autumn of 2011, Sweden will adopt a new national curriculum and Mårten considers it a good opportunity for developing the content of the school’s own curriculum and the resources on the Learning Portal. Teachers do not have to prepare the learning tasks and exercises for every class. Many of the resources are available on the Portal, reducing the amount of time teachers need to prepare lessons. 

				In Mårten’s view, this system works well and allows teachers to spend more time following up the progress of students, correcting exercises and giving them feedback on their work. Students expect feedback in the form of detailed advice – of the “keep-this-in-mind” type – to guide them in their continuing work. They see teachers as team-mates. Mårten will not betray their confidence. The personalised learning approach to education builds loyalty between teacher and student.

				“The vision and concept are fantastic but aren’t always the optimum fit in terms of ‘teacher time,’” says Mårten.

				During the work week, teachers at Kunskapsskolan schools have 10.5 hours of unscheduled time that they are to devote to personal coaching sessions and giving feedback. Mårten estimates that it takes about 15 hours to manage all the coaching sessions, correct all the schoolwork and record everything in the EDS. To maintain the high quality of the students’ education, the teachers periodically put in much overtime as well as their personal time.

				Feedback is related to the student’s goals. The teacher’s comments on an assignment will vary, depending on whether the student has “Passed” or “Passed with Distinction” as his or her grade goal. Mårten does not have to contact the student’s parents to change a goal. When students enter upper secondary school, it is important to make them feel like they are becoming adults and cannot rely on other people making the decisions for them, Mårten explains. This differs from the approach at Kunskapsskolan’s secondary schools, where parents are more involved. 

				The same difference is reflected in the function of the logbook. In secondary school, the logbook is an important window on the school’s activities for the parents. In upper secondary school, the logbook is used mainly for the student’s and personal coach’s work. All students in Mårten’s base group use the logbook. Some students use it mostly as a calendar and timetable, while others record their goals, strategies and reflections in the logbook.  

				Mårten has to help students set realistic, yet challenging, goals. Is it possible to combine the two? Absolutely, he says. If a Year 9 student in secondary school has struggled to get “Passed” in maths, there is a small probability that the student will achieve “Passed with Distinction” in the first maths course in upper secondary school. This is not totally impossible, however. A student can graduate from Year 9 with poor grades for many different reasons. School fatigue is a common cause of weak school performance. In many cases, the learning capacity of a student can be hidden by a lack of motivation. Setting high goals for some students can be exactly what they need to unleash that motivation. A student who feels it is meaningless to plod through a subject to get “Passed” may be inspired by the challenge to fight for “Passed with Merit”. When the goal of “Passed with Merit” is realised, the student can aim for “Passed with Distinction”. Some manage. Others will not make it all the way to their goal, but they still learn more than they thought possible.

				In the beginning of the autumn term, the teachers prepare forecasts of the grades that students are to achieve by the end of the spring term. Mårten believes it is difficult to make an accurate grade forecast in the autumn because there is no substantial information available on which to base the forecast. Furthermore, he wants to give his students some leeway to meet goals that are higher than their current ones. The more challenging the goals, the more uncertain it is that they will be achieved, and the more unsure the forecast. 

				In March, Mårten has a long conversation with the students about grades to determine the goals that are attainable. All work performed during the school year is graded. It is therefore difficult to catch up on schoolwork at the end of the term to get a higher grade. Thus, goals may be more challenging at the beginning of the term, but become more realistic as the year goes by. 

				It would be uncommon for the school’s students to complain about their grades. In the spring of 2010 “Kunskap’s” students had the highest grades of all upper secondary schools in the municipality of Norrköping in the science and humanities programmes. In the science programme, the grade point average for graduating students was 16.6 in the spring of 2010, which surpassed the national average of 16.2 points. In the humanities programme, the grade point average was 15.0 in the spring of 2010, compared to the national average of 14.8 points.

				Gustav is in Year 3 in the humanities programme. Although he wants to study psychology after he graduates from upper secondary school, his grades are a little low to be admitted to this popular education. Gustav regrets that he did not study harder during his first year at “Kunskap”. His grades from Year 1, which count from the beginning until the end of school, are now weighing down his grade average. In hindsight, he knows he should have spent more time in workshops from the beginning. During the first year of school, he had some problems getting used to being in direct contact with the teachers, but adjusted to this gradually in the following years and notices that his studies are progressing much better as a result. Teachers are on location in the workshops every day and getting hold of one immediately, if he thinks something is tough to understand, is a natural thing for him to do today.

				“It’s a secure feeling to know that you can always get hold of a teacher,” he says.

				Gustav attended a municipal secondary school before he started to go to “Kunskap”. He has always done well in school, but felt that he was not getting so much in return for being good in secondary school. His good academic performance did not seem to make any difference in his day-to-day life. At “Kunskap” his efforts make the entire difference. His teacher noticed that Gustav was way ahead in English and suggested that he take the exam for the B course. When he was done, he could devote more time to maths and German, which he finds more difficult than English. The dialogue between students and teachers during lessons, workshops and personal coaching sessions helps develop the right learning approach for all students, both weak and strong. Those who are ready can move forward. Those who need to work more, have to slow down.

				“It’s an open attitude that allows each student to be seen,” says Gustav. 

				Before starting at “Kunskap”, getting feedback was nothing that Gustav took for granted. Here it is fundamental. In secondary school, his grades came as a surprise at the end of the term. Here, Gustav already knows what his grade average will be when he graduates in the spring. 

				During his years at “Kunskap”, his work has been constantly assessed in detail as a complement to grading his performance, enabling him to know exactly what he needs to accomplish to meet his goals. On the surface, students may be initially perplexed by the personalised learning approach when they have very few timetabled activities to follow and have so many decisions to make by themselves. In reality, it is the other way round at “Kunskap”. Many activities are not compulsory, but the working methods boost Gustav’s motivation, and the motivation of the other students, stimulating them to seek all the voluntary support and knowledge that is available to them.

				“To succeed here you have to manage your time, including your unscheduled time, and also make use of the teachers,” says Gustav.

				The teachers and students develop the educational process together. Gustav is expected to participate so his learning can be personalised to suit his needs and abilities. He has to determine what he needs to know and fill in the gaps. By formulating the questions himself, he increases his understanding of the subject.

				“If I want my coaching session to be conducted differently, I tell my personal coach, but it’s up to me to take the initiative and deal with things myself. At ‘Kunskap,’ I have to dare seize the opportunity to make my own choices,” says Gustav.
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				CHAPTER 8

			

			
				Managing a school

			

			
				Kunskapsskolan fosters a burning commitment to give as many children as possible the opportunity for a better start in life. All employees are driven by a passion to create a better school that offers education based on personalised learning. In addition to willpower and energy, this mission especially requires precision and structures. Good intentions must be followed up.

				“When you depart from the structures of the traditional school, with its classrooms and common schedule, you need a new system to follow up and manage school operations,” says Per Ledin, CEO of Kunskapsskolan.

				He is the architect behind the complete structure for monitoring, following up, comparing and guiding each student and employee on the right path to meet their goals at Kunskapsskolan.  

				Managing student work

				Let us take a closer look at how this management process functions by first examining the most prominent feature of Kunskapsskolan’s approach to personalised learning – the personal coaching session. All students have long-term grade goals in all subjects for the current term, and for the time they graduate from secondary school. The goals are decided together with the student’s personal coach and parents when they meet for a progress tracking and development review at the beginning of the term. Goals are set as measurable grade goals that have to be reasonable, but also challenging, so the student stretches his or her boundaries. 

				All students at Kunskapsskolan schools have a weekly coaching session with their personal coach to discuss the student’s learning, and to plan schoolwork for the coming week in relation to the goals for the term. Following up goals is the starting point for the personal coaching but requires that the student and personal coach each have a common picture of the student’s academic performance in relation to set goals. 

				The coach has to constantly see what the student is achieving in various subjects in order to be in the position to propose what the student should work with – and how. The student needs to have a clear idea of his or her progress in relation to term goals, in order to understand and be motivated by the personal coach. The reality of the current situation, which is to be painted for both the personal coach and student, becomes extra complex because each student has individual goals. The picture that the personal coaching session is based around must contain such elements as the student’s goals, work toward the goals and results. Where are we, where are we heading, and how will we get there – in each subject?

				Kunskapsskolan has a finely balanced system to follow the student’s learning process – we are here, we are heading there and we will end up here. The goals for each learning task and subject – where the student is headed – are recorded on the online Learning Portal. The Portal also describes the learning requirements – the criteria – for achieving different grades on each assignment. 

				The student’s logbook is the daily tool used by the personal coach and the student to break down term goals into concrete schoolwork that will gradually lead the student closer to the goal. In the logbook, the student, with help from the personal coach, records what he or she will do daily to finally meet the goals for the term. 
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				The result of this work – where the student is – is summarised clearly on the student’s personal page in the Educational Documentation System (EDS), which the student, personal coach and parents can always log on to through the Learning Portal, anywhere there is an Internet connection. In the EDS, the teachers for each subject log the student’s grade for each learning task, report and test. As a whole, this information provides an up-to-date picture of the student’s progress and setbacks at school. Every new school day, there is a detailed overview of the student’s studies and goal achievement status.

				Managing teacher work

				Teachers at Kunskapsskolan set goals for their work and track their own performance in the same way as students. The basis for this is their habit to measure performance, but also an attitude that boldly states that teachers are responsible for ensuring that students meet their goals in school. The students are expected to stretch their boundaries and learn more than they thought possible. The teachers are also to stretch their limits to instruct more than they thought possible. 

				Per believes it is natural to demand this of his employees, considering that Kunskapsskolan demands it of its customers – the students. To Per, it is a question of being professional and effectively using the most vital resource in school – time. This is why everyone in Kunskapsskolan has goals.

				Goals for the teachers’ work are to be reasonable, but also challenging, to ensure that students progress as far as possible in their learning. When teaching a subject, the teacher’s work is steered by goals for the percentage of students that are expected to achieve the two upper grade levels in Sweden – “Passed with Merit” and “Passed with Distinction”. The timetable scheduling the amount of teaching time for each subject is a limit for what to expect.

				Grade results provide further guidance. If 65 percent of Year 9 students in a school accomplished “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction” in a subject last year, the goal for the current year is set at 66 or 67 percent. Thus, Kunskapsskolan wants to challenge teachers to boost student grade performance levels in small steps. If a new Year 9 group starts the school year with lower grades from Year 8, the goal has to remain at 65 percent for “Passed with Merit” and “Passed with Distinction”, or if needed, it has to be lowered to 64 percent. 

				All students are to achieve the minimum grade of “Passed” in all subjects – this is Kunskapsskolan’s main grade goal. Parallel to this, the teacher’s goal is to focus on the number of students that can achieve “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction”. The effect will be a very low percentage of students who miss their goals at Kunskapsskolan. If teachers do not meet their goals, they are to reflect – in the same manner as the students – on the reasons and what they can improve to come closer to their goals. 

				When goals are set from the start, this becomes a natural process. When teachers have set a goal of 65 percent “Passed with Merit” and “Passed with Distinction” in English, they will work to meet it. Setting and measuring goals is valuable because it leads to changed behaviour and actions to increase the students’ learning at school. 

				The teachers systematically start to follow up the results of each student in relation to the goals, when the students begin their first term. This enables the teachers to determine, at an early stage, if a student risks missing curriculum goals and will consequently need several more hours of instruction in a subject, additional learning aids, help to change his or her learning strategy, or some other kind of support. In Year 9, you finish the surface after repairing the cracks. Personalised learning provides the scope for individualising each student’s education at Kunskapsskolan so everyone will have the best possibilities to meet their goals.

				When the base is as large as 100 students in Year 9, Per says that changes in grade achievement are actually a measure of what teachers have accomplished with the students during their years at Kunskapsskolan, and not a measure of the abilities of the students.

				“It is weak and false to say that you cannot influence grade achievement,” says Per.

				All teaching results are openly compared. The grade goals of the subject teams, put together, become the school’s goal for the grade point average that Year 9 students are expected to achieve by the time of their graduation. 

				If the subject team for English is suddenly far below the goal of 65 percent “Passed with Merit” and “Passed with Distinction”, the principal advises the teachers to step up their efforts in order to come closer to the goal. The principal is responsible for ensuring that the school reaches its grade point average goal, in which the grades for all subjects are included. 

				Collaboration with other Kunskapsskolan schools facilitates the teachers’ work to meet the grade goal for each subject. English teachers from various Kunskapsskolan schools meet regularly to share experience and advice on ways for students to acquire the knowledge they need so the teacher can achieve a higher grade goal in English. Teachers in all subjects exchange information and ideas this way.

				Kunskapsskolan teachers jointly prepare grade forecasts for the school several times a year. These forecasts are built from the bottom up and are based on the learning level of each student. Whether the subject team reaches its goal or not, the forecasting process identifies students just shy of the grade limit, who can easily manage to exceed the limit and attain a higher grade with simple measures. Thanks to these measurements, students perform better at Kunskapsskolan.

				Most teachers are also personal coaches. In addition to grade goals, all personal coaches have goals to measure the student’s satisfaction with his or her coaching and the coach’s ability to help the student progress toward personal goals. Satisfaction is also measured in surveys, in which students are allowed to appraise assertions like “My personal coach is well prepared for our coaching session,” and “My personal coach designs our coaching session to suit me and my needs.” 

				In March every year, Kunskapsskolan surveys 800 employees and 10,000 students and their parents. The starting point for this follow-up process is the view that students are customers, and that potential students constitute a market. Teachers are providers of a service that students expect from school. The surveys clarify any variations in the performance of different teachers within the same school during a particular year, and the performance of teacher teams over different years. When the principal reviews the surveys with each teacher, the results are openly compared to the results achieved by other teachers. The individual performance of each teacher becomes clear and indicates what is missing, and what can be improved.

				“The measurements act as a control mechanism but also aid us to encourage teachers to meet their goals and the goals of the students,” says Per.

				In Per’s opinion, schools have been “a cute little world” that has hesitated to put demands on teaching staff. The lack of good criteria for assessing teacher performance is one important explanation, he believes. Over the course of time, it has been taken for granted that teachers are not to be criticised, and they do not want their performance evaluated. 

				In other professions, it is common for customers and employers to scrutinise performance with critical eyes, which can help them improve, but not in schools. Teachers are not used to being assessed. Municipal employers are unaccustomed to measuring. When Per took the initiative to assess the work of Kunskapsskolan teachers in a consistent manner, the cultural clash became a fact. The objective was to clearly establish what is expected of the teachers, which in turn allows the students to get more out of their time at school.

				 “This can be taken in two ways – that our teachers are being strictly controlled, or that we regard our teachers as professionals,” says Per.

				The principal presents the results of each student survey to the teachers, allowing them to understand their performance from the student’s point of view. If a student is dissatisfied, the survey will indicate if it depends on the student having difficulties concentrating on schoolwork in Kunskapsskolan’s learning spaces, or if the personal coaching has not taken the student’s needs into account. 

				The results of the student surveys weigh heavily when assessing a teacher’s performance. The salary rises of teachers are based on their individual performance as evaluated by the principal, but also by the students. A teacher’s salary is raised by an amount that is determined by an overall assessment of his or her achievements. This evaluation takes into account the grades of the students, as well as student satisfaction, as measured in the surveys. Teachers are evaluated for their performance as a personal coach and as a teacher of subjects. They are also assessed in terms of their individual contributions to the work team and the working environment at school.

				When assessing student grades as an indication of teacher performance, it is first measured if the students, for which the teacher is personal coach, have been graded in all subjects. The assessment is then focused on whether the coach’s students have met their personal goals. In the final analysis, it may mean a difference of SEK 1,000 per month in the annual salary rise between two different teachers working at the same school.

				“When you assemble teachers in teams, whose work will be used as basis for setting salaries, the school ceases to be a cute little world. The teachers start to question poor performance and follow the good examples of their colleagues,” says Per.

				When Per was appointed CEO of Kunskapsskolan in 2007, the teacher union’s representative thanked him for the positive effects of assessing teachers and student performance.

				“I pinched my arm. I didn’t think anyone from a school would thank me for that in my lifetime,” says Per.

				Managing the school

				The outcomes of the student surveys are compared to the results of other schools. How many students are willing to recommend their school to others? What is the percentage of students responding that their logbook makes it easier for them to meet their goals? What is the percentage that believes their personal coach helps them meet their goals? 

				By comparing answers from all its schools, Kunskapsskolan sees performance in another dimension and gets a better feeling for what is possible, says Per. Why do so many students in Enköping want to recommend their school to others? When it comes to recommending their upper secondary school, what is the percentage that we should reasonably aim for in Norrköping?

				When Per started to work as Marketing Manager and Deputy CEO of Kunskapsskolan in 2002, brief surveys were conducted to monitor performance at the schools. Per had previously been a partner in the Kreab communications consultancy and he had the content of the surveys enlarged.

				“As a consultant, I had a very strong desire to find out how things are connected and what is driving value,” says Per.

				He improved the survey analyses that had been made to date and developed a complete system for assessing the schools. Satisfaction became a central factor in the follow-up process.

				“Satisfied students drive value at a school in Sweden. Parents want to know how their students are getting along in school. In Sweden, we don’t choose a school just because it has a good achievement record,” says Per.

				When surveying a school’s performance, it is important to know the measures that will have a decisive bearing on the number of students wanting to attend that school. For Kunskapsskolan to attract many new students, current students, and their parents, have to be satisfied. The task will be to find a measure that reflects their satisfaction. 

				In schools achieving the highest satisfaction rate in surveys, more than 90 percent of the parents recommended Kunskapsskolan to other families. The response to the question “Are you willing to recommend Kunskapsskolan to others?” reflects how satisfied the students and their parents are with the school, and how attractive the school is becoming. The percentage of recommendations is therefore one of the most important measures that Per uses for setting Kunskapsskolan’s course.

				Why are so many students in Enköping satisfied – and consequently willing – to recommend their school to others? The answer may be found in these extensive surveys. The survey shows in detail what the students think is good or bad about their school. Since 2003, the number of students recommending their school has been strongly linked to the number stating that they benefit from their personal coaching sessions. Other factors are strongly connected to the percentage of recommendations made by satisfied students: that Kunskapsskolan’s students believe teachers are experts at their subjects; that the students get the peace and quiet they need for working at the school, and that the logbook makes studying more effective.

				Grades are still central when comparing and benchmarking the performance of Kunskapsskolan’s schools. Management takes into account previous grade results and the socio-economic factors of each school’s location, when comparisons are made. 

				Municipal schools cannot compare or copy themselves in the same structured manner as Kunskapsskolan because they use resources such as timetables, teachers, textbooks and breaks in different ways. Kunskapsskolan, in contrast, utilises a common language and uniformly designed resources, such as the personal coaching session, logbook and subject teams. The terms have the same meaning in all Kunskapsskolan schools. The schools are organised in an identical manner, allowing measurements and comparisons of the same key ratios for all Kunskapsskolan schools. 

				Per gains a clear understanding of what is not functioning in a school by studying deviations between forecasts and grade results for different subjects, and by comparing equivalent statistics from other Kunskapsskolan schools. The teachers are then given the task to correct these deviations.

				For example, in the spring of 2008, 61 percent of the Year 9 students at Kunskapsskolan Botkyrka, outside Stockholm, had the grade of either “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction” in English. 

				In the autumn of 2008, the school forecasted that only 28 percent would have “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction” in English in the spring of 2009. This was less than half the percentage of the preceding year and much lower than all other Kunskapsskolan schools. 

				When Per opened the forecast on his computer, he immediately realised that something was not quite right. He was not far off the mark. When attention was called to this deviation, the teachers in Botkyrka made an extra effort to strengthen the school’s teaching resources for English in order to get grades back in line with the earlier performance of the subject team and Kunskapsskolan’s overall goal for its schools. 

				English was made a priority in each student’s personal coaching session. The subject team for English became more aware of the factors that helped students learn English. These included reading more books in English, doing grammar exercises on the Learning Portal and speaking English to one another at more frequent communication sessions. 

				In order to improve the forecast for achievement results, the students first had to develop personal learning strategies. In the second forecast made in the spring of 2009, the prognosis for the percentage of students who would get either “Passed with Merit” or “Passed with Distinction” in English had been raised to 53 percent. The outcome at graduation was 54 percent, lower than the preceding year, but at a safe distance from the first nightmare forecast.

				Management of all schools is interlinked

				The processes for managing student goals, teaching performance and the operations of Kunskapsskolan schools are all interlinked. In Per’s view, it is like a set of Russian nesting dolls, with the student’s goals, the teacher’s work and the overall performance of the school building each other up when stacked: the student’s goals are part of the subject team’s goals, which are part of the school’s goals. 

				The levels enclose one another in a logical sequence. If the subject team for English sets a goal that does not take into consideration Hanna’s goal for English, the two dolls for the student’s goal and teachers’ goal will not fit. If the subject team for English achieves a grade that is lower than the requirement for meeting the grade forecast for the entire school, the dolls for the teachers’ work and school’s overall goal will not fit, by similar reasoning. 

				When the progress of the students, subject teams and schools is followed up, it becomes possible to detect where the deviations are, allowing school staff to adjust their work so the dolls stack smoothly together.

				With consistent management methods, Kunskapsskolan is well equipped to grow in Sweden and other countries. Management and follow-up processes have to be performed on the same scale, everywhere, to enable the comparison and detection of deviations between schools in several countries. 

				Management of Kunskapsskolan schools in several countries may be seen as the fourth Russian doll. If schools in the individual countries do not meet the same overall goals that Kunskapsskolan strives to meet as a company, the fourth Russian doll will not fit. If the schools instead work toward the same final goal, with the dolls fitting inside of one another, the follow-up and comparison of operations in the various countries will serve as inspiration for making new improvements and approaching school work from new angles. The question of what is considered to be underperformance or outperformance in relation to student, teacher and school goals, will gain a new perspective when several countries can learn from one another, despite differences in cultures and curricula.

				“It will be very exciting for us to compare our Swedish schools to the Kunskapsskolan schools in other countries,” says Per.

				The consistent system for management and follow-up provides some security as Kunskapsskolan moves out into the world. If the Russian dolls do not smoothly fit inside of one another, when forecasts are prepared, management knows that something is amiss. Then there will be time to correct the deviations so Kunskapsskolan can meet its ambitious goals. A hundred schools will not take any more room than ten in the Russian doll.

				Management goals and results

				
						Each Kunskapsskolan secondary school will achieve the highest grades of all secondary schools in its municipality. Each upper secondary school will achieve the highest grades in its municipality in each curriculum programme. 

						Kunskapsskolan will have the most satisfied students and parents in the country.

						Kunskapsskolan will have the best and most satisfied teachers in the country.

						Kunskapsskolan’s profit margin will be long-term. In Sweden, it is between 5 and 7 percent.

				

				The goals are the same for Kunskapsskolan in Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States. The same goals will also be valid for new schools that Kunskapsskolan establishes in other countries. Although it is still too early to evaluate how the recently started British Kunskapsskolan schools are meeting these four goals, the growth and development of Kunskapsskolan in Sweden indicates that the company is performing well in all four categories.

				“It’s because we’re focusing on the right things,” says Per.

				To begin with, the grade goal has been realised in 18 out of 20 secondary schools, which had the highest, or second highest, grade results in their respective municipality or district in the spring of 2010. Year 9 students graduating from Kunskapsskolan in the spring of 2010 achieved a grade point average of 239, which, in practice, represented the grade of “Passed with Merit” in all subjects. This may be compared to the national average grade score of 209 points. 

				Since 2006, the grade point average for Year 9 students graduating from Kunskapsskolan has increased from 226 to 239. Students in the humanities programme at Kunskapsskolan’s upper secondary schools have higher grades than the national average. In the science programme, students at Kunskapsskolan’s upper secondary schools are performing in line with the average for Sweden. 

				As for satisfaction, it is difficult to find reference figures for overall satisfaction at schools in Sweden. It is clear, however, that surveys of satisfaction at Kunskapsskolan schools are leading to active measures so students and parents will feel there is no better school for them. Kunskapsskolan is self-critical and identifies schools where satisfaction is on the decline in order to correct the trend at an early stage.

				Kunskapsskolan strives to have the best teachers. An important part of this is the changed salary model to encourage and spread such practices that lead to excellent grade results and a high percentage of students who want to recommend their school to others. As a result, teachers are also enjoying working for Kunskapsskolan. Personnel turnover and sick leave are low. The schools have no problems recruiting staff. 

				In recent years, the company has shown sustainable profit growth that has counterbalanced the losses Kunskapsskolan made during its initial phase of operations. To make a profit, Kunskapsskolan has to demonstrate that it has good grade achievement results and satisfied students, which in turn will encourage many students to come to Kunskapsskolan, bringing with them their capitation allowance and helping Kunskapsskolan to maintain a high school occupancy rate. Profits are proof that Kunskapsskolan is good enough for new students to want to go here. 

				A good indication of the coming year’s occupancy is the length of the waiting list for students wanting to start at Kunskapsskolan. On January 15, 2011, 3,988 students were on the list to start the autumn term of Year 6 at one of Kunskapsskolan’s secondary schools in Sweden. This is almost twice as many students as there are available places. It must feel comforting for the teachers working for Kunskapsskolan to know they can expect continuing high demand for the job they perform. 

				Why do so many people want to go to Kunskapsskolan schools? The reasons are not any more special than for other schools – good teachers, students who enjoy school and students who are studying and learning successfully. 

				To guarantee that wishes are fulfilled at Kunskapsskolan, the company is systematically investigating how well these wishes are satisfied. Kunskapsskolan adapts its organisation to ensure that students will be satisfied and the Russian dolls will fit together. 

				Kunskapsskolan would not stand the test without its management structures, methodical measurement techniques and persistent follow-up of operations. The combination of a burning commitment and solid structures will prevent Kunskapsskolan from ever becoming what the critics call a “wishy-washy” school.
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				CHAPTER 9

			

			
				A school for the future

			

			
				Eileen Coppola finds the job listing on “idealist.org” – a website connecting people, organisations and resources to help build a better world through collaboration.

				“I wasn’t really hunting for a new job, but I couldn’t resist clicking on the want-ad,” says Eileen.

				During their Thanksgiving dinner, Eileen tells her family about a new school in Manhattan that is looking for a principal before the start of the school year in September 2011. It is a charter school for middle school students in grades 6 to 8. (A charter school in the United States is a publicly funded school open to all students and operated by a private entity.) The academic programme and model for learning comes from Kunskapsskolan in Sweden.

				Eileen has worked in the field of education for 20 years but has always had doubts about traditional school methods. She argues that it is a system born out of the former industrial society with its rigid structure, ringing bells and students who are considered as groups rather than individuals.

				“We have to move on and adopt a new way of teaching. We need schools designed for the century we live in now,” says Eileen.

				Maybe there was a school that would allow her to realise her vision. During the Christmas holiday period, she sent her application to Kunskapsskolan. When Peg Hoey – President of Kunskapsskolan USA – phoned Eileen to come in for a job interview, the two had a talk that lasted a few hours. Eileen did not even notice the time pass – she was overwhelmed by the feeling that she had actually found a person who expressed her exact same thoughts about the future of education. The position as principal of the first US school based on Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme had the type of orientation toward the future that Eileen was looking for.

				“Kunskapsskolan organises how teachers and students work and spend time at school in a new way and designs the learning process on the basis of students as individuals. It’s a method of working that can make American schools very successful,” says Eileen.

				Innovate Manhattan Charter School is the name of the first school in the US that will use Kunskapsskolan’s approach to education. The school can accommodate up to 225 students in grades 6, 7 and 8, or about 75 students per grade. The school will open its doors in September 2011 for 132 students in grades 6 and 7. The local district, Community School District 2 (CSD 2), has shown keen interest in Innovate Manhattan Charter School. This district serves a very diverse student population in terms of social, financial and ethnic backgrounds. Economically struggling families live next to those who are wealthy. Six out of ten school children receive financial assistance to pay for lunch as part of a federal programme to help families at, or just above, the poverty level. Approximately 12 percent of the students do not have English as their native language.

				“We will have a patchwork quilt of students. It’s the best starting point you can have for a new school,” says Eileen.
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				Although you cannot wave a magic wand for achievement at school, Kunskapsskolan has successful experience from working with students of varying ability levels, backgrounds and needs. Innovate Manhattan Charter School selected its educational programme primarily for this reason. Kunskapsskolan puts the student at the centre of learning and prioritises resources in school to allow each student to be recognised and developed as an individual.

				When Eileen began her teaching career, computers and the Internet had not yet made their breakthrough in schools. She taught social studies and humanities and was troubled when she saw so many students graduate from school without really having a secure education. Eileen realised that new teaching methods were needed to give students better knowledge. In 2008, she was appointed principal of Hunter College High School, a popular high school in Manhattan’s fashionable Upper East Side that is known for its intellectually talented and gifted students and tough entrance exam. The school is funded by the city of New York but enjoys the same reputation and traditions as a classic private school.

				“It looked great on the surface, but when I talked with the students, I discovered that many of them were unhappy, despite their high grades,” says Eileen.

				Eileen’s experience is that children who are often pushed hard at home to succeed just “bite down” and endure school, even if they do not enjoy it. On the other hand, children from families who struggle with poverty, and who do not have successful experiences in school, may become so frustrated that they simply give up and stop going to school in the morning. In both cases, the problem is that the students lack motivation. In both cases, it ends up with students not learning what they can in school.

				“Kunskapsskolan is different. Here, we work actively to ensure that each student is stimulated to learn. This is good for the individual and good for society,” says Eileen.

				We meet on a sunny winter day in Stockholm since Eileen is in Sweden for training in Kunskapsskolan’s educational concept, the KED Programme. Peg Hoey, President of Kunskapsskolan USA, and Sanda Balaban, responsible for Kunskapsskolan USA’s assignment as “Innovation Partner” for the New York City Department of Education, accompany her on the trip.

				“In New York, we talk about giving students more influence but we rarely do it in practice. We haven’t had the possibility to realise this,” says Peg.

				Peg has been President of Kunskapsskolan USA since March 2010. For two years in the mid-1990s, Peg volunteered as a parent to be a coordinator for her children’s elementary school in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The parents ran the school collectively with the school administration and staff. Teaching was based on the idea that the students should be trusted to develop their own learning process, which honoured their curiosity and creativity. For instance, they learnt how to debone a chicken, dig the bones from an “archaeological site”, and then put all the bones back together again. The pupils discovered a new way of reading and writing by designing their own card game.

				“I appreciated that they were allowed to take part in decision-making about their learning, but that meant they missed maths. They’re 22 now and still don’t believe that they know it well,” says Peg.

				When the family later moved to New York, Peg taught eighth graders at the Graham School in Hastings-on-Hudson. Eighth-grade students in the US are usually 13 or 14 years old. Some were 16 in Peg’s class. Students were placed at Graham because of social, emotional, and learning issues that meant they could not succeed in traditional classrooms. They were usually far behind in school, and a large percentage were diagnosed as being “emotionally disturbed” in addition to having reading and writing deficits.

				“No one had ever shown these students that they believed in their ability to learn,” says Peg, who is a certified special education teacher.

				Nothing could top the satisfaction Peg felt when she saw how proud the students were to learn new things and develop as people. Peg taught them English and social studies. When they explored Ireland’s Great Famine in the mid-19th century, when a potato blight caused mass starvation and emigration to the United States, she drew parallels to slavery in the United States. The comparison made the students understand the historical events better, Peg tells us. The eighth graders became interested in learning when they saw the geographical and historical context and how it applied to their lives.

				Peg’s own good experience from teaching several subjects organised around a common theme made the KED Programme feel right to her. Kunskapsskolan’s educational concept combines science, art, music, drama, technology and physical education within integrated theme courses. Different themes illuminate different perspectives of a topic. In the “Big Bang” course, the science perspective dominates when the origin of the universe is taught. It is combined with assignments in the humanities, as well as physical education and music on the same theme. Knowledge about the early development of the universe is built up in several dimensions involving physical and cultural expressions. The result is a more complete understanding of the phenomenon. The students will study six thematic courses per year. Each theme will take between two and eight weeks to finish.

				“Kunskapsskolan does everything I have always wanted to do but couldn’t put into practice because I lacked the necessary structure for it,” says Peg.

				In Kunskapsskolan in the US, English language arts, mathematics and foreign languages are taught separately in “steps” like they are at Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden and other countries. As in Sweden, there are 35 steps in all. The first five steps involve things that the students are expected to know when they start sixth grade. Students who are ready to progress go straight to step 6. Students who need to strengthen their fundamental knowledge have to work on the first five steps, at their own pace, before they proceed to the more difficult steps. Students have to move forward through an average of ten steps per year to complete the entire curriculum during their three years of study in the KED Programme.

				Kunskapsskolan USA is starting with a new curriculum and an American version of the Learning Portal. Experienced teachers specialising in various subjects develop the step and theme courses, together with the Portal manager Melanie Rainbow. It is difficult to translate and use course material from Kunskapsskolan in Sweden or England because the curricula differ. For example, some of the exercises in Spanish have been borrowed from the Swedish Learning Portal but have to be reworked for Latin American Spanish – the Spanish students learn in the United States. Students in Sweden study European Spanish.

				Steps in maths are designed to give students a basic understanding of how to think in figures and use maths. Step 7, algebra and exponents, includes an exercise called “What went wrong?” in which students are to solve the problems correctly by considering the mistakes that were most likely made. An example is 34 = 81 (3 x 3 x 3 x 3). A common mistake would be to formulate it as 43 = 64 (4 x 4 x 4). By solving possible mistakes, the students understand why the correct answer is correct and will not make the mistake in a test. There is a purpose to each exercise. Some students need to do more exercises, some less. It is what they learn that counts – not the number of stencilled sheets they finish. At Kunskapsskolan, schoolwork is intended to make students feel secure about their learning.

				The content of the US Learning Portal will be continuously developed, as in its Swedish and British versions. By the start of the academic year, it is expected that all subject teachers contribute new course material on the Learning Portal. Together, they create a large pool of lesson material, assignments and exercises that the teachers can share and use in their lessons. The Learning Portal contains documents with exercises, video clips, interactive pronunciation exercises for languages and links to related pages on the Internet. The new technology and new course content on the Learning Portal keep the curriculum alive and up-to-date. Learning becomes fun and relevant. A student who has to write a travelogue in Spanish can browse websites for tourist attractions in Mexico. When students see the context of their schoolwork, they see that knowledge is applicable – they realise they are in school for their own sake.

				The Internet was hardly available in schools when Eileen started working as a teacher. Today, she notes how it has swept over the academic world. Schools have realised the benefits of storing grade results in one location. Communications between teachers, students and parents are also web-based today. However, in Kunskapsskolan schools, the most important thing is still to work together, on location, in the school’s learning spaces. The technology saves time that can be used instead for personal coaching. With learning material and grade results all collected on the Learning Portal, it is easier for students, teachers and parents to get a helicopter view of school developments and plan schoolwork. Thanks to the up-to-date status of things on the Internet, teachers have more time to spend on teaching, a process that still resembles the classic meeting between master and novice, which has characterised good education from time immemorial.

				“Teachers aren’t less important in Kunskapsskolan schools because they don’t stand at the front of the class by their desk. On the contrary – teachers are even more vital in a Kunskapsskolan school, compared to other schools, because they devote more time to the students. Teachers will actually be more significant in the future as the Internet and new technology spread further throughout the academic world, and the amount of information grows. In the end, there has to be an expert on location and working with the students, because information has to eventually be converted into knowledge. This is how our teachers spend their working time,” says Peg.

				As in all countries where Kunskapsskolan has schools, Kunskapsskolan USA has to take into account local regulations for operating schools. Regulations, curricula and standards vary from state to state in the US. In New York State, the students take state achievement tests in many subjects each year. The development of the new curriculum with step and thematic courses is based on established standards for New York State and emerging “Common Core” standards.

				“We develop the steps of our courses so our knowledge requirements match what the students have to know for the tests,” says Peg.

				The goal is to have all students pass the exams because the curriculum is so strong and the students are so invested. The roadmap for passing the tests will be different for different students. Together with a personal coach, each student develops a personal strategy to reach this goal. There are just as many ways to climb a mountain as there are mountain climbers. Kunskapsskolan breaks down the ascent into small, measurable stages for the day, week and term. Goals for schoolwork are to be reasonable, but also challenging.

				“We are not going to let the tests affect the way we work in school. There is good evidence that students perform worse if the teacher bases his or her lessons on the exams. The teaching process becomes extremely boring then,” says Eileen.

				“The students are not to think of the test while they learn. It is just a receipt for what they know. Our education is so thorough that our students don’t have to come to school on a Saturday to get extra instruction to prepare for a test,” says Peg.

				Students at the Graham School got better grades when she found new ways to help them understand and remember what they had learnt. Since most of the students had special needs, teaching them in a more personalised manner than in other schools was not considered strange. But why could an ordinary high school not gear its schoolwork to the needs of the students? The more positive effects Peg saw from acknowledging that students have different needs and individual personalities, the more she was convinced that a personalised learning education would benefit all types of students, regardless of their requirements and abilities.

				“Even the best student can perform better if the school carefully considers the factors that encourage each one to learn,” says Peg.

				“We all come to a point in our studies when we get stuck. It also happens to the best of students. One thing struck me at my former school: the students weren’t all that creative. They stayed within the boundaries of the required work and often felt it would be risky to start exploring what truly interested them,” says Eileen.

				“There’s always a risk that talented students will not receive enough attention in school. There simply isn’t enough time for everyone. What’s great about Kunskapsskolan is that all students get noticed – students with special needs, top performers – everyone. In Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme, we consider every student to be a unique individual who can learn more than he or she thought possible,” says Peg.

				Does Kunskapsskolan expect more from its students than the schools where you worked before?

				“At Kunskapsskolan, students assume greater responsibility for their own learning. You can interpret this as saying we have higher expectations,” says Eileen.

				“I used to work with students who never dared to think they would make it through school. At K unskapsskolan, all students have a personal coach they can trust and rely on, who is always available at an appointed time, every week. This interaction with the coach helps the students fulfil their expectations,” says Peg.

				“Kunskapsskolan’s educational model allows the teacher to devote more time to the students, compared to other schools, and this is accomplished by using the same resources that other schools have. No teacher will leave students to chance and hope everything will turn out right,” says Eileen.

				“With the support of their personal coaches, the students become more independent and dare expect more of themselves,” says Sanda, who is working with the development of Kunskapsskolan in the US. 

				Earlier in her career, Sanda was a high school humanities teacher, but never taught in a “standard classroom”. Sanda worked with young people in Boston and New York City, many of whom were disaffected by what transpired in ordinary high schools. Sanda prioritised stimulating their motivation to learn. When she was a high school student, her desire to get into college drove her to work hard, as did the thought that she would reach her goals if she applied herself. The teenagers she taught, who were turned off by school, were not motivated by college.

				“To motivate them, I had to get to know them well and understand their interests deeply,” says Sanda.

				Within the framework of the traditional school, Sanda felt she could only help her students to a certain extent. She realised that a new learning method was needed to give all students the knowledge they need to be successful and happy in life. Although thousands of teachers, students, parents, entrepreneurs, and politicians fight ambitiously to improve the availability and quality of education, young people still drop out of school and are shut out of society. No matter how good teachers and leaders are in the academic world, the problem of youth losing their motivation and dispelling their future dreams still remains. Could it be that the school issue is presented wrongly? Might that be the reason why so many grasp in vain after the right answer? The starting point has to be this: all people are different and learn in different ways, at their own rate, and schools should be set up to engage and educate students accordingly.

				“Kunskapsskolan is the first school I’ve seen that truly has the potential to enable all students to meet their goals,” says Sanda.

				The New York City Department of Education recently launched a programme called The Innovation Zone (iZone) to promote improvement in education through “personalised mastery learning” – which Kunskapsskolan exemplifies. As a part of the programme, Sanda is working with a network of six existing middle and high schools in New York City that have self-identified as wanting to be inspired by Kunskapsskolan’s approach. Innovate Manhattan Charter School will be a model and lab for the network to experience. In addition, Kunskapsskolan may benefit from the experience of these other schools as they learn more about the approach.

				The other schools in the network will not be adopting the Kunskapsskolan model outright but rather will build capacity towards achieving their own school goals for the future through exposure to how Kunskapsskolan works. They may choose to emulate certain aspects of the KED approach. For example, Kunskapsskolan’s educational programme is based on setting goals for the students and devising strategies to meet them. Personalised learning is achieved with the help of regular coaching, teaching subjects with a step and thematic course curriculum on the Learning Portal, using the logbook and having access to a school building with flexible learning spaces. One school might want to start with personal coaching, while another might prefer to rebuild its premises according to Kunskapsskolan’s multi-purpose room for learning concept.

				“All components of the Kunskapsskolan approach are synergistic. Schools may ultimately realise that the best option is to use all elements of the Kunskapsskolan programme,” says Sanda. 

				Peg believes Kunskapsskolan will spread to other areas of the US. In her opinion, the collaboration with iZone will act as a catalyst for increasing Kunskapsskolan’s recognition. Anyone who can present an education for the future will have major opportunities.

				“In the initial phase it’s good to have a network of schools situated close to one another. That’s why we are focusing on New York City today, but we certainly plan on licensing the KED Programme all over the United States,” says Peg.

				In 2011, Kunskapsskolan will operate in three countries. The schools are adapted to the school system of each country. The curriculum is not the same, but the methodology and learning concept are the same for all. Teachers are collaborating between the countries to improve the educational programme, which will benefit all Kunskapsskolan schools. A teacher at Kunskapsskolan Västerås, Sweden, is now working with a sister school in Ipswich, England. Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden are sharing their 11 years of experience from developing the type of personalised learning education that distinguishes all Kunskapsskolan schools in the world. At the same time, new ideas are emerging at Kunskapsskolan schools in other countries that Sweden is learning from. The goal is to create a large mutual exchange process between schools and countries.

				“There’s a lot of talk that countries have to compete globally, but it’s just as vital to collaborate globally,” says Sanda.

				The New York City school will be a part of an exchange and networking process that is now being established between teachers and students at Kunskapsskolan schools in Sweden and the UK. The three British academies in Twickenham, Hampton and Ipswich will each have a twin school in Sweden – Kunskapsskolan Lund, Kunskapsskolan Nyköping and Kunskapsskolan Norrköping. In the spring of 2011, students from the six schools gather for their first large meeting in London to discuss how they can make the education even better through international co-operation. The students are exchanging ideas about big and small things that they will take with them to influence the development of their schools.

				It is inspiring to have friends in other countries that are taking the same educational programme. The students are in regular touch by e-mail and videoconference calls. In the summer, a large group of students from Hampton Academy in England will travel to Kunskapsskolan’s residential study centre, Kunskapsgården, in Gamleby, in the south-central province of Småland. The objective is to let the British students experience something that the Swedish students get at Kunskapsgården. They will live together and paint, cook food, play sports and learn things about their respective school environments. Kunskapsskolan’s students in the US are also welcome to visit Kunskapsgården, while Swedish students can visit the United States for study purposes.

				“The students and teachers will become more motivated as a result,” says Peg.

				Kunskapsskolan is a global network of schools. Non-Swedish students pronounce the Swedish word “Kunskapsskolan” as naturally as they would “Ikea”. In 2020, Kunskapsskolan will celebrate its 20th anniversary. That is when the future of education will definitely be here. Teachers, students and parents are convinced that Kunskapsskolan is offering an education for the future – already today.
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				Kunskapsskolan from A to Z

				Advanced programme – Students who are especially interested in a subject are offered the opportunity to study more than the regular curriculum.

				Arena – An amphitheatre for presentations, lectures and other types of group meetings.

				Base group – A group of approximately 20 students who have the same personal coach.

				Base group session – Assembly of the base group at the beginning and end of the school day to plan daily work, discuss goals, strategies and priorities, and reflect on events in school and the world. The frequency and time of day for these sessions vary slightly between countries, and between secondary and upper secondary schools.

				Base group teacher – The personal coach who leads the base group during base group sessions and joint activities, in addition to coaching each student in the base group individually.

				Block – Step subjects are divided into blocks consisting of four intermediate steps and a final project step.

				Bokbussen – Kunskapsskolan has its own mobile lending library that visits secondary schools in central Sweden four times during the school year, giving students the opportunity to borrow books from the bus’s collection of literature.

				Café – Meeting place for students and teachers with areas for working and taking breaks.

				Communication session – Oral skills training and problem solving in groups of about 20 students, together with a teacher. These sessions are regularly scheduled for all subjects that are taught in steps. Groups are divided on the basis of the students’ goals and current learning level in each subject.

				Curriculum/subject lead – Works with the development of Kunskapsskolan’s working methods, the teaching of subjects and personal coaching sessions. 

				Educational Documentation System (EDS) – This system stores the student’s individual study plan, including goals and strategies, assessments and grades, allowing the student, parent and teacher to follow the student’s learning achievement.

				General teacher – All teachers provide support to all students in the school with the goal to teach them how to learn, implement and propose general strategies, and to provide a role model for the students.

				Goal – In Kunskapsskolan, all students, teachers and other employees have goals that are systematically followed up.

				Grade – Kunskapsskolan grades the work of students using each country’s grading scale and in compliance with national grading regulations.

				Grade forecast – In October and March, Kunskapsskolan’s teachers forecast how students will meet their final grade goals. 

				Grade points – Grade points are used in Sweden when applying for admission to upper secondary schools. In the grading system for 2011, grade points are calculated as 16 subjects x 10 points for “Passed”, 15 points for “Passed with Merit” and 20 points for “Passed with Distinction”. “Passed with Distinction” in all subjects = 320 points, “Passed with Merit” in all subjects = 240 points, “Passed” in all subjects = 160 points.

				Individual study plan – Consists of the student’s long-term goals and term goals for each subject, the grades the student aims to achieve, and the student’s learning strategies. Everything is stored in the EDS and is continuously followed up and reviewed in consultation with the student, teacher and parent.

				Knowledge criteria – Description of the quality of a student’s knowledge required for a certain grade.  

				Kunskapsgården – Kunskapsskolan has two residential study centres in Sweden – one in Falun and one in Gamleby. For a number of weeks during their four years of secondary school in Kunskapsskolan, students stay and work at these centres, together with teachers, for deeper studies in practical and aesthetic subjects, recreation and social activities.

				Kunskapsskolan Science Centre – Kunskapsskolan’s competence centre in mathematics and natural science at the Stockholm Observatory in Saltsjöbaden, just outside Stockholm. Students take intensive courses at the centre. Teachers use the centre to develop their science specialism.

				Learning Portal – Kunskapsskolan’s Web-based portal, where the curricula for steps and theme courses are stored along with associated goals, knowledge criteria, proposed working methods, exercises, texts, photos, films and test examples. The resources on the Learning Portal can be accessed from anywhere and are updated through systematic collaboration between teachers at the different schools. The content is the same for all Kunskapsskolan schools in each country.

				Lecture – Organised on the basis of student needs and can be given on a small scale, or to large groups in a theme course or a block of steps. 

				Logbook – In addition to personal long-term goals and term goals, the logbook contains the student’s weekly goals, learning strategies and personal timetable, as well as assessments of the student’s work and achievement results. 

				National test – A standardised test given nation-wide in Sweden in several subjects and taken by Year 9 students in secondary school, and students in upper secondary schools, as a means to help determine the students’ grades.

				Parents Council – Consists of parent representatives for students in the various year groups who meet a few times each term to discuss school matters and present the parents’ views and opinions to the principal.

				Personal coach/tutor – Each teacher is personal coach for approximately 20 students in his or her base group and coaches them individually to develop their academic, social and personal skills.

				Personal coaching/tutoring – The key to personalised learning, where the teacher helps the student set goals and develop successful learning strategies for all schoolwork.

				Personal coaching session/tutorial session – A planned weekly meeting between the student and coach for at least 15 minutes. The student reflects on his or her work, performance and strategies. Goals, strategies and timetabled sessions are decided for the coming week. The personal coaching session is recorded in the student’s logbook. 

				Personal goal – Together with his or her personal coach and parent, the student decides on the final grade for each subject that will serve as the student’s personal goal for the education. 

				Personal learning strategy – A strategy for the student to meet his or her goals that is based on factors that are important for the student’s ability to learn.

				Personal timetable – The school week has timetabled communication sessions, workshops, lectures, seminars and laboratory work. The student, in consultation with his or her personal coach, makes a selection of these activities to compose the personal timetable, which also contains the student’s set times for personal coaching sessions, base group sessions, and work that is performed individually or in groups.

				Personalised learning – An education that is tailored according to the needs and abilities of each student. The teachers, timetable and learning spaces are organised and centred around the student’s goals and learning strategies.

				Piste (Blue, Red and Black) – In Sweden, every student chooses between three levels of learning difficulty: The Blue piste with the grade of “Passed” as the goal, the Red piste, aiming at “Passed with Merit”, and the Black piste targeting the grade of “Passed with Distinction”. In the UK, the three levels are called Bronze, Silver and Gold.

				Principal – The head of the school that has ultimate responsibility for education and the school’s performance.

				Progress tracking and development review – The student, personal coach and parent meet at the beginning of each term to set goals for every subject, devising a plan for meeting the goals and tracking the student’s goal achievement progress. The review is documented in the student’s individual study plan.

				Project step – The student applies his or her learning from the five steps included in a block, and is tested on it. The project step has to be presented and approved before the student can proceed to the next block of steps. 

				School co-ordinator – Takes care of phone calls and visitors and ensures that everyone involved in the school receives the information they need.

				Seminar – A group of five to 25 students and a teacher who discuss a subject. A seminar may serve as an introduction to a course, or it may be used for assessing and grading group work and projects.

				Step subject – The student progresses through the steps at his or her own rate, regardless of the year he or she is in. Each new step adds a level of difficulty and has clear goals and knowledge criteria for the different grades. The subjects studied in steps vary from country to country, and between secondary schools and upper secondary schools. The step curriculum is based on national achievement level goals.

				Student Council – Each base group appoints a representative to serve on the Student Council, which meets regularly to discuss issues related to the school and its working environment, sometimes together with the principal and other staff.

				Subject teacher – A teacher who is an expert in a certain subject, who plans and conducts workshops, seminars, lectures and other activities in courses, in collaboration with other subject teachers in Kunskapsskolan.

				Theme course – Establishes the learning theme and clarifies how the occurrences of a phenomenon are interconnected, often by integrating several subjects. The subjects studied in a theme course vary from country to country, and between secondary schools and upper secondary schools.

				Trained teachers – Kunskapsskolan strives to have teachers who are all certified according to the regulations in each country where Kunskapsskolan operates.

				Work team – The school’s teachers are organised in work teams that plan, develop and evaluate their work with the students.

				Workroom – Rooms of various size in Kunskapsskolan schools for individual studies, or for meetings in pairs, small groups and entire base groups.

				Workshop – Session in which students, regardless of their learning level, all work on the same subject, together with a subject teacher, in a fixed location at the school.
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				• Kunskapsskolan opened its first schools in Sweden in August 2000. As of spring 2011, more than 12,000 students are attending Kunskapsskolan’s 24 secondary schools and nine upper secondary schools in Sweden, and three academies for secondary education in the United Kingdom. In autumn 2011, the first high school based on Kunskapsskolan’s learning programme will open in the United States. The most distinguishing feature of the schools is their personalised learning model focusing on personal goals and learning strategies to achieve them. Kunskapsskolan is owned by Magnora, the family-owned company of Kunskapsskolan’s founder, Peje Emilsson, together with Investor AB, founded by the Wallenberg family. 

				• Cecilia Fällgren has worked as a financial journalist for Veckans Affärer, Sweden’s leading business magazine, Dagens Industri, the country’s leading business newspaper, and Svenska Dagbladet Näringsliv, a major Swedish daily newspaper. She holds an M.B.A. from the Stockholm School of Economics and has previously published the book “Generationsmanifestet – Är du redo för talangrevolutionen” (2009) on the subject of how to nurture young talent. Cecilia is employed by Magnora today.
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