Contributions of Kurt Hahn to education
By Malcolm Mckinsey

[ have written about Kurt Hahn before. He was a German-born educator who lived from
1886 to 1974. Hahn founded many schools, and schools’ organizations. The Round
Square association of schools worldwide, of which Keystone is a committed member, is
dedicated to the memory and the educational philosophy of Kurt Hahn. To my
knowledge, the closest equivalent to Hahn in the Chinese tradition is our great educator
and thinker, Zhang Boling.
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At the start of the last academic year, in August 2017, I made reference in this column to
Kurt Hahn's five essential qualities. Here again, in his words, is that famous statement:
I regard it as the foremost task of education to insure the survival of these qualities:

e an enterprising curiosity

e an undefeatable spirit
tenacity in pursuit
readiness for sensible self-denial
and, above all, compassion.
[ like to wonder what our school would be like if our graduates left us having developed
these qualities to a high degree. Of course, we have our five Confucian values, and they
are deep and enduring. We shall be doing very well indeed if our graduates leave us
knowing how to practice and live those values.
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The first school that Hahn founded was Schule Schloss Salem, in southern Germany, in
1920. In 1933, he was imprisoned by the Nazis as he had urged his students and young
graduates to resist the growing power and reckless cruelty of Hitler. When he was
released, he moved to the United Kingdom. At Salem, Hahn developed a succinct set of
guidelines for defining that school community. These he called The Seven Laws of



Salem. They still exist there. I remember the excitement with which [ wrote them
down in my personal notebook the first time I visited Salem school, many years ago.
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[ want now to share three of those ‘laws’ with you. Law number three is this:

Give the children the opportunity of self-effacement in the common cause
Hahn understood the value of working in teams, in ways where individual gratification
is far less important than bonding collaboratively to ensure effective results in support
of unifying causes and worthy projects. The ‘self-effacement’, or modesty, or humility,
that is the opposite of rampant individualism, is a quality that Hahn believed to be
crucial in the development of civil communities, in schools and elsewhere. We would
certainly benefit, in my opinion, from a lot more self-effacement in our contemporary
world.
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Hahn'’s fourth law is short, and sweet, and silent:

Provide periods of silence
Almost one hundred years ago, the visionary Hahn could see that modern living was
being overrun by noise, and distracting speed. That insight has been made so much
more relevant to our lives since the electronic, technological revolution of which almost
all humans are beneficiaries. How do we find poise, and quiet, in this rush of incessant
imagery and surfeit of superficiality? How do we balance the undeniable benefits of
information technology and social media with the never-ending demands that these
benefits place upon us, and to which it is so easy to become addicted? Reflective
periods of silence are vital, and more and more endangered. We do not protect and
preserve silence sufficiently at Keystone.
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But it is perhaps law number seven, the last in the series, that is so important for a
school like Keystone. Here it is:

Free the sons of the wealthy and powerful from the enervating sense of privilege
For ‘sons’, we should now read ‘sons and daughters’. Hahn was worried that the
children in his expensive school, whose parents were wealthy, might end up weak and
enfeebled by the privileged position in society that they occupied. They might think, as
young students, that they need not work hard, or push themselves, or develop resilient
and strong characters, because they were going to inherit powerful positions regardless
of their own efforts. We need to keep on reminding ourselves of the wisdom of that
phrase. If our students, your children, feel that they are entitled, or inherently
privileged, we must as teachers and parents undermine that ‘enervating sense’. Itisin
their interests that we should do so. And itis in all our interests that we must diversify
our student enrollment, and raise more and more financial aid to do so where
necessary.
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So, let me end with the paragraph that we read to all our students when they join the

secondary school, and contribute to the joyful matriculation ceremony held near the

start of every academic year. This is how we welcome them:
And so we welcome you in this same manner, greeting you with our minds and hearts
fully open. What does that mean? Our open minds mean that we have no
preconceptions of you. What background and which part of town you come from are
not important. What is important is that you have earned a place in our community
through your talent, motivation, and hard work and through your clear demonstration
that you want to make full use of the varied opportunities offered to you here. Your
honor will be earned internally, not through some status that you bring with you from
outside.
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