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ABSTRACT

A School of Our Own: Where the Children Live is a story of schooling. It ventures to
weave a vision of schooling into several versions, at least three PLACES where schooling
can happen — up to 2020 A.D. and beyond. The stories are built on the weaving metaphor
and a profound sense of place. Experiences of the author weave themselves into and
through a conversation with her granddaughter and her great-granddaughter, through a
Book of Schools, an historical journey through the research (A Logbook), and a fictional
(and critical) journey (conversation) through the Internet. In telling the story of these
utopian schools, the author creates a place for school in the daily life of the community.
The children engage fully in the place; they LIVE there. Parents and community
members and resources are integral to the daily happenings of A School. Each child
works at what interests him/her, yet the learning often revoives around a particular
place created in the classroom or found in the community. As one student becomes
interested in the Amazon jungle, for example, the others are drawn in and the classroom
becomes a jungle... where the children live... and leamn.

From the one-room schoolhouse and tutoring to private schools, boarding schoois,
non-coercive schools, free schools, home schools, charter schools and virtual schools,
the journey of research includes stories (The Once and Future King ), movies (Dead
Poet's Society ), and Summerhill, Sudbury Valley, Montessori, Steiner, and Dewey, for
example. Each school is different; each school has an impact. Each story is intended to
perturb the reader, to push boundaries, and expand comfort zones. It is an expioration
that weaves in and out of the question of "what school can and should be".

In the end, the journey comes together in conversation — on the intemet where a wide
variety of interested commentators/critics enter lively and feisty conversation over A
School of Our Own - in a gentler retum to conversation with the granddaughter and...

another Place!
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introduction

There is a story to tell, a story of schools and schooling. It hasn't all happened yet
though much of it has. The storying is a process, a searching for understanding through
writing, reading, and experiencing the stories, a process just begun... and that may
continue as long as the story exists. It is an historical telling in that it brings the
history of schooling into and through the present but it is not a simple history. It is an
autobiographical telling yet it is not a simple autobiography. There is within it a deep
sense of phenomenological knowing, a sense of the experience. [t reaches within. its
stories can lead (or push, pull and propel) us through one possible storyline, one
ontological view (or more) and, it is hoped, they will bring us beyond them, beyond our
"selves”, into a view, perhaps new, of what schooling "can and should be". We have had
an opinion; we seemed to have known our own visions, but through these stories and the
journey we take through them, we may come to understand a larger wholeness, perhaps
our own. We may discover ourselves as "educators” and we may find some pathways to
where we need go from here.

This dissertation, then, is an exploration - light, but not to be taken lightly - a journey
as invitation, a journey that may go deeper than we may have otherwise gone. It is
choice for contemplation, not simply a text to be read and forgotten. [t is an invitation to
look beneath our most treasured opinions and take a deeper journey than we may have
otherwise taken. It has within it a possibility for discovery, of deeper social and
personal meaning. it may perturb our "taken-for-granteds” but most of all, it is an
invitation to look beyond what we thought we "always knew"” and to see "hope” for
education's (and our own) futures.

Until now, we have built our story of schooling on what we learned and experienced in
the past, but we are ready to move into a future so unlike the past it is unrecognizable
from our present; it is a time of change, a "megaparadigm” shift (Doll, 1993) that is
happening. All around us, change is happening -.just look and you will see. The only
certainty is change, the futurists tell us. Reality isn't what it used to be (Anderson,
1990). We can see that a post-industrial, information-laden, global community, this
most postmodern of worlds cannot be like the world we once knew and believed in. We
can no longer pretend that it is. So, we must change... or allow change... but how?
Where do we go from here?

it is time to join in the story....

conversation

By now, the year is 2020 (A.D.) and | am "old enough” to write my own memoirs. |
likely wouldn't bother except that | see my great-grandchildren have no idea what
"school” was actually like. They are so free in their learning that "school” as | knew it
is definitely archaic, an idea so foreign that to them it is "out of the dark ages”. In so
many ways, | am glad schools went the way of the dinosaurs, the dodo birds, and
microwave ovens. Certainly, they outlived their usefulness.

In many ways, schools as | knew them were products of a dark age. It was a dark and
scary time sometimes, especially the times of transition (the '90s and '00s). | think
the original schools (public schools, that is) must have been great adventures at their
beginnings. Certainly, they were created to fill visions. it is visions such as those that
will guide this story; it is vision that can guide our "good” lives in so many ways. This
seems so appropriate because it was the visions of "what schooling can and should be"



that led to the demise of schools as we knew them. My own visions were part of that
movement - as were the changing times!

Someone said, "In 1989, the world changed.” it did, but we weren't aware of how drastic
that change was until much later. We knew about "recessions” and "hard economic
times”. We knew that the cold war was over, the Berlin Wall and the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics were no more, that a major power won a war at technological-
distance and so lost world respect (though they may not have known it at the time). We
knew that the British monarchy was in scandalous trouble, that hostage-taking was a
popular way to make a political statement, and health care and education fell profanely to
the axes of budget-balancing, government cutbacks and privatization. We watched as
aboriginal peoples held their communities hostage sometimes and demanded gambling,
self-government and many other "rights”, as an esteemed body of senators allowed chaos
full reign in their chambers for a while, as one province split itself while splitting
from the country... and so on. We knew "the times were a-changing” but we could not
comprehend how drastically. Nor how quickly.

| think we thought these troubled times would pass, that somehow all would settle down
and be as it was in the "past”. It did not. it couild not. Global communications had
brought us to a level of awareness that could not then be shut down; we knew too much

- and yet we knew so little. There was no turning back, though many tried. The
"Internet”, that world-wide web of "underground” communications developed by the
military to be indestructible in times of crisis became unstoppable in the hands of "the
public”. It (the public) created a network of communication that was world wide,
accessible, and un-censurable. Literally anything could be communicated to anyone
anywhere in the world - and it was. Sometimes to our dismay - as children learned how
to make bombs as well and as easily as they learned to write letters to net-pals in other
countries. [t truly opened the doors of the entire world to each and every person who had
access to a computer - and increasingly that was everyone. At the same time, satellite
communication was astounding the world and a marriage of technologies (fibre optics,
telephone and cable, and satellite technologies, for example) was creating ever more
ways to carry information to all corners of our worlds in astonishing ways.

Each innovation, each development, seemed an answer to prayers, someone's prayers.
Tele-marketing allowed quick hassle-free shopping (though no guarantees) and
telephone technology allowed us to do our banking, pay our bills, gather information,
compare prices, .... We needed never leave "home".

These were exciting times - but | am ahead of my story....

it is very interesting how | got involved in "education™ and then in the battle for a
"better way" - by default! When | look at it now it all looks so terribly archaic! When
1 was "in school", girls seemed to have only a few choices of what they would do "when
they grew up” - that in itself, was archaic! But, mostly, we were limited by our own
limited vision. | was sure of what | didn't want; | thought that | should be a nurse or a
teacher - those seemed to be my only choices. Two girifriends and | went to the school
counselor and asked him what we should "be". He looked at us a few moments (never
opened a file) and then said, "you should all be teachers.”" And so we did. All three of us.

That is it! Viewed from today's world of global uitra-communication, it was not only
archaic; it was stone-age! More dramatically: we didn't question him! We simply did
as we were told. | cannot imagine the children of today doing that. They know so much
more about themselves and about their choices; they are more educated!



The children of today (A.D. 2020) educate themselves - and they do it in the process of
their living. | learn so much just from listening to them. ! particularly treasure the
moments when they allow me into their thought-worids by letting me read their written
works. Here is a sample from my great-granddaughter’s letter to a friend that talks
about her excitement in going to the "Schools Museum”. it seems the "children of today”
are still "children” in the sense of their leaming no matter their chronological age. But
then, now, we all are. My grand-daughter, her mother, is grown now and is still
exploring with her children and by herselfl Age, it seems, is but a state of mind. It
seems we are all the same age, all learning... 14, 34, 54 or 74! That is our way now.

Great-Granddaughter

SA: Yes! Finally, | am going to get there. Reading Great-grandmother’s journals and
watching the old movies is cool, but visiting that Museum of Schools will be An
Experience, | think. Transportation (travel) is such a problem these days ... and
electricity is so scarce, it 's been hard for me to put together a picture of what it
really was like to have to go to school every day. Every day. Imagine! Grandmother
(1 call her that) has often moaned on and on about the "demise of schools” and at the
same time she talks on about all the sad experiences she had there. Especially the
"academic” ones (what a word!). They seemed to be such a waste of time!

She talked of going to the community hall. We still go to the community hall - so
what is the difference. | am curious about what is different in today's world. Yes, |
reakize it is twenty years after the beginning of the twenty-first century and a lot
has happened since 1995 when Grandmother started her utopian school, but it is
truly hard to imagine having all the kids go to school like going to a jail every day
just for the convenience of it. Whose convenience?! Why would they do it? Today
we might even find that a distraction, fun even... for a while. But we just don't have
the time or see the need for that - but it is interesting to think of what changes
those totally primitive PCs (personal computers) must have made in the lives of
those poor '90s kids. Especially at first, when they actually realized they didn't have
to truck off to school every day just to learn stuff like information or to
communicate with other people.

It must have been the same when air and highway travel got too expensive, when
people realized they didn't want to go down that highway to work and school every
day, that there was enough for them to do in their home community, in their home
even. And when electricity got short, it must have created more havoc, more
adjusting those habits and patterns. It must have been dramatic to think of sharning
resources in a huge old gargantuan way. Sharing. We take it so much for granted
today. [ cannot imagine having to do all of everything myself, like Grandmother
describes.

I cannot imagine even wanting to leave my home and community every day just to go
"out in the world”. | am quite content most days to work quietly with my friends and
family and share in all the activities of this place - well, sometimes we are not so
quiet as all that! | enjoy the easy-going pace of my days; | chose to live here! | like
having the choice. | like having access to all the resources | like and | like the easy
companionship of my friends who share my ideas - mostly!

I chose to live in this community because | can do weaving, and art here. There are
places where | can be alone, and there are people who like deep discussions - of such
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things as "What is Life", "What is Education” and "Why are we Here" like | do. It is
easy these days to travel the globe and even the galaxy on electronic and electric
media... it is easy to find friends to "tak" to electronically... fax and modem and e-
mail and internet connections are in every community centre and in many homes -
and there are so many kinds of centres and communities! It is easy to call up visual
images of the people we connect with and it is easy to find lists and ksts of data about
any topic imaginable. It is easy to experience things Vicariously; (Grand-mother
likes that word!). Virtual reality is easy and so cormmon we just take it for granted
that we can do anything we want to do. We drive airplanes and do open heart surgery,
whatever we choose to learn to do, by the simple flick of the CD cases. What is rare
and Awesome is to find the books still intact. It's not often and so it is a cherished
treat to have the chance to cuddie up to a print-medium for a tactile three-
dimensional experience and it is even rarer and more precious to be able to access
the old personal journals such as the ones of my grandmother’s | have so luckily
found. Mostly no one really cares - or at least, they think they don't until they get
involved in doing it like | have. There is lots of opportunity for interpersonal
interactions; there are lots of conversations, and hands-on experiences in our own
local community. In my case the weavers and the looms stand there ready and every
night | can join a study or conversation around the fireplace in the community centre
if | want to. | can share my thoughts on topics that interest me any time | want to. In
fact, if | don't bother to show up to talk for a day or so someone cormes looking for me
to see if anything is wrong.

Instead of computer games and old movies we usually choose to ksten to music being
played on 3D instruments, to wander into the kitchen and make the popcorn
ourselves, and sometimes even to scribble in our own techno-journals in a corner of
the room while all the conversations are happening around us.

| understand it must have been a great revolution when homeschooling multiplied and
when the charter school rules gave permission to home communities to educate their
own children. It must have been exciting to watch virtual schools take over the way
school was handled and change the way teachers and students kived in their daily
"schooling”. it must have been exciting just to have been there - or else
Grandmother is just a really good story teller! The “social reorganization” that she
taks about must have been traumatic to those who still wanted to keep the old ways
but to those who wanted it, it must have been very exciting. Yes, | can see that those
young people who liked to go to school every day must have been stressed and
wondering, at least at first, how they could find a chance to meet with their friends
- and what they would do to fill up their time. We still sometimes wonder how we
fill up our time!

They might have worried they would miss out on the sports events or just "hanging
out”. | can just imagine the turmoi some kids would have had, when they found out
they wouldn't have anyone to bully and talk into following their ways - you know,
the ways of cigarettes, drugs, and aicohol and such. There are still some kids around
like that today, that like to bully and force their ways on the rest of us. But, you
know, we don't really bother with them - and they don't come into our communities
much. It must have been so freeing - | feel so free even now to think about it - for
those who could see that there were more loving ways to inhabit the planet than what

they were doing then.

Even so, it must have been a long hard journey from that totally separated and
segregated worid to the bunch of communities we live in so peacefully today. Many
things must have happened, all those political and social things but mostly people



probably got tired of hurrying, racing out for something they couldn’t get, rushing
off to work, rushing off to school, rushing... all the time. Bringing information home
on the computer modems and CD-ROMs must have been a monumentally freeing
movement. As the [prescribed] curriculum disappeared from lack of use, it must
have been quite a freedom to know that you could learn whatever [content and skills]
you thought appropriate or fun! Then in later years people must have actually
realized that not only was "content and skils” optional so was travelling the highway
to "work and worry” - or so Grandmother says!

I can actually picture how family businesses must have sprung up - my dad taks
about his getting started — and how it was an inside-out reinvention of the "old"
extended family that became centered on interest and “work" rather than on "blood".
Today we have so many interesting businesses right here in our community, it is fun
to just go visiting friends. They have so many creative things happening right in
their homes.... The computers are always on!

Grandmother tells of the time when kids had only one set of parents - they called
them their "family”, but more often than not it was only one parent and the brothers
and sisters born into that family; it was sometimes very small, as families go. Today
we have so many people we call family it is hard to imagine being so kmited. | cannot
imagine having only one parent or one set of parents to raise the children. It must
have been a lonely existence. Sometimes | spend more time with my aunt than | do
with my mother especially when we are talking weaving and spinning and dyeing
together - | love the whole weaving process! Mom talks to me about many things and
we do a lot together but she is not interested in weaving like | am - her love is for
languages! | love her dearly and | know she is always looking out for me, but | can
see that she has other interests besides hovering over me and | am glad of that. What
if | had only one parent to depend on! That must have been terrible and terrifying;
kids must have felt so alone sometimes, so vuinerable. In this community, everyone
is family!

I have even heard that if you weren't of a certain color or religion or such you did not
fit in, and often were not alowed into the programs and social events. By today's
standards this seems awfully primitive! Imagine. Everyone was actually expected to
learn the same data as everyone eise, usually by rote memorization like their
grandparents did. Reciting poetry is fun and remembering things is fun sometimes,
but why would they have wanted to remember everything! | remember the fun
things, and the things | need for what | am working on, and | know some people who
like to play "Trivial Pursuit” and other memory games but | cannot imagine wanting
to remember things just to be able to recite them back on a "test” (whatever that
isl). It seems, though, that kids then were expected to "know” (transiate,
remember) more information earlier in their schooling than their grandparents. |
cannot imagine why because that was the time when computers were becoming so
much better at remembering. Why would chiidren be expected to act like
computers?! When | look at it from here, | can see that schooling must have become
a career in a way, what with everyone being expected to go to school for twelve years
and then to return to what was called upgrading in their later years. | guess they had
to think of something for them to do in those "schools”! This was at the same time as
the schooling had become particularly meaningless in itself! No wonder. It was the
pursuit of papers (credentials) that kept the system grinding on (I am told), that
kept schooling in the dark ages for so long. | am incredibly thankful that we have
discovered the joy and pleasure of learning through the freedom to learmn when and
what we want. | am so thankful! | cannot imagine learning much if | was told | had
to learn it, and | cannot imagine not learning. That is what life is about, certainly



my life and that of the people around me. People are naturally curious. We have fun
learning. That is our life!

In the oiden days, Grandmother says, the usual gathering place was a sometimes
crowded smoke-filled room where drinking alcohol and "partying” were the expected
activities. She taks of pubs and bars, or bingo halls and gambling places where
collecting pieces of metal and paper were the thrill of the day. | can see that one
would want to go where other people gathered but | cannot see why they didn't gather
in community places where kids couid gather too. Why, | wonder, were the kids left
out? They must have been left out a lot. Grandmother says that sometimes the
children gathered together, that same-age groups were more the norm than mixed-
age groupings. That seems limiting in scope and interest but | can see that with the
big schools and everybody being divided by age, it would have been a natural
happening. | wonder how kids learned to get along with other ages than themselves.
They must have missed out on a lot of leaming from and about other people. Today we
don't often remember how old we are, for it doesn‘'t matter - we rarely count
"vears”: we count "successes”, "accomplishments”, and "changes". Everyone is
welcome everywhere. We change our names and our places, our activities and our
interests at will. It is great.

I cannot imagine leaving here, moving out of this community - except to move into
another community that has people and activities that interest me more than what the
focus is here. Grandmother says that in 1995 the biggest thing kids wanted to do was
to get out (of home) and get their own place - or, she said, to get out of school! To
"get a job™ Each boy and girl felt a strong need to set up a separate household and do
all the work themselves or with just one friend, apparently. What a drag! When the
family units began to fall apart, she says, the biggest thing was to figure out how to
get a ride to school, so there was a way to gather with your friends - but | like our
way better. Don't go to school. We have school in our own home, in our own
community, right here where we live. | cannot imagine it being fun any other way.

| cannot imagine having to drive ten miles into town for a litre of milkk or even
having to go and get it myself - even if the store was just down the street.
Grandmother says they had to do that! Today it is delivered to the kitchen centers.
Why would anyone be so interested in buying milk to feel they had (or wanted) to do
it themselves. There are people who kke to deliver milk! They enjoy the travelling
experience and that they are doing something worthwhile and so feel themselves free
in doing their kind of work. | think they like to visit all the communities too, and
gossip with all the people there. Though it does not interest me right now, | can see
myself taking a turn at it sometime. The travelling would be a different experience,
and | might like it. Certainly, | am willing to learn what it is like.

That is how we live here. We change "jobs” often and just do what needs to be done.
Sometimes the jobs aren't so interesting but we do them if they need done, because
then we are free to "follow our bliss" somewhere else if we want to. We try to enjoy
each part of each job that we do; we take pride in doing a job well and seeing that it is
accomplished. Usually there are enough people to do all the jobs. Some people like a
tidy kitchen, some people like to cook, and we all like to try it out sometimes so we
all get to eat - and all the other jobs work that way. Here, anyone who is interested
works in the garden; everyone does their part because we all want to participate in
the place where we live; it is part of who we are, part of what we do... and we have
plenty of time, for all the work is shared - even though sometimes we work “really
hard”, we feel good when we do it, to have accomplished it, to see that it is done (and



well). We all have some kind of ecological community, for that is the only
sustainable kind - and we surely all want to sustain!

Yes, there are some of us better at gardening and so take more charge of getting it
done and often the children (large and small) raid the pea patch but essentially
everyone helps with everything eventually. We all take a turn, and the work always
gets done. If it doesn't | guess it is because no one thinks it needs doing, and so it is
left. We are quite content to do it this way. If someone is bothered by something
undone, they find a way to get it done, usually by doing it themselves. If someone is
busy doing something, though, others often decide to join in - the interest of one
person often becomes the interest of several... and the circles turn.... Besides, it is
great fun to do things together, no matter how mundane!

At one time, very long ago, Grandmother says, the genders were separated in what
they couid and could not do. At one time only men could go into certain places - the
"bars”, "clubs” and "pool halls” and do certain kinds of work. The old people were
shuffled off to "nursing” homes when they couldn't look after their own needs and
women eventually gained the "right” to go "out to work"... ta da, they say. | wonder
why! Now all of what we need is taken care of in the home community, even those of
the old and disabled, for they contribute as they can and often carry a large part of
education and support and training. Their wisdom is valued and invited, we enjoy
their stories - as we enjoy the wisdom of everyone. The community is large enough
to provide enough ksteners for those who like to share their stories - and there are
always those who like to tell a story....

And this is how | came to find the manuscript. Through a story, my mother's story.

| was searching the electronic archives for notes about my mother's childhood, for
we are writing a book together of her life. | found reference to a utopian school,
called A School of Qur Own, that seems to have been one of the beginnings of this
lifestyle | so enjoy. My grandmother was apparently one of the founders of that
illustrious school.

As | searched | became more interested and curious yet | could not find any paper
copy or description of what had happened amongst Grandmother's things. She seemed
reluctant to talk about it; there might have been a lot of pain in it somewhere, for
her. |expect, though, there was also joy and excitement. Yes, she told me about the
physical making of it, how the committees got together so often and set it all up and
how the governments of 1995 had supported the idea simply because it was
innovative. It was an idea that intrigued me, and because my great-grandmother was
part of it, | wanted to know more.

| found a large box of clipped magazine articles and a few remnants from a personal
log - and | made some new discoveries. Grandmother hadn't really told me about her
interest in public views of education via the newspaper column. Though | knew she
wrote a column | had never seen any of her writing; she seemed to think it had been
unimportant at the time, but for me it is the link with understanding the past that |
have been seeking.

The political times must have been turbulent in 1995. From the articles | am
gathering that some local governments were trying radical new approaches to
government, that some provinces were continuing to want to separate, and businesses
as well as governments were downsizing and downsizing... although by 1996 some
had found that these processes had to be reversed, that they were actually more



harmful to their organizations than they thought. There seemed to be a complete re-
organization of government services, a push toward privatizing Everything, and a
worry for money as the bottom line.

Certainly the social fabric was being torn. People were "in trouble” economically -
or so it seemed:; layoffs were common and the old patterns of "go to work and come
home again” was no longer there for many people, the thousands who were "laid off”
or "retired early” or whose jobs simply disappeared. The whole vista of "work” and
"husiness” was a flattening horizon. One article said, "Seemingly overnight, the old
idea of a job has begun to seem like a social artifact. The new idea of rapid turnover
of jobs, constant retraining, insecurity and flat wages has transformed the way
millions of Canadians live." (Evenson, 1996).

The world of work was changing; the kind of organization that the "workforce” was
was no longer working. Old hierarchical systems were crumbling under a renewing
of democratic process - albeit in the name of downsizing! Self-managed teams,
project approaches, team approaches, workers trained to resolve their own
conflicts.... Oh, what a revolution! Today this seems too bizarre. | cannot imagine
what it must have been like to live and work in a totally hierarchical organization. |
can see that it may have been easier in some ways to "get things done”, but surely the
workers would have been more excited and interested in their work when they were
more directly involved. These articles show concern for those who lost their jobs to
the restructuring; they do not show much about how it must have forced so many
people to go back to school, to re-train. Today, we take that ongoing schooling
process as our way of life. | found an old yellowed article, a section entitled, "Living
is Learning”. | wonder if that was a new idea!

Yes, it seems that society was changing... and some people didn't like it. | found an
article entitled, "New Luddites on the March”. It says, "Resentment against
postmodern society, downsizing and big-business runs wide and deep” (Katz, 1996).
These "New Luddites"” were environmentabsts! Amazing. What they seemed to be
objecting to is the technological orientation that was transforming the world,
especially the world of work (as it was then). It was important to remember the
environmental (and psychological, etc.) impact of technology. It seemed that that
was forgotten sometimes, or more kikely just put aside for no one knowing what to do
with it. We seem to have inherited (or developed) a more balanced view. We are
still very concerned about environmental degradation and we work hard and long to
reverse the processes; it all seems so natural to do it that way now. But in 1995,
there were many articles written that concerned themselves with the interface
between environmental concerns and job creation and/or maintenance. The forest
industry, the oil industry and many others faced hard choices, it would seem.
Should/could the pace and the industry be saved (with its jobs) or would the
environment be remembered as more important? It was a tough call. | found [in the
articles] that by 1996, a "UN book [on environmental quality] cited lkittle reason to
celebrate. The world's atmosphere [was] deteriorating, acid rain threaten[ed]
forests and wildlife, climate-changing greenhouse gases [were] accumulating, an
unprecedented range of plants and wildlife face[d] extinction, and forests, usable
water and soil [were] rapidly vanishing, the book said” (Reuter, 1996).

Whew. [ think if some choices had been made differently, and some attitudes had not
changed | would not be here writing these notes. Certainly our sustainable
communities are doing a lot toward cleaning up the environment but | see we still
have a long way to go. That we have lost many many species and there is no replacing
them is simply a fact we acknowiledge... and we see we have lost more than species, we



lost a whole way of life. That was inevitable but | am glad we have found what seems
to me a better way of living to replace the old ways. Surely, the "new" trends of
1995 have translated into a better life for us in 2020. It is still fun, though, to look
through these old clippings, and journey back into history this way.

But, | am still getting sidetracked. Yes, changes in schools and schooling must have
been happening at the same time and inside society's change. It makes sense that
changes in one are somehow a reflection of changes in the other. | had never really
thought about this in terms of schooling, but | see, from the articles and what | know
about how schools have changed, just from listening to Grandmother, that schools are
a direct reflection of what society thinks is important at the time. Quite clearly, a
society would want to teach its children the best of what it knows.... | wonder, though,
whose best it was. Today, we each seem to find our own best... for we do our own
schooling!

School must have been a place to meet and associate with friends but it apparently
was also a place where one needed to learn to protect oneself and others. There are
articles in Grandmother's collection about a lot of violence in the schools, about how
kids took knives to school, how sometimes sorneone "lost it" and went in there
shooting the place up with guns, and | see even where teachers were sometimes
attacked. It must have been a scary place to go even when there were no guns.
Grandmother talks about the stories some children have told her and on television
shows where they have been so afraid of the bullies or of being teased, about the
tremendous effects of peer pressure, that they were afraid to go to school. | find it
totally hard to imagine a very large group of children all the same age being there
together and so wanting the same things all at the same time (isn't that what we
do?!)... and there being only others the same age to consult or contend with. If
teachers were afraid to interfere because of violence or social disapproval or law
suits and if the rules were such that the adults were in charge all the time, | can see
that it would have been a potentially explosive situation. We all kke to have some
say in our lives; we kike to go where we are not afraid; we like to be included because
we are rather than because we conform. Oh, it must have been a trying time - an
inside out view of "ole” Darwin's’ survival of the fittest without what we see now as a
way for competition to be cooperative - all of us working for our own health and
happiness but by fitting between and among others doing the same thing, a symbiotic
relationship of equals, we call it. We are diverse and yet can be compatible and find
peace within our differences. That is what we do now. We celebrate and enjoy our
differences. We do not bother to spend time to point to them in any way or to exclude
ourselves and others from anything on the basis of difference. We like the variety.

Here, today, in my extended family unit-community, | have friends in all age groups,
and | do not have a need to compete; there is certainly enough to go around. The
communities are self-sustaining, for they are large enough to be independent yet
symbiotic eco-systems, ecological communities based on interest and companionship.
We are comfortable. We trade in various ways for the things we do not create
ourselves in our community place - for we easily produce a surplus. We do what we
and our environment do best, are best suited for, and so we do it well and have a
surplus for trading. We have enough food. We make most of what we want to wear
and use for entertainment; and we trade for the rest. In our community we weave
clothing and make soaps, hand creams and other products from beeswax and glycerin,
and we work with horses and wool-producing animals (sheep, goats, llama, alpaca,
etc.). We like these sorts of things.



It is told that children were bored in school. It is hard for me to imagine being bored
- for there are so many interesting things to do here. | love the animals and the
plants, and being able to be outdoors in good weather and even in bad. If | am not
interested in the physical activity that is happening, | can always find a computer
connection to a topic that interests me. Often | have several of my own projects
happening simuitaneously. Teachers of various kinds are always around for the
basics of learning living skils and for most of my projects, though sometimes we
have to organize or travel a bit to access them. Certainly we have learned the skills
of acquiring information; researching is our way of life. | am having so much fun
just kiving here, and now | am so excited about being able to go to that museum.

She described our community well. | am still amazed at how interested she is in
everything, especially in the past, my past -~ and how happy she is to be living they way
she is. Her enthusiasm is surely catching! | am also impressed with her "deep” thinking
- she is always asking, always searching to know more. At least that is my perception of
what she does, but | expect that comes from my "teacher” background - heh, or my own
continuous search for ontological meaning!! | am so glad for her that she has escaped the
restraints of schooling as | knew it. For most of my teaching life, | thought "school” was
what it was all about - education, schooling, teaching, learning. | thought that | "had" to
"teach"; | thought that was my "job". These kinds of concepts are foreign to the children
| know today. They seem to take for granted that the world is a leaming place and they
are here to learn. They aiso take for granted that it is all there for them, that
everything they want to know is available, either inside or outside of themselves - and
they willingly explore both and all and sundry. These kids (tall and small) are
explorers of information and experience. They don't just talk about learning or think
about doing it, they live it!

| thought | was a dreamer, a seeker of visions to transcend the impossible; | didn't come
close... though | thought sometimes | did! | recall a conversation with my granddaughter
that shook my perceptions! It also gave me some "work" to do, a work that tumed into a
labor of love!

Granddaughter
LA: You were quite a dreamer, weren't you, Grandmother?

ME: Yes, | had been dreaming A School of My Own for so many years that | actually
believed it was possible. | knew deep inside me - the teacher in me - that A Schoo/ was
actually possible, that | could build it, that | could do it, that it would be some kind of a
vision-manifest, a dream manifest in the flesh, well, actually, the schoolhouse. And, |
wanted so desperately to do it. There seemed to be a tremendous need.

LA: Who needed it, Grandma?

ME: | think now that | did but at the time | thought you (and the other children) did. You
were saying since the beginning of your schooling that school was boring, that you
already knew what you were learning there, that it wasn't fun. Oh, you went willingly
enough, for there were friends to play with at school, and you liked the little school
games enough to tolerate them. And occasionally, you came home with something you
enjoyed. In particular, you were proud of the praise you got for your writing
"imagination”. You remember that, don't you?
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LA: Yes, but vaguely.

ME: Do you remember when your mom and | talked so much about the school, our
school? We asked you what you would do in it, what you would study and you said,
"Birds”. Remember? We went on to explore all the ways that your interest in birds
could become your school work... and then we talked about all the things you would have
learned by "doing birds”. You wanted to build a lot of different kinds of birdhouses, to
draw birds, to watch them, to figure out what they need to eat; you had lots of ideas
about what you wanted to find out. | was very excited - and you were too.

LA: But, Grandma, why didn't you make the school then?

ME: | did, on paper. | wrote and wrote. | learned a lot in the writing, and then | gave it
up for a while. It was very hard to keep enthusiastic about it by myself. Your mother
had gotten busy with other things and the other mothers who were interested in putting
the school together got distracted by summer holidays, haying season, and who knows
what else. | worked on it a long time though because | was determined to make this
school happen. | wrote to the superintendent of schools (we had them then!) proposing
the school. | talked to him on the phone about the possibilities - and, by the way, he
wasn't very encouraging. He seemed to think that the existing school was already doing
all the things | was suggesting.

That was in 1994, you know. Then and over the next year or so - a lot of talkk of
educational change was in the air. The government of the time had decided that
education needed some changes, some infusion of change, at least. Mostly, the leaders
were determined to cut the costs, to "balance the budgets” in all sectors of society, and
Education (the system of schools) came under the ax. Many cuts were actually made,
especially in Kindergarten and post-grade-12 (we had those "grades" then) but there
were other changes that opened doors no one at the time could have imagined. Most
important to my school were the provisions for charter schools and the mandated
parental involvement. These two ideas supported what | so wanted to do: build a school
of my own where the parents were the driving force, the mechanism of education for
their children... at least they would be interested. Interested enough to participate, to
come to school, to talk to me (the teacher in my dream-school) about what they wanted
for their children and to help me make it happen, to help their children leam. To be
there.

These ideas brought out the passion in me. | had heard so much and so often from
parents about how they thought the schools were horrific. They talked often about how
they "should” home school (teach their children at home), how someone "should do
something”. Mostly they told me how "it" was no good, how the children were being
mistreated, misunderstood, or more often, simply ignored. They told me about how
they came home hurt, angry, discouraged, or worse, dulled by it all. Dulled. That is
what | saw so often in the eyes of you children when | questioned you about school.
Dulled. From there my passion rose up. | could do better; | just knew there was a
better way.

| had been doing it myself, in my own teaching; | had been doing it in my conversations
about schooling for over twenty-five years. Trying to do it better. Trying to find a
better way. Trying to find the "best” way, trying to "help”. | talked to parents; |
talked to teachers and other educators; | talked to homeschoolers, and | visited schools.
Lots of schools. | worked as a substitute teacher; | worked as a researcher, and | did a
lot of research myself. Schools. They became my passion and my possibility.
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LA: But why didn't you just stay teaching; why did you have to start your own school?

ME: | was too angry, too filled with the passion to "do it better”. it seemed to me that
everywhere | looked, there right in front of me was the failure. The system was
failing in my eyes and | couldn't find a way to see anything good about it. And, too, |
tried too hard in a place | thought was hopeless; | quit teaching in a cloud of burn-out
and despair. | had worked hard to create a place in my classroom that was different,
that was vibrant and alive, with children having fun learning. | took my job of
"teacher” very seriously - according to what | thought at the time a teacher should be.
| took my mission as helping the children leam.

Actually, | would trace the beginnings of A School of My Own to that experience in the
'70s, oh so long ago - good grief, that was over 50 years ago! - when | tried to make my
classroom utopian. | was a very introspective teacher then - reflective, they called it
in the '90s! .... [laughs] And in the '90s, | was reflecting on making a whole school
utopian, not just my classroom!

LA: Grandmother! [getting excited] Why don't you write the story of your School You
could teill how it came to be and why we don't need it any longer. You could tell how it
was so very good for its time, and how in a sense it was only a dream and yet more than
a dream, how it was a vision, how it was exciting, how it was your Edutopia Dreamed
... And, | could tell my part about being a student there.... | can hardly remember
when | had to go to a "traditional” school so long ago! Your school was so exciting -
after | got used to it, that is.

ME: Yes, but it would be more a story of me as teacher than of one particular school.
Maybe we could start a Book of Schools. Maybe it couid be a game.... Hmmm.

| thought about schools. It had been a long time since | had really thought about "schools"
especially the old, historic ones. Some of this was painful because my dreams were so
tied up in it. | had had such high expectations for my own school, and for my own ability
to be a "good teacher” that when it didn't happen as | had expected, | had to let go of it -
and of course, as soon as | let go of it, more than | expected to happen did happen but in
ways | could never have imagined! That old vision of schooling cum non-schooling taught
me a lot. | had wondered before whether | really wanted to re-enter that thinking-world
that was so exhilarating and so painful all at the same time. it certainly is true that our
expectations, our illusions are so painful when they fall. Yet, my granddaughter had
drawn me back there, and | was thinking | could handle it. Certainly her excitement and
interest spurred me to remember, to be willing to play. it was also apparent that the
younger children had no idea of how "it used to be" - and they usually weren't
particularly interested! Here now, my children, my extended family were showing an
interest in my past. Was | willing to share it with them? There seemed no choice.

Oh, but it was a long road to remember. Where could | start? How would | pull it
together; would | write it down?

My school. Oh, yes... a school of my own. | started dreaming that before | was aware |
was dreaming....

There was a time when the dream was being concretized. That was when | was writing

my school; it actually became a school at one point. But now | am ahead of my story
again. Perhaps | should start with "schooling”, where it began....
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No, that is impossible, for schooling has been happening from the beginning of time.
Parents and community, the social system has always taught the children. That is
schooling. As soon as people started to live together in communities, it must have been
necessary to teach. As soon as people had children, they had to teach them their ways.
The children learned the language and customs of the people they were bom to, the
family they entered at birth. They learned the ways to survive in the world of their
parents and their parents friends and neighbors. It was (and still is) the way of this
world. So, | guess, | will have to start with the time when "schooling” became a concept,
a word, a language - that would be when it became a "social system”, a system of ...
something!... social conditioning?

That thought reminds me of a book | came across in my researching my school. It had an
appealing title, "Reality lsn't What It Used to Be” (Anderson, 1990) and it seemed to
say all the things | had been thinking about -~ but then so did so many other books. |
remember reading that we can only learn something when we already know 90% of it.
That seems to have been my experience - but more than that it seems that the books that
agreed with what | wanted to say kept surfacing in my searching. [t is more that they
appealed to me for their ability to say what | had been wanting to say and was unable to.
They had another effect, however. They frustrated me - for in having written it already,
the authors had taken my "need” to write it.... It was already done.

That phenomenon was part of what started to break the monolithic systems into smaller
pieces. in the 1990s when | was doing the research, so much was being written. There
was an explosion of information - not necessarily that it wasn't there before or thought
of before. It was more that then, all of a sudden, there seemed an urgency to write these
things, to talk about them, to push our boundaries. It surely was a time of increased
pressure. Things were happening. Quickly.... Change was happening.

Futurists of the time were saying that not only was change important, it was the only
thing we could count on - and monolithic education (and other) systems were
disintegrating fast. There was no doubt that the future would be totally unlike the past -
but many "educators” were unwilling or unable to fathom it. One would have thought
"educators” to be forward-thinking people! Some were. Whole systems were being
developed "over the weekend” and a few places were willing to grab the moment. it was
certainly a time of change, and a time for developing change!

But it was a time | was frustrated with at the same time. [ thought | knew how schooling
should happen. | thought | knew what needed to be done, how it should be, how | wouid do
it if only | had the opportunity.... | searched and researched. | visited schools; | talked to
people - to anyone who would talk to me about it. | was excited then; | could see the
possibilities.

What | found was that people were already "doing it". There were schools and systems of
schooling that were aiready in place - had been for a long time, and new ones were
springing up, into my awareness, aimost daily. They were not well-known or large
blatant systems. They were quietly doing what they saw needed doing. Some were from
the 1960s, that time before when young people especially had an awakening of their
hearts and passion and wanted things to be different. They wanted change, societal
change.... They flowered and they waned but, their passion never died. It was to be
reawakened in the 1990s - in a different form perhaps, for different reasons perhaps,
but the 1990s were a push for change as were the 1960s - and with social pressure for
improved schooling, alternate schools and alternate programs began to emerge at a
surprising rate. My heart was tied up in this, for | had lived through the 1960s; | had
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learned to teach then, and to raise a family, to be with children, and | learned to hate
teaching - for what it (or ) couldn't do perhaps.

| left teaching and | came back to it again and again. | came to want desperately to know
all there was to know about teaching - so | could do it better, so | could teach teachers, so
| could do something about the desperate situation teaching had become (in my mind, at
least). Since the '70s | had been reading the "ills" of education; | experienced many of
them myself. in the '90s, | was reading them again... the books, the daily papers were
filled with the laments - and of course, every one's personal solution for each of them. A
few quotes will give you the idea:

The American system of public education is in very deep trouble. This is now so
widely admitted as to be aimost an official truth, especially in the great urban areas
of the country. The so-called crisis of the schools shows itself in many ways....
[Many students] drop out or are truant in astonishingly large numbers... education
for poor and minority youth is as disastrous as ever.... More money doesn’t make the
schools more successful in important ways: the kids don't get less bored, the poor
and minority youth don’t find their life chances enhanced by new buildings with
decorator colors and opaque projectors. Increasingly, significant numbers of
students and aduits see the dominant school methods as destructive of intellectual
curiosity and emotional growth. They see the authoritarian methods of discipline as
degrading and harmful. They see the curriculum as archaic and irrelevant. Many
young people are bored, apathetic, or even hostile toward school, and even with all
the systems of discipline, punishment, and threats, they don't seem to learn very
much; certainly, few acquire a deep and honest desire to learn. (Graubard, 1972, p.
vii.-viit)

North America's educational system has fallen from grace, not with an angelic flutter
but with a thud. If the U.S. school system resembles a homeless beggar on the streets
of New York, Canada's expensive counterpart defensively limps along in a state of
humiliation and confusion. Qur schools are far from what people expect them to be.
(Nikiforuk, 1993, p. xi)

The lamentably high percentages of our citizens who are illiterate, ignorant of
govemment and geography, and unable to write clear and coherent sentences should
cause deep concem in a democracy that relies on an informed population. (Stevenson
& Stigler, 1992, p. 13)

"The inferiority of American children [in mathematics] compared to Japanese
children obviously begins early and grows worse as they pass through elementary
school.... American children do not display exceptional problems in reading
achievement. They are, however, over represented among the poor readers.
(Stevenson & Stigler, 1992, p. 43, p. 48)

in the 1980s, Americans debated how to reform American schools. Committees and
commissions churned out countless reports, books, and other documents throughout
the decade. Often they proposed simple remedies - more money, choice of schools,
smaller classes, higher standards, and merit pay - all of which sounded reasonable
and stimulated changes in many states. In view of the meager outcomes that these
changes have generally yielded, however, we think it is unlikely that any of them,
singly or in combination, can produce enough improvement to reverse the process of
deterioration in American schools. (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992, p. 15)
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Many of the people speaking out and doing the research were speaking of goings-on in the
United States. In Canada, the process and the comphaints, and maybe the "solutions” were
similar, if not exactly the same. | came to think, when | read "United States” that we
were really thinking of "North America" or "western industrialized countries”. We all
seemed to be afflicted with the same virus - or painted with the same brush. | noticed
the Canadian articles addressed essentially the same problems. They write of...
cutbacks... no money to maintain and/or upgrade facilities.... A new, highly technical
on-line world... fuelling demand for jobs that didn't exist a few years ago... post-
secondary education... becoming increasingly important... Catholic, public schools at
war... raid on enroliment - and on per capita funding... students need more school days,
says parent.... (local newspaper clips, 1996).

Focusing on the ills of education simply re-ignited my passions, '60s fashion. | had been
secretly exploring altematives to schooling since the '70s. From then | wanted "a school
of my own.” | had heard about "home schooling” but | didn't know about "free schools” or
"non-coercive schoois” then. | had no idea there were so many choices. | expect neither
did anyone else - or at least not many, relatively. At that time the world was still small;
global communication had not come around. in a small world, the choices are so limited.
Not so in the '90s! In the '90s, | discovered, each of the choices were already known by
somebody. History told us. People told us. The children told us... and the research told
us. We knew how schooling should happen. We knew what to do... but who was brave
enough to do it. Yet, it became increasingly evident that it had to be done. For the
children... and because the parents, the people were "demanding” it. We were coming to
think there truly was a better way, another way. We were starting to see, to hope, to
take back our rights, our roles, and our responsibilities. Parents were saying in
various ways, "We don't like what it going on in the schools”, "We don't like what schools
are doing to our children”. Homeschooling burgeoned; the numbers just kept increasing
- exponentially. It seemed to be a quiet revolution but revolutionary nonetheless in its
popularity. in 1996, one local school district had 2200 homeschooling students (up
from 1500 the year before!) and other boards were setting up altemate schools to cater
to the homeschoolers. The bureaucracy was starting to notice.

Some people were trying other alternatives: "parent-cooperative elementary schools,
kindergarten-through-high-school communities inspired by the example of Summerhill
[a non-coercive '60s alternative], student-organized high schools, ‘community schools’
for black children (run by parents and other community people...), street academies for
high-school dropouts... aimost always the result of voluntary grass-roots efforts to
build schools...." (Graubard, 1972, p. x).

By 1996, there was a proliferation of alternate schools and alternate school programs
within the existing schools. The new schools movements (as | began to think of it)
emerged offering programs for the "gifted"”, a "Christian curriculum”™, many kinds of
"hack to basics”, variations of homeschooling, distance learning and so on. "Summer
camps” tried to take up some slack with aviation and rocketry, horticulture and art, and
all manner of sports and nature activities including rodeos, clowns, canoeing, tugs-of-
war, swimming, horseback riding, campouts, nature training, equine care.... There
were water sports, team sports, movie-making, backpacking, rock climbing,
rappelling, archery, mountain biking, hiking, wind surfing, sailing, kayaking, indoor
climbing, dancing, ballet, basketball, football, hockey, soccer, track and field,
volieyball, wrestling - and then there were crafts, orchestral instrument lessons,
piano, organ, voice, band and percussion, day-programs, even horizontai bungee, river
canoe camp, outer limits camp, and "budding scientists" arts and science outreach.
There were many ways emerging... peripheral, but emerging.... It was a beginning.
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Well, | could talk all day on the ills, or | could focus on the hope. | chose hope. | set out
to create "a school of my own"... but the story is told in this book I finally created out of
that conversation with my granddaughter. it tumed out to be more a book of my schools
than a book of all schools but perhaps that is what my granddaughter was actually asking
for. What else but the personal is relevant to our lives! Perhaps my personal will
touch the lives of others through theirs... lives touching lives. That is another of the
treasures my grandchildren, the children, have taught me.

The Book of Schools

The Animal School
Once upon a time, the animals de cided they must do something definite to meet
the problems of a "new world". So they organized a new school.

They adopted a curriculum consisting of running, climbing, swimming and
flying. To make it easier to administer the curriculum and to graduate "well-
rounded” young animals, all the animals took all the subjects offered.

The duck was excellent in swimming, in fact, better than his instructor; but
he made only passing grades in flying and was very poor in running. Since he
was a slow runner, he had to stay after school and also drop swimming, in
order to practice running. This was kept up until his web feet were badly
worn and he was only average in swimming. But average was acceptable in
school, so nobody worried about that, except the duck.

The rabbit started at the top of the class in running, but had a nervous
breakdown because of so much make-up work in swimming.

The squirrel was excellent in climbing until he developed frustration in the
flying class where his teacher made him start from the ground instead of
from the treetop He also developed "charley horse™ from overexertion and
then got a C in climbing and a D in running.

The eagle was a problem child and was disciplined severely. In the climbing
class he beat all the others to the top of the tree, but insisted on using his own
way to get there.

At the end of the year, an abnormal eel that could swim exceedingly well, and
also run, climb and fly a little had the highest average and was valedictorian.

The prairie dogs stayed out of school and fought the tax levy because the
administration would not add digging and burrowing to the curriculum. They
apprenticed their child to a badger, and later joined the groundhogs and
gophers to start a successful prairie school in digging and burrowing.
—-with apologies to an unknown author.

The Saber-Tooth Curriculum

Harold Benjamin's (1939)The Saber-Tooth Curriculum is a satire that portrayed a
society characterized by a dependency on fish for food, the need to frighten away the
saber-tooth tiger, and the need to club horses. So the schools taught these three skills to
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the children - catching fish, scaring the tigers, and clubbing the horses. But as time
went on, the society's needs changed. The saber-tooth tigers and the horses vanished, and
there were no longer any fish because the streams had dried up. Yet the schools
continued to teach the same curriculum (Lemiech, 1990, p. 10).

Curriculum change only happens when someone plans for it; so "they" say. Perhaps
it happens any way.

TUTORS AND MASTERS' APPRENTICES
The very word 'tutor’ reflects for a modern audience images of the aristocracy.
Educational history concluded long ago that the common school rose in spite of
tutorial education; that tutoring was the outmoded prerogative of a few affluent
children. (Gordon, 1990, p. 1).

Interesting to be thought of that way. Tutors have been around, virtually AS
schooling since time began. Think of each time a parent might show a child how to do
something s/he wants to leam (or not). But, tutoring is more. In the days "before
school”, before "public” school, or "universal” schooling, that is, tutors were
philosopher-tutors - and home schoolers, in a way. From these, we could search the
educational roles of apprentices, coaches, mutual instruction (Ml), computer-aided
instruction (CAl), mentorship programs, and many others. Tutors and their "others”
are to be responsible for education of their charges that "encompasses the academic,
moral and philosophical growth of [that] individual child" (p. 6). The tutor works one-
to-one or in small group instruction. In many ways, the idea of tutoring has been touted
throughout the ages as "ideal but not very practical™ What is its intrigue?!

The Once and Future King

(White, 1939), A novel

Merlyn, the magician, is in charge of "eddicating” the future king (who does not know
that is who he is). Merlyn was, in all aspects, a unique and interesting tutor, who more
or less "rescues” his charge, nicknamed Wart, from the traditional Arthurian "home"
school of the times run by the governess, from the traditional curriculum of "Summulae
Logicales... Organon, Repetition, Astrology” with tilting and horsemanship, hawking,
fencing, archery, theory of chivalry, and on occasion, "terminology of the chase and
hunting etiquette.” Knuckies were frequently rapped and "you™ may be "bent over the
body of the dead beast and smacked with the flat side of a sword (bladed)" or "swished"
(p. 7 - 8).

Merlyn is hired as "a tutor... a felow who teaches you" (p. 9)... and he surely does.
Merlyn delivers a very experiential curriculum. He transforms Wart into a fish, a
hawk, an ant, an owl, a goose, a badger, and countless different animals, minerals and
vegetables. He takes him into "real” situations. Meeting (and being) a knight, he leams
jousting first hand. As a fish, he leams to swim like a fish, not a boy, and what it is to
be a ruler. As an owl he learns to move and see ("to fit things together") in various
other ways. As an ant, he learns what monotony and unthinking subjection to routine and
authority do, and about the limitations of a two-word language and the limitations of not
thinking. Wart learned other kinds of language and freedom, and about language and
freedom from various birds. As a goose, he learned how to ask questions in a different
way.

This is surely learning from the inside out!

At one point, Merlyn "was reduced to shouting his eddication through the key-hole, at
times when the nurse was known to be busy with her washing... which lasted only long
enough for Wart to ask to be turned into an ant (p. 119). Very clearly Wart would
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rather be out in the "real world" - like all children, | suppose, Wart "enjoyed to see
life” (p. 90) and he liked "adventures” (p. 91). At times, Merlyn urged Wart to "sit
down for the moment and learn to be a human being” (p. 72).... Merlyn tried to give a
very broad perspective!

He had his own views on education. "Merlyn grumbled about athletics, saying that
nowadays peopie seemed to think that you were an educated man if you could knock
another man off a horse and that the craze for games was the ruin of scholarship” (p.
53-54). He gave out his "education” in doses, a "dose of education” (p. 152), and
thought that "Nobody with any go needs to do their education twice" (p. 71).

Merlyn also had opinions on teachers. He commented that the hawks did "not really
understand that they are prisoners.... They look on themselves as being dedicated to their
profession, like an order of knighthood or something of that sort. You see, the
membership... is... restricted... and that helps a lot” (p. 73). These hawks were
"trained” and "proud” of it. A merlin is a kind of hawk.

Meriyn "hired out" some of the tasks. Wart learned geometry from travelling with
Archimedes, Merlyn's owl-assistant - as an owl! And Merlyn sent him to visit the geese
"to learn [his] education” (p. 167). From the badger, he learned "natural history".

Merlyn was Wart's tutor for over six years. Wart had the "education of any civilized
gentleman in those days... page, squire, knight” (p. 178) but he also had Meriyn - who
saw himself as a "philosopher” and as a learner.

"The best thing for being sad,” replied Merlyn, beginning to puff and blow, " is to
learn something. That is the only thing that never fails. You may grow old and
trembling in your anatomies, you may lie awake at night listening to the disorder of
your veins, you may miss your only love, you may see the worid about you devastated
by evil lunatics, or know your honour trampled in the sewers of baser minds. There
is only one thing for it then - to learn. Learn why the world wags and what wags it.
That is the only thing which the mind can never exhaust, never alienate, never be
tortured by, never fear or distrust, and never dream of regretting. Leaming is the
thing for you. Look at what a lot of things there are to learn - pure science, the only
purity there is. You can learn astronomy in a lifetime, natural history in three,
literature in six. And then, after you have exhausted a milliard lifetimes in biology
and medicine and theo-criticism and geography and history and economics - why, you
can start to make a cartwheel out of the appropriate wood, or spend fifty years
learning to begin to learmn to beat your adversary at fencing. After that you can start
again on mathematics, until it is time to leam to plough.”

"Apart from ali these things,” said the Wart, "what do you suggest for me just
now?"

"Let me see,’ said the magician, considering. ‘We have had a short six years of
this, and in that time | think | am right in saying that you have been many kinds of
animal, vegetable, mineral, etc. - many things in earth, air, fire and water?"

"l don't know much,” said the Wart, "about the animals and earth.”

"Then you had better meet my friend the badger.”

"l have never met a badger."”

"Good,” said Merlyn. "Except for Archimedes, he is the most learmed creature |
know. You will like him.

"By the way,” added the magician, stopping in the middle of his spell, "there is
one thing | ought to tell you. This is the last time | shall be able to turn you into
anything. All the magic for that sort of thing has been used up, and this will be the
end of your education. When Kay [Wart's "brother”] has been knighted my labours
will be over. You will have to go away then, to be his squire in the wide worid, and |
shall go eisewhere. Do you think you have learned anything?"

" have learned, and been happy."
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"That's right, then," said Merlyn. "Try to remember what you learned.” (p.
181-182)

"So, Merlyn sent you to me,” said the badger, "to finish your education. Well, |
can only teach you two things - to dig, and love your home. These are the true ends of
philosophy.... Now what possessed Merlyn to send you to me?"

"He was talking about leaming," said the Wart....

"it will be good for you, dear boy. It is just the thing to top off an education.
Study birds and fish and animais: then finish off with Man.... Now where did | put
that manuscript?” (p. 187-189).

Merlyn "outlived his usefulness” there as a teacher, and it was time for him to move
on... to another story.

One is the Sun

(Warren), A novel

In this story, one woman is left to remember the ways of the tribe. She sets out on a
journey to return to the one remaining place where she can create (actually, re-
invigorate) a Medicine Wheel and thus save the memories (history) of the tribes
(Montana). Along the way she finds (selects and invites to join her) a young girl who is
then taught in the elder’'s ways, along the way... during the travel. The old woman is
teacher, the young girl, apprentice, for they are not only learning/teaching a set of
"things to know" but they are exploring and being informed about a whole way of life.
The old woman sees education as "self-education about Life” (p. 17), a river of
information and life-experience that gathered streams flowing from both Europe and
America (past and present) (p.2). She sees that we teach our young what we believe
ourselves, as, for example, ™a mother who believes that she and her children have no
other destiny than slavery will tremblingly teach her babies the very values that the
enslavers demand'™” (p. 8). The old woman's curriculum is the Medicine Wheel, "a way
for human beings to learn about themselves and their Mother Planet. Even
mathematics... geography... many wheels to know... more than there are blades of grass”
(p. 18, 72) and yet she admits to not knowing "what” a Medicine Wheel was. When asked
how she could build one, she laughs, "We'll fearn, building™ (p. 57).

The old woman describes her teaching: "Every day, as we travel, | study her mind,
and study myself - remembering my own challenges at her age...." (p. 99). She presents
experiences meant to heal her student, and there is a watchfulness, care and concern for
her safety and growth. For example, she says a "light fast would not hurt her. Instead,
it would sharpen her experience of Life” (p. 102) and "Loving care, good food, hard
work and leaming have begun to heal her” (101). Teaching and healing are, indeed, one.

The Fifth Sacred Thing

(Starhawk, 1993), A novel

This novel, like this dissertation, was written to perturb our taken for granteds; it
is an "inventing of the future” (p. 486) and so leads us to re-think what is in terms of
what could be - and where we need to take our thinking and so place our effort. The
school of the story is described as "the way Johanna ran the schools; she believed
children should be taught about things from beginning to end. So they leamed to make
fire from sticks, and how to put out fires, and then studied all the chemistry and physics
involved. [Bird] supposed it was a good way to learn; certainly they had never been
bored, and he was always coming across bits of useful knowledge” (p. 71).

Later in the story, Bird and the others demonstrate their perspectives of learning:
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"The guitar had been his instrument, not the drum, but like every child of the
City, he'd leamed to drum before he learned to count, adding and subtracting and
dividing by changing beats before he was ever introduced to numbers” (p. 96).

"Consciousness is the most stubborn substance in the cosmos, and the most fluid.
it can be rigid as concrete, and it can change in an instant. A song can change it, or a
story, or a fragrance wafting by on the wind." (p. 153).

"We don't have admissions tests to the university,” Madrone said. "If you aren't
prepared for the work, you find out pretty quickly and get help, or go do something
else.”

"But not everyone is intelligent enough for academic work,"” Beth said. "Surely
you aren't trying to tell us that.”

"Not everyone is, or is interested,” Madrone admitted. "But if you're not good at
intellectual work, if it's frustrating, why would you stay there when you can go find
some work to do where you can make your contribution?” (p. 178)

Madrone describes her cultural place - and some children listened:

"There are streams everywhere, and gardens, and everybody has enough to eat
and drink. Every child goes to school.”

“Every child?" a young girl asked. "Even the poor ones?”

"There are no poor ones,” Madrone said. "Oh, some people have a little more than
others, but everyone has enough.”

"Who does the work if there aren't any poor ones?” the girl asked.

"We all do. Everybody works, and works hard. But we enjoy it, because we're
working for ourselves, not the Stewards and the Managers. We grow a lot of our own
food, we use all our land carefully, and our water, and we share what we have so that
everybody has enough.”

"What kind of food do you grow?™ a woman asked.

The questions sparked a long discussion of organic gardening and aquacuiture and
the principles of permaculture.

"We don't just plant a garden, we create an ecosystem that can sustain itself as
much as possible with a minimum of outside energy -~ including our own. Everything
serves more than one function. For example, we used to keep a couple of geese, who
ate weeds and insects and scared away stray cats. Their wastes fertilized the soil, and
we ate their eggs and used their feathers in quilts and jackets. Or take the streams.
We brought back the natural stream beds, brought the water up out of drainage pipes
and let it flow free. Over time, we hope to restore the saimon runs. But the streams
provide habitat for all kinds of insects and birds and small animals. We stock them
with fish and freshwater crawdads, and we divert some of the water for irrigation.
Kids like to play in them and swim in the ponds....

She continued talking as dinner was consumed, answering questions, explaining
everything from trade agreements in the watershed to the preferred methods of
muich. The children listened in rapt fascination....” (p. 296).

ONE-ROOM SCHOOLHOUSES

The historic one-room schoolhouses were nongraded (Lemiech, 1990) but the ones |

attended were, at least superficially, more formally set. Because it was a "schoolhouse”
(in that day and age) the desks were in rows and the grades nominally separated into
those rows - that was the way - but | did not experience the grades as a division (or a
limitation). | went to four different one-room schools myseilf, and | learned how to
learn from listening to others, from my own explorations - and how to do it quietly
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without anyone being disrupted, or even knowing what | was doing! Being the only
student in a grade or one of only four, it was an experience of individualized learning,
and being my own guide. | leamed to "do the work assigned” and yet to enrich my
experience of it with daydreams, eavesdropping, reading, and writing. it was my own
world within the other. [t was familial and intensely personal and it has shaped my
entire perception of learning.

The desks were in rows, littlest kids on the left, oldest on the far right. Most often
there were from two to four of us in a grade, and the blackboard was divided into sections
indicating this division. Each moming and each afternoon there would be new work on
the board for us to do, and | remember spending a lot of time listening to what the
teacher was telling the other grades. In the one-room schoolhouse, there were only the
readers and a math textbook to read, not a library as such. One school had two social
studies books, geography and history. | don"t remember doing "science” but we did some
enterprise (social studies) then.

| have memories of cloakrooms in the entry, giris coats on one side, boys on the
other. One school had a basement with a wood and coal fumace, a dusty dirty place, a
favorite place for tricks and shenanigans, a place | avoided. More likely, there was a
pot-bellied stove at the back of the class, a stove that kept only one side of you warm.
We would put our lunches beside it sometimes to keep them from freezing in the
cloakroom, and when it was really cold we could stand close and get warm, but only on
one side; we leamed to rotate!

Some children came to school on their horses (I had a bicycle) so there was usually
the barn out back, another place for tricks and scary things that could happen - or so |
once thought. When | think of the hand pump on the well outside, | think of the kids
getting their tongues stuck on it in the cold (who would guess why you would stick your
tongue onto the frosted up pipe!)... and of course, there were the outdoor biffies that
were the mode of the day, and often the means (excuse) for an excursion out-of-doors -
unless there was a blizzard or it was too cold.

Recess was always a communal affair. Usually the bigger kids organized some sort of
game and we all played together. Sometimes they didn't, and we just hung around
relaxing and talking together. There was a playground hierarchy and often the bigger
kids would end up fighting about something but they left us alone. When | was the bigger
one, there were only four of us in grade six, two boys and two girls so we didn't fight
(much!). It was quite homey, actually. We were all there together.

in these school-yards were my most poignant learning experiences: the "scrub™ ball
games, the cooperative games, and the easy leadership and caring the older children
showed for the younger - and, yes, sometimes the bullying and teasing. There was a
protectiveness that | was very aware of, and yet an adventurous spirit that kept the
playground from being dull. There was always something happening, and | could always
be a part of it!

Little House on the Prairie

(a television series based on the books by Laura Ingalis Wilder)

in Little House on the Prairie, a story of a pioneer town, a one-room schoolhouse is
an integral part of the small town. The school mistress (teacher) is very young, very
prim and very strict. She is also very nice, that is, kind and caring about the children,
dedicated to her work, a "clean living, upstanding citizen". She teaches a room full of
muiti-aged children who sit at desks in rows, the double-desks of the past whose tops
lift up and books and pencils are stored underneath the lid. The teacher lectures/talks
and writes on the board. Her tools are a piece of chalk, a pointer, and a textbook open at
her desk. Students are asked to stand and recite their answers. Often the problems are
arithmetic, such as a column of addition and the students are calied on to add the column
and give the answer out loud, standing beside their desks. Sometimes they stand and read
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a line or paragraph from a textbook. Sometimes they are asked to go to the blackboard
and write out a "problem”. Students stand to answer any question. Misbehavior of any
kind is handled by the teacher sending the offending student to the corner, or asking
him/her to stay after school. Then s/he is given a lecture and made to promise not to do
it again. There seems to be much caring about the whole student; home and life problems
often enter the classroom in various forms. The teacher knows the students and their
families; she lives in the small community the school serves. Often the teacher is seen
visiting the parents and confronting them about the children's issues. Morals and good
behavior and manners seem as important as leaming to read and write and figure. Often
the children are in situations where they must choose to do something or act a certain
way because it is the right thing to do. The community is watching, and the children are
aware of their reputations in the community. They want to be accepted there, and so
most often try to conform. They usually want to do well in their school work as well.
Homework is a regular occurrence; often it is assigned to "write an essay".

The schoolhouse is a small one-room building painted white. It has outdoor plumbing
and an outdoor well with a hand pump on it. Playground equipment and a field of grass to
play on are non-existent but the children are often shown playing together, often in
"scrub” softball, all ages together, no aduit coach or supervisor, in the dust and the dirt.
School itseif seems to be valued and it seems to be a relatively non-stressful place
though stress sometimes happens in the interactions between students and sometimes
with the teacher. Often home problems surface at school or on the playground.

The day ends with the teacher saying, "Class dismissed”™, and everyone rushing out
the door and down the steps. Often children talk a bit and make a few plans before
hurrying home to do their chores. They walk home.

Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman,

(a popular television series, mid-1990s)

in one episode of Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, the story of another pioneer town, the
minister hires a schoolteacher to replace himself, who is filling in until "the teacher”
arrives. The teacher comes along and is welcomed and well liked within the town.
Everyone is impressed with her qualifications, that is, that she is qualified as a
teacher... except the children. The townspeople like that she is very strict and business-
like but it is soon learned that her discipline practices are decidedly cruel. Children are
beaten with a ruler; they have their arms pulled, and so on. Even after this behavior (of
the teacher) is commonly known, not everyone wants the teacher to leave. Many accept
this as appropriate discipline. Dr. Quinn, of course, does not. It brings forth the issue
of the difference between disciplining practice that is cruel and unacceptable and the
possibility of alternate means of gaining "good™ behavior from the children. [t brings
out the concern for children themselves on one hand versus the concern for clean-
looking control on the other.

Syrup Pails and Gopher Tails

Syrup Pails and Gopher Tails: Memories of the One-Room School (Charyk, 1983)
recalls life in the one-room schoolhouse that has all but disappeared from the face of our
educational landscape. It is a book of stories of the people who inhabited them: the
teacher and the students with a range of activities very much like my own there but with
many more voices and perspectives. Reading them gives us a sense of "prairie” culture
that created and was created by the experience. Often these schools were secluded places,
purely in the midst of the community, and often the hub or centre of activity. The school
was revered, though it surefy could be challenged, and it is very much a poignant part of
what schooling is for many of us raised in this land, on the land.
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CENTRALIZED SCHOOLS

When | was old enough to start grade seven, | was bussed off to a central school that
was more miles away than | could ride my bike easily. It was there | experienced being
in a large class for essentially the first time. Mostly, | was bored; | read about a book a
day in addition to doing the work that was assigned. It was a strict formal structure
without the vagaries and interests of my one-room schoothouses. | was now one in a
large group, a group of everyone the same age. We did almost everything "together”
which meant we did the same things. We learned the drills, played ball, skipped rope and
just "stood around”. Some of us were sometimes asked to be tutors for the grade ones.

It was ailso a time when [ leamed the joys of belonging to a peer group, the social get-
togethers, the skating parties, baseball teams, and learning the dances of the day. | read
every book in the small libraries, and joined every social activity that beckoned me but |
was well aware of the "largeness” of the place....

My high school had 400 students and there were several choices of program or route
(academic, commercial, "opportunity™); there were options such as art and home
economics. There were extracurricular activities but we still did a lot of standing
around.

Our Miss Brooks

Our Miss Brooks, a movie, is really the story of what happens between two high
school teachers but the setting and dynamics of the teaching situation is typical of what
we expect from centralized schools. Large groups of same-aged children move from
room to room during "periods” designated for certain subjects. The teachers are subject
experts and give out the information and the assignments. A "good"” teacher has the
children "behaving” and "learning”™ according to strict standards. The children's home
lives are often entirely inconsistent with the life at school.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS

Private schools seem to be something only the rich could afford, or so | thought. |
conjured glimpses of uniforms and uniform ways, and "high quality™ resultant from high
costs... and of course, we had all heard the threats of being "sent away” if we were
abominably "bad". That perception has changed. A private school is now a choice, quite
simply. They offer a program (or something) that is recognizably different from other
schools, or they would not survive as a school. Traditionally they offer "refigious™ or
curriculum alternatives, and usually boast smaller classes. Deal & Nolan (1978)
describe private schools as "largely limited in access” and/or scope (parochial
schools)... covering essentially the same territory as public schools, but doing it better
and with more 'style’ (p. 1). A private school has the historic advantage of having
thought through its goals and intentions. Sometimes a private school can "run on its
reputation” but it must have had a reputation to begin with - and that would have been
built on something someone believed in strongly enough to have started the school in the
first place. In that way, a private school must be more public with its intentions and,
currently, hopefully, with its resuits.

Private schools encompass the others such as "boarding schools™. "Private” is a
designation related to funding although a few rules are different from those of "public”
schools. In a local telephone directory there are Montessori, bilingual, tutoring,
religious designation, earth-perspectives, outdoors-oriented, learning technique
orientations, sex-segregated, and boarding schools listed as private schools.
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BOARDING SCHOOLS

Boarding schools are live-in schools... the ones we would be most likely "sent away
to". Traditionally, they are prestigious, but sometimes, i think they are simply an
expedient. It seems that boarding schools have a whole-life mandate that exceeds that of
a regular day-school; students learn there how to live in close confines with others the
same age and in a hierarchical structure of teachers and administrators - essentially
separate from their family, home life and friends. There are horror stories cited of
aboriginal (and other) peoples being "separated from their families, forbidden to speak
their traditional language, or to participate in sacred cultural ceremonies™ (Cogan,
1994, p. 47). This separation goes to the root of what schooling is. It could be seen as a
tearing out of beliefs and attitudes, language and understandings that were once the whole
of that child’s life and these being replaced by another, different set of cultural beliefs
and understandings; it is what enculturation is. Being away at the school may have
offered opportunities for learning through dedicated presence and camaraderie, the
perennial draw of "summer camp” and yet it would be especially important to know the
values and premises, the culture being taught. It seems that boarding school
philosophies are strict and structured; that is the perception.

Dead Poet's Society

In Dead Poet’s Society (a movie), the "good" teacher entices the children outside the
confines of their regular dull and pristine boarding school experience into a rich,
thought-provoking and life-changing experience of school by essentially breaking the
established and dusty conventions. He shows the experience of going to school as more
than unthinkingly following rules as set out. He wants the students to think.

The school in this movie is a segregated, boys only, live-in school. The teachers are
steeped in traditional academic tradition and the parents are sending their children to the
school because of its reputation/prestige; they are an elitist lot. It is a private school
run by a decidedly hierarchical system of stuffy masters and headmasters (euphemisms
for teacher, in this case). The parents expect that the good grades the children will
attain come by force of determination and force of the rod, and will see them into
prestigious careers and a better life. The "rod” is the punishment of preference by the
aduits there.

Sister Act

Sister Act is a movie not about a school but about a convent. [t's structure seems
similar to a strict boarding school, however. The "sister” who changed the school
perspective is, like the hero in Dead Poet’s Society, a person who thinks differently
from the others that head the place, and she demonstrates how to live the life differently.
Through example. Through standing forth for what she believes.

Sheila Morrison School

Sheila Morrison has revived the one-room schoolhouse in her own "old-fashioned
way". She renews the strict and structured way with a vengeance - and a belief that what
was good in 1941 is still good. In her dedication to what she believes about her own
teaching ways she has recreated them in her school albeit SO years later.... How much
has changed?

Fifteen years ago, Sheila Morrison had a dream to take kids who were floundering in
the school system and teach them the 3 Rs in the old-fashioned way. She ran her
first school out of an old farmhouse with just 7 students not unlike the one room
school which she first taught in the wilds of northern Ontario. Now the school is a
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cluster of prefab buildings in rural Ontario an hour and a half north of Toronto. It's
spartan but 40 students a year go there to get whipped into shape. And considering
the ideals of the woman who started it, the village of Utopia is an appropriate location
for the Sheila Morrison school. It's the same routine every morning: Wake up at 7,
no lounging around in bed, line up for your shower, brush your teeth, no it’s not
summer camp, it's boarding school. There are 38 kids here. They have all had
various labels applied to them in the schools: they came from slow learners,
learning disabled, problem kids. Putting on the school tie is part of the old-
fashioned philosophy of the Sheila Morrison school. Give kids order and discipline
and they'll leam. No nonsense walk, no nonsense woman.... The biggest thing kids
need when they come into this school? Basic skills and structure... | know they’re
not getting it in the public school system...

When kids come to the Sheila Morrison school, the first order of business is
penmanship, learning to form those letters, keeping them between the lines. it all
comes down to structure. Everything gets close personal attention, on average 6 kids
to a class. There’s nowhere to hide. [f it was good enough in 1941, it's good enough
for this school today. They use the 1941 curriculum here. it may be rigid but that’s
the way Sheila Morrison likes it.... They do what the teacher tefls them and they get
the work done.... Teachers here are part drill sergeant. In math class, repetition is
key. But they don't have to just get it right, they have to do it to time. And forget
about bonus marks for trying. Everyone has to be accurate. .. here they take kids
back to the roots of language [phonics].... Here its really easy to concentrate... doing
as they’re told goes beyond the classroom....

$17,500 room and board and a crash course in etiquette according to Sheila
Morrison... parents and kids know ahead... just do as you're told... study hall ... no t.v.
... write home every week... sparse library... only luxury is free time which has to
be eamed. The name of the game is results and we get results.... [Mrs. Morrison]
swears by standardized testing, sort of a salvage operation here. (Shiff, 1993)

ALTERNATE SCHOOLS

The idea of alternate schools goes far back into our history... as long, | expect, as
there was some "traditional” schooling to be an aiternative to. it now seems more an
attempt to try something different, to do it "better”, another way, to experiment. Ron
Miller (1990) summarizes it well:

Some people have become so thoroughly discouraged with mainstream education that
they have given up trying to reform the schools and have, instead, set up
alternatives.... Since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution early in the nineteenth
century, alternative educators have established a variety of schools that are vastly
different, in goals and structure, from the typical public institution. Rather than
merely training students to take their place in modern industrial society, these
educators have sought to nurture the complete and integrated development of the
child's unfolding personality.

Although alternative education has taken many forms, these forms all share a few
key characteristics. Children are treated as individuals with personal
temperaments, interests, and abilities. Grading, standardized testing, and
classification schemes (such as Q) are minimized or totally eliminated. Human
relationships, between adult and child as well as within the school community, are
nonauthoritarian. Intellectual and vocational skills are highly valued, but not at the
expense of the emotional, artistic, social, physical, and spiritual development of the
personality.
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The history of aiternative education is filled with a colorful assortment of
idealistic, rebellious, and sometimes, eccentric figures. One of the founding fathers
of the aiternative tradition was the romantic philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778).... In Emile (1762), Rousseau argued that education, rather than
ruthlessly instilling intellectual and social discipline, should seek a harmony
between the organic needs of child development and the demands of social life. He
observed that young children do not learn or reason in the same way as adults, and he
urged educators to respect - rather than suppress - "the first impulses of nature....

America's first homegrown rebellion against the industrial age was the
transcendentalist movement of the 1830's and 1840s. Inspired by European
romanticism and the religious humanism of the Unitarian sage William Ellery
Channing, this group of young men and women - many of whom were accomplished
scholars - yearned for emotional and spiritual wholeness. A. Bronson Alcott (1799-
1888), father of author Louisa May Alcott, fully articulated and practiced a
transcendentalist approach to education....

Toward the end of the nineteenth century... an energetic reformer named Francis
W. Parker (1837-1902) began to raise significant questions about the course
American education had taken.... [He] became known as the father of "progressive
education. (Miller, 1990, p. 44-47)

We know the rest... John Dewey... and the rest, in America (more below). Canadian
education was similarly influenced by these people, but took on its own uniqueness when
Egerton Ryerson, a Methodist minister of Loyalist persuasion set it out as his duty that
schools should teach "Christian” values and ensure continuation of the current majority
cuiture. He set it up as the dominant system though and the alternatives did not surface
right away. There was surely an influence from what was happening in America, with
Parker and Dewey and the whole "progressive” versus "traditional” (factory model)
debate. Yet these were essentially mainstream debates about what the dominant form of
education should be rather than openings for alternative schools; the question is worth
asking, "which is the alternative"... as the paradigm shifts....

At the same time there was the European influences of Maria Montessori and Rudolf
Steiner whose schools may have been the only true aiternatives of the time. The 1960s,
however, changed that. Alternatives flourished then. They grew and they waned and very
few carried on. Each is a whole story in itself yet we know a lot and can learn from their
experiences. Alternate schools are ™almost always the results of voluntary grass-roots
movements... where the possibilities for experimenting and searching for new and better
ways for children to live and leamn can be explored™ (Graubard, 1972, p. x). There
were stormy skies for education in those times. "Everywhere, new schools sprang up,
founded by discontented teachers, or activist parents, or political factions, or
occasionally by rebellious older students. Many were labelled "free schools.” After a
while, all fell under the label "alternative schools," which is still in use today to
describe any school outside the mainstream” (Greenberg, 1987, p 101).

The times settied down and some of the alternative schools survived.... Quietly. Most
alternate schools attempt to be different in one or more ways: sometimes with open
education, team teaching, graded or nongraded systems, by focusing on specific subject
fields such as the performing arts, science, mathematics, creative arts, classical
education (foreign languages and read the classics); and occasionally, by fitting
themselves into a larger school's organizational plan. These schools provide an
environment in which to experiment with "new" ideas. They have been known to
increase students’ interest and involvement in school and to improve student self-
concept. Both the highly gifted and potential dropouts seem to do well. Graubard (1972)
cites these examples: "parent-cooperative elementary schools, kindergarten-through-
high-school communities inspired by the example of Summerhill, student-organized
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high schools, ‘community schools’ for black children (run by parents and other
community people...), street academies for high-school dropouts" (p. x).

"Students, teachers, and often parents in alternative schools are given more access to
decision making and have more influence than they do in regular public schools” (Deal &
Nolan, 1978, p. 2) and so the variety of people creating the structures has resulted in a
variety of schools. No one claims to be the best aithough all claim "better than" their
regular school counterparts in at least some significant ways. Alternate schools are a
grass roots social protest against predominant (accepted) practice. By their very
existence they provide a statement of beliefs often quite radical and revolutionary; they
are not intended to slip into the system, though their existence sometimes slips through
the cracks (is ignored)!

Alternate schools have had a lot of appeal. At one time there were more than 10,000
public alternative schools in the United States with an estimated three million students.
Obviously they were accepted by the public and by the teaching profession but there was
not much danger then that the whole public system would become a system of alternate
schools. The rhetoric of "universal” education ran deeper, and it was assumed that meant
the same education for all. Exactly the same.... Well, and then there were the alternate
schools! Students there "followed their own interests and learned from experience
instead of omnipotent textbooks and teachers” (Korn, 1991, p. 3). Certainly that was a
radical concept. Then.

NON-COERCIVE SCHOOLS

The 1960s "free spirit” movement, the broad energy of social criticism that
prevailed then, and the determination to find "a better way" led educators to seek a
"freer" way of educating their children. Some of these free-spirited schools have
survived, some by continuous adaptation to changing times, others by keeping strongly to
their principles. The intent is now clearly stated: to be non-directive, non-coercive,
and non-interventionist (in the students’ learning). Students are not only allowed to
work at their own pace, they are not "taught” unless it is absolutely clear that they,
themselves (and not their parents or others) want the learning. When, and only when,
the student asks is s/he "taught”. Most exciting are the claims of how quickly learning
happened when the situation is thus ripe!

Summerhill

Summerhill is in England and we have all heard a lot about it though few of us know
much about it. Without a visit there, perhaps even with one, we cannot fully
understand its difference and its success. We can, however, find an essence in reading
about it. The school itself is nondirective, by its existence a social critique and a model
for a startling alternative to traditional education. It is described by A. S. Neill in his
widely read book - Sumwnerhill - A Radical Approach to Child Rearing (1960).

Summerhill was started by Neill and his wife with "one main idea: to make the
school fit the child - instead of making the child fit the school” (Neill, 1978, p. 31).
They set out to make a school in which they would allow chiidren the freedom to be
themselves. in order to do this, they had to "renounce all discipline, all direction, all
suggestion, all moral training, all religious instruction.... It required... a complete belief
in the child as a good, not an evil, being. For aimost forty years, this belief in the
goodness of the child has never wavered; it rather has become a final faith.

Neill's view is that a child is innately wise and realistic. If left to himself without
aduit suggestion of any kind, he will develop as far as he is capable of developing.
Logically, Summerhill is a place in which people who have the innate ability and wish to
be scholars will be scholars; while those who are only fit to sweep the streets will sweep
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the streets. But they have not produced a street cleaner so far [he says]. He would
rather produce a happy street cleaner than a neurotic scholar....

Lessons are optional. Children can go to them or stay away from them - for years if
they want to. There is a timetable - but only for the teachers.

The children have classes usually according to their age, but sometimes according to
their interests. They have no new methods of teaching, because they do not consider that
teaching in itself matters very much.... The child who wants to learn long division will
learn it no matter how it is taught.

Children who come to Summerhill as kindergartners attend lessons from the
beginning of their stay; but pupils from other schools vow that they will never attend
any beastly lessons again at any time. They play and cycle and get in people's way, but
they fight shy of lessons. This sometimes goes on for months. The recovery time is
proportionate to the hatred their last school gave them. [Their] record case was a girl
from a convent. She loafed for three years. The average period of recovery from lesson
aversion is three months. (p. 31-32).

Students show a sense of self-confidence, originality, and "life" success. They show
that "learning in itself is not as important as personality and character” (p. 33).

There are no class examinations but sometimes Neill sets them for fun. "This is the
play side of [their] teaching. In all classes much work is done. I[f, for some reason, a
teacher cannot take his class on the appointed day, there is usually much disappointment
for the pupils” (p. 33). The staff doesn't like exams but they are qualified to teach to the
set standard. Students who are going to university generally begin to work seriously for
the exams when they are about fourteen, and they do the work in about three years. if
they do not pass the first time, they try again.

A General School Meeting sets all school rules including punishment. The entire
school, each pupil and each staff member has one vote.

Neill says:

Summerhill is possibly the happiest school in the world. We have no truants and
seldom a case of homesickness. We rarely have fights -~ quarrels, of course, but
seldom... stand-up fight[s]... | seldom hear a child cry, because children when free
have much less hate to express than children who are downtrodden. Hate breeds hate,
and love breeds love. Love means approving of children, and that is essential in any
school. You can't be on the side of children if you punish them and storm at them.
Summerhill is a school in which the child knows that he is approved of....

To the children, | am no authority to be feared. | am their equal, and the row |
kick about my spuds [for example] has no more significance to them than the row a
boy may kick up about his punctured bicycle tire. It is quite safe to have a row with
a child when you are equals....

[The children] know | am bigger and more knowledgeable, but that does not
matter when | meet them on their own ground, the potato patch, so to speak....

it is not easy to describe this relationship between teacher and child, but every
visitor to Summerhill knows what | mean when | say that the relationship is ideal.
One sees it in the attitude to the staff in general....

in Summerhill, everyone has equal rights. No one is allowed to walk on my grand
piano, and | am not allowed to borrow a boy's cycle without his permission. At a
General School Meeting, the vote of a child of six counts for as much as my vote does.

But, says the knowing one, in practice of course the voices of the grownups count.
Doesn't the child of six wait to see how you vote before he raises his hand? | wish he
sometimes would, for too many of my proposals are beaten. Free children are not
easily influenced; the absence of fear accounts for this phenomenon. Indeed, the
absence of fear is the finest thing that can happen to a child....

Children make contact with strangers more easily when fear is unknown to
them.... The most welcome visitor is the one who has good tales to tell - of adventure

28



and travel or, best of all, of aviation. A boxer or a good tennis player is surrounded
at once, but visitors who spout theory are left severely alone.

The most frequent remark that visitors make is that they cannot tell who is staff
and who is pupil. It is true: the feeling of unity is that strong when children are
approved of. There is no deference to a teacher as a teacher. Staff and pupils have
the same food and have to obey the same community laws. The children would resent
any special privileges given to the staff.

When | used to give the staff a takk on psychology every week, there was a
muttering that it wasn't fair. | changed the plan and made the talks open to everyone
over twelve. Every Tuesday night, my room is filled with eager youngsters who not
only listen but give their opinions freely. Among the subjects the children have
asked me to talk about have been these: The Inferiority Complex, The Psychology of
Stealing, The Psychology of the Gangster, The Psychology of Humor, Why Did Man
Become a Moralist?, Masturbation, Crowd Psychology. It is obvious that such
children will go out into life with a broad clear knowledge of themselves and others.

The most frequent question asked by Summerhill visitors is, "Won't the child
turn round and blame the school for not making him learn arithmetic or music?: The
answer is that young Freddy Beethoven and young Tommy Einstein will refuse to be
kept away from their respective spheres.

The function of the child is to live his own life - not the life that his anxious
parents think he should live, nor a life according to the purpose of the educator who
thinks he knows what is best. All this interference and guidance on the part of adults
only produces a generation of robots.

You cannot make children learn music or anything else without to some degree
converting them into will-less adults. You fashion them into acceptors of the status
quo - a good thing for a society that needs aobedient sitters at dreary desks, standers
in shops, mechanical catchers of the 8:30 suburban train - a society, in short, that
is carried on the shabby shoulders of the scared little man - the scared-to-death
conformist. (Neill, 1987, p. 34-37)

"Many... early reformers seized upon this model claiming to have found the best and
only way to educate children. Hence, the spread of "free” schools. But actually
implementing Summerhillian ideas proved difficult. Most educators failed in their
attempts to apply this model outside the isolated estate of Summerhill, in settings
stocked with ‘regular’ students, and run by personnel less exceptional than Neill" (Deal
& Nolan, 1978, p. 3). Sudbury Valley and Windsor House (see below) are modelled
after Summerhill. At Summerhill, the children live in.

Sudbury Valley

Their by-laws read, "The purpose for which this corporation is formed [1968] is to
establish and maintain a school for the education of members of the community that is
founded upon the principle that learning is best fostered by self-motivation, self-
regulation, and self-criticism..." Sudbury Valley School has articulated its philosophy
of education and adhered faithfully to its fundamental principles: "natural curiosity [is
the] starting point for everything that happens at school... students initiate all their own
activities... ages mixed... groups... dynamics of helping each other learn... outdoors and
indoors... student responsibility for own environment and quality of life at school...
Weekly School Meeting... democratic™ (Greenberg, 1986). It has a track record of
success.

The Sudbury Valley School, Inc. is a non-profit corporation; there are no

shareholders. Instead, the Corporation consists of the school's Assembly which,
under the by-laws, is made up of students, staff, parents, trustees, and specially
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elected public members.... The Assembly meets regularly once a year, in the late
Spring, and determines all the school's basic policies, the annual budget, salary
scales, tuition, the award of diplomas, and the Officers and Trustees. The agenda of
the Assembly is published in advance and mailed to all members. Any Assembly
member can put an item on the agenda by mailing it to the Secretary of the
Corporation, c/o the office; items (with a few exceptions) can also be brought up on
the floor of the meeting for discussion and vote.

The Officers of the corporation are a President, who presides at meetings... and
whose most important power is that of calling special meetings..., a Treasurer and a
Secretary....

Each year the Assembly also elects a Board of Trustees which, unlike virtually
all other schools and corporations, in our case has no power at all. Rather, the Board
is our advisory panel, studying as best it can the various questions referred to it by
the Assembly and reporting back to the Assembly when it is ready to do so....
currently twenty....

The day-to-day life of the school is governed by the School Meeting, both directly
and through its various agents.

The School Meeting consists of all the people at school on a day-to-day basis -
namely, all students and staff, each of whom has a vote. (As a practical matter,
students greatly outnumber the staff. This really keeps the staff on its toes. Any
staff member wanting to promote a particular scheme has to have his facts and
arguments carefully honed to convince a majority of those present and voting, most
of whom are usually students.) The School Meeting meets every Thursday at 1:00
PM. The meetings are run efficiently and formally according to strict rules of order,
with a fixed order of agenda. The agenda is always published in advance and is called
the School Meeting Record.

The School Meeting has full operational authority to run the school, subject only
to the policies set forth by the Assembly. The School Meeting does it all: it spends
the money, hires (and fires) the staff, passes all the school rules (the permanent
rules are codified in the School Meeting Law Book which can be obtained through the
office), oversees discipline, and sets up all sorts of administrative entities to keep
things running smoothly. It is presided over by the School Meeting Chairman who is
effectively the school's Chief Executive Officer. In the early years, the Chairman
was almost always a staff member, but since 1973 Chairpersons have been students.
The School Meeting also elects a Secretary to keep records.

School Meetings are open (except on rare occasions; they are closed, for example,
when there is a personal discussion involving a particular student).... It is the heart
of the school and is an amazing institution to observe.

To keep all the myriad activities of the school running smoothly, the School
Meeting creates Clerks, Committees, and School Corporations....

Clerks are basically administrative officers. For example, there is an Attendance
clerk who supervises attendance records, after-hours use of the building, keys, etc.
There is a Ground Clerk who takes care of the grounds, a Building Maintenance Clerk
who takes care of the buildings, and so on. When the School Meeting creates a
Clerkship, it spells out the officer's exact powers and duties and confers its
authority on the Clerk within the domain it has defined.

Committees take care of broader tasks. For example, the Aesthetics Committee
takes care of all matters relating to the schools' appearance, interior and exterior
design, furnishings, exhibits/art work, cleanliness.

School Corporations are formal interest groups. They are Sudbury Valley's
equivalent of Departments in other schools. For example, there is a Woodworking
Corporation which takes care of all woodworking activities; a Photolab Corporation;
and so forth. Corporations are chartered for a specific set of purposes by the School
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Meeting and given certain powers. Funds are channeled through the Corporations to
support various educational activities. The great advantage School Corporations have
over Departments is that the former can be formed and disbanded according to the
needs and interests of the students....

The school's disciplinary problems are taken care of in the context of the Judicial
System established by the School Meeting.... The details of the system are, again,
spelled out in the Law Book.

Despite the great variety of activities, and the full latitude and respect accorded
to individual interests and rights, the school runs extremely smoothly. And despite
the fact that, since the school's founding, the cost of living has gone up over
threefold, the operating expenses of the school have not even doubled, thanks to the
incredible - and | mean incredible - wisdom and frugality of the School Meeting. (p.
123-126)

Sudbury Valley is governed as a pure democracy, by the School Meeting, in which
every student and staff member has one vote. Every aspect of the school operates this
way, without exception: rules, budget, administration, hiring and firing, and discipline.
The result is a smoothly run institution in which everyone has a stake, a physical plant
virtually free of vandalism and graffiti, and an atmosphere of openness and trust...
without any government or foundation assistance whatsoever, on a tuition that is about
half the per pupil expenditure in public schools and far below that of independent
private schools” (Greenberg, 1987, p. 3).

"The school starts from the premise stated by Aristotle over 2000 years ago in his
famous opening to the Metaphysics: 'Human beings are naturally curious.’ This implies
that people learn constantly, as an innate part of living. it means also that children will
learn through following their natural inclinations, doing what they want with their
time, all day, every day. Regardless of their ages, from the moment students enter the
school, they are on their own, forced to take responsibility for themselves and make all
the tough decisions that will determine the course of their lives. The school, with its
staff, physical plant, equipment and library serves as a resource that is available when
asked for, passive when not. The idea is simple: driven by innate curiosity, which is the
essence of human nature, children will make enormous exertions to explore and master
the world around them" (p. 2). And they do.

"Everyone learns the basics - but at their own pace, in their own time and their own
way. Some children leam to read at age five, others at ten. Some learn best from
teachers or other students, others learn best by themselves. On any given day, students
of all ages can be seen learning together, talking, playing - growing. As they grow older,
they develop a strong sense of identity and set goals for the future. When they leave they
go on to a huge variety of activities - professions, trades, businesses, colleges, all over
the country. All this takes place in an educational setting where students are the judges
of what they should do and how they should progress” (p. 2).

Everyone works together but, what is private is respected as such. An individual's
political views, psychological health, and willingness to participate in any activity are
not questioned; each person chooses from his own will and interest - including his/her
educational experience, no matter his/her chronological age. The rules ensure equal
access as well as equal opportunity for everyone in the school. Children are seen and
treated the same as the aduits, with the same respect, caring, and confidence in their
decision-making and other capabilities. "Everybody in the school, aged four and up,
[has] an equal access to power” (1986, p. 155).

"] guess it's worth repeating. At Sudbury Valley, not one child has ever been forced,
pushed, urged, cajoled, or bribed into learning how to read. We have had no dyslexia.
None of our graduates are real or functional illiterates.... No one who meets our older
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students could ever guess the age at which they first learned to read or write" (1987, p.
36).

Every year in early June John came to school to chat with me about his son. John
was a gentle, intelligent man, warmly supportive of his son Dan, who attended the
school.

But John was also worried. Just a little. Just enough to come once a year for
reassurance.

Here's how the conversation would go.

J.F.: "l know the school's philosophy, and | understand it. But | have to talk to
you. I'm worried.”

Me: "What's the problem?" (Of course, | know. We both know. This is a ritual,
because we both say the same thing every year, five years in a row.)

J.F.: "All Dan does at school all day is fish.”

Me: "What's the problem?"

J.F.: "All day, every day, Fall, Winter, Spring. All he does is fish."

| look at him and wait for the next sentence. That one will be my cue.

J.F.: "I'm worried that he won't learn anything. He'll find himself grown up and
he won't know a thing.”

At this point would come my little speech, which is what he had come to hear. It's
all right, | would begin. Dan has learned a lot. First of all, he's become an expert at
fishing. He knows more about fish - their species, their habitats, their behavior,
their biology, their likes and dislikes - than anyone | know, certainly anyone his age.
Maybe he'll be a great fisherman. Maybe he'll write the next "Compleat Angler”
when he grows up.

When | reached this part of my spiel, John would be a little uncomfortable. A
snob he wasn't. But the picture of his son as a leading authority on fishing somehow
didn't seem believable. | continued, warming up to my subject.

Mostly, | would say, Dan has learned other things. He has learned how to grab
hold of a subject and not let go. He has learned to value the freedom to pursue his
real interests however intensely he wants, and wherever they lead him. And he has
learned how to be happy.

In fact, Dan was the happiest kid at school. His face was always smiling; so was
his heart. Everyone, young and old, boys and girls, loved Dan.

Now my talk came to its close. "No one can take these things away from him," |
said. "Some day, some year, if he loses interest in fishing, he'll put the same effort
into some other pursuit. Don't worry.”

John would get up, thank me warmly, and leave. Until next year. His wife Dawn
never accompanied him. She was happy with Sudbury Valley, because she had a child
who radiated joy.

Then one year John did not come in for our chat.

Dan had stopped fishing.

At fifteen, he had fallen in love with computers. By the age of sixteen, he was
working as a service expert for a local firm. By seventeen, he and two friends had
established their own successful company in computer sales and service. By
eighteen, he had completed school and gone on to study computers in coliege. He had
saved enough money for his tuition and expenses. Throughout his years at college he
was employed as a valued expert at Honeywell.

Dan never forgot what he learmned in his many years of fishing. (Greenberg,
1987, p. 37-40)

"The school has often been compared to a village, where everyone mixes, everyone

learns and teaches and models and helps and scolds - and shares in life. { think the image
is a good one.
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Aduits have a lot to learn from children" (p. 77-78).

"We adults think of ourselves as knowledgeable, and of our children as needing to
learn and to be taught, but... I'd bet any kid at SVS would be amazed at our ignorance and
insensitivity to the grandeur that is there for us to see and is ignored”, for example, in
the beech tree we do not bother to climb (p. 80).

"The kids are all leaming, all the time. Life is their greatest teacher. The B.A.s and
M.A.s and Ph.D.s on the staff are minor actors.

The kids use other kids, books, instruments, and aduits as they see fit. Their chief
tool is their curiosity, which drives them to find, to master, to understand.

They leamn to see the world, because they look, and they are in it. They do not sit
boxed in rooms all day.

They leam to relate to people, because they are with people, of all ages, all day.

They learn to solve problems, because they have to.... There is no one else to bail
them out” (p. 95).

"But it hardly makes a difference. Children will learn what they will learn, when
they want and how they want, our best efforts notwithstanding....

No two kids ever take the same path. Few are even remotely similar. Each child is so
unique, so exceptional, we watch in awe and are humbled” (p. 94).

About being well-rounded.... "Not a single aspect of this... has ever made sense to me.
First of all, there's the arrogance of it, as if you or | or some panel of experts could
choose out of the vast ocean of human knowledge the right combination of droplets
everyone needs to imbibe. Then, there's the naiveté, as if children today in this country,
in an era of muiti-media blitz, aren't exposed day and night to more than we can imagine.
The very same people who complain about narrowness can be found the next day
complaining about overexposure and overstimulation. Finally, there's the assumption
that it's bad to be narrow. Bad for whom? For Mozart? For Einstein? For Wilbur and
Orville Wright? Our greatest national heroes are praised for their single-minded
devotion to some cause or other. Is that well-rounded?

it all comes back to humility. The smartest of us is just a tiny bit less stupid than
the stupidest of us. Leave children be. They will fearn all they have to, and more, if we
don't mess with them, uniess and until they beg us to” (p. 96).

"There are no grades at Sudbury Valley. Students decide for themselves how to
measure their progress. For the most part, they apply harsh standards to their own
work, sizing it up against the best models they can find in the outside worid.... Often, the
process of seif-evaluation against perfection is painfully frustrating.... At times, the
frustration... leads children to abandon the enterprise. Most of the time, the kids go back
and try again, and again, and again, with awesome single-minded determination, until
finally they come to you and say, 'This is a good piece of work.'....

At the heart of Sudbury Valley is the policy that we don't rate people. We don't
compare them to each other, or to some standard we have set. For us, such an activity is
a violation of the students' right to privacy and to self-determination.

The school is not a judge. If students ask someone to write on their behalf... Itis a
personal matter between the parties... [if asked for transcripts and recommendations]
we write a polite letter... [and usually] the students are left where they properly should
be, making their own cases with the admissions officers or personnel managers of the
places to which they're applying” (p. 99)

"As far as we know, our policy on evaluation has never caused harm to any students
as they move on to life outside the school. The policy makes things a little harder for
them, to be sure. But that kind of hardship is what the school is about; learning to make
your own way, set your own standards, meet your own goals. And what we gain at school,
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as a bonus from our no-grading and no-rating policy, is an atmosphere free of
competition among students or battles for adult approval. At Sudbury Valley, people help
each other all the time. They have no reason not to" (p. 100).

"We have never seen it as our mission to entertain our students, to ‘inspire' them, to
entice them to learn what they ‘should’ be learning. We have never placed good cheer and
happiness at the top of our priority list. For us at Sudbury Valley, exposure to reality
is more important. For learning and growth, the everyday struggles, disappointments,
frustrations, and failures are as essential as - even more essential than - the happiness
and contentment sought by others.

These matters are no longer in question, and have not been for years. Everywhere we
see the benefits that children reap from being left to choose their way of life.

We are a new kind of lightning rod now; or perhaps better, a beacon of light to attract
those everywhere who wish their children to have the freedom we offer” (p. 103).

"At Sudbury Valley, parents have been an integral part of the picture from the
beginning... [they] foot the bill.... They drive their kids to school every day... No matter
how you cut it, parents belong side by side with us, as our allies and helpmeets....
Parents are voting members... They are welcomed to visit when they wish, to help with
instruction, and to pitch in with the work.... Several parents over the years have
become so involved with Sudbury Valley that they too eventually ran for election to the
staff.... The inclusion of parents in the picture has done much to give a sense of
community to the school” (p. 165-166).

"So visitors drive into the Sudbury Valley parking lot and the first thing they see is
children all over the place, running around, busy playing.... In the office, there may or
may not be an aduit. People are streaming in and out. Three ten-year-olds are huddied
around a typewriter, producing some little opus...." (p. 168). Everyone is busy in the
community, doing what interests them at the moment. It comes from the core belief of
"the school” that "any human interest is a worthwhile pursuit if only is has been chosen
freely and followed from true inner desire. Our distinctions are between superficial
interests and deep one, not between 'worthy' ones and ‘unworthy' ones.

As a result of this, at school everyone lives together harmoniously regardiess of what
they are doing. And this attitude folows our students through life, keeping them
comfortable with others, regardiess of what paths they have chosen” (p. 188-189).

[Note: this school has been in operation since 1968).

Pacific High School

"Pacific was intended to be a better school than the public schools. Then we came to
believe that to be a good school we also had to be a good community. We now realize that
all we have to do to be a good school is to be a good community. It sounds so very
simple...." (Kaye, 1972, p. 2 ). "For the most part, the adults in the community are
builders, designers, gardeners, writers, artists, etc. [not teachers]” (p. 73); "for
instance, it was pretty revolutionary for us to say to each other that people ought to
participate in their own education” (p. 74). They had "bright ideas” such as hiring a
doctor in linguistics to teach "English”. They thought the students should be able to
choose whether and what to attend, to come and go - but classes became a competition
with the sports news which won every time. "We still saw it, or at least | saw it at the
time, that we were going to do a traditional job in some ways better” (p. 76).

What Michael Kaye has written here is not about ‘education.’ It is about

something far more important: what the unmanipulated lives of the young are like
when the limits of schooling have been left behind. If Pacific itself has had in recent
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years a perennial and particular virtue, it has been just that: a willingness to allow
the young their own existence. The natural experiences of adolescence are far more
sustaining and enlightening than anything we teach them, when they are allowed to
occur without interference.... The young were free enough there [at Pacific High
School] to be themselves. Traditional notions about education were cast overboard.
But what took their place was certainly not a set of 'innovative' ideas. It was instead
a tolerance and respect for the real experience of adolescence in all its troubled
intensity... The young are under nobody's thumb. They come and go and do exactly as
they please. Though there are some social mores and pressures, there are no rules,
no punishments, no institutional demands or limits.... It seems to me retrospectively
that we over-estimated our good or bad effects on the young. In some ways most of
those who came to Pacific were fundamentally unchanged by their stay there. Of
course, they were free to be themselves. We gave them space for that and access to
the larger world. We did not damage them the way schoois do. But beyond that, their
destinies seem to have been their own... chance and their own natures have far more
to do with their fates than anything Pacific does. The young people there invariably
grow up and also a bit deeper, exchanging their early visions for what | can only call
a worldly wisdom. One can never be sure whether Pacific helps them to find it or
whether they came to it in spite of Pacific. My own hunch is that it heips them a bit,
encourages in them a thrust of life that takes them more fully into the world. They
may learn at Pacific to tolerate the real, and not to pretend so much, and to seek out
their own particular kinds of sustenance, pleasures and responsibility - and those
may, in the end, be the most basic of lessons, and the hardest to learn. (Marin in
Kaye, 1972, p. vii-xvii)

"Classes” did not work. "Sex, drugs, adolescence are their lives. Putting these
things into a formal class makes them dead and abstract. it rapes the reality that the
kids know is there. The kids are perfectly willing to think about their experience, but
they are not willing to study their own lives in a formal way. They are too busy living....
Eventually, either the kids will stop going to classes, or the adults will have to force
them to go. Classes are an abstract, unnatural way of passing on information. When
kids are not coerced, few of them will go regularly.... We have classes because we cannot
conceive of anything else to do...." (Kaye, 1972, p. 77).

We failed to see that their very mode of education is in itself an abuse. There are
exceptions. There are rare ‘good teachers.! They aren’t really teachers at all. They are
performers with the rare ability to communicate consistently on a high level of energy
using cognitive matter rather than the more usual performing arts as their media....
When ordinary mortals are teaching, something has to give, either the classes or the
non-authoritarianism.... Stan Bean, director... finally abandoned non-authoritarianism
in favor of classes” (p. 78-79). We tried to set out "responsibilities”, "counselling”,
and "contracts” but the students didn't go.

A new and energetic director brought change "just short of miraculous” - for a year,
and then he left. It was too intense; it required too much energy to sustain it. He was
"more radical than anyone suspected... more radical as time went on.... For years the
staff had strained to get kids to come to school regularly without actually requiring
attendance. Peter encouraged the kids to go out and experience the world on their own.
School was ' a place to come back to." The result was intensity, growth, learning, and a
tremendous amount of anxiety. By force of personality Peter kept it all together. Peter
echoed the truth that the kids felt in themselves: ‘There is nobody over you.'... [this]
caused some conflict among the adults... and Peter without consciously or willfully
trying to manipulate kids, did continually turn their own arguments around on them and
just tie them up in knots. Nobody was any match for him.... [it was] aiso a very
conflict-ridden year.... (p. 96).
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"The change in the school was just short of miraculous. Suddenly there was
something to do that everybody could believe and be involved in. Just working together
did a lot to close the distance... real, tangible resuits...." (p. 93).

"Without Peter Marin's vision and strength the emphasis switched back to classes...
blaming.... Nobody realized, as we are just beginning to find out now, that the school can
be many different things at once. These problems were all hopelessly intertwined with
personal conflicts that were developing among the staff... running out of money... ripe for
revolution from the point of view of the school, but also from the point of view of the
entire society... the hippy dream... was dying... the pendulum swinging.... " ( p. 100-
103).

"Fred McPherson had offered the most extraordinary class at Pacific that fall. He had
gotten seven or eight students together to study the logging practices in our mountains.
They went all over the place together. They studied logged out areas. They taiked to
loggers and watched logging operations in progress. They went down to the docks and
watched redwoods being loaded on boats to be shipped to Japan. They studied the forestry
laws of both this country and Japan. And finally they put out a pamphiet reporting their
findings.... [Fred got fired, personal reasons too] but | can't help but think that he had
run a successful class for once, and stepped on a lot of toes by doing so. A bunch of
students and teacher, together, had learned something real and valuable. They published
a report about it and shared what they had learned with others. And nobody could really
believe it had happened, because it didn't fit into a schedule, and it hadn't come out of a
book” (p. 103).

"The parents have aimost no say about what goes on here. [they have] the power not
to send their kids... the power to withdraw their funds and possibly their kids...." (p.
112 ). "I still think that the most valuable thing that we do for most of the kids is to
give them a place to be away from their parents where they are not hassled. They can
only find themselves when they can stop reacting to mom and dad. In a way, kids who
have good relationships at home have an even harder time than those kids who can rebel
openly. This is especially true of the children of ‘groovy’ parents” (p. 108).

it aiso never occurred to me (or anyone eise at the time) to try and use the
community rather than beat it.... No one thought to suggest that the classes might be
draining by their nature, and that we might do better to put our energies eilsewhere.
So we were back to the old problem, how to 'beat the sports news' without resorting
to coercing the kids into going to classes. Rather than dwell on the classes per se any
longer, we began to look at what had worked over the years.

Tutorials had worked. Each of us had worked with kids in particular areas and
the resuits had been satisfactory. These tutorials, unlike the classes, had for the
most part been on the kids' initiative. A kid who wanted to learn something would
simply find a teacher to work on it with him. The problem here was that this mode of
education had involved only a small percentage of the kids, maybe 20 percent at most.
French, of all things, worked. But this was no model for the rest of the subjects...
winter in Quebec... but Bob supplemented the class with regular individual work
with each of his students, and this is where the bulk of the learning had taken place....

The building program worked. Lots of kids got into the building program, boys
and girls. They built their own shelters, and a couple of them worked with the
builders on producing a book about it. Weaving worked. Sarah Kahn had supported
her family while her husband was experimenting with domes by making and selling
cardwoven belts. in the course of the year she taught maybe 25 kids. Many of them
produced beits for sale and made a little money.

Maintenance worked. At least a few kids learned the rudiments of electricity,
plumbing, and other trades working with the staff members who were in charge of
maintaining the school.
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The electronics workshop worked, though the electronics classes had not.

Photography worked. There were about half a dozen kids who roamed about the
place taking pictures. They used our darkroom to develop the pictures. All this with
little or no adult help. All we did was give the kids money to keep the darkroom
supplied. Kids who didn't know how to use the darkroom leamed from other kids.
The quality of the work had notably improved by the end of the year. It seems clear
now that a photography course would not have worked.

A pattern emerged. When we said to the kids, ‘Il know some stuff that you should
learn. Come to my class this quarter and | will teach it to you,' they were, by and
large, not interested. They thought they were interested, or rather they thought they
should be interested. But when it came down to doing it they finally weren't
interested. When we said to the kids, 'l am working on something interesting and
important. You are welcome to join me. In the process you will learn things that are
valuable, or at least valuable to me,’ they were interested, they came, and they
learned. When any resources were made available, the kids used them and learned
from them. (they also abused and destroyed resources... darkroom had to be kept
locked, for example).... They want real experience; phony experience tums them
off.... It occurred to some of us that what worked had been the community itself.
What failed had been the things we attached to the community because we thought that
we were supposed to be a school. The EDUCATION might very well take care of itself
if we concentrated our efforts on creating a rich, interesting community, and stopped
worrying about education so much. Qut of this insight developed THE MOSAIC
CURRICULUM... a curriculum that was merely a mosaic of interesting things to be
invoived in. Anything from anthropology to auto mechanics could be part of the
mosaic. Continuity and regularity would have to come from the thing itself. If the
subject or activity did not create its own continuity it would happen irregularly, or
drop from the mosaic altogether to be replaced by another more appropriate stone.
(Kaye, 1972, p. 128-142)

"The times that were the most educative, the most valuable, were the times when |
was just being with people.... | learned what | know of technical philosophy not from
philosophy classes, but from being with, talking to, mostly listening to technical
philosophers.... Generally people who get deeply involved in one field or another,
academic or otherwise, get involved through people. So often classes, even small classes,
systematically )prevent the close contact needed for involvement.... it can't be planned...."
(p. 147-149).

"In between walking, [one student] has set up a deal whereby he will live with and
learn from a very far out candlemaker. The man, he tells me, is an architect who
dropped out - a man ‘totally into his wax.' Maybe it will be a bum trip. Maybe it will
just be a productive month or two. Maybe he'll find a craft that will make him happy and
make his living. | know that he will be better off with a man ‘totally into his wax' than
with 99 percent of high school teachers... even groovy high school teachers. The school's
part in this will be to give him money to pay his room and board" (p. 150).

"A few kids never seem ready. We only know what not to do. To 'do something' is the
wrong approach. An ‘approach’ is the wrong approach. In aimost every case even the
most subtie kinds of pressure will be counterproductive. [t causes reaction, tension,
paralysis. This is partly because we have still not been able to completely escape our
roles as teachers. Even if we have escaped them the kids still cast us in them. When one
has escaped the role, when there is a relationship with kids that is absolutely organic,
role free, one can give advice, perhaps put on pressure. What | am saying is that it is
only valid to give advice to ‘one's students’ when they are not ‘one’s students.' It is valid
under the same circumstances where it is valid to give advice to an adult one knows" (p.
151).
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"The answer to the question, 'Are there things that they ought to learn that they
aren't leaming?’ is beside the point. It's a false question. The asking of the question
assumes that there are definable 'oughts’ that 'ought’ to be laid on the kids. When | think
of the kids | know, I'm amazed at how presumptuous that common assumption is” (p.
151).

"| still think that the more naturally and organically educational activity happens,
the more valuable it turns out to be. The more we can be sure that we are doing what we
truly want to do and not what we think we are supposed to, the more we will put into the
activity. The probiem still remains that there are not enough people here involved in
productive, educative, self-satisfying activity enough of the time. Any honest non-
coercive method that would help them get involved seems worth trying” (p. 154).

The school became a live-in community. "None of the rules, procedures, or policies
by which we governed ourselves were ever written down.

In retrospect | think it is good that we developed our government in this flexible,
gradual, organic way. It aliowed kids to be intimately involved in building our
governmental structures from the beginning. For this reason the kids came to believe in
the government and understand how it worked. There were able to recognize what it
could and could not do. Had a set of by-laws been drawn up by a committee and laid on the
community for ratification, | don't think the kids would ever have understood and
believed in the government to the extent that they did by the end of the year.

*it seems to me that the reason that many even non-sham student governments fail is
that too few of the people who are to participate in the government are involved in
building the structures. Governments, | think, should always be up for grabs and easy to
change. Student governments that look efficient on paper do not work because the kids do
not believe in them and because the structures for changing them are too cumbersome
for the kids to deal with.* (p. 165-166 ).

The second year as a community half the students would be experienced and
understand the way we governed ourselves.... Finally, however, it was not ‘the system'’
that allowed the kids to have enough real power for them to be responsible members of
the community. We were all living together. The artificial distinctions that had for so
long separated students and staff were blurring. Each morning we all staggered into
breakfast together. When the sanitation in the kitchen screwed up, we all had the runs
together. The older and younger people were becoming friends-lovers. Kids and adults
were talking openly about the school, themselves, and each other. | cannot over-
emphasize the importance of this. [t meant that the kids could be part of the very fiber
of the place.

Even more than the formal political involvement, it was the closeness, the openness,
and the honesty that heiped many of the kids become concemned, responsible members of
the community. In the process we had to abandon the most sacrosanct rule of
conventional schools: Never say anything bad about a ‘colleague’. Staff members had to
be honest and not defend the actions of other adults in the community just because they
were staff members. When there was conflict among the staff — and there was plenty -
we had to be out front about it and not sweep it under the rug. When we were upset and
low we had to share that with the kids. It wasn't easy. Especially at first, almost all
people in education want to be admired by their students. [t takes a great deal of honesty
and courage to let them see us at our worst. There is also a strong desire to protect the
kids fgom conflict and ugliness. It is so very tempting to wash dirty laundry in private”
(p. 167).

"But mostly , | think, it was the consistently honest democracy that made the big
difference [better students]. In our second year as a community we immediately gave the
kids real power in their government, and we gave them real control of their education -
and, almost magically, they grew up” (p. 176).
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"A good half of our meetings are humdrum. Nothing of any note is decided in them.
Often no formal votes are taken. There are just not enough momentous issues to have
something important happen at every weekly meeting. Instead, the time in the meetings
is taken up with telling each other what we are doing and what we plan to do. Things that
have been lost are mentioned to see if anyone has found them. People complain
lackadaisically about this or that. Often there is singing” (p. 181).

"I'm just glad that the meeting, not |, has to handle the few 'discipline problems’ that
come up.... We have never 'punished’ anyone. If a person is fit to be among us, he or she
should have the same rights and privileges as anybody else. If a person is not fit to be
among us, he or she should leave....

The meeting is not consistent. The next person caught stealing might just be censored
at the meeting. This is good, | think; impartiality and faimess are not exact synonyms.

Anybody can bring up anybody else at the meeting. When most people bring up
someone else's behavior it is not to throw his out, but just to express concemn. Once in a
while someone moves that someone else should leave. This has happened about a half-
dozen times. So far the vote has always been close and the staff has been split. Mostly it
just doesn't come up” (p. 247).

"It is tempting to lay down the law. We have to guard constantly against this
temptation. If we wanted to, it would be easy to override the kids and seize power. But
the integrity of the community depends on the older people being sensitive to the needs of
the majority, who are younger” (p. 213).

"We came to Pacific propelled by our dissatisfactions... teachers and kids, their heads
screaming from the frustrations of classrooms with rows of seats all facing front, where
the teacher (a 'trusty’ in the language of prisons) teaches well or badly but at all costs
keeps ORDER.

Whose order? Not, certainly a natural order; not the order my head (and possibly
yours) telis me inhabits, informs and powers all movement, will and action in this
sphere” (p. 219).

But what they leamned was another way to teach. A gardener was hired. He thought he
was hired to teach. Here is a part of the conversation about his job.

| don't think it has to get to that point, Calvino, where you say either this or that.
If you start doing something and if you love your work, if you're really into it,
people will come and will help you out. [t really does work that way. If somebody's
working in the garden and things are really starting to happen or if the goats need
shelter from the rain, | think you just start doing it and you'll find help in doing it.
If the work needs to be done it'll get done....

Jim, you're always saying that if anybody wants to do something, you'll be glad to
help do it. Why don't you just do it?....

The only way things get done is if you DO [T.... If you're going to be a gardener
you should....

I'm not a gardener, I'm a teacher here. If you don't want me to be a teacher just
vote me out right now....

You should teach by doing the thing that you're teaching.... If nobody'll help you,
just go ahead and do it anyway. And if you don't want to do that, then | don't see how it
fits, because it seems the nature of all the staff here is that they're going ahead and
doing what they are into. And if the students come along, fine, and if they don't, that's
fine too. It's not as if we're really teachers here. Ann's an artist and she goes right
ahead with what she IS. It's really true. Martin's a musician; he doesn't stop because
nobody happens to come that day....

What do you really have against me? s it personal?....

| said exactly what | mean, Calvino, you're just not doing it....
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Man, if I'm going to be a gardener | can go out and make 500 bucks a month being
a gardener. | don't want to be a gardener. | want to be a teacher, man. If | can't be a
teacher, man, | want to leave....

The way people are teacher here is by doing what they're going to teach, not by
'teaching’. (Kaye, 1972, p. 196-200)

PHILOSOPHIC ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS

Sometimes someone comes up with an idea that lasts. It builds and it changes; it
catches on. All schools are build on a philosophy of education, some more obviously than
others. Sometimes a whole system of schooling, or in this case, of alternate schooling, is
built on the experience of one person. Usually, the experience is unique and personally
transformative. The school arises from the real-life experience of its founders; it is an
expression of the fundamental, heart-felt, and experienced perspective of its founders.
It is not usually an easy road to acceptance, but the founders' convictions are especially
strong, usually from their personal experiences. Their popularity may ebb and wane,
but, like the classics, they have been "hanging around” for quite a while now!

Montessori

| talked with a head of a Montessori school; | know children who have attended in
their early years. It seems a safe place, a place where children like to go, and where
they are happy to stay. Today's Montessori schools, understandably perhaps, are said to
be NOT exact manifestations of what Maria Montessori had envisioned they would be.
There is concern about the "unevenness of quality”, "the relative isolation of Montessori
educators” and that the ideal has become diffused in its transmission to practice (Lillard,
1972). As a particular philosophy of education is transiated through the eyes and minds
of a series of teachers and schooling situations, it is bound to change. Just how it has
changed would, indeed, be an interesting study - but beyond the scope of this writing.

My conversation with the headmistress, was interesting in its direction. She was
most concerned about the children - the rights of the child, meaningful activity, and
"kids are bored” (personal communication, 1992). She saw that we are failing to keep
children interested; we need to be giving them more, more, more, not less to do [and be
involved in]. We need to think more globally, more widely, more deeply about the rights
of children, what they require, what is due them - as children. This is likely written
between the lines of Maria Montessori's original thinking, perhaps it is explicit. It is
certainly how her schools were set up: learning as activity, children's activity as
schooling! The Child.

Lillard (1972) describes her first experiences of a Montessori classroom:

What followed in the days ahead was beyond any imagination or expectation | could
have had. There were sixteen three- and four-year-old children in the class, only
four of whom were giris. They had not been pre-selected... some... had special
problems....

What seemed so amazing to me that fall was the teacher's constant reaching out to
the children, and the responses she aroused in them. She persistently called them
away from aimless, destructive, sometimes chaotic behavior, and toward something
in themselves that seemed to pull them together, to bring them into focus, and to free
them for a constructive response to their world. Because of the personal integration
they achieved, the atmosphere in the classroom was spontaneous, joyful, and
purposeful. There was a peace and freedom from tension there that seemed to release
the children to live their lives to the fullest.

The ways in which Mrs. Rothschild heiped the children to create the unique
environment in the classroom particularly impressed me.... Her approach to the
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children in the classroom could be summed up in one word - respect. She accorded to
them the dignity, trust, and patience that would be given to someone embarked on the
most serious of endeavors and who was, at the same time, endowed with the potential
and desire to achieve his goal.... This teacher seemed to have the knack of being inside
a child's skin. She absolutely knew how deeply he had been hurt by some slight or
how frustrated he felt when he was unable to make his needs known. Because she
trusted his ability to tell her what was troubling him, she was constantly in a
listening state. No matter how occupied she was with one individual child at a time,
she was alert to the others. The antennae were always out....

She had an uncanny way of never letting herself get backed into a corner with
children [where it was] a battle the child must always lose and which causes him to
lose some of his self-respect as well. She was a master of the light touch, and had a
magical way of appealing to the imagination and love of drama in young children as
well. She could close her eyes when the classroom seemed to border on the chaotic
side, perhaps turn out the lights and stand as a statue caught in action, and either
through silence or a whisper help the children to re-orient themselves so that they
were both calmer and more alert to the world outside themselves.

As she struggled in those early weeks to help the children develop their potential
for being in touch with themselves and involved with their environment in a
meaningful way, she was often discouraged.... [Since then], | have seen the role the
older Montessori children play in guiding, inspiring, and protecting the younger....

By spring of the first year, the children were happy and working hard....
(Lillard, 1972, p. viii-xi)

Maria Montessori (1870-1952) came to education through her medical practice,
the first woman in italy to become a medical doctor. While working with intellectually
handicapped ("mentally deficient”) children she became interested in the problem of
teaching them, and began to study different teaching methods.

She decided that a primary cause of their difficuities was an unstimulating
environment, and she developed an impressive array of learning materials that
would answer to children's developmental needs. This "didactic apparatus” became
the core of the Montessori school environment.

Trusting in the spontaneous, organic unfolding of "sensitive periods” that cause
an intense interest in exploring the world, Montessori's approach encourages
children to work at their own pace, either individually or in groups, while
developing uncommon levels of concentration and self-direction. Montessori's
methods support the young child's natural inclination to learn sensorially, by
manipulating concrete materials, and teach young children the generally abstract
three Rs in this way.

Montessori schools have become highly popular, largely because the children's
academic achievement and self-discipline are so apparent. The Montessori approach
is not usually considered socially or culturally radical. Yet in her writings, Maria
Montessori passionately proclaimed the child to be a "spiritual embryo” - a
mysteriously self-forming being whose inner needs must not be thwarted by the
self-interest of adults. As she said, "Our care of the child should be govemed not by
the desire to 'make him learn things,' but by the endeavor always to keep burming
within him that light which is called the intelligence." Montessori argued that
humankind will achieve true peace only when the child's developmental needs are
fully and lovingly met - that is, when the child's needs become society's highest
priority. (Miller, 1990, p. 50)

According to Montessori, a teacher should work more as a guide than as an
instructor, and should make use of the child's natural curiosity. She came to "see the
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world from the child's perspective” (Buckley and Lamb, 1985, p. 9-10). She saw that
"left to themselves, children actually want to learn” (p. 14). She believed that there is
"a time to learn about language, a time to learn about mathematics, and a time to learn
about moral responsibility.... Montessori added to this idea her belief that it is the child
herself who knows best when that time is.... when she needs it, when she is in a period of
what Montessori calls "special sensitivity" to that particular discipline.... From the
child's work, which is now appropriate to her needs, comes self-discipline. She wants
to learn and she will learn everything she needs to, all in her own good time. The
knowledge we place at the child's disposal must not be what suits us, but what is suitable
for her. if we don't know what that is, let's watch her working. (Buckley and Lamb,
1985, p. 14-15)

She saw childhood as entirely separate from aduithood, the work of the child unlike
the work of an adult, children dependent on aduits as adults are on the children. Aduits
and other teachers are "catalysts” and should be unobtrusive. They should gently
introduce activities briefly and only when the child shows s/he is ready. Close
observation of each individual child is required.

The child is the leamner, a developing soul awakening to himself, discovering and
creating his/her moral self and psychic structures; this is "self-education”, "self-
construction”, "psychic unfolding” of a predetermined pattern, not visible at birth.

"Montessori believed this psychic pattern is revealed only through the process of
development. For this process to occur, two conditions are necessary. First, the child is
dependent upon an integral relationship with his environment, both the things and the
people within it. Only through this interaction can he come to an understanding of
himself and the limits of his universe and thus achieve an integration of his personality.
Second, the child requires freedom. If he has been given the key to his own personality
and is governed by his own laws of development, he is in possession of very sensitive and
unique powers which can only come forth through freedom. [f either of these two
conditions are not met, the psychic life of the child will not reach its potential
development, and the child's personality will be stunted” (Lillard, 1972, p. 30). The
process of nurturing this development should start at birth, according to Montessori; the
urge to create, creativity, comes from opportunity to develop his own powers. The
leaming happens through interaction, through activity; it is connected to movement.
There is a sense of peace to be found when a leaming is accomplished, when the pattern
of initial interest (sensitivity), sustained involvement (repetition) culminates in a
learning experience. A child thus develops his internal capacity for love, and his moral
sense, and inner discipline.

A Montessori classroom is, by intention, well-prepared, rich in Montessori-
designed material resources, and aesthetically pleasing. Disruptive, or destructive
behavior is stopped; there are no assigned places, tasks, or schedules but the place is
kept orderly. The place belongs to the children, indoors and outdoors; there are no
teacher's accoutrements, not even a desk. The teacher provides opportunities for
constructive work. She may arrange materials to invite participation with them,
bringing materials into obvious view when she feels they may interest someone. She
may show how a2 material is used but the lessons are short and confined to a simple
description. The child is left to explore if s/he shows interest; if not, it is not yet the
time.... The children take out the materiais they want to use when they want them and
they retumn them to where they were stored. Montessori saw that children want and need
a tidy (structured) environment with which to interact and appreciate. Aesthetics and
order are important. It is part of the peace and the freedom.

Learning is activity.... A flexible classroom frees children from physical
passivity, and consequently from passivity in their learning. In such a classroom
the teacher merely directs; her work is not to teach, or instruct, but rather to direct
or guide children's learning by preparing their environment and by demonstrating,
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initially, the use of certain apparatus. In the classic Montessori phrase, her job is
to "help them to do it by themselves."”

Montessori children come to an extraordinarily well prepared environment, and
they are encouraged to learn by discovering things for themselves. Naturally
enough, as a child grows up she learns less by sensory experience and increasingly
more by abstraction. At that point she will need something closer to what we usually
mean by "teaching” - guidance from someone who knows quite a lot about physics or
literature or whatever - to learn about things and ideas which are not immediately
available to her through sensory experience. :

In Montesssori's view, the developing child doesn't mind listening to someone
talking about Boyle's Law or Renaissance music if she's interested in what's being
said.... If the child isn't interested in chemistry, for instance, that's because
chemistry has been presented to her in the wrong way, and more importantly, at the
wrong time.... From the onset the student must be an active participant. (Buckley &
Lamb, 1985, p. 10-11)

it is the use of Montessori-designed materials that illustrates the philosophy most
clearly.

Montessori materials are designed for auto-education, and the control of error lies
in the materials themselves rather than in the teacher. The control of error guides
the child in his use of the materials and permits him to recognize his own mistakes....
This dialogue with the materials puts the child in control of the learing process.
The teacher is not to usurp this role by pointing out the child's error to him. If the
child cannot see his error in spite of the material's design, it means he has not
sufficiently developed to do so. In time, he will be able to see it and will correct his
own errors.

A block of wood, in which the child places cylinders of varying sizes in
corresponding holes, is an example of control of error designed within the materials.
if the cylinders are not matched in the correct holes, there will be one cylinder left
over. Again, it is not the problem alone that interests the child and aids his
progress... but of acquiring a new power of perception, enabling him to recognize the
difference of dimension in the cylinders.

It is not necessary to design the control of error into all the materials in such a
mechanical way as the cylinder block. As the materials progress in complication, the
control of error is shifted to the child himself, who has gradually developed his
ability to recognize differences of dimension by sight. Control of error is also
introduced at a later stage by providing the child with models with which to compare
his work. He can find the answers to a certain set of mathematical problems, for
example, on a chart board designed for that purpose and freely available to him....

There are several basic rules in the use of the Montessori materials. Because
they are designed for a serious purpose - the child's own development - the children
are required to treat them with respect. They are handled carefully, and only after
their use is understood. When the child uses an exercise, he brings all the materials
necessary and arranges them carefully on a mat or rug in an organized manner.
When he is finished, he returns them to the shelf, leaving them in good order for the
next child.

The child has a right not to be interrupted when using the materials, either by
other children or the teacher. Here the teacher must be very alert. Praise or even a
smile from her can distract the child, and children have been known to stop and put
their work away with no more interference than this.

The introduction of new material to the child is called the Fundamental Lesson.
The purpose of this lesson is not only to present the child with a key to the materiais
and their possibilities for him, but to enable the teacher to discover more about the
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child and his inner development. She uses the lesson to observe his reactions, and
will experiment with different approaches to him.... Choosing the right moment to
introduce a lesson to the child requires sensitivity and experience. The teacher is
momentarily taking the initiative from the child in directing his growth... a delicate
task, a great art... [to] help the soul which is coming into the dullness of life, and
which shall live from its own forces.

Such lessons will be given aimost exclusively on an individual basis. (Lillard,
1972, p. 64-65)

Community life is developed through this entirely ungraded system. Children are
grouped by age but several ages are grouped together and stay together for several years.
For example, three-to-five-year-olds, six-to-nine-year-olds, and so on. "The older
children are more sensitive to the nature and degree of help the young child needs” (p.
75). They give help when necessary, not helping unnecessarily as aduits are wont to do,
and ensuring that their own liberty is not infringed upon. Ideally, Montessori
classrooms share open spaces separated only by low partitions; access and freedom of
movement being sought.

The teacher is continually discovering his/her role. It is surely a researching
situation and it is most interesting to me, that the reasons cited for difficuities of
acceptance in current educational reaims is "reception by teachers” (Lillard, 1972).
She says, "Although it appears better today than in 1914, it is still 2 very real problem.
The type of person who has gone into teaching in the past has too often been one who has a
need to control other human beings. Such a person will feel threatened by the
Montessori approach, which puts the child in control of his own leaming. The fate of
Montessori education in America will largely depend on the ability of young men and
women, whether already teachers or not, to develop the humility, wisdom, and
flexibility required for the indirect teaching approach of Montessori" (p. 28).

Steiner

| leamed about Waldorf schools from a German weaver-friend who had first-hand
knowledge of them. She told me her experiences and | was totally enthralled. According
to what | heard, it was so much like what | had dreamed a school should have been that |
wanted to know more. Though | cannot remember the details of what she told me, the
essence of what the dream could have been led me to explore the possibility of being a
teacher there. | searched out the local Waldorf School, then recently setting its wings
apart from the public monolith, and | checked out their library-store. There was no
question, | enjoyed what they were doing there. Students were learning through stories,
tales, and myths; they were making their own "text" - books which were the stories of
their research-learning (and there were no others). The beauty and quiet of the place
permeated the work; the children's work was, of itself, truly beautiful. A gentie pride
in quality workmanship was prevalent; it was a quiet place, a place of quiet study and
rest... and | could not stay. At that time in my kfe, my life was still too violent, and |
wouid not have been good for them.... Perhaps | could today. | could be there, integrating
the experience with the rest of my life... with the students!

The school was organized in complete egalitarian fashion. The "teachers” took turns
being entitied "principal” and whatever eise was required, but they all voted on
everything equally including their salaries. They paid themselves from the "leftover"”
monies according to "need". They were obviously devoted to the children and their
learning. | wonder yet why it did not survive; students just seemed to drift away....
There must be a story there... another story for another time....

Waldorf education, founded in 1919 by Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner
(1861-1925), reflects Steiner's spiritual-scientific research known as
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anthroposophy, or the knowledge of man. Seeing human life as essentially the
spiritual journey of our personal souls, Steiner designed the Waldorf approach to
nurture the intuition, imagination, and spiritual capacities of the child. Drawing
upon the creative arts and legends that tap into archetypal levels, the Waldorf
curriculum aims to keep alive the deepest sensitivities of human nature. Steiner
asserted that true education is not the inculcation of socially approved facts and
skills into a passive student, but is "an Art - the Art of awakening what is actually
there within the human being....

This art of education seeks to engender a healthy social community and virtually
eliminates competition. Waldorf teachers, trained to pay close attention to their
interactions with the children, move up grade by grade with their students and spend
eight years developing a close, loving, trusting relationship with them. Waldorf
educators believe that young children are not developmentally ready for academic
learming. They oppose the competitive, high-pressure demands of early-childhood
education and believe that premature intellectual endeavors drain the child of
physical resources needed for future well-being. Thus, they disagree even with
Montessori's concrete and seemingly natural approach to teaching the three Rs in
preschool.

Yet, this is not to say that Waldorf students lag in academic achievement; on the
contrary, older students delve deeply into the humanities and sciences - far more
deeply than most public school students. it appears that when the soul is given the
nurturing it requires, academic learning occurs easily and spontaneously. (Miller,
1990, 51)

Steiner, like Montessori, was a scientist and came into education by the proverbial
back door. He was invited to organize a school and curriculum for factory workers'
children and it burgeoned from there. People who came to the school - including the
invited inspectors - were impressed with the difference Steiner's perspectives made in
what the children were doing, how they were in the classroom.

Steiner Schools are not concemed with political and social biases; they are concerned
with "the human being as human being whoever he may be.... It is an education directed
primarily to release creative forces of life inherent in every child. It is these forces
which carry a future beyond our present knowing. Reverence for the child in man is
pre-condition to this form of education” (Edmunds, 1979, p. 12). The role of
education, according to Steiner philosophy is "to serve as a protector and a healer so that
human beings shall not grow up empty of soul and weak in spirit; it has, above all, to
counteract the limiting, dwarfing tendencies which modem life and thought impose on
children, provoking precocious judgment, lack of belief, negation, and downright
maladjustment and delinquency.... "The soul,' says Rudoif Steiner, ‘needs nourishment as
well as the body.' An education which fails to feed the deeper-lying forces of chiidhood
represents not only the absence of a good but becomes a source of ill. Methods of
education which attend mainly to surface demands and do not reach the core of human
nature unwittingly destroy more than they build up in the way of hope and promise for a
better future. Programmes we have in plenty and good intentions, but the generations of
men do not grow stronger and the world situation does not improve™ (p. 14-15).

Steiner was trained in the scientific method, in mathematics and philosophy, but "he
developed a quite new approach to the understanding of life. His main endeavour is to
counter the narrow cause-and-effect conceptions which dominate modern outlook and
research. He sees the latent possibilities in man of advancing beyond the present-day
limits of cognition to include a 'knowledge of higher worlds'. His appeal is ever for a
greater effort of consciousness in contemplating nature in its various aspects and, at the
same time, for a progressive self-training leading towards an enhancement of thought
and all the other normal human facuities”" (p. 15).
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Childhood is seen as a series of distinct stages defined by physical changes such as the
development and then changing of teeth, from infancy (milk teeth), childhood (second
teeth), and adolescence. "The change of teeth marks the first release of soul and spirit
for more conscious activity, and it is to these released forces, still very dreamiike, that
the teacher can first properly address himself” (p. 20); schooling should not start
before this! Because a child can learn to read at age three, one cannot assume that it is
good for him to do so. "Childhood is the shaping of the instrument for the life of the adult.
in the course of childhood there are revealed, stage by stage, capacities, pre-
dispositions, also weaknesses and obstructions. If we understand the deeper needs of
childhood, and also the nature of the hindrances as these appear in inner and outer life
to-day, we may, as educators, help greatly in the process leading to conscious and
responsible manhood. Just as a gardener can help his plants by bettering the conditions
in which they grow, so may a teacher, by removing unfavourable influences and
promoting conditions harmonious to child nature, help the forces of a given individuality
to come to fruition. Such intervention is the opposite of interference or any attempt to
mould the individuality according to a pattern. Much that might otherwise be hampered,
suppressed or destroyed by contrary conditions is brought to flower so that the human
being is enabled to become more truly himself. The object of Rudolf Steiner education is
to aid children so that as men and women they may bring their powers, their own innate
and sacred human qualities, to greater fulfiliment. It is an education which serves the
freedom of the human spirit" (p. 17).

"Childhood assumes quite another importance for us if we learn to view it as an
incarnating process which partly conforms to the laws of physical nature and partly
transcends these laws. indeed, the true nature of man lives in his non-nature, in the
world beyond outer nature which declares itself in him" (p. 16). "The fact that boredom
can be spoken of at all in connection with little children is a sad reflection on our times.
It shows that under modern conditions the living fount of childhood phantasy, the source
of creative imagination in later years, is threatening to dry up.... How strangely
analogous that sophisticated adults have now to be trained to teach little children how to
play!” (p. 20).

The Nursery School allows children to learn through imitation and play. "'Play’
includes painting, modelling, cooking, sewing, building, making things and a host of
entrancing activities; it also includes learning nursery rhymes and action songs in
English, French and German, eurythmy (a new art of movement by Rudolf Steiner, not to
be confused with eurhythmics), simple fairy tales, little plays, seasonal festivals - in
fact, the Nursery Class is a world of its own, a world of dawning creation where life
proceeds at its deepest level. The child should be left undisturbed in this world until
nature herself declares the time ripe for change. Waldorf Education teaches us to wait on
Nature" (p. 26-27).

From six to fourteen years, from the change of teeth until adolescence is the "heart of
childhood™; it is treated as a whole, as a passage from infancy to adolescence, as a time
for fairy tales, mythologies, and sagas... and pictures. Children stay with one teacher for
this time if that is possible; the teacher moves with the child. The stages, and the
facuities such as thinking, feelings, and will are all to be recognized and nurtured by the
teachers. it is a whole education, dealing with the whole child; it is aesthetic as well.
"Teaching” includes thinking, feeling, fantasy and imagination, and pictorial
presentations. Art is an integral part of expression and learning. There is "a tension
between the Arts or Humanities and the Sciences, a tension that shifts its ground but
remains unresolved. It can only be properly released when a disciplined artistic
perception becomes part of the method of natural science, and when the healthy
objectivity of the Sciences penetrates those finer feelings on which the life of the
Humanities finally rests.... [This] is one of the essential themes of a Steiner education”
(Harwood, 1958, p. 11). "An imaginative teacher will make the most stony ground
grow charming flowers of fantasy, and not a little nourishing food as well... right up to
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puberty” (p. 82-83). Picture-forming is key to teaching, and teaching is seen as an
art. Throughout the life of the child and his/her Waldorf Education, the words
"interesting” and "colourful” are often used to describe the activities. It is a rich
environment, but rich in interest, colour, warmth, and care.

According to Steiner, it "doesn't matter which subjects you decide should be taught...
neither does it matter what the children study.... "The art of the teacher is to take the
right story material and use it educationally. The fairy-tales will give pictures for the
letters of the aiphabet. The fables will provide little plays in which particular children
can act the surly bear or the angry lion or the crafty fox or the timid mouse, and so help
to cure themselves of some particular difficuity. Everywhere there will be
opportunities for painting and modelling” (Harwood, 1958, p. 101). The curriculum is
found in the fairy tales, fables, legends, myths, tales, archetypal stories of "man”, a
connection to Nature and human nature. It is the teacher's responsibility to watch and to
draw forth deep archetypal "truths” and awaken the child into aduithood (eventually) -
and a connection to Nature and his/her deepest human nature - essentially through
story, art, and scientific observation/involvement.

Dewey

The ideas of "Democracy and Education” found their way into my experience before |
was aware of "John Dewey"”, and "Art and Education”. They came out of an art course;
they came by way of the examples, and they came by way of a summer class and a
magazine of the same name, "Democracy and Education”. | read of great and wonderful
things that teachers were doing in schools. They were working with projects, finding
ways to make curriculum subordinate to the children's experiencing life in the
classroom and outside it, finding ways to do "good things" for the environment, for
others, and for themselves in classrooms around the continent. Then | took a long look at
"democracy” (in a university course). it was revealing to say the least....

"Toward the end of the nineteenth century... an energetic reformer named Francis W.
Parker (1837-1902) began to raise significant questions about the course American
education had taken.... [He] became known as the father of "progressive education”
(Miller, 1990, p. 44-47). John Dewey drew heavily on Parker’'s (and other) ideas,
and he went on from there. He is what we would call a "deep thinker"; he thought deeply
about education and life. He came to see "experience” as the key to learning and a "theory
of experience” a necessary goal. But "it is now feit by many educational historians that
Dewey was misinterpreted by many of his followers, who became overly permissive
instead of challenging youngsters intellectually and helping them develop self-direction
and responsibility” (Feeny, Christensen, & Moravcik, 1987). He helped shape
progressive education though he was not limited by it - and defining the term and his
role would be an interesting pursuit... another time.

A study of Dewey's work is fascinating, and likely a lifelong vocation. What we can
glean from his works is a picture of education as life, where environments and
experiences come together in a continuous, continual, seif-renewing process of
interaction and experience. "For Dewey, education was a process of growth that had no
end beyond itself, a process in which individuals were constantly extending their
knowledge, informing their judgments, refining their sensibilities, and illuminating
their moral choices” (Cremin, 1989, p. 7). "Education, in its broadest sense, is the
means of this social continuity of life” (Dewey, 1916, p. 2). He talks of the "constant
reweaving of the social fabric” (p. 3), a continual dance between science and art.

John Dewey, like many others of his time, saw the "scientific method" as a doorway
to future leaming, the catalyst, his hope for positive change. He says, "both logically
and educationally, science is the perfecting of knowing, its last stage” (p. 219). It is
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emancipatory, freeing all men from their "local and temporary incidents of experience,
and the opening of intellectual vistas unobscured by the accidents of personal habit and
predilection” (p. 230). Through logic, he thought, ideas would be freed of human
judgment and prejudice, and we would come to a purer understanding, become educated....

Dewey's "science” was of everyday, normal human experience, not a separated
specialty function as it has come to be seen through the "curriculum of science"”.
Dewey's science curriculum and educational purpose was to learn through direct
experience with an environment, through the science processes of observation,
abstraction, reflection, and "through dialogue between teachers and learners who
together create and pursue a sense of direction” (Schubert, 1986, p. 193).

He saw an ability in children to capture the moment, to grasp the present, and he
saw this as the way to experience and so to leam - in an indefinite fleeting "now".
"Present experience stands for that whole complexity which establishes the human
project as such.... Experience is the on-going world of nature culturally inhabited.... It
is shaped and shaping, primarily cuitural and therefore interactive. In the dynamic
process of life, there is no pure moment when the slate is clean.... Life comes from life
and is born to the world. Awaiting each new life there is a social world with its language,
beliefs, rites, roles, legends, and histories. The physical environment's there too, with
its rhythms of heartbeat and breath, the close darkness of night and the shining
brilliance of day, its seasons of dust and drought, monsoon, snow, or spring. The world
is not so much ‘interpreted’ as it is inherited” (Alexander, 1987, p. 270-271).
Education is the communication of that culture, the experiencing of the world as social -
and it is through art that the democratic community discovers its communicative task
and the possibility of genuine communication. "Art, says Dewey, not only realizes the
community in its fullest sense, as communication, but embodies in itself the very quest
of the democratic community: the creative exploration of the fulfilling meanings and
values of experience” (p. 273).

"it would then be seen that science is an art, that art is practice, and that the only
distinction worth drawing is not between practice and theory, but between those modes of
practice that are not intelligent, not inherently and immediately enjoyable, and those
which are full of enjoyed meanings. When this perception dawns, it will be a
commonplace that art - the mode of activity that is charged with meanings capable of
immediately enjoyed possession - is the complete culmination of nature, and that
'science’ is properly a hand-maiden that conducts events to this happy issue. Thus would
disappear the separations that trouble present thinking: division of everything into
nature and experience, of experience into practice and theory, art and science, of art
into useful and fine, menial and free" (Dewey quoted in Alexander, p. 277).

To Dewey there was no separation, no dualism that needed attending though at one
point in his work, he found need to attend to the separations in education being drawn in
his name. His book, Experience and Education (1938), was written expressly to clear
up the meaning of "experience” and to show how the separation of traditional versus
progressive education served no purpose except as a reaction, one to the other. He makes
it clear that he supports neither extreme, that he sees education as a process resting on
deeper philosophic thought than was currently being espoused (in 1938). He saw that to
be truly valuable, the philosophy of education needed to probe deeper, to look beneath the
labels and form a "theory of experience in order that education may be conducted upon
the basis of experience” (p. 33). He speaks of experience as a "continuity”, an
"experiential continuum"; all experiences continue. What needs to be realized is the way
in which the principle, the quality, continues. Is it educative or mis-educative? Does it
"arouse curiosity, strengthen initiative, and set up desires and purposes that are
sufficiently intense to carry a person over dead places in the future, is it a moving
force? Its value can be judged only on the ground of what it moves toward and into” (p.
37-38). Dewey insisted that "neither the old nor the new education is adequate. Each is
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miseducative because neither of them applies the principles of a carefully developed
philosophy of experience” (p. 9-10).

"Readers of the classics, from Plato's Republic to Dewey's Democracy and Education
(1916), become acutely aware that penetrating consideration of questions about
worthwhile knowledge invokes the concomitant question: Worthwhile for what?"
(Schubert, 1986, p. 5). Explorer of what? Skills for what? "Dewey, in his The Quest
for Certainty (1929a), admonished students of every field not to be taken in by the
enticing grasp of the myth of certain knowledge” (p. 8), and in his Experience and
Education (1938), he admonished the label-users to beware their lack of depth and
understanding - well, experience! Education is an evolving process, a weaving being
woven - from the threads of the leamer, society and subject matter. His advice that
these three sources of curriculum-threads be interdependent (also) went unheeded
(Schubert, 1986, p. 77).

Dewey saw education as a "social need and function..., a process by which social
groups maintain their continuous existence. Education... [is] a process of renewal of the
meanings of experience through a process of transmission, partly incidental to ordinary
companionship or intercourse of adults and youth, partly deliberately instituted to effect
social continuity. This process [is] seen to involve control and growth of both the
immature individual and the group in which he lives... society aiming at its own
perpetuation through education...." (p. 321-322), a democratic community being more
progressive.

John Dewey distinguished between deliberate (direct tuition or schooling) and
incidental education (which is a broad educational process that you get from living with
others - which is natural and important but not the express reason of an
association/school). He saw the function of "the school” was to provide a simplified
environment arranged to facilitate response from the young and progressively sequenced
as the child matures, The school was to select the social customs worthy of transmission
and weed out the undesirable achievements of society, and "'to balance out the various
elements in the social environment, to see that each individual gets an opportunity to
escape from the limitations of the social group in which he was born, and to come into
living contact with a broader environment." Dewey believed that the purpose of the
schools was the social, emotional, and mental development of the learner.” (Lemiech,
1990, p. 7-8) - he "protested vehemently against catering to student caprice”
(Schubert, 1986, p. 80). It is the job of the teacher to probe deeper, through dialogue,
for "the deeper interests and needs that momentary interests represent. It is these
deeper interests or perennial human concerns that lead students to disciplines of
knowiedge” (p. 238). The teacher is first to get to know the students and their
expressions of interest. The perceptive teacher realizes that these often superficial
interests symbolize a quest within the human being to understand life’s great problems.
These problems such as death, love, poverty, greed, power, suffering, and alienation are
dealt with in great literature and other disciplines that also treat conceptions of positive
virtues such as beauty, truth, goodness, wisdom, equality, justice, and happiness (p.
296). in all ways, Dewey fostered integration, participation, and deep interest - of
child, teacher, subject matter, and society. It was his call to integrate (pure)
democracy and education and to recognize "the social construction of knowledge and it has
been heeded all too seidom. If democratic participation rather than autocratic coercion
were the lived experience and spirit of our schools, a new vision of life would be
possible. Through it we could reconstruct a more just and equitable society” (p. 112).

Dewey believed that the school coordinates the diverse influences of family,
community, work, religion, and such and provides a broader context and a unity of
outlook as children of different races, religions, and customs mingle. The school is a
simpler version of society, an opportunity for democratic living and problem solving,
mutual cooperation, active engagement. Students are "expected to develop initiative,
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originality, social awareness, and responsibility for consequences of their actions.
Thus, Dewey viewed education as life itself, not primarily preparation for future life,
although he considered a high quality of meaning and sense of direction in present living
the best preparation for living that followed” (Schubert, 1986, p. 72). It was an open
and creative curriculum. "Dewey himself was... committed to intelligence and freedom,
so ill at ease with the routine and the unimaginative™ (Greene, 1988, p. xii).

"The idea that curriculum should be a set of activities or predetermined ends was
resisted by John Dewey, who advocated a means-ends continuum. This position holds
that educational means and ends are inseparable parts of a single process: experience.
To attend to one's experience reflectively and to strive continuously to anticipate and
monitor the consequences of one's thought and action relative to the good that they bring
is a continuously evolving curriculum. The teacher is a facilitator of personal growth,
and the curriculum is the process of experiencing the sense of meaning and direction that
ensues from teacher and student dialogue” (Schubert, 1986, p. 30). Curriculum is the
experiencing, the continuum of experience and not a set of separated subjects to be torn
into pieces and digested. Dewey argued for a continuous exchange of knowledge between
generalists and specialists, for a conversation between the parts until there is no
separation. He said,

The educator's part in the enterprise of education is to fumnish the environment
which stimulates responses and directs the learner's course. In last analysis, all
that the educator can do is modify stimuli so that response will as surely as is
possible result in the formation of desirable intellectual and emotional dispositions.
Obviously studies or the subject matter of the curriculum have intimately to do with
this business of supplying an environment. The other point is the necessity of a
social environment to give meaning to habits formed.... A connecting link is found in
the stories, traditions, songs, and liturgies which accompany the doings and rites of a
primitive social group. They represent the stock of meanings which have been
precipitated out of previous experience, which are so prized by the group as to be
identified with their conception of their own collective life.... The material of school
studies translates into concrete and detailed terms the meanings of current social life
which it is desirable to transmit.... A knowledge of the ideas which have been
achieved in the past as the outcome of activity places the educator in a position to
perceive the meaning of the seeming impulsive and aimiless reactions of the young,
and to provide the stimuli needed to direct them so that they will amount to
something. The more the educator knows of music the more he can perceive the
possibilities of the inchoate musical impulses of a child....

From the standpoint of the educator, in other words, the various studies
represent working resources, available capital. Their remoteness from the
experience of the young is not, however, seeming; it is real. The subject matter of
the leamner is not, therefore, it cannot be, identical with the formulated, the
crystallized, and systematized subject matter of the aduit, the material as found in
books and in works of art, etc. The latter represents the possibilities of the former;
not its existing state. It enters directly into the activities of the expert and the
educator, not into that of the beginner, the learner....

When engaged in the direct act of teaching, the instructor needs to have subject
matter at his fingers' ends; his attention should be upon the attitude and response of
the pupil. To understand the latter in its interplay with subject matter is his task,
while the pupils' mind, naturally, should be not on itseif but on the topic in hand....
The teacher should be occupied not with subject matter in itself but in its interaction
with the pupils’ present needs and capacities. Hence simple scholarship is not
enough. (Dewey, 1916, p. 180-183)
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"Dewey argued (1916), we must begin with the psychological and move to the
logical. This means that we begin with learners’ genuine interests that are embedded in
their experience and enable them to pursue those interests gradually becoming
acquainted with the disciplines of knowledge. Here interests are not momentary whims;
rather, they lie deep within the human spirit” (Schubert, 1986, p. 17). Democratic
principles are some of the most deep interests of the human spirit.

The Progressive Education movement, promoted by such scholar-practitioners as
Boyd Bode, William Kilpatrick, and L. Thomas Hopkins, led to curricula of problem
solving through personal scientific inquiry and emphasis on individual differences,
the need to educate the whole child, and the desirability of building curricula on
experiences of learners. In practice these emphases took the form of child-centered
schools, the project method, learning by doing, and integrating learning with
personal experience. Although a number of these phrases are looked at as clichés
today, a careful look at the literature of the era reveals the original depth and intent
of their meaning. (Schubert, 1986, p. 130)

John Dewey (1859-1952) developed his method of education at the University of
Chicago Laboratory School. His ideas seem always to be pressing in on the establishment
of education. It would be an interesting exploration to consider how, if it is, Dewey's
ideas represent an "alternative” to education, or our current "public” education. And
that is another story for another time.

Early Childhood

"During the Middle Ages, children were regarded as small aduits and given no special
consideration or treatment. This is evident in the portrayal of children as miniature
adults in the art of this period.... A specialized field of early childhood education could
not arise until the concept of childhood as a unique developmental period emerged in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” (Feeney, Christensen, & Moravcik, 1987, p. 11).
Early childhood as a specialization did not begin until the early nineteenth century;
however, many of its humanistic roots can be traced to Plato (428-348 BC.) and
Aristotle (384-322 BC.). It claims the kindergarten approach of Friedrich Froebel,
the Montessori method (from italy), and the nursery school founded by the McMillan
sisters in England as significant influences, but it is nevertheless a field most closely
associated with John Dewey's progressivism (p. 13). The centrality of experience and
community is seen clearly in the daily working out of an early childhood program:
parents and community resource people as well as field trips are usual, and a wide
variety of play and experiential activities are continuously set out for the children as
invitation to leaming. In these young years, one can well observe the creation of self as
the child struggles to bring meaning into his worid, the new world of "school".

in the province of Alberta, Early Childhood Services (ECS) is a voluntary program
directed at the integration of educational, health, recreational and social services for
young children below the age of school entrance.... Operators, in co-operation with
parents, staff, and Community Services, are to develop, implement, and evaluate
programs intended to strengthen the sense of dignity and seif-worth in the child"
(Alberta Education, no date). It has been publicly funded since 1973 in Alberta.

Early Childhood Services is based on the following principles:
. Human development is a continuous, sequential, interactive process;
Early Childhood is a particularly significant period in human development;
The self-concept is important in human development;
Children learn through interaction with their environment;
Play is essential to the child's development;
Parents are primary agents in the child's development;

O’if.ﬂ-wa—'
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7. There is need for coordinated, responsive services. (Alberta Education, 1984, p.
2-4)

What grows for me in the reading about "early childhood education” is the connection,
no, blooming, of theories and approaches that had come to my attention from other
sources, before. This field, so directed at children, at the development of children, must
be, by definition, a study of children - how they learn, how to help them learn, how to
listen, how to watch, how to know the very essence of who and what these little (short)
people are. In its focus on "play”, we can watch a seriousness of "playing” that, though it
may be playful, goes beyond playfulness. It reminds us to remember that to the children
this is very serious business, no matter its appearance to aduits. | have watched my
grandchildren playing - and children in schools and on playgrounds. There is an
intensity of involvement, and a sense of creating that is awe-some to watch.... Though it
scares me in thinking what | cannot remember!

Understanding the developmental processes of children has been the life-work of
many psychologists and educators: We think of Freud, Piaget, Vygotsky, Skinner, and
Maslow... and | am intrigued.... Hmmm.

...Freudian and behaviorist theories based on the reduction of drives... . One name
intrigues me: "human potential theory"... no emphasis on childhood or stages of life
span.... "The major feature of human development theory is that it attempts to describe
and validate human characteristics that other theories have regarded as too elusive to be
the subject of scientific study. These are the unique qualities of humanity: thought,
feeling, consciousness, choice, and the capacity to find meaning in existence.... (p. 99).
it is another lifetime to pursue!

Freire

It is interesting that, as much as the things | had heard about Paulo Freire interested
me, | could not read his work. | would sit down anticipating... and then soon would tum
away. Perhaps it touched too deeply on the personal issues of my life that | was trying
to exorcise at the time, the feelings of helplessness, despair, powerlessness, abuse.
These were all multidimensional, were just too much like what | was reading about.... |
could not get past the "criticism", the lagging, regressive feeling that focusing on the
despair could not lift me out of my own. | could see how what Freire was doing would be
considered "good”, and politically emancipatory, even personally emancipatory for those
being "educated”. | just couldn't touch it. | think | had given up on "equality and justice”
some time before. Is that part of the burnout, the sense of what is not working any
more? | had no energy to emancipate myself or anyone eise. [t did, though, bring me to
question my role as teacher in the reaim of what education is... does it, should it, can it
reflect, engage, become emancipatory in some way, in any way? Was there, then, "hope"
for education? and so, for me?

| read: "One of the most fundamental human interests is personal and collective
liberty that seeks equality and justice. In today's world most human beings are
subjugated; they need to leam by pedagogy that emancipates them from the oppression
that prohibits their pursuit of education and democratic action and leads to the good life.
Paulo Freire (1970) has written eloquently of this in Pedagogy of the Oppressed”
(Schubert, 1986, p. 18). This kind of statement would stop me cold.

But what does Freire's perspective bring to education? It is part of 2a movement, a
movement for critical pedagogy; it is "more contemporary and revolutionary” (p. 19)
than the other perspectives | had been reading and experiencing. There is no gentieness
here. It is critical theory. "Critical theory deals with careful refiection on the taking
for granted of socioeconomic class structure and the ways in which curricularists
unwittingly perpetuate such structures.... In his widely acclaimed work with Brazilian
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peasants, Paulo Freire (1970) demonstrates how a problem-posing pedagogy can
replace the prevalent banking pedagogy to help emancipate oppressed persons. The
further point is that subjugated classes predominate every culture and require a

liberating pedagogy” (p. 133). It is a political pedagogy. it definitely touches us.
Another writer (McLaren, 1989) says:

The work of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire places him in the front ranks of that
'dying class' of educational revolutionaries who march behind the banner of
liberation to fight for social justice and educational reform. Freire's pedagogy,
which started out as a means of empowering oppressed Brazilian peasants, has, over
the years, assumed legendary status. Few educators have strode so knowingly and
with such determination along the boundaries of language and culture.

Freire's internationally celebrated teaching began in the late 1940s and
continued until 1964, when he was arrested in Brazil, imprisoned by the military
government for seventy days, and exiled for his work in the national literacy
campaign, which he served as director. Freire's years of exile were tumuituous and
productive....

Freire's work has been cited by educators throughout the world and constitutes an
important contribution to critical pedagogy not simply because of its theoretical
refinement, but because of Freire's success at putting theory into practice. Based on
a recognition of the cuitural underpinnings of folk traditions and the importance of
the collective construction of knowledge, Freire's literacy programs for
disempowered peasants are now employed in countries all over the world. Freire
believes that poverty and illiteracy are directly related to oppressive social
structures and the unequal exercise of power in society. His adult literacy
campaigns were designed to transform these oppressive social structures by
empowering individuals to engage in social analysis, in political activism, and in
reading the world in order to reshape it. By linking history, politics, economics, and
class to the concepts of culture and power, Freire has developed both a language of
critique and a language of hope that together have proven successful in liberating the
lives of generations of disenfranchised peoples.... a radical politics of liberation....

Freire is strong in his analysis of literacy and learning as an underlying political
process - which he frequently refers to as "conscientization™ - a process that invites
leamers to engage the world and others critically. Freire posits a "recognition of the
world... as a world dynamically 'in the making.'"....

Freire's work begins and ends with the individual subject. His work is linked to
the cultural capital of the oppressed; he uses their own vocabularies, ideas, and
values in the teaching encounter. His work also attempts to promote forms of
consciousness that will eventually lead people to cultural action and cuitural
revolution. Freire's theories grow out of a "culture of silence”.... Becoming literate
is not just a cognitive process of decoding signs, but of living one’s life in relation to
others. Literacy becomes empowerment....

Freire's work is primarily directed at helping students become critically
literate as distinct from functionally literate or cuiturally literate.... Critical
literacy... involved decoding the ideological dimensions of texts, institutions, social
practices, and cultural forms such as television and film, in order to reveal their
selective interests. The purpose behind acquiring this type of literacy is to create a
citizenry critical enough to both analyze and challenge the oppressive characteristics
of the larger society so that a more just, equitable, and democratic society can be
created...

To apply Freire's pedagogy in a North American context, we must examine how
specific forms of science and technology work to empower and reward select groups
over others, while hiding the true nature of the interests they serve.
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Freire understands that a pedagogy of liberation has no final answers: change
must always emerge from continuous struggle within specific pedagogical sites and
among competing theoretical frameworks. History is, for Freire, always "becoming”
and is, furthermore, "a human event.” (p. 194-197)

Freire talks of his views of education in We Make the Road by Walking:
Conversations on Education and Social Change (Horton & Freire, 1990). He says,
"Organizers who hope to educate must increase their historical and cultural sensitivity.
An educator or mobilizer without that vigil should change professions. Secondly, without
the sensitivity of intuition [one cannot educate).... My expertise is in knowing not to be
an expert.... | learned a lot from being a father... about punishment and love... about
setting limits... about pushing boundaries... about intervention.... The more people
participate in the process of their own education, the more the people participate in the
process of defining what kind of production to produce, and for what and why, the more
the people participate in the development of their selves. The more the people become
themselves, the better the democracy. The less people are asked about what they want,
about their expectations, the less democracy we have... when they ask a question, then
they're ready to listen to it.... My system is to make him thirsty, so he'll volunteer to
drink.... [There is a] delicate relationship between teaching, giving knowledge, and
learning knowledge. Paulo talks about going beyond the knowledge that the people bring...
how to make this walk with people starting from... people’s experiences, and not from
our understanding of the world... to become so sensitive that we can guess what the
group or one person is thinking at that moment. These things cannot be taught as content.
These things have to be leamed through the example of the good teacher” (p. 124-159).

OPEN CLASSROOMS, OPEN SCHOOLS

Patterned after the English primary schools which modeled their schools along lines
of American progressive schools and utilized the philosophy and educational ideas of John
Dewey, the open classrooms or apen schools were first popular in U.S. in 1970s. They
may be nongraded, self-contained, and sometimes team taught or departmentalized. They
are often composed of multi-aged children, sometimes referred to as a "family".
Teaching is often informal because it evolves out of the natural interests and needs of the
students; the teacher serves as facilitator. Teachers observe students' needs, interests,
and capabilities and respond to the learner; they are committed to Dewey’s philosophy of
education and Piaget's stages of development.

Open schools provide continuous progress for students and individualization of
instruction. The curriculum evolves; it is not pre-planned. Students are relatively
free to explore the classroom environment; there are neither time nor space constrains
on students' experiences and activities. Adequate material and equipment resources are
available; group interaction is encouraged. There is greater concern for responsible,
independent work than in traditional classrooms.

There are variety of forms. Sometimes "open” simply means that the school
buildings are designed to provide large spaces with flexible walls; usually they are
considered innovative. Quite often they are private or public alternatives.

Teachers need to be professionally secure and confident. (Lemlech, 1990, p. 42)

Parkway

Parkway was one of the first open schools. It began in Philadeiphia and was called
"the school without walls". Its purpose was to change the social and administrative
organization of the Philadelphia school system. First envisioned by Clifford Brenner, a
newspaperman and one-time press secretary to the mayor, it was to be a four-year high
school created without buildings. It was to use existing city facilities - public and
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private - such as the pool and gym at the YMCA, the city’s Museum of Art, and the
Academy of Natural Sciences. Students applied and were chosen by a series of lotteries so
that there was 60% biack and 409 white students. The faculty was recruited from
within the school system.

Students are organized into tutorial groups of about 15 students. A faculty member
and a university intem are assigned to each group. The tutorial program is the only
compulsory component of the curriculum. The tutorial group provides counseling for
the students and assures the faculty that students are making progress in basic skills.
All other state requirements are met in a variety of ways as students determine how
they will earn their credits. They might choose, for example, to take a Shakespeare
course, or a course in magazine writing; these may be courses offered by the Parkway
facuity, by community resource people, or even by faculty from the neighboring
colleges. Learning requirements determine student schedules; student learning needs
determine process and activity. (1969)

HOME SCHOOLS

| first "discovered” homeschooling in a magazine article | read about a mother who
had taken her children out of school for a year and had travelled with them across Canada.
She had researched her right to do so, and she had planned the trip well. | did not notice
then if the children were involved in the planning. That was in the mid-'60s and | was
beginning to see that my own children, one in particular, needed more than the school
was giving him. | longed to be able to do this with my children ~ take them out of school,
take them into real life adventures - which included me! | could see all the possibilities
for learning. | was a schook-teacher; | knew the curriculum and | could see how it could
be learned quite fully on a trip across Canada. There would be map reading and routes
and distances and costs to calculate. There would be history and geography and
opportunities for science and art. | surely could see the richness... but | couldn't yet see
how / could do it.

The idea of homeschooling intrigued me and it resurfaced as a dream-hope several
times but my children grew through their schooling, and | knew, just knew, that | could
not have homeschooled my youngest. We couldn't even do his homework together. | didn't
know then that | didn't need to do it with him, that he had other resources, and | had other
means and choices that | could have made available ~ or suggested to him. And | didn't
know then that my being a "school teacher” may have been more a hindrance than help.

Then a couple, my friends, told me they were considering homeschooling their son
(1980s). They had sent him to school but they did not like what was happening to him
there; they did not like the attitudes and values he was picking up. They researched the
possibilities of homeschooling and they shared their findings with me. They wanted my
support and | gladly gave it. | could see they were ready. They had materials to use and
they knew what they wanted to do. They had talked to other homeschoolers and they knew
the magnitude and importance of what they were doing. They were one of the very first
in our area and, then, it was quite a revolutionary thing to do. From their success and
spurred by their interest, | sought out other homeschoolers and found it a growing
entity. There was a provincial organization or three and there were homeschoolers who
had already graduated their children from college. | was amazed and enthralled. |
wondered what they were doing... how could they do that?!

| read the works of Raymond and Dorothy Moore (1981, 1982, 1984, 1986). It
opened my eyes and it opened my heart. Here were people, many examples of people, who
were genuinely interested in the education of their children... and were doing something
about it; for the most part, | ignored the religious content - and | didn't know at the time
to look for "scientific" (research) veracity.... What | saw was a much wider circle than
what | had imagined... "the home-spun school has become the fastest developing
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educational movement in America - now perhaps exceeding a quarter of a million
students ~ and once again proving its worth as an original” (1982, p. 9). Their point
was that home was the original education system, that school is the substitute - and not
doing very well as such. They gave a lot of examples, showing me that a lot of people
were thinking this way. | couldn't get rid of the feeling that we ("official educators™)
could learn something from these people and what they knew about learning, their
experiences in a quite different situation and perspective. [t was learning nevertheless.

| started looking around, and | found a lot of home schooling stories. This one was
beautiful to me because farming has always been part of my life, although sometimes
peripherally:

My Pa always said, "humans are the best crop on the farm." For sure you can grow
your own children, if you want to, because a group of us have been doing it happily
for several years now, and we don't live on a farm. For some of us the road home has
been circular... beginning in public schools... then private schools... then free
schools... then home... to balance. Quality, not quantity is what the children need...
indeed what we all need. The right to be equal has been well explored... now we
explore the right to be different. We want our young to grow with a sense of self, the
satisfaction of doing good work, whatever the job, an awareness of spiritual insight,
and the ability to love, giving and taking. Humans can be the best crop grown
anywhere. (Mustapha, 1975, preface)

The stories of homeschooling were not sincerely accepted as "evidence” that
homeschooling was a viable altemative. There were many questions, concem expressed
about the adequacies of the teaching, the lack of variety in instructional resources and
physical facilities, and the difficulty in evaluating student performance. But most loudly
was heard the concern for lack of social interaction with peers and adults. How could
children grow up "educated" without the social activity of schools? This was answered
clearly by my two friends: They choose homeschooling because of the negative
socialization of their children at school! Other homeschoolers | met echoed the same
sentiments. They had looked at what the schools, particularly the social influences of the
school, were doing, and they chose to home school. Those parents | met made this choice
fully aware of their responsibilities, including the social ones. They were also aware of
the time and commitment this choice took. Often it was a conscious choice to "do with
less” financially in order to home school. Sometimes that sacrifice was considerable.

All of the homeschooling parents | met were focused on what was best for their
children... and their family.

Holt

The ideas and ideals of homeschooling were supported by many writers (lvan lllich,
1972; Herbert Kohi, 1968; Jonathon Kozol, 1967; Charles Silberman, 1973, for
example) but none stood forth so loudly for homeschooling as John Holt (1964, 1976,
1981, for example). He was the philosophic leader, the first perhaps, to stand forth and
say, "allow them to learn, outside of school - at home, or in whatever other places and
situations (and the more the better) we can make available to them" (1981, p. 1).

John Holt, (1923-1985), like many other educator-ieaders gleaned a lot of his
perspectives-philosophies from personal observation. Holt observed that "children are
by nature and from birth very curious about the world around them, and very energetic,
resourceful, and competent in exploring it, finding out about it, and mastering it. In
short, much more eager to learn, and much better at learning, than most of us adults.
Babies are not blobs, but true scientists” and he asked, "Why not then make schools into
places in which children would be allowed, encouraged, and (if and when they asked)
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helped to explore and make sense of the world around them (in time and space) in the
ways that most interested them” (1981, p. 1).

He did not limit his ideas to home schools but gradually he came to think of them as
easier and more fun than the other choices including the "alternatives”. He "began to
see, in the early '70s, slowly and reluctantly, but ever more surely, that the movement
for school reform was mostly a fad and an illusion. Very few people, inside the schools
or out, were willing to support or even tolerate giving more freedom, choice, and self-
direction to children. Of the very few who were, most were doing so not because they
believed that children really wanted and could be trusted to find out about the world, but
because they thought that giving children some of the appearances of freedom (allowing
them to wear old clothes, run around, shout, write on the wall, etc.) was clever way of
getting them to do what the school had wanted all along - to leam those school subjects,
get into a good college, etc. Freedom was not a serious way of living and working, but
only a trick, a 'motivational device.” When it did not quickly bring the wanted resuits,
the educators gave it up without a thought and without regret” (p. 3). He saw too that
parents and other adults in the community could not fathom the idea of freedom, so
different as it was from their own experience of life, and their expectations. They
expected their children to be as they were, stuck in jobs and situations they did not like.

In short, it was becoming clear to me that the great majority of boring,
regimented schools were doing exactly what they had always done and what most
people wanted them to do. Teach children about Reality. Teach them that Life is No
Picnic. Teach them to Shut Up And Do What You're Told. Please don't misunderstand
me on this. People don't think this way out of pure meanness.... 'The work ethic has
been ground into these foks so thoroughly that they think anyone who doesn't hold
down, continually, a full-time painful job is a bum." They don't want their kids to
be bums. Back To The Basics, for most of them, is code for No More Fun and Games In
School. Most of them don't care particularly about reading, as such. They read little
themselves - like most Americans, they watch TV. What they want their child to
learn is how to work. By that they don't mean to do good and skillful work they can be
proud of. They don't have that kind of work themselives, and never expect to. They
don't even call that 'work’. They want their children, when their time comes, to be
able, and willing, to hold down full-time painful jobs of their own. The best way to
get them ready to do this is to make school as much like a full-time painful job as
possible.

Of course, they would be glad to see their children go a ‘good' college, become
lawyers, doctors, corporation executives.... [They simply believe deeply that] 'After
all, he is going to have to spend the rest of his life doing things he doesn't like, and he
may as well get used to it now'... [and] 'If | wasn't made to do things, | wouldn't do
anything.! They don't want them to think that the best reason for working might be
that the work itself was interesting, demanding, and worth doing. For the real world,
as they see it, doesn't run that way and can't be made to run that way. (Holt, 1981, p.
3-6)

While the question, ‘Can the schools be reformed?” kept tuming up "No" for an
answer, | found myself asking a much deeper question. Were schools, however
organized, however run, necessary at all? Were they the best place for learning?
Were they even a good place? Except for people learning a few specialized skills, |
began to doubt that they were. Most of what | knew, | had not learned in school, or in
any other such school-like 'learning environments' or ‘learning experiences' as
meetings, workshops, and seminars. | suspected this was true of most people.’

As time went on | began to have more and more doubts even about the word
'leamning’ itself.... Was there ever a society so obsessed with it, so full of talk about
how to learn more, or better, or sooner, or longer, or easier? Was not all this talk
and worry one more sign that there was something seriously the matter with us? Do
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vigorous, healthy, active, creative, inventive societies - Periclean Greece,
Elizabethan England, the United States after the Revolution - spend so much time
talking about learning? No; people were too busy doing things, and learning from
what they do.

These ideas led into my book /nstead of Education where | tried to make clear the
distinction between doing, ‘self-directed, purposeful, meaningful life and work' and
education , 'learning cut off from life and done under pressure of bribe or threat,
greed and fear.... Even as | wrote it | planned a sequel, to be called Growing Up Smart
- Without School, about competent and useful adults who during their own childhood
spent many years out of school, or about families who right now were keeping their
children out.

During the late '60s and early '70s | knew a number of groups of people who
were starting their own small, private, aiternative schools... [and] | suddenly
thought, is all this really necessary?... Why not just take your kids out of school
and teach them at home? It can't be any harder than what you are doing, and it might
turn out to be a lot easier.’ And so it soon proved to be - a lot easier, and a lot more
fun....

[Then], what they most needed was support and ideas from other families who felt
the same way.... [We started a] bi-monthly magazine called Growing Without
Schooling, in which parents could write about their experiences teaching their
children at home.... (p. 6-8)

From then, John Holt has been held as an "essential” supporter for home schooling
but he was not the only one.

The Unschoolers

The first year | was teaching | worked alongside a teacher who loved to paint in oils.
He had all his grade fives and many others in the school painting and painting from copies
or photographs of landscapes and beautiful scenery. | wondered why, for at the time, |
thought it quite useless to make copies of pictures. | thought one should create one's own,
you know, from "scratch". Yet, | have never made an oil painting because | thought |
couldn't; those grade fives made plenty! It took me a great many years to appreciate what
that teacher had been doing with those children. He was sharing his passion; he was
sharing his life... and the children were thrilled to join in. To DO it.... They didn't know
they "couldn't” and so they DID!

James Herndon (1971) describes a similar journey (and Pacific High (above) has
other examples). Hemdon tells a story of how he and another teacher began filming
(creating) a play, The Hawk, simply because they themselves wanted to do it... and the
students, some of them, came and were interested, and some of them joined in... and soon
the teachers found themselves "edged out as director and cameraman and organizer
without any fuss” (p. 40). About teaching, Herndon says, "What difference between ali
the grand things we'd thought up for the kids to do and The Hawk? Why, merely that we
didn't want to do any of the former ourselves and we did want to do the latter.... Human
beings [adults and children] are more alike than not. What you don’t do, we probably
don't want to do. What you learn from, we probably learn from™ (p. 36-37).

Herndon (1971) describes his experience of "teaching” - and it sounds surprisingly
like my own when I/he decided to give the "learning” to the children, when we decided we
should quit acting like puppeteers:

| could have brooded about the gulf between something called learning and
something called achieving in school, about the teacher as authority or entertainer or
provider of work - about the razor's edge you must walk, between the expectation of
the kids (one to which they cling firmly, even though they may despise it) about
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what school is and your own conviction that most of that is worthless at best. In
fact, | slipped into the year, the class, as easily as a fish into water without (as |
feel) much thought about it, without trying to reform the school and the world,
following the kids' leads and offering mine for them to follow, feeling good about
coming to work and living easily in the classroom. Everything followed naturally, is
what | want to say; only now, in retrospect, do | want to write down something about
the way we lived in and out of school with the purpose of taking a look at that razor's
edge and how you may wak it if it appears during your journey that you must.

For if we are taking about what the school wants kids to do, we are talking about
seventh grade spelling books with twenty words to spell and define each week for
thirty-six weeks, talking about math books with per cent problems to do and interest
and decimals and review of add-subtract-etc., talking about social studies with Egypt
and the Renaissance and talking about science with water cycle and gravity and
health-vitamin-germs-Pasteur-don't-smoke.... [f you feel that what the school
calls learning is bullshit shall you inform your students of that and forbid them to do
the school work?... [or] still make them do it?... [or] pretend you don't feel that?...
Pointless question. Arrogant question, besides; you forget that the kids really know
the score... They've their parents and future teachers and their cum folders and the
high school counsellors and achievement tests and four years of high school and
college and grad school and the Coast Guard to satisfy. They have lives to lead,
something which is often forgotten... and for many kids the school was only a gambit
to be achieved in some way within those lives - part of them, important perhaps, but
not a point of philosophy, nothing relevant, crucial only in that it shouldn’t get
messed up and be allowed or forced to intrude.... | couldn't say that school work was
learning. | couldn't judge the students on the basis of whether they did it or not, did
it well or 0.K. or lousy. Still the students were waiting for me to give out the course
of study in all those academic disciplines - language, social studies, science and math
- so that they could deliver another year's performance according to their own lights.
So that Hal could establish another leg on the way to the Coast Guard, so that Charles
could satisfy his notion of what he ought to do before doing what he liked, so that
Eileen and Rosa could have something to use against their mothers, so that Rosie could
have something to not-do, so that Ray could have something going on to observe and
approve and disapprove (he was of course the greatest judge and moralist of school
work, as are most kids who get F's in school). What - should | refuse the kids this
staple of their existence? Refuse them an item they had good use for? Not likely. On
the other hand, was | going to indicate a serious attachment to this bullshit? Not
likely either. | got in all the textbooks the school had, in all the subjects, got the
supplementary books, the high, average and low readers, math puzzles, Lifes in
Syrias... histories... Clouds and Bugs, Flax and Other Products, Atlases, and so on. |
put up on the board segments of each to be done (read and questions answered about)
each week or (in the end) each month, according to a simple schedule which would
allow for the completion of this work in these books by the end of the year, supposing
some kid wanted to complete this work in these books by the end of the year. | made
ditto sheets of my own about form classes in the new grammar, about why Egyptians
showed both feet pointing the same way, about "The Rocking Horse Winner,” about
why ice is lighter than water.

Only | refused to pretend that | had to "teach” any of that stuff. We all knew it
was stuff to do, rather than anything which had to be leamed or even could be
learned. | knew that most of the kids could already do it if they wanted or needed to do
it, and that some of the kids couldn’t do it because they really couldn't read or figure
it, which was because it was against the principle of their lives to do it. It is the old
German notion of apprenticeship; this year you get a nail, the next year you get a
hammer, the next you get to hit the nail with the hammer. | know that it is crazy and
the kids know it is crazy and the Germans know it is crazy but we also know that is
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how things are, even if we don't know how they got that way or who decided it. If we
want to be carpenters or enter the Coast Guard we'll hold still for this craziness,
knowing that it has nothing to do at all with whether or not we become good
carpenters or with how we will finally encounter the breakers off the Oregon coast,
for that is entirely up to us at that point in the river where everything narrows, the
game narrows, and it is up to our individual courage as men, women, girls, and boys.

But look what happens when you do that. You don't have to stand up in front of the
class and make everyone shut up and listen to you as you expiain the assignment,
demonstrate how to work equations, point out what metaphors are.... You don't have
to pretend that order and silence have to do with leaming (or even with doing school
work!) and you don't have to pretend that no one can produce work without your
lecture, and in short you don't have to be a contemptible ass and that is good. What
you can do then is to say loudly every Monday morning that You (you students)
already know this, already know what the school intends to teach you this year and
any other year, that the means to produce this and satisfy the school and the Coast
Guard is already in your heads - you get to say Quit asking me if this or that is right
or if this or that ought to be capitalized or if such and such is a noun or class | word -
you get to repeat (as teacher) all kinds of information is already in your heads, you
only have to reach in there and get it out - you get to say I'm not playing that
particular school game with you, where | start explaining and you start not-paying
attention (since you don't need or can't use the explanation) and talking or fucking
around and then I'm supposed to say Pay Attention and you're supposed to say | am
(which you're not, since it's not necessary and therefore obligatory that you don't,
while obligatory to me as teacher that you pretend you are) - you get to say: "And
then went down to the ship, / Set keel to breakers, forth on the godly sea, and / We
set up mast and sail on the swart ship / Bore sheep aboard her and our bodies also... "
and so get going with the day, the week, the joumey....

You get to arrive at school in your car and go drink coffee and smoke and talk (if
you've someone to talk to) until the bell rings and then begin another smoke and go to
the bathroom and get another cup of coffee to take to class and when you arrive late
the kids are settling into the day and the room, someone is taking roll and the lunch
count with some shouts about who is really here even if they aren't really here yet,
and when you come in several kids rush you with urgent requests about going to the
library or to their lockers or to phone their moms or get some other kid's homework
out of a third kid's locker and you can agree or forbid or stall them, saying Wait until
| have a little coffee, a number of other kids are sitting around drinking their Cokes
and eating doughnuts which they've just bought on their way to school....

But you don't have to stand in front of the class and give out some lesson and
explain things which no one needs explained to a restless group who have a lot of
other things on their minds and who (as soon as you finish explaining) will ask you
questions about what you just clearly explained. There's time, you can say to
yourself; and when the first urgent group is dealt with and given passes and gone you
can talk to the next group of kids who just want to talk, about what's going on today or
what their moms said or their brother did or what outrage is being served for lunch
or do you want some gum? You can have all the roll slips and lunch-count slips and
hall passes and library passes and the slips for ordering movies and prints and film
strips and supply-order forms available in your desk for the students to fill out and
order and go get and (since they understand the bureaucracy of the school at least as
well as you do ) you can be assured that they will keep your desk straight and order
stuff on time and keep the room well supplied with three-hole lined paper and ditto
paper and paper clips and staples and take inventory of the books from time to time
(faking reports for losses or stolen just as well as you will) and getting the couple of
kids who have spent some diligent time learning to forge your initials do all the
signing on all these slips and notify the class of assemblies and dances and games and
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threats from the administration and clean up the room on occasion and put up the
assignments on the board and check off the papers according to who has done what of
the regular work and get the mop from the custodian when paint is spilled....

And then sometime during the day if it looks like the time is right or you just feel
like it or indeed anxiety tells you must do it, you can get around to getting up and
standing there and telling everyone to shut up and then sum up what's going on in
science or remind everyone that today we decided to read everyone's stories or say |
want everyone to be careful with the goddamn paint and sometimes that is just the
right thing and everyone wants to be drawn together and be a group (and sometimes
it's not and you can either forget it or get tough and make everyone, if that's what you
really feel like, which it sometimes is)... but quite possibly it will be Janet instead
of you who has dreamed up the idea of Culture Hour, what this class needs is some
Culture! () teach her the word Kulture, which she likes very much) standing up
there, a little blond chick yelling Shut up for Culture Hour! and an uproar of
laughing and griping and sitting down because everyone really knows Janet is going to
have Cuiture Hour no matter what and they might as well get it over with and besides
everyone really likes the grand bullshit of the idea, and Janet then reads Robert
Browning or "Hiawatha" or The Nonsense Book or something of her own or some
other kids' stories so long as they are cultured and everyone scoffs and makes
uncultured remarks and has a grand time.

And while teachers are complaining they haven't any time you see that you have
all the time in the world, time to spend with Lucy and Sally telling them they got glue
on their heads and threatening them about what you're going to do if they get on the
hood of your car again until they are satisfied, time with Eileen and Rosa, who have
discovered that if they get caught a couple of times smoking in the bathroom their
mothers will react most satisfactorily, time to talk with Howard, who has discovered
simuitaneously a real woods out in back of the drive-in and The Byrds and is trying
to make sense out of both (the woods have foxes and a skunk and a red-tailed hawk
flying overhead and some kind of marvelous purple moss which the Museum of
Science don't know about and who would have thought that right there in this
prototype [his word] of suburban developments there would be a real woods, and
here too that is just what The Byrds are singing about ) ~ every day there are going
to be kids who want to spend some time talking to you, as adult, as teacher, as
whatever you are, wanting to relate their adventures and troubles and excitements
and miseries and aspirations and confusions or hoping perhaps to get some clear idea
of the world they live in through you. At the same time there are going to be a lot of
kids in the room who don't want to tak to you at all, that day, just want to be left
alone with their school work (it may happen) or eats or books or drawings or models
or to talk to each other or get mad and begin fights or arguments, they can get along
very well without you, it seems, and you can let them. Then you will even have time
to go round to Ray or whoever else it is and teach them something that they really
need to know, not only in order to get along in the school but in order to be equal in
America - get Ray some book to read and sit down with him awhile and read it
together and teach him, get Robert to pull himself together enough to attempt the
mystery of dividing and teach him, go around later on to Ray and say you can read,
now read me some. You can teach some kids something that they need and want to
know, so long as you have the time, including of course showing some kids how to do
the week's or month's official work if they want to do it and are having trouble with
it (if they want to be official achieving seventh graders, which oddly enough many
kids want to be) or taking with kids about what they might do otherwise if they don't
want to be those same official seventh graders but are interested in writing or
drawing or painting or making empty gallon cans of ditto fluid cave in for Science.
You have time to protect some kids and get mad at others, you have time to answer
over and over again questions about what kind of cigarettes you smoke and when did
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you start to smoke, are you married, how many kids do you have, would you let your
kids smoke, let them grow long hair, do you think Robert is really smart? what
would you do if your kids cut school, got an F, smoked in the bathroom, what kind of
car, what was the war like, did you get in any fights, can you dance, did you like girls
when you were thirteen, don't you think the PE teacher is unfair about giving out
checks. Mrs. so-and-so said this yesterday, do you agree with that? Time to talk
about all that, without worry, since the official part of the school work is going on,
or not going on, without your total involvement in it. Time to read your book in
there too, look at the want ads in the paper if you feel like it, telling everyone to
leave you alone, time to cut out of class to see what's going on, knowing everyone will
get along while you're gone....

Time to live there in your classroom like a human being instead of playing some
idiot role which everyone knows is an idiot role, time to see that teaching (if that is
your job in America) is connected with your life and with you as a human being,
citizen, person, that you don't have to become something different like a Martian or
an idiot for eight hours a day. Time to deal with serious concerns of the kids and time
to deal with put-on concerns and time to fuck around and time to get made either
seriously or not seriously... but you can only live that kind of life in there if you are
willing to realize that the dictates of the school are crazy but that at the same time
the kid's life is connected to the school in complicated ways and you'd better offer him
the chance to take any part of it he wants or has to. These dicta do not exist in
themselves. One is not Duchess one hundred yards from a carriage. They too are part
of what Dewey would call the continuum of existence. | prefer Wittgenstein's words
- the stream of life. (Herndon, 1971, p. 58-65)

" James Herndon makes [this] report in his book How to Survive in Your Native Land,
1971. When he and one or two other teachers stopped asking the children questions
about their reading, stopped grading them, stopped tracking them, and just /et them
read, they very soon read much better, even those who had been very poor readers. But
his school and fellow-teachers refused to learn anything from this experience” (Holt,
1981, p. 11-12).

Holt (1981) says people take or keep their children out of school because "they
think that raising their children is their business not the government's; they enjoy
being with their children and watching and helping them learn, and don't want to give
that up to others. They want to keep them from being hurt, mentally, physically, and
spiritually” ( p. 8).

A famous rat psychologist has been trying for some years to conduct experiments
which would show him how to raise the IQ of rats. One might wonder why he wanted
to do that, considering that them rats would still be functional retardates no matter
how smart they got. Nevertheless he persevered and set up lab situation after lab
situation and educational environment after educational environment and the rats
never seemed to get any smarter. Finally, and quite recently, he issued the statement
that the only thing he could discover in ten years which made rats any smarter was
"to allow them to roam at random in a spacious and variegated environment.”
(Herndon, 1971, p. 105)

The Classic Case

All the homeschoolers | met (5 families), | would call "unschoolers™, for they all
were not schooling at home. They were literally finding ways for the children to do
their learning at home. They did not create a mini~school at home. They told me early
on that if | wanted to know what happened... if the children were "well-schooled”, | was
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to read about the Colfaxes. They were right; it is self-explanatory - and | have found
many such stories since.

"When Grant [Colfax] was admitted to Harvard in 1983, his educational experience
received widespread attention™ (Colfax & Colfax, 1988, p. xiii). He and his brothers
were home schooled and all were "doing very well” academically... honors... Harvard.
People wanted to know how these parents had created such a success story. The Colfaxes
had created hope. They had chosen homeschooling for philosophic and geographic reasons.
They had moved to the country with little thought of how the children would be educated.
They were "embued with a spirit of self-reliance, and it was all but inevitable that we
would begin thinking and talking about 'teaching our own'" (p. 2). [t was the time of flux
in educational theory, the time of Holt, lllich, Kozol, and "a little paperback by Hall
Bennett, No More Public School (Random House, 1972) had become something of an
underground best seller. . More inspirational than informational, and disarmingly low-
keyed, it suggested strategies for meeting curriculum requirements, dealing with hostile
school boards, and teaching children at home ‘legally or otherwise'” (p. 2-3). There
were few suitable textbook materials, however, and the Colfaxes turned to non-textbook
materials... and their land, their farm, their life.

At home, our efforts to restore the land to plant gardens, and to improve our
livestock, stimulated interest in biology, chemistry, and, eventually, embryology
and genetics. Clearing the badly damaged land provided lessons in ecology, and the
construction of a house and outbuildings showed the boys the relevance of seemingly
arcane subjects such as geometry. Dres, at seven, understood that the Pythagorean
theorem was invaluable in squaring up his sheep shed foundation. Grant, at nine,
discovered a Pomo Indian campsite on the ridge and was inspired to delve into North
American archaeology, an interest which later broadened into studies of Mayan and
Aztec cultures.

Literature posed no problem at all. We read widely and had acquired a sizable
library of fiction and nonfiction (with more than a smattering of how-to-do-it
books!), which the boys began to explore before they were halfway through their
reading workbooks. And the county fibrary, some 30 miles away, was virtually
plundered every two weeks when we went to town for supplies. And as the boys'
interests grew, we built up a rather comprehensive library of reference books,
ranging from a set of encyclopedias, which served as a comerstone, to standard
works on genetics, films, sports, and music.... An increasingly aggravating problem
was the dearth of good advanced textbooks.... We had emphasized creativity and the
pleasures of learning over the years... Nevertheless, isolation did play a part. With
no television (the rugged terrain blocked signals) and no neighbors, we had few
distractions. Engaged in the arduous and time-consuming task of helping their
parents establish a homestead, the boys learned to value every opportunity to read
and study. Time was a scarce resource, and they quickly leamed to use it effectively.
Math and grammar might get boring at times, but once those were out of the way,
they could look forward to time for other more interesting projects. Each boy carved
out an area of specialization. Grant became our livestock expert, Drew the
astronomer; Reed the musician-athlete, and Garth our naturalist-artist.... (p. 5-9).

The question [what happens when they have to go out into the real worid ]
reveals... an inability to comprehend the fact that homeschooling provided our boys
with "real world” experiences they would never have encountered in a conventional
learning situation. Because they have leamed to value and make good use of their
time, they have developed skills that most children simply do not have the time or
opportunity to acquire....

It is nearly midnight, and a storm rages outside. We review the day's activities
and plan for another rainy day. Garth needs more work in math. Drew and Reed have
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written essays that David should take a look at in the morning. If it stops raining, we
should burn some of those brush piles down the hill. Another day on the homestead,
another day of homeschooling. (p. 12)

Winter, 1985. It is a dark, rainy morning. David is at his desk in the loft and
Drew, seventeen, is busy helping fifteen-year-old Reed with his algebra. Micki is
in the kitchen helping Garth, nine, with his writing as she rolls out bread dough.

if the weather clears, the books will be put aside and Reed and Drew will spend
the afternoon hauling and stacking firewood while Garth works on the goat pen fence.
After dinner Drew will bury himself in a pile of Sky and Telescope magazines he
borrowed from the county library, and Reed will try to finish that Victor Hugo novel
that none of the rest of us has ever gotten through.

it is another typical school day at our rural homestead where, for a dozen years,
we have educated our children. (p. 1)

Our homeschooling program was not derived from a set of neatly-organized
principles that guided our day-to-day activities. We did not attempt to implement a
particular educational philosophy, but, rather, attempted to respond to the evolving
needs of the children more or less in an ad hoc fashion... a trial-and-error process....
The educational experience is simply much too complex, too varied, and too rich to be
reduced to a neat formula or two, or a set of pat and trendy phrases.... [Our
philosophy if we have one is] that children will learn, will aspire to excellence, if
we recognize and respect their different interests and abilities and give them a
chance to develop them. In our view, every child is gifted in one way or another. (p.
Xiv-xv)

All parents, after all, are teachers, and it is only the formal education of our
children that most of us entrust to the "experts.” In homeschaoling, the children
typically teach themselves, with the parents appropriately relegated to the job of
suggesting courses of study and being available to answer questions.... But more than
credentials, experience builds confidence - and the ability to recover from
mistakes.... We had been homeschooling for years - [we are aware that] we were
indeed capable of making mistakes, and of the need to critically examine texts,
however authoritative they might appear. But most importantly, it reinforced our
belief that learning will take place if the child is given appropriate materials and
opportunities....

Of course homeschooling requires a degree of commitment. Both time and money
are required... approximately one hundred dollars a year on textbooks, and about
another two hundred dollars on other books and materials per child. Our library
represents an outlay of several thousand dollars, and we have invested over a
thousand dollars in laboratory equipment. And of course there are language tapes,
special events, and music and ceramics lessons to be paid for. But, fortunately, not
all at once.... Homeschooling requires little in the way of materials, provided that
they are carefully chosen.... [there is a] required investment of parents’ time... on
call at all times... homework... in search of suitable texts... and materials.... (p. 9-
12)

Grant Colfax left Harvard with a Fulbright to study livestock in New Zealand.
Others have done similarly well. "Alexandra Swann began at Brigham Young at age
twelve, finished her program at fourteen, then began work on a2 master's degree from
California State University” (Guterson, 1992, p. 15).

The New Homeschoolers

Ruben Nelson says (in Moysa, 1995) that home schooling is the way of the future,
with computers replacing classrooms. People, he says, are committed to leaming;
parents are wanting more influence over their children's lives as more and more they
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reject the schools, teachers and others as "the experts”. There is a trend toward finding
alternatives to local schools, and with the advent of sophisticated and high-quality
computerized curriculum there is possibility for "exquisite pictures, design and text at
lower cost than the taxes we currently pay". With the shift from industry-based to
information society, the trend toward home based business brings a shift to home
education. Major movie industry companies are interested... and so it is.

The homeschoolers | visited were not much interested in computers and technology.
They were interested in the lives of their children and what was influencing them and
how. They were interested in the resources available to them in all sectors of the
community... free resources, in particular. They were interested in "experts” as
mentors, as resource people, as teachers of a specific skill or subject. Although they
were not shy to ask for help when it was needed, the children all wanted to "learn it
themselves”. Many had quite elaborate plans and projects; | only saw one who was
"bored” for a while - until her mother suggested some things for her to do. What was
most noticeable was, no matter their age, these children were clearly interested in me
and my perspectives. They looked me directly in the eye and talked with confidence that |
would be interested in their ideas... and in each case, they were interested in mine - and
they had obviously thought through their own ideas. Even the youngest of the
homeschoolers | visited were thinkers and not afraid to ask questions.

All of the homeschoolers | visited were "free” (and non-coercive) in that they did not
designate curriculum and tasks. The children found and designed their own. The parents
may have offered suggestions such as, "why don't you see what you can do with the
bubble-soap" or "why don't you talk to me about your project now” and certainly they
were attentive to the questions the children asked and what they said. They often used the
questions to nudge the child further, to offer choices but they never insisted. What |
noticed was a happy willingness in the children to explore the suggestions - and | noticed
individual personalities and differences showing themselves - and being accepted. The
constancy of being the mother-teacher was apparent, however - and, the mothers
admitted, it was sometimes overwhelming. Both parents were generally supportive of
home schooling but most often, the mothers were the ones doing the "schooling”. One
father had set up "sciencing” once a week for the homeschooling children in his area;
another father was often "talked into" taking the children on excursions. All the mothers
acknowledged their need of the father’s support - for the homeschooling day never ends -
it is their life. (Many, by the way, prefer to be called, "home educators”... but | am
talking here about schools, and so it is my decision to retain the term, "homeschooling”
aithough it may be out of favor. What | mean to describe is home-as-a-school... and it is
surely implied, a place of education. It is a question to be explored: when is the leaming
called schooling and when education; are schooling and/or education more than the
learning? Does the place matter... can the place be named? Is sciencing in the park, for
example, schooling, education, or learning? Does its name matter?)

The homes as school were cbviously places of doing things such as reading and
writing, drawing and painting, usually in the living room, sometimes in the kitchen...
and then each child had special projects tucked away in his or her own private corners.
These were busy children - but | didn't see anything faintly resembling a formal project
as | might have seen in a classroom. Nor did | see any frantic enthusiasm, just the quiet
expectation that what they were doing was "just fine". (Usually, they were excited that |
was there, and that caused a couple of the little ones to dance around me!) The children
kept track of their own doings; there were no charts and lists - except one older student
showed me her character study of Star Trek. It was truly complex and well thought out,
a chart of all the characters and their interrelationships. She was writing Star Trek
stories... and she was talking to me about ways to begin to write mysteries. She was
exploring ways to learn about settings, visiting the ravine, noticing shady geographies,
actively searching for her material... just as an older author would likely do.
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These homeschoolers reminded me that theirs was but one way of homeschooling
today (1995). There are as many ways to home school as there are homeschoolers, from
child/interest-centered to school-at-home. And, to be sure, it is possible that some
home schooling situations that are quite dysfunctional (if we should use such a word!)
but as more than one person pointed out, it is unlikely a dysfunctional family could
maintain a home schooling situation for very long. The single most important factor for
successful home schooling - and perhaps so for any schooling is the dedication and
commitment of the parents to their children's education.

Both college success and high test scores have been achieved by homeschoolers from
widely different backgrounds. [t does not matter, for example, how well educated
homeschooling parents are or how wealthy or religious they are or if they are
certified as professional educators or if the curriculum they devise for their
children is highly structured or informal, time-consuming or swiftly finished. It
does not seem to matter how old their children are or what sex they are or if they
have been to school before or if they are new or experienced homeschoolers. Despite
wide variation in all these things, which would seem on the surface to influence
scores, homeschooled children from broadly varying backgrounds remain very
similar in one regard: They do extraordinarily well on standardized achievement
tests. The most important variable, it turns out - one that unites the entire group
and one, | think, we can justly infer - is that all homeschoolers come from families
devoted to the education of their young. (Guterson, 1992, p. 16)

The number of homeschoolers is burgeoning. One local school district alone has more
than 2200 homeschooling students (personal conversation, 1996). Other districts have
had to allocate home school supervisors, the numbers are so persistent. One district is
developing an alternate school to serve their needs. With a trend for (government)
student-dollars to follow the student, school districts are noticing where their resident
children are going for their education. Homeschoolers (and others) are making their
choices known by registering their students where they are supported.... 2200 in one
district! Thousands over the province. It is a loud and clear statement that many
parents do not like what is happening in the schools. It is no longer a simple "religious”
objection. Beaven (1990) says "present estimates range from 50,000 to one million in
the United States and 15,000 to 20,000 in Canada” (p. 2)... in 1990! People are
deciding FOR "home education”. Many more would like to home school, they tell me, but
they cannot see how they could manage all the work of it. "I have too many toddlers to
home school”, "l don't think | have enough patience with all the other work | have to do”,
"I really wish | could” are some of the comments. | hear a wistfuiness between the lines,
a sense that these parents want, simply, "better schoois”... and maybe only because they
have never tried the alternatives. Many homeschoolers cite their reasons for continuing
as that they enjoy their children; they like them and like learning with them (Beaven,
1990). The homeschoolers | taked to said, in many ways, that their children were
happier out of school.

According to S. the monolith that is the "education system" is disintegrating rapidly.

It is not working. She struggles with having to (recently) send her three children into a
system she does not believe in. And it is having negative results. | asked if it was
"undoing” what she had taught and she gave the example that when she was homeschooling
M. (age 6) was never bored. Now, after 6 months of traditional schooling he expects
someone else to decide what he can/should do. it takes "time" (on the weekend, for
example) for him to regain his interest in his own projects, to recover his creative
involvement with [his own life]. And, for the junior high daughter, traditional schooling
is not the place to make friends she expected and wanted it to be. She is often lonely now,
for the girls who are her "friends™ do not open to her; for some reason they are reluctant
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to share their thoughts; there is some fear. Though an "honors” student in all other
subjects, this daughter was not "up to grade” on her mathematics, so S. put her into an
"alternative math program”. Astonishingly, the math teacher seemed to have some
investment in keeping the girl in his class, though she does not "belong” and was not
doing well. Making choices for the "best interests” of her daughter has spurred some
surprising resuits, S. said. The teacher seems to feel snubbed or left out, or somehow
attached to having this girl in "his” care. Our question is why. Why should a parent's
decision to find alternate programs "threaten" the teacher who "loses™ the student?
What is lost?

S. says that M. does not like lower case letters (printing) and so his class "had to
wait" for him to print his spelling words in upper case. The teacher wanted to put M. in
a remedial class for printing. S. suggested a better solution would be to teach him to
write (cursive writing) and they did. Now he writes all his words, has "beautiful
penmanship”. This skipping of one "lesser” objective to a more global whole is one
example of S. "creative” teaching. She tries to find creative solutions that maintain the
child's dignity. She is disappointed, she says, when she "must” use a conventional
solution to problems that arise. (personal communication, 1996)

This seems to be the venue of what | call the "creative homeschooler”. He/she uses
whatever means and resources at his/her disposal to solve problems in ways that will
suit the eyes (needs, perspectives, wishes) of the children involved. None of the
"creative homeschoolers” | interviewed thought of themselves as "teachers” but all of
them used "creative teaching”. Their ideas were inspired, | believe, by their intense and
personal interest in the continuing well-being of their charges, their children. Nothing
was beyond trying for.

At the same time, the children were well-behaved and "disciplined”. They managed
their resources well. They kept their spaces clean; the conversation was lively and
polite - yes, they were children, too, and rambunctious when they were blowing bubbles
in the back yard and kicking soccer balis in the basement and such. They seemed to know
the time and place, the manners so often lost eisewhere. The homeschooling children |
met were most interested in taking to me, an adult. This was so persuasive that / was
uncomfortable. It was | who was un-used to such undivided attention from a child, such
informed interest. Unlike many other children | had met, these homeschoolers genuinely
wanted to hear my opinions and learn what information they could from me. [t was an
invigorating (though sometimes intimidating) experience!

The "new" homeschoolers (as | call them) were initially informed and inspired by
John Holt but they look for support and sustenance in other authors and situations as
well these days. They are informed generally about many aspects of life and they are
informed particularly about their field, their homeschooling lifestyle. They cite the
literature about non-coercive schools such as Sudbury Valley; they point to Windsor
House and author-speakers such as James Hemdon (above) and John Gatto (below).
They gather ideas and information from such places as a video of a school in Denmark and
Mothering magazine. They celebrate the successes of their predecessors such as the
Colfaxes and they gather to celebrate their own. The group of homeschoolers | met was,
indeed, a community of like-minds (or interests of mind) and there were quite
obviously part of and active in a larger network, a large community of homeschoolers.
One was president of the provincial association for many years; another was working to
build a non-coercive school in her own community though her own children were all
grown but one. These parents were concerned for the education of their children, and
they were aware of the larger issues of education as well. ,

S. shared many of her philosophical perspectives with me. We talked long into the
night (figuratively, for we always stopped at the children's bed-time) about "issues” of
education. Her views were well-researched and clear; she attended all manner of
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