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Most people (particularly discerning parents) are convinced that our present 
educational system is not only mindless, but harmful as well. It damages children and 
ruthlessly suppresses their creative urges and individual identities. The most successful 
students are also the most dull and unimaginative, as efficiency in learning is exclusively 
identified with cramming. 

John Holt, one of the most outstanding educators of the last century, held compulsory 
schooling to be the most authoritarian and destructive of all the inventions of man, a 
crime against children and an institution that actually subverted learning. He wrote a 
number of pioneering books including How Children Fail, How Children Learn, Escape 
from Childhood, and Teach Your Own. He founded Growing Without Schooling 

magazine in 1977 and was a leading advocate of home education until his death in 1985. 

Instead of Education is John Holt at his best, writing for parents, teachers, and for all 
thoughtful people who are still questioning the purpose of our educational system, but 
have been waiting for some real solutions. Basing himself on an old truth—we learn 
things by doing them—Holt proposes a variety of methods by which we can expand the 
creative uses of the facilities we already have, and bypass the dictates associated with 
compulsory “factory” schooling and its deadly mentality. This book could actually assist 
you to save your child’s mind and spirit from the pernicious and alarming effects of our 
present day schooling institutions. 

 

 

1. Doing, Not “Education” 

This is a book in favor of doing—self-directed, purposeful, meaningful life and 
work—and against “education”—learning cut off from active life and done under 
pressure of bribe or threat, greed and fear. 

It is a book about people doing things, and doing them better; about the conditions 
under which we may be able to do things better; about some of the ways in which, given 
those conditions, other people may be able to help us (or we them) to do things better; 
and about the reasons why these conditions do not exist and cannot be made to exist 
within compulsory, coercive, competitive schools. 

Not all persons will give the word “education” the meaning I give it here. Some may 
think of it, as 1 once described it, as “something a person gets for himself, not that which 
someone else gives or does to him.” But I choose to define it here as most people do, 
something that some people do to others for their own good, molding and shaping them, 
and trying to make them learn what they think they ought to know. Today, everywhere in 
the world, that is what “education” has become, and I am wholly against it. People still 
spend a great deal of time—as for years I did myself—talking about how to make 



“education” more effective- and efficient, or how to do it or give it to more people, or 
how to reform or humanize it. 

But to make it more effective and efficient will only be to make it worse, and to help it 
do even more harm. It cannot be reformed, cannot be carried out wisely or humanely, 
because its purpose is neither wise nor humane. 

Next to the right to life itself, the most fundamental of all human rights is the right to 
control our own minds and thoughts. That means, the right to decide for ourselves how 
we will explore the world around us, think about our own and other persons’ experiences, 
and find and make the meaning of our own lives. Whoever takes that right away from us, 
as the educators do, attacks the very center of our being and does us a most profound and 
lasting injury. He tells us, in effect, that we cannot be trusted even to think, that for all 
our lives we must depend on others to tell us the meaning of our world and our lives, and 
that any meaning we may make for ourselves, out of our own experience, has no value. 

Education, with its supporting system of compulsory and competitive schooling, all its 
carrots and sticks, its grades, diplomas, and credentials, now seems to me perhaps the 
most authoritarian and dangerous of all the social inventions of mankind’ It is the deepest 
foundation of the modern and worldwide slave state, in which most people feel 
themselves to be nothing but producers, consumers, spectators, and “fans,” driven more 
and more, in all parts of their lives, by greed, envy, and fear. My concern is not to 
improve “education” but to do away with it, to end the ugly and antihuman business of 
people-shaping and let people shape them selves. 

This does not mean that no one should ever influence or try to influence what others 
think and feel. We all touch and change (and are changed by) those we live and work 
with. We are by instinct talkative and social creatures, and naturally share with those 
around us our view of reality. Both in my work as writer and lecturer, and among my 
friends, I do this all the time. But I refuse to put these others in a position where they feel 
they have no choice but to agree with me, or seem to agree. I want them to have the right, 
if they wish, to reject absolutely any and all of my ideas, as I would want and demand for 
myself the right to reject theirs. Also, I have learned that no one can truly say Yes to an 
idea, mine or anyone else’s, unless he can freely say No to it. This is why, except as an 
occasional visitor, I will no longer do my teaching in compulsory and competitive 
schools. 

I do not mean to say, either, that no one should ever have the right to ask another to 
show what he knows or can do. Clearly, if someone wants to drive a car, fly a plane, or 
do something that might directly affect the lives or health of other people, then society, 
through some agent, has the right to demand that he show that he is able to do what he 
wants to be allowed to do. Indeed, even where health and safety are not involved, a 
person can often rightly be asked to show his competence. If he wants to play in an 
orchestra, sing in a chorus, act in a play, or join other people in any work they are doing, 
whether for money, pleasure, or other reasons, they have a right to ask him to show that 
he can do it well enough to help and not hinder them. But these demands are specific in 
time and place. They are not at all the same thing as saying to someone that just to be 
allowed to live in the world at all he must be able to show that he knows this or that. 

By “doing” I do not mean only things done with the body, the muscles, with hands and 
tools, rather than with the mind alone. I am not trying to separate or put in opposition 



what many might call the “physical” and the “intellectual.” Such distinctions are unreal 
and harmful. Only in words can the mind and body be separated. In reality they are one; 
they act together. So by “doing” I include such actions as talking, listening, writing, 
reading, thinking, even dreaming. 

The point is that it is the do-er, not someone else, who has decided what he will say, 
hear, read, write, or think or dream about. He is at the center of his own actions. He plans, 
directs, controls, and judges them. He does them for his own purposes— which may of 
course include a common purpose with others. His actions are not ordered and controlled 
from outside. They belong to him and are a part of him. 

The best and only really good place for do-ers would be a society that does not yet 
exist. In that society all people, of whatever age, sex, race, etc., could have work to do 
which was varied and interesting, which challenged and rewarded their skill and in-
telligence, which they could do well -and take pride in doing well, over which they could 
exercise some control, and whose ends and purposes they could understand and respect. 
Today, very few people feel this way about their work—only a small number of artists, 
artisans, skilled craftsmen, specialists, professionals, and a few others. Beyond this, all 
people would feel—as very few people do now—that what they thought, wanted, said, 
and did would make a real difference in their lives and the lives of people around them. 
Their politics, like their work, would be meaningful. Their elected officials would be 
public servants, not petty kings and emperors. They would shape and control the society 
they lived in, instead of being shaped and controlled by it. In such a society no one would 
worry about “education.” People would be busy doing interesting things that mattered, 
and they would grow more informed, competent, and wise in doing them. They would 
learn about the world from living in it, working in it, and changing it, and from knowing 
a wide variety of people who were doing the same. But nowhere in the world does such a 
society exist, nor is there one in the making. Except perhaps in societies too small and 
primitive to be helpful, we have no models to go on; we must invent and design such a 
society for ourselves. Neither in the United States, nor any other countries I know of, are 
there more than a handful of people thinking and talking seriously about what such a 
society might be like, or how we might make it. What people talk and argue about instead 
is growth, efficiency, and progress, and how human beings may best be selected and 
shaped (“educated”) and used for those ends. 

This is not a book about such a doing society, or what it might be like. Enough to say 
that it would be a society whose tools and institutions would be much smaller in scale, 
serving human beings rather than being served by them; a society modest and sparing in 
its use of energy and materials, and reverent and loving in its attitudes toward nature and 
the natural world. This is a book about how we might make the societies we have slightly 
more useful and livable for do-ers, about the resources that might help some people, at 
least, to lead more active and interesting lives—and, perhaps, to make some of the 
beginnings, or very small models, of a doing society, It is not a book about how to solve 
or deal with such urgent problems as poverty, idleness, discrimination, exploitation, 
waste, and suffering. These are not educational problems or school problems. They have 
not been and cannot and will not be solved by things done in compulsory schools, and 
they will not be solved by changing these schools (or even by doing away with them al-
together). The most that may happen is that, once freed of the delusion that schools am 



solve these problems, we might begin to confront them directly, realistically, and 
intelligently. 

    In this book I feel myself speaking mostly to that minority of people, including parents, 
teachers, would-be teachers, and students themselves, who believe that children (like all 
people) will live better, learn more, and grow more able to cope with the world if they are 
not constantly bribed, wheedled, bullied, threatened, humiliated, and hurt; if they are not 
set endlessly against each other in a race which all but a few must lose; if they are not 
constantly made to feel incompetent, stupid, untrustworthy, guilty, fearful, and ashamed; 
if their interests, concerns, and enthusiasms are not ignored or scorned; and if instead 
they are allowed, encouraged, and (if they wish) helped to work with and help each other, 
to learn from each other, and to think, talk, write, and read about the things that most 
excite and interest them. In short, if they are able to explore the world in their own way, 
and in as many areas as possible direct and control their own lives. In a very interesting 
and important new book, The Self-Rejecting Child (Thames and Hudson, London), Alison 
Sta Hi brass describes in the most precise detail (see quotes in Appendix), how this 
exploring takes place, and/>w» the earliest days of a baby’s life. Even then, he knows 
what he needs and wants to know. Children do not need to be made to learn about the 
world, or shown how. They want to, and they know how. 

For die time being, my message to this minority is this: The chances are we will have 
universal compulsory education and compulsory schools for at least another generation. 
Do not waste your energy trying to reform all these schools. They cannot be reformed. It 
may be possible for a few of you, in a few places, to make a place called a school which 
will be a humane and useful doing place for the young. If so, by all means do it. In most 
places, not even this much will be possible. The most we will be able to do may be to 
find ways to help some children escape education and schooling, and to help some others, 
who cannot escape, to be less damaged by it than they are now. That is, we may be able 
to help some children to find ways to prevent school from killing the curiosity, energy, 
resourcefulness, and confidence with which they explore the world, and to find ways 
outside of school to nourish and encourage these qualities, so that even if they learn little 
or nothing worthwhile in school, they can continue the learning they were doing so well 
before they went to school. 

Along with this, what we can do and should do right now is attack the legitimacy of 
compulsory education and schooling. As the CIA would put it, we need to “destroy its 
cover.” That is, as we are beginning to do for the CIA, we need to show what education 
and schooling really do. We need to reveal as untrue—as myths, illusions, and ties—the 
stories and alibis the schools and the educators tell us (and often themselves) to justify 
themselves and explain their repeated failures. We need to say to people, “If you want to 
have compulsory education and compulsory schooling, you can have them. But don’t be 
fooled by the advertising and the label on the package! Understand what it is you’re 
getting. Perhaps within a generation or so most people will indeed understand, and decide 
they want no more of it. 

But perhaps not. In that case, this book might be considered as a warning to any 
people or society which takes human freedom and dignity seriously- and values them 
highly. You cannot have human liberty, and the sense of all persons’ uniqueness, dignity, 
and worth on which it must rest, if you give to some people the right to tell other people 



what they must learn or know, or the right to say officially and “objectively” that some 
people are more able and worthy than others. Let any who want to make such judgments 
make them privately and in the understanding that such judgments can only be personal 
and subjective. But do not give them any permanent or official sanction, or the liberty 
and dignity of your citizens will soon be gone. 

 

2. The Myth of “Learning” 

Some may wonder why I speak of “doing,” or “doing things better,” instead of 
“learning.” For one thing, the word “learning” implies (as most people now seem to 
believe) that learning is separate from the rest of life, that we only do it or do it best when 
we are not doing anything else, and best of all in a place where nothing else is done. 
Almost everyone who goes through S-chools comes out believing (1) if I want to learn 
anything important, I have to go to a place called a school and get someone called a 
teacher to teach it to me; (2) the process will be boring and painful; and (3) I probably 
won’t learn it. 

The idea that everything important must be learned in school is very new. Until quite 
recently, most people understood very well that while some things might be learned best 

in school 
t
 others could be learned as well or better out of school, and many could not be 

learned in school at all. They would have laughed at the idea that all knowledge and 
wisdom could be found or put in classrooms and books. Even now, most of the people 
who think everything must be learned in school did not themselves learn there most of 
what they know. 

Not only did I not learn in school most of what I know, but I did not learn it in what 
people call “learning situations,” that is, from experiences that I went into in order to 
learn something. I do not do any of the things I do “in order to learn something.” I have 
learned much about music and music-making by going to rehearsals and concerts. But I 
do not go to them to “learn about” music, but because I love what I see and hear there. In 
my short visits to other countries, or other parts of my own country, I have learned many 
things about those places. But I did not go there “to learn,” but to see people and do 
things. In the last year or two I have done some work with other citizens in my home 
town of Boston to defeat or at least delay a bad and crooked so-called urban-development 
scheme. From this I have learned much about the law, politics, and economics of the city, 
and about the workings of the state and city governments. But I did not go into the work 
to learn all this, but to try to prevent my city from being robbed and ruined. I read many 
magazines and books, not to “learn” what is in them, but because I think they may be 
interesting, or helpful, or exciting. I may now and then read to find out something, but 
whether I learn, i.e., remember it, depends on whether it helps me to do my work and live 
and enjoy my life. 

I must repeat here what I have written before: The best learning community I have 
ever seen or been part of was not called, or meant to be, a learning community at all. It 
was a submarine—the USS Barbero—in World War II. We were not on it to “learn,” but 
to help fight the war. Like millions of other people at the time, we did not talk or think 
about “learning”; we learned from the demanding work we did together, and we shared 
our experience and skill as widely as we could. In a truly healthy and vital society, all 



people would feel this way. No one would want other people to be ignorant, unskilled, or 
stupid, so that he could more easily trick them or control them or get rich at their 
expense. In Brave New World, Aldous Huxley makes his World Controller, Mustapha 
Mond, say that a society made up entirely of Alphas, intelligent people, had once been 
organized as an experiment, but that it did not and never could work. Huxley was 
mistaken. Our submarine was such a society (one of many), and it could not have worked 
any other way. The tragedy is that for many people it is only in time of war that they have 
a chance to live in such a society. 

The trouble with talk about “learning experiences” is that it implies that all 
experiences can be divided into two kinds, those from which we learn something, and 
those from which we learn nothing. But there are no experiences from which we learn 
nothing. We learn something from everything we do, and everything that happens to us or 
is done to us. What we learn may make us more informed or more ignorant, wiser or 
stupider, stronger or weaker, but we always learn something. What it is depends on the 
experience, and above all, on how we feel about it. A central point of this book is that we 
are very unlikely to learn anything good from experiences which do not seem to us 
closely connected with what is interesting and important in the rest of our lives. Curiosity 
is never idle; it grows out of real concerns and real needs. Even more important, we are 
even less likely to learn anything good from coerced experiences, things that others have 
bribed, threatened, bullied, wheedled, or tricked us into doing. From such we learn 
mostly anger, resentment, and above all self-contempt and self-hatred for having allowed 
ourselves to be pushed around or used by others, for not having been smart enough or 
strong enough to resist and refuse. Some would claim that most people in their daily lives 
do a great many things—dull, repetitious, and meaningless work, driving a car for hours 
in traffic, watching television—from which they learn nothing.  But of course they learn 
something.  The people doing moronic work learn to hate that work, and themselves for 
having to do it—and in time, all those who do not have to do it. The people driving cars 
in traffic learn to think of all the other people they see, driving or walking, as nuisances, 
obstructions, even as enemies, preventing them from getting where they want to go. And 
people watching television learn over and over again that the people they see on the 
screen, “real” or imaginary, are in every way better than they are—younger, handsomer, 
sexier, smarter, stronger, faster, braver, richer, happier, more successful and respected. 
When the time finally comes to come back from Dreamland to reality, and get up wearily 
and turn off the set, the thought is even more strongly in their minds, “Why couldn’t I 
have been more like them?” 

It is the quality of our experiences, the satisfaction, excitement, or joy that we get or 
fail to get from them, that will determine how those experiences change us—in short, 
what we learn. This is why, as I wrote in How Children Fail, a child in a situation that be 
experiences as humiliating, threatening, and painful, cannot and will not learn what the 
teacher is trying to teach him, or if he does, will forget it in a day or two. This is why the 
kids in Jim Herndon’s Dumb Class (see How to Survive in Your Native Land) could not 
learn to do in school even those things which they did very well out of school. This is why 
people can learn only when they come boldly, confidently, and eagerly to the learning. 

 

Doing Is Learning 



Another common and mistaken idea hidden in the word “learning” is that learning and 
doing are different kinds of acts. Thus, not many years ago I began to play the cello. I 
love the instrument, spend many hours a day playing it, work hard at it, and mean 
someday to play it well. Most people would say that what I am doing is “learning to play 
the cello.” Our language gives us no other words to say it. But these words carry into our 
minds the strange idea that there exist two very different processes: (i) learning to play 
the cello; and (2) playing the cello. They imply that I will do the first until I have 
completed it, at which point I will stop the first process and begin the second; in short, 
that I will go on “learning to play” until I “have learned to play,” and that then I will 
begin “to play.” 

Of course, this is nonsense. There are not two processes, but one. We learn to do 
something by doing St. There is no other way. When we first do something, we probably 
will not do it well. But if we keep on doing it, have good models to follow and helpful 
advice if and when we feel we need it, and always do it as well as we can, we will do it 
better. In rime, we may do it very well. This process never ends. The finest musicians, 
dancers, athletes, surgeons, pilots, or whatever they may be, must constantly practice 
their art or craft. Every day the musicians do their scales, the dancers exercise at the 
barre, and so on. A surgeon I knew would from rime to time, when not otherwise busy, 
tie knots in fine surgical gut with one hand, without looking, just to keep in practice. In 
that sense, people never stop “learning to do” what they know how to do, no matter how 
well they do it. They must “learn” every day to do it as well as they can, or they will soon 
do it less well. The principal flutist of the Boston Symphony under Kous-sevitsky used to 
say, “If I miss a day’s practice, I hear the difference; if I miss two days’, the conductor 
hears the difference; if I miss three days’, the audience hears the difference.” 

 

The Baby Is Not ‘’Getting Ready" 

Educators talk all the time about “skills”: reading skills, writing skills, communication 
skills, even listening skills. It may be true, at the level of words, to say that anyone doing 
a difficult thing well is using a variety of skills. But this does not mean that the best way 
to teach a difficult act is to break it into as many separate skills as possible and teach 
them one by one. As Whitehead said years ago, we cannot separate an act from the skills 
involved in the act. The baby does not learn to speak by learning the skills of speech and 
then using them to speak with, or to walk by learning the skills of walking and then using 
them to walk with. He learns to speak by speaking, to walk by walking. When he takes 
his first hesitant steps he is not practicing. He is not getting ready. He is not learning how 
to walk so that later he may walk somewhere. He is walking because he wants to walk, 
right now. He has thought about it, worked it out in his mind, convinced himself that he 
knows how to do it and can do it. And now he is going to do it. 

We cannot separate skills and acts, and we make a disastrous error when we try. 
Talking is not a skill, or a collection of skills, but an act, a doing. Behind the act there is a 
purpose; whether at two or ninety-two, we talk because we have something we want to 
say, and someone we want to say it to, and because we think or hope our words will make 
a difference. The baby who begins to talk, long before he makes any sounds that we hear 
as words, or even understands words, has learned from sharp observation that the sounds 
that bigger people make with their mouths affect the other things they do. Their talk 



makes things happen. He may not know exactly what, or how. But he wants to be a part 
of that talking group of bigger people, wants to make things happen with his voice. In the 
same way, walking is not a skill, but an act, with a purpose; the baby wants to move as he 
sees the bigger people moving, and quickly and skillfully, like them. Reading is not a 
skill, but an act. The child sees written words all around him; he sees that the older 
people look at those words, use them, get meaning from them. Those words make things 
happen. One day (if we give him a chance) he decides that he wants to find out what 
those words say and mean, and that he can and will find out. At that instant, and with that 
decision, he begins to read. Not to “learn to read,” but to read. Of course, at first, he 
doesn’t do it well. He may not even be able to read one word. But if he is allowed (as few 
children are) to continue to do it, to seek out in his own way and for his own reasons the 
meaning of written words, with only as much help as he may ask for; if this task which he 
has set himself isn’t taken from him and replaced with a lot of fragmented and 
meaningless tasks invented by someone else and done on their command; if he is not 
convinced by adults (as many children are) that he is not able to do this task he has set for 
himself, to figure out what written words say, but must “get” reading from a teacher as a 
patient gets a shot from a doctor; if he is very lucky, and none of these bad things happen, 
he will be reading well in a short time, perhaps even in a matter of months. 

Not long ago I wrote to a number of people who work in reading and reading 
instruction in various schools of education, to ask if they knew of any research to find out 
how many children teach themselves to read, and beyond that, how they may have done 
it. Only one person answered, to say that he had never heard of any such research. Nor 
have any of the hundreds of educators and reading experts I have asked since. At first it 
seems strange that reading experts have not asked this question. One might think it would 
be the first question they would ask. On second thought, it is not strange at all; the answer 
to this question might be dangerous. It might show once again that our most rapid, 
efficient, far-reaching, useful, and permanent learning comes from our doing things that 
we ourselves have decided to do, and that in doing such things we often need very little 
help or none at all. 

 

Knowledge Is Action 

Beyond this, we would do very well to understand that what we have mistakenly come 
to think of as “bodies of knowledge” or “fields of learning” or “academic disciplines” or 
“school subjects” are not nouns but verbs, not things that exist independently somewhere 
out there, but things that people do. No one can say, “Here is Biology, here Mathematics, 
here Philosophy.” No one can point to Physics, or show us Chemistry. In reality no 
dotted lines divide History from Geography or Physics from Chemistry, or Philosophy 
from Linguistics, and so on. These are simply different ways in which we look at parts of 
the wholeness of reality and human experience and ask certain kinds of questions about 
them. History is the act of asking questions about certain aspects of the past. So are 
Geology and Paleontology, but the questions are different. Physics and Chemistry are 
ways of asking different questions about the nonliving world about us. And so on. All of 
these are, of course, collective acts; we do them with other people, and many people have 
done them over many years. Thus each one of these human activities has its own history, 
and at least a part of Mathematics or Physics or Philosophy is the account of what other 



mathematicians or physicists or philosophers have done. But our “knowledge” of these 
things is a record of what these people did; what questions they asked, how they went 
about getting their answers, what answers they got, what conclusions they drew from 
their answers. Whatever we do in these fields is added to, and therefore part of, what 
others did before. As Ivan Illich says, there is no knowledge in the world; the world is as 
it is. Knowledge is a process in the minds of living people. It is what we do as we try to 
find out who and where we are, and what is going on about us. 

 

3. Do-er Schools vs. Educator Schools 

Of the places we name “schools,” some are doing places—typing schools, driving 
schools, cooking schools, dance schools, karate schools, ski schools, and so on. Many 
other resources for do-ers, such as libraries, museums, or theaters, are not called schools 
at all. The Berlitz language schools are good examples of schools that are resources for 
do-ers rather than for educators. First of all, they do riot try to compel us by law to study 
another language, or say that if we do we will get good jobs, be successful and rich, or 
that if we don’t we’ll be failures and poor. They make no such promises or threats. They 
only imply that if we speak another language we will get more pleasure out of life. 

In the Harvard Square subway station in Cambridge is a poster for a language school 
called Academia. On it is a pen-and-ink drawing of a man and woman talking to each 
other. The poster is headed, “Whatever It Is, It Sounds Better in French.” Then this 
dialogue: Woman: “Cheri, veux-tu sortir les poubelles?” Man: “Oui, mon amour.” 
Translated, Woman: “Lover, don’t forget to take out the garbage,” Man: “Oh yes, 
indeed.” 

Not all schools for do-ers make so lighthearted an appeal. A subway ad for a technical 
school begins bluntly, “Education Is Useless Unless You Profit from It.” Perhaps it is 
because the language schools appeal to people who can afford to travel to foreign 
countries that they don’t feel they have to make such big promises. They do not say, 
either, that if we would like to speak another language, we must learn it in a school, let 
alone their school. They only say that if for our own reasons we would like to speak 
another language, they have resources—people who speak the language, tapes, records, 
other learners—which may help us and which (usually for a fee) we are welcome to use if 
we want. 

The Berlitz and other schools do not give us an exam to see whether we are smart 
enough to get in, whether we are “Berlitz material” or “Up to the Berlitz experience.” 
Nor do they say that their schools are best because they are the hardest to get into. Once 
in the school, we study only the language we want. We do not have to study German in 
order to be allowed to study French. We stay only as long as we want; when we have had 
enough, we leave. They do not test us at the end to see how much we have learned, nor 
give us a diploma or any other kind of job ticket. They keep no records about us and our 
work for other people to see. They do not put a label on us to tell the world that we were 
good or bad students, or make any other public judgments about us. 

By contrast, the great majority of what we call schools are educator schools. They 
include all elementary, secondary, and other schools that people are required by law to 
attend. They also include virtually all junior colleges, colleges, universities, and graduate 



and professional schools, which give out the tickets which most people need to live and 
work in society and which they cannot get in any other way. 

The schools for do-ers, which help people explore the world as they choose, I nowr 
call “small V schools” (written s-chools). The schools for educators, which get and hold 
their students by the threat of jail or uselessness or poverty, I now call “capital ‘S-
chools,” (written S-chools). There is very little we can do to make these S-chools better, 
and they are almost certain to get worse. 

 

Nothing to Do with Gerbils 

The difference between s-chools and S-chools has nothing whatever to do with 
pedagogy, with philosophies of education, ways of teaching, curricula, materials, and so 
forth. Of course, the more choice, movement, action, freedom, cooperation, talk, variety, 
energy, excitement, and joy there is in a classroom, and the less invidious comparison, 
testing, gold-starring, grading, pecking-ordering, humiliation, coercion, threat, 
punishment, and fear, the better it will be for the children—and for the teachers, too. But 
how nice a school is or whether or not it has gerbils (or other animals) has nothing to do 
with whether it is a s-chool or a S-chool. Much as I admired and loved A. S. Neiil and 
approved of Sum-merhill (the school he started and led), it was still a S-chool, because 
the students who were there could only choose to go to Sum-merhill or some other S-
cboot (almost certainly worse). They could not choose not to go to school at all. Once, at 
the end of a long conversation when I first came to Summerhill in 1965, Neill, between 
puffs on his pipe, said to me, “You know, it’s a paradise for kids to be able to do what 
they like.” True, and thanks to Neill’s courage and wisdom, the kids there could do much 
more of what they liked than they could anywhere else. But London was then full of 
things that many of the children were interested in, and it was only an hour and a half 
away by train. Yet they could not go there. Nor - because of the law, not Neill—could 
they work, or travel, or live alone or with friends of their choosing, or in any way live 
actively and responsibly as human beings. The only choice society offered them was, go 
to this school or some other school. Any school which is part of such a system of 
coercion is a S-chool. 

Why did the kids in Jim Herndon’s class (see How to Survive in Your Native Land) 
like to do “all that creative stuff” in class? Because it was better than the regular stuff. 
But when he and a colleague set up a special Creative Arts class, and told the kids they 
could do what they wanted, hoping they would spend all their time doing creative stuff, 
they found that none of them wanted to do any of it. They had previously only done it as 
the best of a bad bunch of choices. Would all the teen-agers now at Summerhill, or 
schools like it, be there if the law gave them the choice of working, traveling, living alone 
or with friends? Almost certainly not. When the law gives them such a choice, then 
Summerhill (and other schools) will become s-chools. Not before. 

After all, if the government told convicted criminals they could choose which prison 
they would go to, the prisons might in rime become slightly better. But they would still 
be prisons. 

 

Nothing to Do with Rules 



By contrast, many s-chools are very tightly and rigidly structured. Any school of 
dance or the martial arts puts the students under the most intense and inflexible 
discipline. Watch students in a ballet or karate class at their work. As long as they stay in 
the class, they have no choices at all. Now, the instructor tells them, move like this. Arms 
move, legs move, all together. Go when I say go. Stop when I say stop. In a ski school the 
instructor says, now we do a turn to the right, all follow me. No, your shoulder is here, 
your knee here, it should be there, try it again. A friend in his late twenties is studying 
gymnastics for the first time. No one has told him to. Being able to do it is not going to 
get him a job or a raise. He does it only because he wants to. But the, discipline is exact 
and intense. 

Another example, in some ways less physical, is language— though language is 
probably the most difficult muscular coordination that most people ever learn. The 
institution called CIDOC, in Cuernavaca, Mexico, where Ivan Illich and many others 
often give seminars, runs among its other activities a Spanish-language school. The 
school is very demanding, intensive, formal, and tightly organized. The students use an 
enormous textbook written for the U.S. Foreign Service. Every day they memorize a 
large list of words and sentences. Then in their classes, usually two students per class, 
they spend hours in conversational drill with a native language speaker, using in many 
ways the words and sentence forms they have learned, the instructor correcting them 
rigorously at every mistake. Students must attend all classes. A student who misses even 
one or two must persuade the director to allow him to continue in the school. 

Some of the young Americans who come to CIDOC, having heard my distinction 
between s-chools and S-chools, cannot understand why I call this language school a s-
chool. The reasons are plain. The language school does not tell people that they must 
learn Spanish, nor offer prizes for learning Spanish or penalties for not learning it. They 
are not part of any structure which offers such prizes or makes such threats. Nor does the 
school say that people can learn Spanish only in a school, or only in their school, or better 
in their school than in any other. There are hundreds of ways to learn Spanish, or help 
others to learn it. One can learn Spanish by walking the streets of Cuernavaca (or some 
other town) talking to people. Most of the people who speak Spanish (or any other 
language) learned it this way. But this takes time, has some disadvantages, and is difficult 
for those who are shy. Still, says the school, if you want to do it that way, fine. All we say 
is that if you come here, and do what we ask you to do, at the end of three months you 
will speak fluent and correct Spanish. This has happened often enough so that we feel 
confident that we can offer you an agreement. If you enter into this agreement we will 
undertake to do certain things for you, make certain resources available to you. You on 
your hand will undertake certain things for us—among others, to attend classes regularly, 
and to do for each class the preparation we ask you to do. It is altogether up to the student 
whether he makes that bargain. But if he makes it, the school will hold him to it. They 
say, in effect, we cannot and will not try to keep our end of the bargain unless you keep 
yours. Which is fair enough. 

 

t-eachers and T-eacbers 

As places called “schools” are on both sides of the line between doing and education, 
so are people called “teachers” doing work called “teaching.” On the doing side, people 



are helping do-ers do what they have freely decided what they want to do. On the edu-
cation side, people are trying to make others learn what others have decided they ought to 
learn. I call the former action “t-eaching,” the latter “T-caching.” These two actions once 
seemed to me one and the same; the differences between them made no difference. A 
teacher was simply a person trying to get a student to learn something. If the student was 
eager, so much the better for the teacher. Usually the student was indifferent, unwilling, 
or resisting. But in either case the work seemed the same. Now these two tasks seem so 
different that they ought not to have the same name. Perhaps there should be a new word 
for helping people do what they want to do. But the words “teach” and “teacher” are old 
and honorable, and I will not surrender them up to the T-eachers. 

Like the distinction between s-chools and S-chools, this distinction between t-eacher 
and T-eacher is hard to make clear. Some think that by a t-eacher I mean a kind and 
sympathetic teacher who gives the children much liberty and many choices. But anyone 
teaching in a S-chool is bound to be a T-eacher, except perhaps when leading an 
extracurricular activity that is completely voluntary and for which no grade or credit is 
given. Thus, the leader of a school drama group, or of a sport not recognized as a school 
sport, or of some art or craft activity, or hobby or discussion group, might be working as 
a t-eacher. But even the most pleasant or interesting classes in a S-chool are part of a 
system of compulsion and coercion, bribe and threat, and therefore anyone leading such 
classes is a T-eacher, just as I was during the fourteen or fifteen years I worked in  
S-chools. 

As with S-chools and s-chools, the difference between T-eachers and t-eachers has 
nothing to do with philosophy, methods, or personality, whether the teacher is easy or 
demanding, kindly or harsh, interesting or dull, friendly or cold. It has to do with the 
degree to which the students are free to choose to spend their time with him or not, do 
what he is doing, use his help, listen to and accept or reject his ideas. As I prefer 
classrooms without desks to classrooms with desks in a row, so I prefer teachers who are 
kindly, interesting, sensitive, tactful, sympathetic, and generally fond of their students. 
But a person could be all of these, and still be a T-eacher, or be none of them, and yet be 
a t-eacher. If the latter, he might not have many students. But if the understanding or skill 
which he offered to share was hard to find, or if he was exceptionally skillful at sharing 
it, some people might still come freely to him. 

 

Power against Truth 

This distinction between T-eachers and t-eachers is important for many reasons. One 
has to do with what George Dennison, in The Lives of Children, called “reality of 
encounter.” He rightly said that one reason why schooling is so seldom helpful to 
children, and almost always deeply harmful, is that they have no reality of encounter with 
their teachers. The teachers are not themselves, but players of roles. They do not talk 
about what is real to them, what they know, are interested in, and love, but about what the 
curriculum, the teachers’ manual, and the lesson plan says they must talk about. “Start a 
discussion about. . . .” They do not respond naturally and honestly to the acts and needs 
of the children, but only as the rules tell them to respond. They ask themselves all the 
time, “If I do this or say this, or let the students do this or say this, will I get into 
trouble?” and act according to the answer. Not that their fears are groundless, or these 



dangers imaginary. Far from it. The newspapers often tell of teachers who were fired for 
saying things the community did not like. No one is fired for hiding the truth from 
children, but many are fired for telling the truth. 

In one year I spent much time working with one first-grade class, where I came to 
know the children well. One day two six-year-old girls came up to me and furtively 
showed me a picture that one or both of them had drawn. It was a (technically) crude 
drawing of a person defecating, the feces being fired backwards like bullets. My reaction 
to being shown this picture was about 10% amusement and 90% anxiety. I imagined 
angry teachers, parents, perhaps even judges saying, “Do you mean to say that you 
allowed children in your class to draw pictures like this? What had you done to make 
them-think that it would be all right for them to draw, and show you, such a disgusting 
picture? And what did you say to them to make sure they would never draw such a 
picture again?” And so on. 

I don’t remember exactly what I said to the children, but I did not pretend to be 
shocked or indignant. I probably said that they had better hide or tear up the picture, since 
if many people saw it they would be in trouble. Maybe I even hinted that I would also be 
in trouble. What I did not do, but wish I had done, was express my non-T-eacherish, 
human response to the picture, both amusement and amazement. Or, perhaps ask the girls 
why they showed me the picture. Perhaps they wanted me to talk about a mystery that 
other adults had hidden from them. Or they may simply have wanted to see how I would 
react, perhaps shrewdly guessing that seeing the picture might startle me, as it did. And 
yet I can imagine in some schools, or outside of school, talking with the children about 
the picture, and about defecating, or whatever else they wanted to talk about. From such 
talk the children might have learned a great deal. They want to learn about the world 
from us. What they learn, most of the time, is only that we adults pretend, keep secrets, 
and tell lies. 

There can never be reality of encounter, truthfulness, honesty, when one person holds 
power over another. I recall talking to an old friend, then a senior at Harvard, who had 
enjoyed his years at college and had done very well there. I asked him one day whether 
he and his classmates very often disagreed with their professors. He laughed and said, 
“They all tell you they want you to.” But, he then said, he and his fellow students had 
learned that anyone wanting or needing an A in a course (and they, all did) had better not 
argue with the professor. In tests, papers, even discussions, the way to get A’s was to 
stick close to the professor’s opinions, changing the language just enough so that he 
wouldn’t think his own words were being thrown back in his face. 

Years later t said to a group of teachers in Toronto that when one person holds power 
over others there is not likely to be very honest conversation between them. After the 
meeting, a young woman teacher came up, indignant and angry. She did not at all like the 
distinctions I had made between doing and education, S-chools and s-chools, T-eacher 
and t-eacher. She insisted that the fact that she could give her students grades or 
punishments did not prevent them from having honest talks together and that they were in 
no way afraid to tell her what they thought. She resented my implying that her class was 
fearful or dishonest. In my turn I made such points as I could. She did not waver, and if 
anything, grew more angry, told me the things I was saying were untrue and harmful. 
After ten minutes or so, I asked her, “Are there people in your school or school system 



who have power over you, the power to fire you, to give or deny raises, promotion, and 
the like?” She said there were. 1 said, “Would you talk to one of them as you have been 
talking to me for the past ten minutes?” As she considered it, her expression changed. 
After a while, she said softly, “No, I wouldn’t.” I said, “Neither would I. That’s my 
point.” And that is the point. 

 

4. Resources for Do-ers 

What resources for do-ers do we now have, but need more of? Or don’t have, but 
should? Resources that people of all ages could use, to lead more active, varied, and 
interesting lives, places young people might go to if they could spend less time in school, 
places in which adults might use more of the leisure they have but do not know what to 
do with. 

The list of these is long, and readers will easily think of things to add to it. Some 
existing resources I will describe are examples which people in other communities could 
very easily follow, often for very little money. Of these, one I know well is the Beacon 
Hill Free School, in my own neighborhood in Boston. It is an excellent example of a  
s-chool. Some excerpts from the summer 1974 catalog of the school will give an idea of 
how it works: 

We are beginning our fifth year of free courses with this term, and to now have offered 
over 300 courses to thousands of people of all ages, at no cost. We continue to thrive 
because instructors are willing to volunteer their lime and services, and because 
neighbors and neighborhood organizations are willing to donate unused space in the 
evenings. What small costs accrue for printing, mailing, and the like, are met by 
donations from kind friends and an occasional benefit. There are no requirements, tests, 
grades, credits, or degrees. Catalogs are shaped at the General Meetings held every three 
months, where anyone is free to offer a course, and anyone free to take what is offered. 
What administration there is performed by a few people. 

The school was begun by Jack Powers, with the help and inspiration of many others. . 
. . The purpose of the school is to get people of all ages together, using the resources of 
the community, human and material, and we thank all those who have made it possible. 

The school has four sessions a year. Each session begins with a General Meeting, most 
of which have been held at the Charles Street Meeting House. People come to the 
meeting either to offer a course or an activity, or to learn more about what is being 
offered. After Jack Powers, the coordinator of the meeting, has said a few words about 
the school, for anyone who may not know how it works, all those who want to offer a 
course tell the others there what they are offering. Anyone may offer a course, and on any 
subject he or she wants. No t-eacher has to show proof of competence. If he can attract 
and hold students, that is enough. If a t-eacher offers a course and people don’t come, or 
come only a few times, he gets the message. If people like the course, the t-eacher will 
probably offer it again. Of the thirty-seven courses offered in the Summer ’74 catalog, 
seventeen were continued. 

As the following excerpt from the catalog shows, there is no school building; 

Our Hosts:   



BEACON HILL FRIENDS HOUSE, 6 Chestnut St., Beacon Hill  

BOSTON CENTER FOR THE ARTS, 551 Tremont St., South End  

CHARLES ST. MEETING HOUSE, 70 Charles St., Beacon Hill  

HILL HOUSE, INC., 74 Joy St., Beacon Hill  

HIPPOCRATES HEALTH INSTITUTE, 25 Exeter St., Back Bay 

HOLT ASSOCIATES, INC., 308 Boylston St., Boston  

KING’S CHAPEL PARISH HOUSE, 64 Beacon St., Boston  

ST. JOHN THE EVANGELIST CHURCH, 33 Bowdoin St., Boston 

STONE SOUP GALLERY, 313 Cambridge St., West End  

and the instructors and friends who have offered their homes. IMPORTANT NOTES: 
YOU MUST CONTACT INSTRUCTOR BEFORE ATTENDING ANY CLASS FOR THE FIRST 
TIME.   DATES LISTED AT START OF LISTINGS ARE STARTING DATES OF 
COURSES. Continuing MEANS THAT THE COURSE IS CARRIED OVER FROM 
THE LAST TERM. YOU MUST STILL CAUL INSTRUCTORS BEFORE 
ATTTNDING A Continuing COURSE FOR THE FIRST TIME. TBA  MEANS THAT 
DAY,  TIME, ETC., WILL BE ARRANGED WITH INSTRUCTOR   &   
INTERESTED   STUDENTS.   CALL   INSTRUCTOR!   THERE   ARE ALWAYS 
UNAVOIDABLE CHANGES! 

The Free School, where it can, finds space in the community for its t-eachers to hold 
classes. If it can’t, teachers and students find their own space. The catalog actually serves 
as the only administrative tool for letting students know when and where classes will 
meet. Instructors list an address and/or phone number where students can reach them. 
After that, it’s up to them to decide where and when to meet. The following course 
entries show what kind of information instructors give to students: 

BICYCLE CLINIC 

TUES.  6-7:30 PM 

Hill House 

Continuing. How to maintain your own bicycle, i.e., fixing flats, adjusting gears, etc. 
Lv. ms. for George Berry at XXX-XXXX. Will take place in the game room, ist floor. 
Bring your bike for small repairs. 

CREATIVE WRITING 

THUR.  7-9 PM 

Hill House, 1st fl., Sr. Lounge 

Continuing. Newcomers welcome. Writing as a creative medium with emphasis on 
problems of communication & social change. This includes fiction. The use of 
photography & investigative journalism as a focal point. Instructor, Frank Anthony, 
XXX-XXXX, days. 

 

BASIC ELECTRONICS Continuing. Newcomers welcome. A course 
MON. 5:30 PM for people who have little or no experience in 



Hill House electronics, but are interested in kit-building, repair, & understanding basic 
principles. Some experiments. Class leader, Peter Griffin, XXX-XXXX. 

Here is a list of all courses offered in the Summer ’74 session: Life Drawing; Bicycle 
Clinic; Creative Writing; Modern Poetry Forum; Basic Electronics; Exploring Our 
Sexuality; Portuguese; Dynamics of Human Communication; Spanish; Hatha Yoga; 
Sensitivity Training; Conversational Russian II; Creative Movement; Beethoven; Topics 
in Western Philosophy; Welfare Advocacy Training; Are You Considering Suicide?; 
Getting Thought Together; Yoga; Living Foods: Indoor Gardening, Organic Nutrition; 
Lecture: Survival into the 2 1st Century; Zone Therapy; Kundalini Yoga; Poetry Read-In, 
Rap-In; Poetry Workshop; Tiddly-winks; Novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald; General 
Mathematics, with Application; Physics Related to Life Sciences; Industrial Design; 
Reading Improvement; Jobs, Work, and Identity; Music; Iran: People, Arts, and Land; 
Acupressure and Swedish Massage; Woodwork; Individualism & Parenthood; Ecology: 
Interrelationships on Our Earth; Recycling and Materials Composition; Alternate Sources 
of Energy; A Study of the Belle Isle Salt Marsh. 

Over the years people have offered more craft or dance/movement/yoga or 
encounter/discussion/sensitivity courses than such S-chool-type courses as languages, 
math, etc. But there is always a varied and interesting mixture. These courses are about 
the kinds of things that people in this area are interested in. Other areas of the country, or 
even the city, with different interests, might have very different offerings. 

The school guesses—since it keeps no records on its students, it can only guess—that 
in its first four years, about two thousand people took its courses. In any one session, 
three or four hundred people may be involved. At first, almost all the students and 
teachers seemed to be people who had been to college or even graduate school and were 
doing more or less academic or artistic work. But as time has gone by and the school has 
become better known, some people have offered or attended courses who didn’t have 
much schooling and ordinarily would have little to do with any place that called itself a 
“school. 

In many respects, the Free School is like more traditional centers of adult education, of 
which we have one in Boston and one in Cambridge, or like some of the Free 
Universities that students organized in the last ten years or so on many of our college 
campuses. There are, though, some important differences, one of which may make the 
Beacon Hill Free School a much easier model for others to copy. As Jane Lichtman 
wrote, in her National Directory of Free U’s, “The Beacon Hill Free School has the least 
administrative structure and the most diversity. . . . For all its simplicity it operates 
beautifully.” 

It does, and mostly because it is simple. It has no building, and hence does not have to 
worry about paying for it, or keeping it up, or losing it. Since it charges no money, it does 
not need to guarantee anything to its students, and hence does not have to worry about the 
credentials or even the competence of its teachers. Since students don’t pay, and teachers 
aren’t paid, the school does not have to keep elaborate books, records of money received, 
and so on. It has almost no budget; its only expense is the quarterly catalog, which is very 
inexpensively produced and printed. Copies of the catalog are shown and distributed in 
many parts of the neighborhood, but anyone who wants one has only to write in, sending 
a self-addressed, stamped envelope. All told, the school probably spends less than $ 100 a 



year. Since at any time there are well over two hundred people making use of it, we could 
say that its per-pupil cost was less than fifty cents a year! This compares remarkably well 
with the $600 + per pupil per year that our public S-chools spend (about $1700 in 
Boston). Granted, its students use the Beacon Hill Free School for only an hour or so a 
week, instead of the thirty to thirty-five hours a week that most children spend in school. 
But on the same per-hour basis, the S-chools would spend less than $20 per student per 
year. This is certainly a resource for human growth and learning that poor communities, 
or poor nations, would do well to study and imitate. 

Another important difference between the BHFS and most of the campus-based Free 
Universities I have heard of is that it is not built around a political ideology. This has 
given it a broader base in the community, and drawn in, as teachers and students, people 
who might feel threatened or angered by much of what they might see in a campus Free 
University catalog, i.e., much writing about “revolution,” “the oppressed.” “Capitalism,” 
along with pictures of clenched fists, bearded guerrillas, and Mao. Also, these campus-
based s-chools are very vulnerable. The students who care about them and put work into 
them eventually graduate and leave, often without having found successors. Also, they 
depend for their facilities on the university, which will cut them down if they become too 
radical—or too popular. 

It is worth noting that the BHFS, small as it is, already has trouble finding space for its 
courses. Most of the people in the area, at least those who use the school, live in small 
apartments, too small for many of the kinds of classes or activities they want to offer. 
Institutions in the area, especially churches, have been generous with space, but they 
don’t have much, and they need some for their own programs. This lack of meeting space 
makes some kinds of activities difficult or impossible—such as, perhaps, a neighborhood 
chorus or musical group. Even if many more people wanted to take part in the school, as 
teachers or students, the school could hardly find a place for them. And yet, only a few 
blocks up the hill, there is a public S-chool building, full of rooms that would be ideal for 
these purposes. But, like almost all public S-chool buildings, outside of school hours this 
one is tightly locked. We need to find ways, as people have in a few communities, to 
make these buildings, often expensive and lavishly equipped, available for all people to 
use. 

Another very important resource for do-ers, and a model which has already been 
copied in forty or more communities, is The Learning Exchange, in Evanston, Illinois, a 
small suburban city just north of Chicago. The Exchange was started in May 1971 by 
Dennis Detzel and Robert Lewis, then graduate students at Northwestern University. The 
idea for The Exchange grew out of conversations Detzel had with Ivan Illich and others 
at CIDOC in Mexico, and follows very closely one of the proposals in Illich’s book 
Deschooling Society. The founding group believed, as they say in their 1974 catalog, that 
there were a great many people in greater Chicago with skills, talents, and knowledge to 
share. Craftsmen, professionals, laborers, housewives, retired people, students—virtually 
every member of society could teach something to someone else. We also believed that 
many places could serve as “classrooms”—people’s homes, offices, libraries, community 
centers, churches, and parks, Even a telephone could serve as a “meeting place”—people 
could answer questions about a subject or have discussions over the phone. . . . To fill 
this need, we set out to design a service that was simple to use and available to anyone in 
metropolitan Chicago who wanted to teach, learn, or share their interests. The 



organization would have no entrance requirements, and degrees or certificates would not 
be issued or required of people wishing to teach through the service. 

The Exchange works like this. A person phones or writes if he (i) wants to learn or 
find out something, (2) has some knowledge or skill that he would like to teach others, or 
(3) wants to meet other people who share a particular interest. His name, address, phone, 
field of interest, and what he wants to do (i.e., learn, teach, share interests) go on a card 
and into a file—or fairly soon, if The Exchange keeps growing as it has, into a computer.’ 
Also, his field of interest is added to The Exchange’s list of interests. If The Exchange 
has in its files names of other people who want to teach, or learn, or share whatever this 
caller is interested in, he is given this information. It is then up to him to get in touch with 
the others, and decide with them if, how, when, where, and on what basis they want to get 
together. If The Exchange knows of no people who want to teach, etc., what this caller is 
interested in, they put his name on file. If, later, others call in who can teach what he 
wants to learn, The Exchange will tell him about them. As the catalog says, “The 
Learning Exchange is a way to do what you want, where you want, when you want, for as 
long as you want, with people you like.” Or, at least, like well enough to want to go on 
meeting with them. 

The Exchange began its work in a borrowed office, with a borrowed phone, a small 
file box and some 3x5 cards, and $25 from Northwestern University. Six months and $27 
later it had built up a file of two hundred and ninety topics. By the end of 1973 The 
Exchange had its own office, a staff of four, and the names of fifteen thousand persons 
interested in two thousand topics. The topics are listed in their 1974 catalog, They make 
interesting reading, and say something about the extraordinary range of human  
experience and interests. Also, that there is no way in which a conventional S-chool, with 
its buildings, departments, paid and credentialed staff, could deal with more than a tiny 
part of this wealth of human knowledge or satisfy more than a tiny part of this human 
curiosity. Here are the first twenty topics listed under “A”: 

A.C.T. Test 

Abortion—Pro & Con 

Abstracting 

Accordion 

Accounting 

Acrobatics 

Acting 

Acupuncture 

Adler, Alfred 

Adlerian Lecture Series. Speakers 

Adlerian Life Style & Interpretation 

Adoption, Single Parenthood 

Adult Education 

Adventures in Attitudes 



Advertising 

Advertising Agency Management 

Aerialist 

Africa 

African Culture 

African Culture & Art 

A steelworker named Mike LaVelle (see Studs TerkeFs Working) writes a regular 
column for the Chicago Tribune. The following quote, from his November 28, 1972, 
column, shows us something of how The Exchange works in practice: 

The old man, a retired welder, is teaching a group of teenagers how to weld. He 
becomes exuberantly young in these new uses of his age and knowledge, and they 
become just a bit older and wiser in the discovery of new muscles and the magic of their 
own hands. 

A middle-aged computer programmer living in a Mexican neighborhood learns 
Spanish from a young Mexican-American high school dropout, and, in exchange, teaches 
the dropout computer programming. 

A 14-year-old girl who loves to play the violin teaches it to a 2 3-year-old college 
professor and a 33-year-old housewife and the sounds of these enchanting strings she 
loves are tripled. 

Teaching? Learning? Sure, but more than that goes on at The Learning Exchange in 
Evanston. Like or want to learn poetry? Meet a poet. Writing? Meet a writer. Carpentry? 
Meet a carpenter. Electricity? Meet an electrician. That’s what The Learning Exchange is 
all about. 

A working thesis of The Exchange goes something like this: What you don’t know 
you can learn and what you know you can teach. This teaching and learning can be done 
without the tuition of programmed institutions and the degrees they dispense. It’s all up 
to you, your life, your experience; in essence, it’s your cumulative knowledge. You are a 
living university whether you work with your head or your hands. 

There are no ego trippers at The Learning Exchange—a Ph.D. means as little or as 
much as a welder’s torch, a carpenter’s saw, a housewife’s skillet, or an assembly line 
worker’s hands. Male, female, black, white, old, young, collegiate, hardhat—you are 
what The Learning Exchange is all about. 

The February 1973 progress report of The Exchange tells us some other things that 
happened, including the following: 

A Chinese woman is improving her English and learning business economics through 
The Learning Exchange. She is also teaching Chinese to three people. 

A low-budgeted Catholic grammar school in a small Chicago suburb wanted to 
broaden their curriculum to include photography. The Learning Exchange found them a 
student photographer who later taught a four-week course on the basics of photography. 

A 78-year-old woman in a nursing home taught German to a college student and also 
met several people who shared her interest in German classics. She registered to 



proofread theses and dissertations for graduate students, but has not had any marches thus 
far. 

An insurance investigator with a Ph.D. in philosophy used The Learning Exchange to 
keep alive his interest in Philosophy & taught a small class on Ethics & Values in his 
home. 

A blind woman was helped toward her college degree because of music theory 
tutoring she obtained through The Learning Exchange. She also taught Braille to an older 
man who was losing his sight. 

A 25-year-old community worker in the Uptown Area noticed that many unemployed 
youths were interested in auto mechanics. The Learning Exchange helped him find 
another mechanic to assist him in starting an auto mechanics workshop and referred 
several students to them. The Learning Exchange also helped them find a heated garage 
and is currently assisting them in obtaining a small grant for an extra set of tools. 

A college student was having some difficulty grasping some of the theories presented 
in her psychology class. From The Learning Exchange she obtained the name and phone 
number of a person who indicated he was well-read in psychology. She had a 45-minute 
telephone conversation with him that helped her get through her course. 

I have the Fall 1974 catalog of The Learning Exchange in De Kalb, Illinois. I don’t 
know when it started- probably a year or more after the one in Evanston. Its catalog lists 
about 450 topics of interest. The mix is very much like that of The Exchange in Evanston. 
Under “Music” alone there are 43 instruments or musical activities. What a wealth of 
human resources and human potential we have in our society, and how little of it is used 
and satisfied! 

All of these learning exchanges share a problem. Success may kill them. When small, 
they can use borrowed offices and phones and volunteer help and so work for almost no 
money. As they grow bigger, and reach and serve more people, they begin to need their 
own space, and some full-time help; their costs per person served become greater rather 
than less, and they need a lot more money. The Exchange in Evanston believes, as I tend 
to, that the cost of this kind of service should, if possible, be borne by the people who use 
it. This makes the exchange more secure; politicians or foundation officers can’t bring it 
to a stop by deciding to cut its budget. Also, it tends to make it more responsible. With 
this in mind, The Learning Exchange in Evanston is now sending to all people calling for 
the first time a one-page description of its work and a membership form. To be a member 
costs $15 for one year, $25 for two years, $30 for three years. Members receive a card, a 
quarterly newspaper about new offerings and developments, a copy of the annual catalog, 
and a special “Members Only” phone number to ensure faster service. There is also a $5-
per-year Limited Income membership for senior citizens and other low-income persons, 
which carries the same privileges. The membership form also says that one does not have 
to be a member of The Exchange to use its listing and referral services. As I write, The 
Exchange tells me it is getting about half its expenses paid from memberships; whether 
this figure will rise, hold steady, or fall, time will tell. But such a process may make it 
very difficult to make these exchanges self-supporting in places where they are most 
needed, among poor people who have least access to S-chools and other expensive 
sources of information. Why should not these exchanges, or the people making use of 
them, get a part of the 9x1+ billion dollars a year spent, most of it badly, by the S-chools? 



 

5. More Resources for Do-ers 

 

Libraries -Resource Centers for Do-ers 

A very good model for resources for do-ers is the public library. Unlike S-chools, it 
does not say we must use it, or that bad things will happen to us if we don’t or wonderful 
things if we do. It is simply there, for us to use if, when, and how we want. If we want to 
use it, it does not test us at the door to see if we are smart enough, or claim it is better 
than other libraries because only the smartest are let in. It does not tell us what to do once 
we are in. It does not test, grade, rank, or keep files on us. 

Right now the number of things that libraries can help us do is fairly limited. This is 
partly because libraries don’t have enough money—though they serve all the people of a 
community, they have only a tiny fraction of the money given to S-chools, who serve 
only a few. Also, until recently most librarians took a rather traditional and limited view 
of their work. Libraries were a place to store books and other written records. They were 
an adjunct to S-chools, a place where people, mostly T-eachers and students, could go to 
look things up. Most people, having learned to dislike the things (including reading) they 
were made to do in S-chools don’t do them any more after they leave school, and so don’t 
use the library. But this is beginning to change. Libraries are doing more than they used 
to, and some librarians are beginning to say that there are many more things that they 
could and should do. 

One such librarian, Murray L. Bob, director of the Chau-tauqua-Cattaraugus Library 
System in Jamestown, N.Y., not long ago sent me a copy of an article he had written 
called “New Directions for Public Libraries.” In it he proposes, among other things, that 
there should be a library outlet, a deposit station, and book-mail service in every state, 
county, and city residential institution, on every Indian reservation, in every migrant 
camp, and so on; that the library should collect, store, catalogue, and make available all 
kinds of audio-visual materials, such as tapes, records, films, slide films, film loops, 
videotapes, and the like; that libraries should put branches where people work—
something already being done in parts of Scandinavia; that libraries can and should “help 
increase the commerce in ideas by ... freely lending or allowing to be used in the library, 
at no cost, small printing presses, cameras for filming, tape recorders for recording—
duplicators of all kinds for duplicating of all kinds.” He goes on to say: 

I am not talking of duplication which infringes on copyright— duplication of what is 
already published. I am talking about the duplication of works of “Mute Miltons”; of 
making the presses available at no cost to organizations and individuals of every kind. 
The right of free speech means very little if people outside of immediate earshot can’t 
hear, read, view, that speech. The means to disseminate and to decentralize opinion is one 
of the overriding needs in our monopolized mass media culture. 

I could not agree more strongly. We have learned or been taught to think that Freedom 
of the Press means the right of multimillionaire owners of newspapers or radio or TV 
stations to print and say whatever they like. Even this right is well worth defending, as 
the Nixon affair showed us. But that isn’t what Freedom of the Press was first supposed 



to mean. It meant freedom to run a press that is, to print and spread out one’s own ideas. 
Murray Bob goes on to say, in part: 

In the same measure as the federal government is withdrawing support from public 
libraries, it is providing support to arts institutions. Q.E.D. let libraries become arts 
institutions. . . . 

In rural areas and in small towns of, say, under 30,000 (not graced by the presence of a 
college) or in new suburbs, there is virtually no way to support a multiplicity of cultural 
institutions. . . . Therefore, a single house of culture might indeed make sense. The 
libraries with their tradition of tax support are the logical recipients of additional public 
funds for additional cultural purposes. ... Of course, if the library is going to maintain an 
arts gallery and performing arts auditorium, it has to be staffed not only by librarians, but 
by curator “impresario” types. 

Finally, he proposes, very sensibly, that libraries be the centers for the kinds of 
learning exchanges about which I have already written. 

We could extend even further than Murray Bob the list of what a library keeps and 
lends, and the things which it does, or helps people to do. In Freedom and Beyond I 
suggested that libraries should make available not just books and a few audio-visual 
materials, but musical instruments, music-practice rooms for both individuals and groups, 
and the equipment needed to do a wide range of arts and crafts. Many more people might 
do these things if they had convenient and inexpensive places to do them. Most people 
haven’t space where they live to practice musical instruments, or to paint, or make things 
out of wood or metal, or work in ceramics, let alone the money to buy the needed 
equipment. In very large cities there may be a few places where, usually for a fee, these 
things can be done. But they are too far from where most people live, and cost too much, 
for many people to be able to use them. Smaller towns or suburbs have no such resources 
at all. Small wonder so many people are forced into the passive amusement of watching 
TV. There is very little else for them to do. 

Libraries might also keep and lend toys, games, elementary scientific equipment, 
chemistry and electronic kits, sports equipment, skates, rackets, and so on. Children of 
middle-class or rich parents learn a lot through their toys and games. Poorer kids have 
few or none of these. Most well-off kids have more toys than they need; their closets 
bulge with stuff they never use. Why not have in libraries a place .where this could be 
collected and lent out, along with the stuff the libraries bought themselves? So many 
things are wasted in our modern societies. Why not expand libraries into places where 
these things are kept and used? And why not have libraries keep and lend not only tools 
for arts and crafts, but tools people use to repair or build their own dwellings, or furniture 
or cars, or appliances, or other things they use? Who would do the work? We have 
millions of people (many of them teachers) looking for work, and this work, unlike much 
of the work people do, would not use up energy or raw materials, would not pollute, and 
would be well worth doing. Where would we find the space? We already have it, in all 
those S-chool buildings we built at such expense. In one S-chool of about five hundred 
students, in a city of half a million, I saw more tools and equipment for arts and crafts 
than were available to the entire adult population of the city. In another, even smaller 
city, the lab S-chool of a college of education was almost as well and lavishly equipped. 
Why should this stuff not be available to any people, young or old, in or out of S-chool, 



who wanted to use it? A friend writes, from a small town, that the S-chools in his area are 
terrible, and that his kids and alt the kids he knows hate them and would like to get out of 
them. But, he asks, where else in this community are these kids going to have access to a 
$50,000 shop, or musical instruments, or athletic facilities? As things stand, nowhere. But 
why should kids have to go full time to a S-chool just to be able to use the S-chool shop? 
Why shouldn’t they be able to go to the S-chool only when they want to use the shop? 
And why shouldn’t adults be able to use it, as well? The whole public paid for these 
facilities, with tax money, and the whole public should be able to use them. 

Here is another project for libraries, and one very close to their traditional task. In 
Freedom and Beyond I proposed a reading program which for little or no money might 
help children, above all poor children, read better than they do. Let me insist here that 
reading better is not going to make most poor kids rich, or even richer. Poverty is not a 
reading problem and better reading won’t solve it, and it is a cruel lie to pretend that it 
could or will. But even if it doesn’t bring success and money, reading is worth doing for 
the immediate understanding and pleasure it can bring. 

I proposed that we have what we might call “reading guides.” They would be 
volunteers. College or high school students, or even younger children, if they could read, 
could be reading guides; or housewives, or older and retired people; or librarians; or 
parking-lot attendants; or anyone else who in his daily life might come into contact with 
children or other nonreaders. The guides would wear some kind of identifying armband, 
hat, button, etc., so that people wanting information could easily spot them. The under-
standing would be that when a guide was wearing his sign, anyone who wanted could ask 
either one of two kinds of questions. He could show him a written word and ask, “What 
does this say?” and the guide would tell him. Or he could say to the guide, “How do you 
write such and such a word?” and the guide would write it for him. Nothing else; that’s 
all the guide would have to do. 

It should cost almost nothing to get such a program going. What about testing the 
guides? No need for it. There is no reason why a guide should be able to read or write 
every word he might be asked. Most of the words he will be asked will be fairly easy, 
anyway. If he is asked a word he doesn’t know, he can say, “I don’t know that one, you’ll 
have to ask another guide.” A school, a church, a group of parents, or students themselves 
could start such a program. So far, no one that I know of has taken up my suggestion to 
start such a program. Perhaps in time, as S-chool reading programs continue to cost more 
and fail worse, someone will. If they do, such a program will need a base, a place where 
people, could hear about it, find out how to take part in it, get whatever badge or button 
or ribbon they needed, perhaps discuss the work of the program, how they could improve 
it and reach more people with it. A library, or branch library, would be a natural place to 
do this. 

Murray Bob talked, as surely many library people do, about having more branch 
libraries. This is a good idea, but we need more than branch libraries if we are to put at 
least some reading matter close to most of our low-income and poor people. Even the 
smallest branch libraries, as we now understand them, are too expensive to scatter thickly 
throughout a city. What we need, and most of all in the crowded areas where most poor 
people live, are what we have not had, mini-libraries, stocked with newspapers, 
magazines, and paperback books, but-without the expensive reference materials and 



elaborate files of more formal libraries. These could be in very small spaces—in a 
storefront, in the basement of a church. Perhaps we could put them in the back of old 
trucks or buses, and have them go on a regular schedule from block to block through a 
neighborhood. Thus people would know that on certain days of the week or month the 
mini-library would be right on their block, easy for them and their children to use. 

There have been for some time such mobile libraries, usually called bookmobiles. But 
these are usually so elaborate and expensive that no library system could afford to spread 
them thickly throughout a city. Some bookmobiles I have asked about cost more than $ 
15,000. The job can be done for much less. A few years ago a resourceful and 
imaginative woman I know, Darlene Ertha, living in a rural area where there were very 
few libraries, and so where most people had little available to read, decided to do 
something about it. She was given an old school bus (it would have cost about $800 to 
buy). For another $500 or so, she made needed mechanical repairs. Then, with about 
$100 worth of materials, and doing most of the work herself or with friends, she took out 
the seats and fitted out the bus as a combination library and paperback bookstore. She 
called the bus The Bookworm, and down both sides of the bus painted a large green 
worm, whose eye was the bus headlight. For several years, until she moved away, she 
drove this bookworm, on a regular schedule, to a number of the villages in the area. 

Once we get past the idea that everything has to be brand new and specially built, we 
could do something like this, for not much money, on a very large scale, both in the 
country and in the cities. There are plenty of old trucks and buses around that could be 
converted. As I write, the Post Office in Boston is announcing a sale of its old trucks; 
many of these would be ideal for mini-libraries. Many people could do the work and 
would like to do it. Again, such programs are not going to make many poor people richer, 
or even give them jobs. But they might make their lives more interesting, might even 
given them ideas for other kinds of cooperative action that would make their 
communities and neighborhoods better to live in. 

Perhaps the most exciting of the ideas that Murray Bob wrote about is the idea of a 
popular press. This is an idea I have been thinking about and, in a small way, doing, for 
some time. In my office we have for some years now been reprinting, often in reduced 
size, and sending out, free or at cost, large numbers of articles about education and other 
things that we thought people might find useful. Of one piece, we have sent out more 
than 50,000 copies. We use commercial printers for this. Here technology, for a change, 
has made some machines that ordinary people can use for their own purposes. A 
commercial copy and printing place just down the street, of a kind fairly common in 
cities, has among other things a copying machine that will in one operation copy a text 
and reduce it in size, 15, 23, or 35 percent. This puts publishing within the reach of a 
great many people. Look at these figures. An 8.5 x 11 sheet of paper, well filled, can hold 
a little over a thousand words of typed text. With this machine, we can reduce it in size 
enough to more than double the words we can put on a page. To do it costs, for 10 copies, 
7.4 cents a sheet; for 100 copies, 2.64 cents a sheet; for 1000 copies, 1.6 cents a sheet. On 
both sides of one sheet we can get about four thousand words, as long as most magazine 
articles, at a cost of from 15cents down to 4cents a copy, depending on how many we 
want. On both sides of twenty sheets we can get eighty thousand words, as long as a good 
sized book, for between 8otf and $3.00. Today even the cheapest paperback book costs 
more than 80 cents and most cost much more. This means that people with something to 



say can, even using a commercial printer, publish their own books for the price, or less 
than the price, of a paperback. It won’t look very elegant, and they must then find a way 
to get it into the hands of readers, but that is a problem which they can probably find 
many ways to solve. 

Some such service might be made available in libraries, for people to use free. They 
might also have some electric typewriters or composing machines, on which people could 
make up their original copy. The commercial publishers would aim, as they do now, at a 
larger market. Perhaps now and then a writer, having published his own article or book, 
might persuade a commercial publisher to publish it, if he could show that many people 
had already bought it. 

Such a free press might in time be very useful to poor or low-income communities. 
These communities are on the whole shut out of the mass print media, and are not large 
or rich enough to support a commercial press of their own. Hence they have no voice 
with which to speak to each other or the world outside. This helps make and keep them 
isolated, fragmented, and politically weak. If they had ways to speak to each other about 
their common concerns, and make these known to people outside, they might be much 
more unified in spirit, and politically and economically more effective. Also, people in 
these communities often rightly complain that their children in school have to use texts 
that speak of “a Dick-and-Jane, middle-class, Anglo-Saxon, suburban life and -culture 
that none of the children know. With access to a popular free press, people in these 
communities could, with their children, write many texts for their schools, or simply 
books to use outside of schools, that their children would find meaningful, interesting, 
and useful. Some of these texts might at first not be much good. In that case, the people 
using them could stop using them, and could tell the writers of these texts what was 
wrong with them, and how they had to be changed to make them more useful. Once 
people grasped the idea that anyone could write down his thoughts for other people to 
read, it might make great changes in modern society. And such a popular press would do 
more to increase people’s interest in reading and writing than any number of S-chool 
courses. 

 

Other Resources 

Many commercial publications are to a greater or lesser degree a resource for do-ers. 
The classified ad section of newspapers is one example. Magazines such as Popular 
Science, Popular Mechanics, etc. have for years had do-it-yourself sections, about how to 
fix a car, or build toys or furniture or boats, or remodel a house. Cookbooks are, or can 
be, a resource for do-ers. A number of companies publish a whole series of manuals on 
how to make or fix things. The Rodale press, in its magazine Organic Gardening and in 
many books, has helped people raise more and better food in their gardens. To these 
examples we could easily add a great many others. 

The last ten years or so have been hard ones for magazines. Many large and famous 
ones—Collier’s, Life, Look, and others—have folded; others are struggling to hang on. 
But in these years there have been some outstanding successes. Two of these I want to 
mention here, because they were meant to be, and are, resources for do-ers. The first is, 
of course, the Whole Earth Catalog, which must by now be well known to a large part of 
the English-speaking world. Newer and smaller, but also growing very rapidly, is Mother 



Earth News. Both are written by and for a large and various group of people, mostly 
under forty, who are trying to discover, perfect, and perhaps spread new ways of living 
and working in a civilization that seems to them (and to me) to be falling apart and 
destroying itself. What was perhaps most radical and new about these magazines was that 
they broke down the usual barrier between, on the one hand, the Writers and Experts, and 
on the other, the Readers. In these publications the readers were the writers. They were 
not one small group of insiders talking to another larger group of outsiders, but people 
sharing with each other ideas, information, as the Whole Earth Catalog puts it, “access to 
tools,” which might help them make for themselves the new kinds of life and work they 
wanted. Conventional magazines had for some time been trying to change people’s 
opinions and politics. These two were among the first concerned with helping them 
change their lives, and above all, helping them not by telling them what to do, but by 
putting them in touch with each other. They were and are good examples of what Illich 
has called a network, a kind of Learning Exchange in print. They were unconventional in 
some other ways; they used very cheap paper, they packed a lot of words and information 
on a page, and they used inexpensive and in the case of Whole Earth very unconventional 
kinds of layout and format. Also, they were supported by their readers, not by advertisers; 
Mother Earth News carries a very small amount of advertising and Whole Earth Catalog 

none at all. 

Using the model of the Whole Earth Catalog, people in many cities have published 
directories in which people with not much money and perhaps unconventional ways of 
living and working might find tools and resources they needed. In Boston, much of this 
information can now be found in two newspapers, somewhat radical, somewhat 
muckraking, in any case aimed mostly at young people, the Phoenix and the Real Paper, 
though the more established and conventional daily Boston Globe also supplies some of 
this information. Other descendents of the Whole Earth can be found here and there in the 
commercial press. MS, the (or at least a) magazine of the women’s movement, though not 
at all like Whole Earth or Mother Earth in format, or their interest in going back to the 
land, is like them in this respect: it is a resource, and an information exchange, for 
women who are trying both to break free of old patterns of living in a society largely 
controlled by men, and to gain legal, social, and personal equality. 

The latest (#36) issue of Mother Earth News tells of the work of the Institute for Local 
Self Reliance, a nonprofit, tax-deductible foundation to help establish economically self-
sustaining and ecologically sound urban communities, ruled by the individuals and 
families who live in them. The ILSR’s work has—so far—included experiments with 
new ways to produce, process, and distribute food, to recycle waste, and to use solar 
energy, in inner-city neighborhoods. Much of this work is going on right now in the 
Adams-Morgan area of Washington, D.C. For more information see Mother 

Earth News, or write ILSR (send self-addressed, stamped envelope) at 1717 18th St., 
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20009. 

In India there is now growing, and with little or no help or cooperation from the big 
institutions of government and the universities, an information exchange network, in 
which very ordinary, poor, and in some cases illiterate farmers and villagers can share 
ideas about better ways of growing food, building shelters, getting water, and in general 
solving the day-to-day problems of their lives. Since many of the people in this network 



cannot read, the materials they send each other show with very clear and easy-to-
understand line drawings what they also write about with words. 

In the U.S., and probably in other countries, people are finding new ways, outside the 
commercial and money economy, to share their skills and meet their needs. In many 
cities there are food buying cooperatives, whose members are able to save 20 or 30 
percent on their food. There are also cooperative garages, where people can go to fix their 
own cars, using the tools of the garage and perhaps getting some advice and help when 
they need it. The Women’s Movement has set up a number of health centers, where 
women can get and share information about medical and health needs not well met, or 
met at all, by a medical profession dominated by men. In Cambridge, Mass., there is a 
shop called Frameworks, where people can go to frame their own prints and pictures, use 
the tools of the shop, and the help of professionals if they need it. 

Since housing, or rather shelter, is one of the greatest unmet human needs in most 
modern countries, rich or poor, one of the most exciting resources for do-ers I know of is 
Shelter Institute (72 Front St., Bath, Maine 04530), where people can go to find out, in 
theory and practice, how to build their own homes—or barns, garages, etc. The Institute 
has a library and bookstore, with books on all aspects of home construction. More 
important, it offers two courses to would-be builders, a basic course of forty-five hours 
over three weeks, a shorter design workshop, and a-chance to get some practical 
experience working on a house that someone is already building. Their bulletin describes 
the basic course and design workshop as follows: 

BASIC COURSE: 45 hours. No prior knowledge expected, Enrollment limited for 
individual attention. This course teaches engineering and physics of building materials, 
soil climate, and solar effects so that the student can make original designs which will 
meet his needs and take most advantage of natural surroundings. Focus on long range 
perspective to assure long range success: is a flush toilet appropriate if the water table is 
falling? Will your income rise proportionately with the cost of oil, or will a solar-wood 
heat design better provide long-term security? All common framing, wiring, and 
plumbing methods are studied as well as alternatives to free the student from 
standardized, restricting and expensive commercial practices. Codes are carefully 
considered. All mathematics, such as use of fiber stress values to determine bending 
moments for proper load resistance calculations, are presented in a step by step order. 
Course structure follows the building sequence from site selection and road building 
through water and utility source, psychology of design, the various house systems to 
leach field and alternative waste systems. $200, $300 per couple. 

DESIGN WORKSHOP: Ordinarily but not necessarily taken after the basic course. Its 
purpose is the support and guidance of the student through the evolution of his shelter 
design. The one-time fee permits unlimited attendance at once/week design sessions. 
Seminar format will be: i) student presentation of design progress for discussion by the 
group, 2) raising of specific problems for suggestions from the group, 3) presentation of 
ideas of general interest such as how to build a sauna, portable pig shelter, etc. At the end 
of seminar attendance the student should have developed blueprints, a scale model and 
building cost estimate, Participating, in addition to the Tute staff will be guest architects, 
materials men, bankers and other  professionals. Weekly, no time limit. $100/house. 



By such means it may soon be possible for many people who cannot now afford 
commercially produced housing either to build, or rebuild and upgrade, their own.1 Not 
just in the country and suburbs, either; in time, by such means, the people who live in our 
central cities may be able to make for themselves the decent housing that society, 
industry, and government have never been able to make, and probably never will be able 
to make for them. 

 

6. Sports Resources 

Some of the resources we need are in the area of sports. We humans are active, 
playful, game-loving creatures. In games and sports we find many of our peak 
experiences, moments or hours of great excitement, aliveness, exaltation. More amateur 
and informal sports would help many people live happier lives. 

Much has been said about running making us more fit. But it can also be a great 
pleasure, and a great relaxer, an aid to thought and meditation. Many more people might 
run and enjoy running if they could find places to do it. Some city parks have walking 
and running paths and trails. In Boston, along the edge of the Charles River, one can run 
three miles or more. A few people can run on a nearby school track. But most people 
don’t have a good place to run. If they try to run in a city they will be stopped constantly 
by lights and traffic. In some areas they may worry about their safety. In the suburbs, 
where there are few sidewalks, they must watch out for cars, not to say dogs. In most 
places they may worry about looking like a fool, which is enough to stop most people. 
They need more running tracks, both indoors and out, and running paths, wherever room 
can be found for them. 

Bicycling is another good exercise, and a good way of getting around in or near cities. 
For several years in Boston we had commuter races between bicyclists and people who 
regularly drove their cars into the city. Bicyclist and car owner would meet at the latter’s 
house, and leave together for the city, meeting again at the door of the car owner’s office. 
In almost all such contests, the bicyclists won. But bike riding is often difficult and 
dangerous in this country. Few automobile drivers are careful of cyclists and give them a 
little room; many treat them as if they had no right to be on the road, and some even 
deliberately try to run them off the road. In Denmark, at the edge of many auto roads is a 
small road or path, three to six feet wide, especially reserved for bicycles (sometimes 
motor assisted). We need more bikeways, more bike lanes in regular streets, and laws 
which, at least on certain streets and at certain hours of the day, will give the bicycle right 
of way over cars, 

Skating, both ice and roller, is a very good exercise, and figure skating a vigorous and 
beautiful sport. For this we need many more rinks, indoors and out, some artificial, others 
simply flat spaces flooded in cold weather. In Boston the Swan Pond in the Public 
Garden freezes over quickly in cold weather, and many people skate on it. But the city 
does nothing to keep the ice in good condition, so that after a snowfall, or a few thaws 
and freezes, people can no longer skate oh it. Concrete outdoor roller-skating rinks could-
be much cheaper than ice rinks and would need little or no maintenance. 

Swimming or playing in water is another great exercise and pleasure, certainly for 
children. Many of our big cities are near the ocean, lakes, or rivers, and if we had not 



polluted them so badly, or could ever get them clean again, many people would be able to 
swim in them, as Chicagoans now swim in Lake Michigan. Meanwhile, we also need 
many more swimming pools. More Pools, Less Schools. They need not always be deep, 
elaborate, or expensive. In central Boston I know of only two pools where the general 
public may swim in winter, but in England some cities much smaller than Boston have 
one or more large public pools, often open nearly twenty-four hours a day. The city of 
Reykjavik, in Iceland, with only 100,000 people, has many public pools. 

One great summer resource in Boston is the Frog Pond, in the Boston Common. This 
is a large—perhaps two hundred feet long—kidney-shaped wading pool (without frogs), 
less than three feet deep at its deepest point, and sloping so gradually from its edges that 
even tiny infants can play safely in it. Since they have to go many steps to get into deep 
water, they cannot accidentally tumble into it. The water itself tells them how far they 
may explore in it, so they don’t need careful watching. At one end is a big fountain that 
throws a heavy circular spray of water into the air. All around are benches. On any 
summer day one can see many dozens of children, aged one to twelve or more, playing, 
splashing, shouting, in the deepest parts even swimming, while mothers or relatives sit 
around the edge and talk, knit, read the paper, and so on, not having to worry about what 
is going on in the water. It would probably not cost much to build other pools like this. 
The only equipment is the motor and pump that run the fountain. Maintenance is very 
low. We could surely have many more like this than we do. 

Fountains alone, even without pools, can be great places for people to gather, talk, and 
play. A new one in Portland, Oregon, has become a social center, bringing much life into 
the heart of the city. Many young people go to the fountain to meet friends, or to play in 
it, and many other people go there to watch them. Our Boston fountains, one in Copley 
Square, one near City Hall, are less imaginative (and less expensive), but they liven up 
what would otherwise be rather cold and ugly public spaces. This afternoon, as I write, at 
the ring-shaped fountain at the Christian Science Center development (the only lively 
thing in it), a couple of small children are running around inside the charmed circle of 
water, knowing that their fully dressed parents will not follow them in there. Perhaps next 
summer many more children will play there. 

One of the pleasant sights of Boston is the sailboats on the Charles River. Some of 
these are from college boat clubs. Most are owned by a low-cost boating club called 
Community Boating. The sailing program there, and in other parts of Boston, is described 
in an article in the “Calendar” section (a good resource) of the July 17 Barton Globe. The 
story says, in part: 

More than 9000 children and adults are sailing or learning to sail free or nearly free 
this summer at four city, Metropolitan District Commission and private nonprofit 
boathouses. The oldest and largest of these is Community Boathouse. . . . The private, 
nonprofit club is open to anyone. It has 30 staff members, 82 13-10-24^00! sailboats, five 
rowboats and four motor launches. 

... At the MDC [Metropolitan District Commission] Boat-house on the Mystic River 
or the Pleasure Bay boathouse. . . . Any resident of Massachusetts who can swim can sail 
free at both boathouses. If you can’t sail, an instructor will teach you—free. ... At 
Pleasure Bay . . . more than 900 children and adults signed up to sail in the first two 



weeks of the program. By the time it closes, a week or so before school reopens, 1400, 
people will have used its 44 boats, if it’s as popular this year as it was last year. 

You have to be 10 to sail in the MDC Mystic program on Shore Drive in Somerville. 
About half the boathouse’s 1400 users were adults last year. . . .. . , Boston children have 
been sailing free on Jamaica Pond since 1951; and since 1971, adults have been sailing 
there free, too. . . . About 600 children and 400 adults sailed free at Jamaica Pond last 
year. 

We need more such resources, and also places, as in the lakes in some city parks, or 
the Thames River above London, where people can rent or borrow sturdy rowboats, or 
tough metal or Fiberglas canoes. Many of our waterfront cities have elaborate facilities 
for those few people who can afford to buy boats. Most people have no way to get out on 
the water. 

We need many more playing fields. Soccer has become a much more popular sport in 
Boston, but as of not long ago there were only two or three full-sized and marked public 
soccer fields in the city. Not all fields need to be full-sized, or to be lined and have goals; 
soccer players, like touch-football and softball players, are used to playing in odd-shaped 
spaces and marking their own lines and goals with shirts and the like. But they need more 
space. 

People are beginning to develop a four-wall version of soccer which in time might 
become even more widely played than the original. In the four-wall game, the ball can be 
played off the wall like the puck in hockey, and thus kept in play all the time, making the 
action continuous and much faster. This form of the game needs much less space than the 
original and is even more strenuous, so that players can get all the exercise they need (or 
can stand) in a much shorter time. According to one report, even professional soccer 
players can play the four-wall game for only about three minutes at a stretch before 
needing a rest. Spaces for such games could be cheaply built; the floor and walls would 
not need to be as carefully finished as in handball or racketball courts. In any case, almost 
any four-wall court, or enclosed space, could be used for such purposes. 

As we know, basketball has become the favorite sport of most city boys. They don’t 
need entire courts; given a post or a wall with a backboard and some space around it, they 
can make up games to fit—two-on-two, three-on-three, or whatever. Any facilities there 
may be in a city neighborhood will be used all day and if lighted much of the night. But 
there are not enough, and many or most are in school yards which, for fear, of vandalism, 
are locked up outside of school hours. For very little money and space used, more 
basketball backboards would give much exercise and pleasure to many young people, 
many of whom can’t afford any other kind. Now that tennis has become so popular, we 
need many more outdoor public courts, and, to help people learn the game, backboards. 
Paddle tennis courts take up little space and can be used in any season and any weather. 
Volleyball, too, can be played in almost any kind of weather, and doesn’t take up much 
space, though it does need tall net posts and a large net. Outdoor handball courts (now 
used for racketball), and concrete rinks for roller-skate hockey, are much used around 
New York. 

As for indoor resources, we could certainly use much more space and equipment for 
.gymnastics and tumbling, which more and more people want to do, but cannot find a 
place to do. Another game that doesn’t take up much room, and from which people can 



get much excitement and exercise in as little as half an hour, is squash rackets. Squash 
courts used to be very expensive to build, but a recent article in Sports Illustrated said 
that some people have designed a court which is not only inexpensive to build, but which 
can be folded up and rolled away when not in use. Or, like the Chinese, we might play 
more table tennis; it can be played by people of any size and age, and when played well it 
can be very good exercise. 

I would put in a plug for more facilities for weight training. When I first began to do 
it, just before I went into the Navy, almost all coaches used to say that it would make 
people “muscle-bound.” By now most coaches and athletes, in almost every serious 
competitive sport, use it to build strength, flexibility, quickness, coordination, and 
condition. In this respect, it is at least as good as any exercise or sport I have ever done, 
and is also physically and mentally relaxing. It takes little space, and the weights do not 
wear out. But even in large cities it is not easy to find a place to do it. 

Finally, we need much more indoor space for people doing work in movement, yoga, 
martial arts, and every kind of dance. In most cities, even serious and well-established 
dance companies and groups have trouble finding proper space in which to work. As 
more people begin to want to do these things, they will need more space to do them in. 
Some will ask, what will all this cost? Many of the facilities I have suggested, enough for 
the active recreation of tens of thousands of people, could be built for much less than the 
cost of one of the giant domes and stadiums being built everywhere, almost always with 
public money, so that people can watch twenty to thirty professional athletes perform. In 
a society of doers, many more would be playing than watching, 

Of all such resources of which I have ever heard, by far the finest is described at 
length in a book called The Peckham Experiment, by Innes H. Pearse and Lucy H. 
Crocker (Alien and Unwin, London, 1943). The book, long out of print, but which we 
urgently need to have back in print, is about a health, sports, and recreational facility, 
organized as a club for families, which was built in 1935 in the Peckham district of 
London and ran until 1939, when the war dispersed all its families and staff and ended its 
operation. No institution that I know of expresses so well in action what I have come to 
believe about the needs of children and adults in society. To describe the center, the ideas 
behind it, its purpose, its operation, the things adults and children did there, and the ways 
in which doing these things helped them to grow, I have quoted extensively from the 
book in Appendix B. Please read it; it is at least as important as anything else in this 
book. 

 

7. Do-ers and their t-eachers 

No one can act or learn for another. The do-er must do the work himself. The task, the 
choice, the purpose must be his. But a t-eacher may be able to help in many ways. Here 
is a good statement of some of these ways, taken from a letter written by a young man to 
a mutual friend. He says, in part: 

Also took ballet lessons al] winter, which was a very high experience in a number of 
ways. 

First, I got strong very fast and, somewhat more slowly, very flexible. 



Second, finding myself doing a peculiar thing that couldn’t be justified in any sensible 
way to others or myself—finally giving up attempts at justification, just doing it. 

Third, it was the first time I had ever been in an esoteric school, i.e., an exceedingly 
formal study of a formal discipline, which cannot be explained in words (or only in 
mystical, incomprehensible French terms). 

Demonstation by the master. 

I respond with an approximation, which the master shapes to a finer and finer 
tolerance (the same exercises getting progressively harder and more demanding of 
attention as I learn how to do them). Eventually, “instructions” start coming from my 
own nervous system: I learn about the equipment and about the expectations of the 
discipline. 

The information is very rich: breaking of muscle restrictions; cultivation of 
attentiveness; the simultaneous-and-independent movement of diverse limbs (i.e., turn 
yourself into a machine); healing of injuries and previous physical trauma; balance, 
center of gravity, posture, spatial orientation; lifting, jumping, spinning. 

Well, I’ve never learned anything in this manner before. In fact, I think it is probably 
the first new thing I’ve learned in years. It draws out of me more 
interest/concentration/energy than anything except music ever did. Learning how I. learn. 

Here we see some of what the true t-eacher, the master, does for the student. He breaks 
down the large task so that whatever he may ask the student to do, the student, with 
effort, will be able to do, and from doing it will get greater powers, with which to do the 
next task. He gives a model, shows what is to be done. He may say something that will 
make it easier for the student to know and do what is to be done. He gives feedback, 
makes the student see and feel what in fact he did. He makes a correction, shows the 
student the difference between what he did and what he was supposed to do, and shows 
how to close that difference. Most important, by doing this, he tries to give the student (or 
help him make for himself) standards, criteria, a heightened awareness, a model in his 
own mind/body, from which he will in time get his own instructions, feedback, and 
correction. Thus, as he sharpens the student’s movements, he sharpens the criteria by 
which the student will later judge and correct his own movements. The true master does 
not want to make the student into a slave or puppet, but into a new master. He is not a 
behavior modifier. He does not move the student by imperceptible steps toward an end 
which only he, the master, can see. He seeks instead to give the student greater control of 
his own behavior, so that he may move himself toward his own ends—in this case, the 
end of dancing— “lifting, jumping, spinning.” 

Some may sense a contradiction between these words and criticisms I have made of 
reading (and other) T-eachers. If it is right for this master to divide the task of dancing 
into a closely controlled sequence of exercises and movements, why is it wrong for the 
reading T-eacher to do what seems to be the same? In the first place, reading, unlike 
dancing, is not a muscular act, and it is a serious mistake to treat it like one. The dance 
master must stretch and strengthen the student’s muscles so that the student may make 
the next movement, and without injury. But one cannot injure oneself with a difficult 
thought. There is a reason for the sequences in dance training. The experience of tens of 
thousands of dancers has shown that the student cannot make certain movements safely 



and well unless he can make other movements first. This is not true of reading. As no two 
children learn to speak in the same way, no two of the many children who teach 
themselves to read do that in the same way. They may learn the meaning of written words 
in any order they wish, and they very often learn “hard” words first. But there are not an 
infinite number of ways to learn to do ballet; such differences as there may be between 
one school and another, or one teacher and another, are slight. 

Also, the tasks that the dancing master gives the student make sense. The student can 
see, and feel in his body, the connection between these beginning movements and the full 
skill and art he wants to master. Indeed, the greatest dancers begin their work every day 
with the same simple movements the student is trying to learn to do. Not so for the  
T-eaching of reading. The child cannot see any connection between the things he is told 
to do, and the goal he at first wanted to reach—making sense of print. The T-eacher’s 
orders only turn him from his task and purpose. The things the T-eacher tells him to do 
are usually absurd. No skillful reader does them or ever did them. The people who read 
well do not read that way and did not learn to read that way. Methods of T-eaching 
reading have been made not out of the experience of good readers, but out of theory—
like the pet theory of a tennis coach who years ago told me to approach every ball as if 
doing a waltz, and as I did so to hum a little waltz tune to myself. 

Professor David Hawkins, in his article “What It Means To Teach,” (Teacher’s 
College Record, September 1973) said some good words about teaching. He might not 
admit the distinction that I make between t-eacher and T-eacher. But the people he talks 
about sound to me like t-eachers. He says, in part: 

I should like to begin by observing that the teacher-learner relationship is at least as 
old as our human species, and that its formal institutional framework, though much more 
recent in origin, is only a stylized and often stilted version of something which goes on 
all the time among us, especially between the older and the younger. I want to underline 
the antiquity of this honorable relationship if only to remind you of the obvious, that it is 
a key link in the chain of human history and culture, and that without it we would perish 
immediately. Also, to remind you that it is not something on which anyone has a patent. 

... A reasonable general account of the relationship is, therefore, that the teacher is one 
who acquires authority through a compact of trust [italics mine], in which the teacher 
seeks to extend the powers of the learner and promises to abridge them only transiently 
and to the end of extending them. The teacher offers the learner some kind of loan of 
himself or herself, some kind of auxiliary equipment which will enable the learner to 
make transitions and consolidations he could not otherwise have made. And if this equip-
ment is of the kind to be itself internalized, the learner not only learns, but begins, in the 
process, to be his own teacher—and that is how the loan is repaid. . . . 

“A compact of trust.” Yes—but how can there be a compact of trust when the student 
is not free to choose what he shall learn, or when, or how, or with how much and what 
kind of help? How can there be a compact of trust when the student is not free to choose 
or to change his teacher? How can there be a compact of trust when the teacher may be 
obliged (as I once was), in order to keep his job, to do things that he knows will harm the 
student, destroy his confidence and ability to learn? Or when the teacher is .obliged, if the 
student does something poorly, to tell the whole world, to put it into a record which will 
follow the student all his life? 



To return to t-eaching, the man who taught me to drive was an old man, unschooled, 
not a good driver himself, and with no other great talent or skill that I knew of. But he 
was a great teacher of driving, and ordered the task perfectly. He had seen that many 
drivers, particularly beginners, were nervous and prone to panic because they did not 
understand the relationship between engine, gears, clutch, the nature of the road, and the 
acceleration or speed of the car. He decided that before he would let me on the road I 
must master these relationships. Master them in action, that is; he probably could not 
have put them into words, and I would not have understood if he had. He drove the car up 
A little-used road on a quite steep hill, pulled it to the side, put on the hand brake, and told 
me to get in the driver’s seat and drive away, slowly, smoothly, with no jerks and no 
slipping back. He showed me once or twice how to do this; then it was my turn. After 
many hours on that hill I was eventually able to pull away smoothly every time, as often 
as he wanted. Clutch, gears, and throttle have never troubled me since; indeed, using the 
gears well is one of the things I enjoy most about driving. 

The task was ideal for still another reason. The car itself gave me the feedback and 
correction I needed. For a few times he had to say, “You gave it too much (or not 
enough) gas,” or “You let the clutch pedal out too fast.” After that I could tell from what 
the car did what I had done wrong and how I needed to change. I had the criteria I needed 
to correct my actions. He had no need to say anything, and left me to do the task without 
interference. Later, on the highway, when seeing other cars coming I began like all 
beginners to twitch the wheel this way and that, he would say in a deep slow voice, “Just 
stay on your side, and don’t pay any attention to them.” This is another task of the 
teacher, to give the student moral support until his new-found skills become automatic 
and he no longer has to think or worry about them. All in all he was a splendid teacher. 

Another time, I was the teacher. At the start of one school year I was driving with my 
friend Sam Piel, one of the students, from New York City to the Colorado Rocky 
Mountain School. On the last day of the trip he told me that he loved music and wanted 
more than anything to be able to make music, but could not, because he was tone deaf. I 
suddenly remembered that years before when I was at school, Arthur Landers, the 
musical director, had told us at a chorus rehearsal that there was no such thing as tone-
deafness, that with very rare exceptions people called tone-deaf merely had not learned to 
coordinate ear and voice, to match the sounds they heard with the sounds they were 
making, but that this was easy to learn and that anyone with a little patience could 
quickly teach it to them. One had only to play a note on the piano and ask the “tone-deaf” 
person to match it, guiding him up and down until he did. I asked Sam if he would tike to 
try it, using my voice instead of a piano. He said he would, so we began. I would sing a 
note and ask him to match it. He would sing a note; I would match his, then sing mine 
again, and tell him to come up or down to mine. When he matched it, we would sing the 
note together so that he could get used to the sound and feel of it. Then 1 would sing a 
new note and we would start again. After a while he could match any note I sang. Then I 
began having him sing the first interval of the scale, the do-re. By three hours later, when 
we arrived at school, he was able to match any note I sang, and starting with that note, to 
sing the first four notes of the diatonic scale—do-re-mi-fa. In that year in school he sang 
folk songs, in the next, sang in the chorus and took up guitar, and in the next began the 
cello, where he showed such promise that his teacher told him that if he wanted, he could 
probably be a professional musician. 



Here are all the elements of t-eaching—the task suited to the student’s strength, the 
feedback and correction, the internalizing of standards and criteria, and with all this, the 
vital element of support. It helped that we were good friends; he would probably not have 
been willing to try the experiment with someone he knew less well. The car, too, was a 
shelter, shut off from the world outside, almost from the rest of life. It was old and 
rackety; we had lived in it for four days; it had been a home. In it we might do things and 
face risks we might not dream of doing or facing anywhere else. 

 

The Nature of Feedback 

The word “feedback” is well known to people who work with electronics, computers, 
and the like. An example we all know is the thermostat. We set it at, say, sixty-five 
degrees Fahrenheit. If the room is colder than sixty-five, an electric signal goes to the 
furnace or heater saying, “Turn on” or perhaps “Send more hot air or hot water.” If the 
room is warmer than sixty-five, the thermostat sends an opposite signal. But there has to 
be a thermometer attached; the furnace can’t “know” whether to send more hot air or less 
unless it “knows” how hot the room is already. 

The feedback we use in learning physical movements and skills is much the same. The 
dancing master, the gymnastics coach, the ski instructor, or whatever, says to the student, 
“Make this motion, take this position.” The student looks at the model, and tells his own 
muscles to do the same thing. If the student is an excellent athlete, his muscles do what 
he wants, and his motion or position is very like that of the model. But many people do 
not have that control, and their motion or position is not quite the same. If they know 
exactly what their motion or position is, they may know (but may not) how to correct it. 
But if they think they are doing what the instructor told them, but in fact are doing 
something quite different, no change, correction, or improvement can take place. They 
need something to tell them what in fact they have done. 

For dancers this may sometimes be a mirror. Often that is not enough. The master will 
say, “No, you are doing this,” and will imitate the student. Then, “I want this,11 and 
another demonstration. Perhaps he will touch or move the student to show him what to 
do. The ski instructor, having no mirror (though now in some places they wisely use 
videotape), must imitate the student. Those who teach beginners to ski, or do other sports, 
find that many people are extraordinarily out of touch with their bodies, muscles, and 
limbs. When asked to bend this knee, bring this shoulder forward, the students try to do 
it, think they are doing it, but often do something quite different. The teacher must show 
them what they are doing, and what he would like them to do instead. Often they cannot 
make the needed correction, and he must bring their shoulder or knee to the proper 
position. They look at him, see his position, get the feeling of their own muscles, think, 
“When I feel like this, I look like that.” They are slowly developing a better feedback 
mechanism in their own bodies. 

An example of a bad feedback mechanism: On large ships the rudder is turned by a 
steering engine. Whoever controls the rudder does not hold something connected to it as 
the steering wheel of a car is connected to the front wheels. He can only give one of three 
orders to the steering engine: “move the rudder right,” “move it left/’ or “don’t move it.” 
So he needs something to tell him how far to the right or left it has moved. If this 



mechanism is out of order, and says that the rudder is left when in fact it is right, he will 
not be able to control that ship. 

This is the situation of people who are clumsy, unathletic, uncoordinated. They may 
send the right messages, orders, to their muscles and limbs. But their limbs and muscles 
don’t carry out the orders, but do something else instead. Worse yet, these people don’t 
know what those muscles and limbs are doing, They think they are carrying out the 
orders when they are not, like some golfers who swear they don’t move their heads when 
in fact they sway like trees in the wind. Coaches and others who try to teach other people 
muscular skills have faced for years the fact of good or bad coordination. They tend to 
think of it as a mysterious natural gift, something people have or don’t have, like blond 
hair or brown eyes, but in any case, not something a coach can do anything about. This is 
not so; there are ways to give people more awareness of their body and limbs, a better 
feedback system. Training in dance is surely one. My own experience, both as do-er and 
t-eacher, has shown that intelligent exercising with weights is another, since by working 
many different groups of muscles against strong resistance one finds out, so to speak, 
where those muscles are, what they are doing, and how they feel while doing it. 

Indeed, a friend once told me of a young woman therapist who used exercises with 
weights to improve the body control and coordination of people we used to call 
“spastics.” Such people, for whatever reason, have a very bad communication system 
with their muscles. The system is noisy; all sorts of unintended random messages go out 
over it, making muscles twitch and jerk; the intended messages often get lost in the static. 
It is rather like trying to talk over a very bad phone connection. This young woman 
reasoned that if a spastic was trying to do a particular exercise against the resistance of a 
weight, the muscles involved in that exercise could not twitch; their tension would be 
steady, because the weight would make it so. Thus the person would begin to be aware of 
that muscle group, like hearing a steady tone through random noise, and so would 
gradually develop better communication with and from it. I was told that this method had 
been very helpful to this therapist’s patients. Whether such a method is much used now, I 
do not know. 

 

Feedback without a Teacher 

In January 1974 Sports Illustrated ran a remarkable story about the Japanese baseball 
player and later figure skater Sushiki. It said in part: 

One day a base runner . . . permanently injured (Sushiki’s) throwing arm. . . . Sushiki 
was despondent . . . until a friend took him to an exhibition by Dick Button, the Olympic 
skater. . . . Sushiki had never been on skates in his life, he could not afford lessons, and 
there were very few rinks in Japan. But he obtained movies of Button and taught himself 
to skate just by studying the films. In 1958 he was Japan’s national skating champion, 
and is now in his 11th year as a star of the Ice Capades. 

This story has much to tell us about teaching and learning difficult tasks, and above 
all, how the learning of such tasks might be made much less expensive and so available 
to more people. 

Sushiki must have been, and still be, an unusually well-trained, intelligent, and 
coordinated athlete. The skills, movements, and muscular requirements of baseball and 



figure skating are very different. The skater, like the dancer, must develop new muscles, 
and stretch and use them in new ways. Watching Dick Button on film and then imitating 
him is not something that just anyone can do. Sushiki had to make himself his own 
skating teacher. He had to work out for himself a series of graded tasks, do them, and 
make the needed corrections,’ like the young man in ballet school described earlier. But 
he is a splendid example, the best I have heard, of an important principle. The student, the 
do-er, can only learn a difficult action insofar as be can put the teacher inside himself. He 
must be student and teacher at the same time. He must, more and more, grade his own 
tasks, get his own feedback, make his own corrections, and develop his own criteria, 
standards, for doing these things. Only as he is able to depend less and less on the teacher 
outside, and use more and more the teacher inside, will he be able to do well what he 
wants to do. A music student who never knows whether he is playing a note right or 
wrong except when his teacher tells him so, can’t and won’t improve from one lesson to 
the next. In fact, he will forget between lessons most of the few things he may learn there. 
And so it must always be the first and central task of any teacher to help the student 
become independent of him, to learn to be his own teacher. The true teacher must always 
be trying to work himself out of a job. 

Few understand this. Most think the opposite, that the only way to help a person do a 
difficult task well is always to tell him when he is doing it wrong. Not long ago someone 
asked me if I was taking regular cello lessons. At the time I was not. He asked, with some 
irritation, “Then where do you get your standards from?” By this he meant “Who shows 
you how to do it right, and tells you when you are doing it wrong?” I replied that I got my 
standards from the cellists—Casals, Rostropovich, Starker, Rose, DuPre, etc.—whose 
playing I hear on recordings, and from the cellists whom I both see and hear play in 
Boston—Jules Eskin and others in the Boston Symphony, and guest artists when they 
come here. At concerts I watch the cellists carefully, sometimes even with binoculars, to 
see what they do with their fingers, hands, arms. From these great players I get a very 
clear model of what good cello playing looks like and sounds like. These are my stan-
dards. This is not to say that one can learn nothing by working with a skilled player on a 
more personal level, which indeed I intend to do. But what I need from such a t-eacher is 
not “standards,” but ideas about how I may come closer to the standards I already have. 

Where and how does the learner get his feedback, if not from a teacher? If he is doing 
a physical movement, he can get it from a mirror, as dancers do. When I was ten years 
old or so, just learning to play golf, and years before I ever heard of feedback, I used to 
watch the club pro giving lessons, or hitting balls from the practice tee. Later, outside my 
house, I practiced my own swing in front of a window, trying to make it look like the 
pro’s swing, and to remember what it felt like when it did. What they used to call 
grooving the swing. Later, learning to play tennis, I did the same thing with forehand, 
backhand, and serve. Here my models—the best players where I played—were not quite 
good enough. They were fairly skilled, but, as I only learned later, they had some bad 
habits, which I copied, and then could not get rid of for years. Not until I saw Pancho 
Gonzales (who incidentally was almost entirely self-taught) at Forest Hills, the first year 
he won there, did I see how a tennis ball should be hit. 

Today, since sports are big business, and winning at sports very important for many 
people, we have learned a great deal about models and feedback. One can now get and 
see quite easily films of champion athletes in many sports. The catalog of the Wolverine 



Sports Supply Co., Ann Arbor, Michigan, lists a large number of 8 mm. film loops of top 
athletes doing a great variety of movements and skills. For feedback, more and more 
teachers of sports use videotape, far better then words or even imitation in helping the 
student see what he is doing. 

Such ways of giving models and feedback might be useful to beginning string players, 
pianists, and drummers and percussionists, who use their arms and shoulders very much 
in playing, and for whom the proper kinds of motions are very important. Thus it has 
helped me to get from top cellists a model, not just of what good cello playing sounds 
like, but what it looks like. When I practice I often play in front of a mirror, so that I can 
make my hand and arm movements more like theirs. And, just as I did learning to play 
golf, I try to remember in my muscles how these arm movements feel when they look 
right, so that I can get some of this feedback from inside, without even having to look in 
the mirror. 

In time, this happens. Not long ago I talked with a woman who had played the piano 
quite well when young, but stopped for about thirty years, and only recently started to 
play seriously again. Describing some of her feelings doing this, she said with surprise 
and delight, “I can feel my hands getting intelligent. They know where to go, what to do. 
Often they seem to know how to do things I cannot remember having taught them, so that 
I think to myself, When did I learn to do that?” A wonderful sensation. The body plays 
the piano or cello without always having to be told how. It knows when it is doing well or 
badly. The same is true of typing. My fingers tell me, by the way they feel, when I make 
a mistake on the typewriter, hit the Z instead of the A. In the same way, serving in tennis, 
I often know, almost the instant the ball leaves the racket, whether the serve will be in, 
short, or long. 

A tape recorder can help a music student know what his playing sounds like. Of 
course, he can hear what he does as he does it. But this may not give him all the feedback 
he needs, and a tape recorder may tell him things about his playing he might otherwise 
not know. For one thing, the player is much closer to the instrument than the listener, and 
the sounds he hears is thus a different sound. Because it is different, he can’t very well 
compare it with what he hears when others play. Beyond that is this problem, that the 
player, even though he hears as he plays, cannot give all of his attention to the hearing; he 
must think mostly about the music he is making, the notes under his fingers, and the notes 
coming up. He hears only with part of his mind. Finally, the player, especially if a novice, 
is likely to be so caught up in the excitement of playing that he cannot hear objectively 
what he is doing. If I play a piece on my cello somewhat better than I have played it 
before, it feels so good and I am so pleased and excited that I may be tempted to think it 
sounds much better than it really is. 

The tape recorder helps solve these problems. In my office, where I practice, I set up a 
microphone across the room. This feeds into the tape recorder, to which I can listen 
through headphones. Thus even as I play I can hear what my cello would sound like to 
someone else out in front. From time to time I record a scale or exercise, or one of the 
pieces I am playing, and later play it back, so that I can listen critically and with full 
attention. So doing, I hear many faults that I missed in the excitement of playing, and 
hear what I have to work on, change, improve. Many people studying an instrument 
might be helped if they could learn to give themselves such feedback. Music practice 



rooms might be more useful if they had in them tape recorders which people could use to 
do this. 

Problems of Order 

Sometimes the teacher fails to order the task properly, gives the student something to 
do beyond his strength. This may frustrate him, shame him, shake his confidence, 
perhaps injure him. Once a student friend of mine, a skillful rock climber, persuaded me 
to try it. We went, with some others, to a small beginner’s face, short, fairly steep, with 
some good cracks and handholds in it. They roped me up to someone at the top, one of 
the experienced climbers went up to show me how, and they told me to go ahead. I was 
wearing lightweight sneakers, which they should have known would not work. At one 
point I got one hand into a crack. They then told me to step on some little nubbin of rock 
and grab for another handhold. The sneaker was too soft and flexible, and would not 
support my weight. I found myself hanging on the crack, all my weight on my fingers, 
which were slowly opening up. Shouts of advice and encouragement came from all sides. 
I shouted back with growing desperation and terror that I couldn’t climb, couldn’t hang 
on, was going to fall, and for God’s sake to lower me down off that damned rock. Which 
they did, leaving me feeling somewhat foolish and ashamed. 

On another occasion, the task was OK, but the feedback and correction were missing. 
In the summer of 1947 some friends asked if I would like to try water skiing. I said I 
would. I put the skis on and waited in the water for the boat to pull me up. The rope 
tightened, I rose, could feel my balance going, and fell over on my face in the water. 
Tried again; same story. Tried again; ditto. Again, much advice, but none of it told me 
what I needed to know about what I was doing wrong and ought to do instead. After 
seven or eight unsuccessful tries I gave up, ashamed. Not for more than twenty years did 
I try again. This time the model or the advice— “keep your arms straight”—was good, 
and when the boat pulled the rope tight, up and away I went. 

Ski schools and teachers have become very good at ordering the task. They have to be; 
if the task is too hard the novice will fall down. If he falls very often, he will feel foolish 
and discouraged, and will exhaust and perhaps hurt himself. Ski teachers, like ballet 
masters, have over the years worked out a series of graded tasks, such that doing each one 
gives the beginner the strength, coordination, and muscular awareness he will need to do 
the next. In recent years one ski teacher had an even more simple and elegant idea. Since 
shorter skis are easier to turn on, why not start the beginners on very short ones? Then, 
instead of learning motions—stem turns, etc.—they will later have to unlearn, they can 
make parallel turns from the very beginning. Most ski schools and teachers scoffed at this 
idea for a long time; now more and more of them use it. It works. 

Sometimes the student himself sees how to break down his own task. In my last year 
at college I was suddenly told by the NROTC to take a physical test. Though good at 
racket and ball games, I was not strong, and failed the test badly. In one part of it 1 had to 
vault over a bar, chest high. I had no idea how to begin. I stood in front of it, holding on, 
making vague jumping motions and feeling like a fool. I couldn’t even imagine what it 
would /oa£1ike to do it, let alone feel like. After a while, the disgusted tester moved me 
on to the next test. At the end they gave me two or three weeks to prepare for a retest. 
One day, when no one was around, I went in to look at that bar. I saw it could be lowered. 
The thought came, maybe if I could put this bar way down and vault it, I might feel what 



it was like, and so be able to vault it higher up. And so it was. I put it way down, got the 
feeling of supporting my weight with my arms as my legs went over, raised it higher, 
added the feeling of lifting and pushing with my arms as I jumped with my legs. Before 
long I had the feel, the model of the action in my mind/body, and was able to vault it 
easily. 

When I was about eleven, a friend and I, who had played much golf together, decided 
to learn to play tennis. We borrowed or bought some cheap rackets and some balls, went 
out on the court, and began to try to hit the ball back and forth from the back of the court. 
It was a total failure; if one of us got the ball over, the other rarely could get it back. After 
a while we thought, this is no fun, how can we make it better? With the resourcefulness 
of still-young kids, too interested in having fun to be worried about not playing like other 
people, we changed the rules, moved in close, made the service line our baseline, and 
began a game in which the object was to see how many times in a row we could hit the 
ball to each other before one of us missed. That proved to be a good game. Not having to 
hit the ball so hard, or run so far for it, we could control it better, keep the rallies going, 
and have some fun—and also, learn some tennis. This is still the best on-the-court way 
for beginners to play that I know; even fairly good players can learn much from it. 

But a teacher, asking a student to do an easy task so that he may later do a harder one, 
must be careful not to be too rigid about this. If the student can’t hurt himself doing the 
harder task, let him try it if he wants. The most valuable and indeed essential asset the 
student brings to any learning task is a willingness to adventure, to take risks. Without 
that, he can’t learn anything. The teacher must not kill this spirit, but honor and 
strengthen it. Thus, one of the stupidest things the S-chools do is insist that children 
“comprehend” everything they read, and read only what they comprehend. People who 
read well do not learn to read this way. They learn by plunging into books that are “too 
hard” for them, enjoying what they can understand, wondering and guessing about what 
they do not, and not worrying when they cannot find an answer. Few children in S-chool 
are allowed to act or feel that way. They are made to feel that not to “comprehend” is a 
kind of crime. They stop thinking of themselves as adventurers and explorers, and books 
as exciting territory to explore. They read only what they can be sure of, which means 
that it is dull, which means they will stop reading as soon as they can. 

From my own experience in t-eaching I know that when a t-eacher invents what seems 
like a good series of graded tasks, he may fall in love with it, and try to lock the student 
in it. We can see this in the teaching of most S-chool subjects, which are not sequential at 
all, and in the teaching of music, which is in some ways sequential, but has much more 
room for exploration and invention than many music teachers encourage or allow. Years 
ago I made up a sequence of tasks for learning tennis. The first is simply to bounce the 
ball over and over again on the strings of the racket. This gives the hitting muscles of 
hand and arm not only more strength, but also a precision, control, awareness, a feedback 
mechanism, which later will help the player keep the ball in the court. Many beginners go 
on the court without this strength, sensitivity, or awareness. They have very little control 
over the force they apply to the ball, and so can rarely keep it in the court. Many of them 
spend a long time at this stage, or never get past it, or get discouraged and quit. 

There are other graded tasks in my tennis sequence, including the short game my 
friend and I invented. When teaching beginners, I am often tempted to say that they must 



do the early tasks until they can do them well, before tackling the larger and harder task 
of playing in the full court. But they are unwilling to do this, and quite rightly. It may 
well be that when they try to rally on the full court they will only hit one ball out of three, 
and will spend most of their time chasing balls and picking them up. But they want to try 
anyway, because that is what tennis is. A wise and tactful teacher will not try to prevent 
this. As long as his students are having fun flailing away at the ball, let them do it. If he 
sees that they are beginning to get more frustration than fun out of this, he may suggest a 
simpler, more do-able, and hence more enjoyable task. The trick is to find the balance 
that is most interesting, exciting, and useful to the student. Better yet, to let the student 
find it. Here the natural authority of the teacher is important. The student will do much of 
what the teacher asks if he trusts him, and believes that the small tasks really will help 
him do the larger ones, and that the teacher really wants to make him into a master 
instead of a puppet or a pigeon. 

 

The Task in the Mind 

Before we can do the task in reality, we must be able to do it in our mind. I don’t 
mean, just think “I can do it.” I mean, get a picture, a total body feeling of what it would 
be like to do it. If we can’t see and feel ourselves doing it, we won’t be able to do it. This 
was my trouble, standing in front of that bar and trying to think how to vault it, or trying 
for the first time to get up on water skis. I couldn’t feel what it would be like if it 
happened, so I didn’t know how to make it happen. 

When at the age of thirty, teaching school in Colorado, I first began to ski, my teacher 
(and boss) John Holden ordered my task well. After only a couple of days of walking 
about on the skis, and making very short straight runs, he took me up to the top of the 
mountain and showed me, by traversing, side-slipping, and kick-turning, how I could get 
down any trail, however steep, without danger. The mountain was then mine, and having 
other students to teach, he left me alone to master it myself. In time, and with no further 
instruction, I became a Fairly good skier. The traversing (skiing across the face of a hill) 
and side-slipping he had shown me were good movements to prepare me to make a full 
turn with skis parallel. But though I could turn up into the slope, and could make a kind 
of stem turn, I could not for a while make turns, one after the other, with skis together, as 
the good skiers did. My trouble was that though in theory I knew “how” to do it, I 
couldn’t feel in mind and muscles what it would be like to do it. Then one day, as I was 
riding up on the lift, a skier went down the hill right underneath me, making smooth and 
elegant turns. I watched him, trying to feel some of what he must be feeling, thinking 
myself into his body. Somehow seeing it from above made it easier to do this. I thought, 
“So that’s what it’s like.” Before long I was beginning to make real parallel turns, rough 
and clumsy, but essentially the way the real skiers made them. 

Years later, friends of mine told me about one of their children, a girl of seven or 
eight. She had asked, begged, pleaded for a regular bicycle. They had given her one, and 
now, months later, she had not made the slightest attempt to ride it. What should they do, 
they asked. Try to teach her? Offer to help? Put on a little pressure—what’s the point of 
having a bike if you never even take it out? I urged them not to do this. Remembering my 
own skiing, or the remark of an old state-of-Maine lady and lifelong teacher that children 
learn to skate in the summer and swim in the winter, I suggested that this child was 



perhaps learning to ride that bike in her mind, and that until she had ridden it there, there 
was no use trying to make her ride it anywhere else. Perhaps she was watching other 
children, and thinking, thinking about what it would feel like. Some time later they wrote 
me that after many more months of not touching the bike, one day the child had taken it 
out, ridden it on the grass a bit, fallen off once or twice without damage, and then gone 
riding off down the street with no trouble and had been riding ever since. 

Sometimes the teacher, perhaps seeing that the student is not able to follow his 
instructions, may find a way of talking about them which will help the student feel in his 
mind what it would be like to do the task. But this is subtle and difficult. It is hard for us 
to think about what we do well without thinking, or remember what it was like not to be 
able to do it. Hard to put ourselves inside the skin of the clumsy learner. Sometimes what 
helps us get a feeling of the task, may not help others. Maybe thinking he was waltzing 
up to tennis balls helped that tennis coach, though I doubt it. It certainly didn’t help me. 

At other times a certain kind of hint can be very helpful. Many French teachers have 
struggled, in vain to teach American kids how to say the French “u”—as in “tu.” What 
they get is usually various forms of “oo.” One teacher—perhaps by now many—solved 
the problem by saying, “Make your lips like mine, or as if you were going to whistle, and 
then say ‘eee.’ Don’t try to make a ‘u1 sound, make an V sound.” It works, or comes 
close enough to give the student the feel of the sound. 

When people are learning to play a game in which they hit a moving ball, they find it 
very hard to learn to look at the ball right up until they hit it. Their teachers say “Watch 
the ball.” The students insist that they are. From my own experience as a player I know 
that most of the time they are not. What they do, as I did myself for years, still do if I 
grow careless or lose confidence, is look at the ball until it is about three to six feet away, 
and then look where they want it to go. This is in part natural; when we throw a ball at 
something, we look at the target, not the ball. Also, to some degree we are trying to will 
the ball we hit into going where we want it to go. We think that by looking where we 
want the ball to go we can make it go there. Until I realized why I did this, I could not 
help myself (or others) to stop doing it. Then I learned to tell myself, “Watch the ball 
right into the strings of the racket, and keep looking at that point of impact even after the 
ball bos gone, for an instant, before looking up. Trust the ball to go where you hit it. 
Anyway, once you have hit it you can’t change where it is going.” 

A sports photo once vividly showed this. It was one of Mickey Mantle, then at the 
height of his career with the New York Yankees, but in the midst of a terrible batting 
slump. He was batting left-handed, and the photo had been taken from his right. He was 
swinging hard at, and missing, a ball just crossing the plate. But he was not looking at or 
near the ball, but out into right field, with a desperate grimace, as if with his eyes and his 
will he could think, look that ball out where he wanted it to go. In short, he was doing 
what, in calmer moments, he “knew” enough not to do. 

 

The t-eacher As Support 

In Denmark there is a school, the Ny Lilleskole “New Little School”) in Bagsvaerd (a 
suburb of Copenhagen) where, almost alone among all the schools I know of, there are no 
regular classes, no curriculum, and above all, no efforts to urge, bribe, or wheedle 



children into reading. Children there decide for themselves when they will begin to read. 
They do not have to get help from an adult unless they want it and ask for it. If a child 
wants some help from an adult, he gets something he wants to read and asks Rasmus 
Hansen, the head of the school, to read with him. The child and Rasmus, a tall bearded 
man with a deep, soft, slow voice, go to a little nook set aside for this purpose, in the 
large room where most of the life of the school takes place. The child finds his place and 
begins to read aloud. For the most part, Rasmus says very little. As the child reads, he 
makes low noises of agreement and encouragement. If the child reads a word incorrectly, 
he may (or may not) ask the child if he is sure, or in some way suggest that he take a 
second look. Very often the child, puzzling out a word, may test a hunch and read it 
correctly, but without much confidence. He may even ask if he read the word right. 
Rasmus will signal that he did. Or the child may come to a stop, unable to decide what a 
word says, but perhaps unwilling to ask. Rasmus will give him time, but won’t let him 
get stuck or freeze into panic—these silences may mean very different things for different 
children. Or the child, if he can’t figure out what a word says, or at that moment doesn’t 
want to try to figure it out, will ask what it says. Rasmus will perhaps ask questions or 
give hints that will help him to figure it out, or more often, tell him outright. Perhaps they 
may stop in the middle of the reading to talk about something else. When the child has 
had enough, he is free to leave. 

Teachers may wonder how the head of a school can give this kind of close individual 
attention to a single child. He can, because these unpressured children need so little of it. 
Hardly any child in that school ever needs more than about thirty hours of this kind of 
help before he can read well and confidently without help. Most children need much less, 
and some none at all. The work load for T-eachers in conventional S-chools is so heavy 
only because the S-chools and the T-eachers believe, and soon convince the children, that 
everything that is learned must be T-aught. So the T-eachers must spend hundreds of 
hours trying to cope with and outwit the kind of children’s evasive tactics I wrote about 
in How Children Fail: They make children anxious and dependent, and then say, rightly, 
how hard it is to deal with their anxiety and dependency. None of this need be. If the 
child reads only when he wants to, and asks for help only when he feels he needs it, he 
will work at full capacity, throw himself into the task instead of away, from it, and rarely 
need help at all. 

In no sense could it be said that Rasmus is “teaching” these children how to read. They 
are finding out for themselves. What he does is to provide a kind of emotional support 
while they do this exploring and take these risks. The child starting to read has a great 
many hunches, but very little certainty. He is not sure he can do the task without help, or 
he would not ask for it. The supporting adult, by being there, by asking questions, by 
telling the child he is right when he is, by giving information if asked, enables the child to 
test, confirm, and strengthen not only his hunches about what words say, but the criteria 
by which he makes these hunches. Like the child learning to talk, who intuits the 
grammar of his language without knowing that he is doing so, so the child learning to 
read intuits relationships between letters and sounds. It is absurd to believe, as many 
people seem to, that if a child is not taught phonics he will not know any phonics. The 
child works out for himself, without being told, and hardly knowing that he is doing it, a 
very good set of what the S-chools call Word Attack Skills. But all of this feels to him 
almost like guessing, very uncertain, very risky. The supporting adult tells him by his 



way of being there that he will not let the child get too lost, too confused, too anxious, 
will not let him get to the point where he no longer dares trust any of his hunches or 
intuitions and so can do nothing—the condition of most so-called nonreaders in S-chools. 
Dennison in The Lives of Children, and Herbert Kohl in Reading: How To, and other 
works, have described this process of support. It is very like what I did for the three-year-
old who was beginning to swim (see How Children Learn), or what John Holden did for 
me when he first took me up to the top of a mountain to ski down. The experienced 
person says to the inexperienced, like the watchful but not anxious parent to the small 
child, “Don’t worry, you are free to explore and try things out, because I won’t let you 
get into serious trouble.” The children at the First Street School (The Lives of Children) 
were free even to quarrel and fight, which for many reasons they often needed to do, 
because the adults, though they did not try to stop them from fighting, kept them from 
fighting in a way that would do each other serious harm. 

 

The t-eacher As Guide 

The words “guide” and “guidance,” like many other words, have been badly misused 
in S-chools. In S-chool talk, “guidance” means being told what to do. When someone 
asks, “Don’t children need guidance?” he is not asking if children need advice—which in 
fact they do need and seek out. He is saying that children need, everywhere, always, to be 
told what to do. The “guide” is the person who tells them. So the word “guide” loses its 
proper meanings, and we lose our sense of the ways in which one person really can guide, 
and so help, another. 

When friends of mine go fishing in the woods, in a wilderness they don’t know, they 
often ask a guide these questions: “What are some of the good fishing places? Where do 
you think the fishing is good right now? Where do we have a good chance of catching 
some trout (or pike, bass, etc.)?” Or they may ask, “How can we get to this particular 
fishing place? Will you take us to it?” Or they may say “Take us to a good fishing place.” 
In the first instance they keep for themselves the maximum amount of choice. They only 
want the guide to give a list of the possibilities from which they may choose. In the 
second instance they have chosen the place, but have given him the choice of how to get 
there, made themselves his followers. In the third instance the guide has been given all 
the choice. 

Sometimes, in order to be a useful guide, when the act, the doing, the task of the 
student requires skill or may involve danger, the t-eacher must do some task ordering. 
Thus, if a skier new to a mountain asks an instructor, ski patrolman, or other expert where 
are some good places to ski, the other will ask, “How well do you ski? What trails have 
you skied already, here or somewhere else?” He may ask the newcomer to show a little of 
what he can do. Then he can say, “These trails would be too easy for you, these too hard, 
these just about right.” The same would be true for rock or mountain climbing, or 
kayaking or canoeing, or flying, or any one of a number of demanding tasks. Or if a 
novice musician asks an expert to suggest some good music to play, or perhaps some 
people to play with, the expert will say, “How well do you play? What music have you 
played?” From the answer, he knows what to suggest—though in music, as in reading, 
where there is no question of safety, it sometimes pays to be bold, to suggest something 
too difficult. My first cello teacher, Harold Sproul, very wisely started me playing some 



movements of the Bach Suites long before I was “ready” for them, knowing that the 
beauty of the music would make me love the instrument more and want to play it better. 
Later, Sam Piel, whom I helped to sing in tune, suggested that I work on the Haydn D 
major concerto. He said, “It’ll be much too tough for you, you won’t be able to play it, 
but you’ll learn all sorts of fascinating stuff just trying.” Which was and is true. More 
recently I have begun to work my way through the Dvorak Concerto, far too difficult for 
me to play, let alone play well, but a fascinating challenge. 

Sometimes in guiding, skill is not involved, only taste. If one person asks another to 
suggest a good book to read, piece of music to listen to, or movie or play to see, the other 
will say, “What sort of stuff do you like?” People often ask me such questions about 
music. Sometimes I suggest a piece I feel quite sure they will like. Sometimes I may say, 
“This is not quite what you are used to, but take a chance on it.” If people are free to 
reject what they don’t like, not liking it does them no harm. In short, when a teacher 
wants to help a student explore some piece of reality, whether geographic, athletic, 
artistic, or intellectual, he must begin by finding out where the student is now. Maps put 
up to help strangers get around in cities have on them an arrow and the words, “You are 
here.” Without that, the maps are useless. 

This is the only legitimate use of tests—to find out where a student is, so that the  
t-eacher may better order his tasks, or help him explore. The tests S-chools give are not of 
this sort. S-chools give tests, as Winston Churchill said of his school, not to find out what 
you know but what you don’t know, and not so that they may help you find out what you 
don’t know, but only so they may say you are better or worse than other students. A  
t-eacher who wanted to use a test to find where a student was, would invent a test for that 
one student. He would not give the test to all the students; it would not give useful 
information about most of them. Beyond that, comparing him with the others would tend 
to make the student afraid and so lessen his chances of showing what he really knew. It 
would lead ‘him into bluffing and faking, or freeze him into silence. 

To be able to do this kind of testing, to draw out from the student the best of what he 
knows, is a very subtle skill or art. We do very little of it and so, do it badly. In How 
Children Fail I describe some of the tests I invented to try to locate some of my students. 
For many years I thought I had been very clever in getting my students to reveal their 
confusions. Now I fear I may only have added to them. It is almost impossible for one 
person to see very far into the mind or thought of another, even under the best 
circumstances—and a S-chool, or any coercive institution like a S-chool, is the worst 
possible circumstance. For when one person is in a position in which he can judge, and so 
reward or punish another, the other is almost certain to have at the center of his mind the 
thought, “What does the judge want? How can I please him, or fool him? How can I best 
escape from this place of judgment, and hence of danger?” 

No one has invented more ingenious ways to find out what children think than the 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. Yet his tests, like all tests, suffer from two flaws. One 
has to do with communication. The tester asks a question; the “testee” gives an answer. 
But the testee may misunderstand or wrongly interpret the tester’s question, and he in 
turn may do the same with the testee’s answer. It is hard to avoid this. If I try to explain 
my question to you so fully that you cannot misunderstand it, I can only do so by 
pointing you so clearly toward the answer that you cannot miss it—something children in 



school know well and exploit. You, in turn, cannot be sure that you have properly 
interpreted my question unless and until you find out that your answer was the one I 
wanted. 

The other and greater difficulty is that the testee is and must be enormously sensitive 
to and influenced by the wishes of the tester. Years ago, in The Underachieving School, I 
described a film that had been made, under Piaget’s supervision and with his approval, of 
children taking some of his tests. In this one a child about four to five years old was the 
subject of one of the conservation experiments. The tester had two lumps of clay of the 
same size. He drew from the child the response that they were the same size. Did the 
child really think so? I don’t know; in that situation it was clearly the wanted answer. 
Then the tester deformed one of the lumps of clay, and asked the child whether the two 
lumps were the same, or whether one was more, and if so, which one. The child said that 
the lump that had been deformed was more. We might say that this answer was wrong. 
But in this context, it was the right answer, the answer wanted by the people making the 
film, since it confirmed or “proved” what Piaget was saying about children’s thought. But 
what was significant in this test is that except when he was specifically told to look at the 
clay, and then only for brief seconds, the child kept his eyes on the face and forehead of 
the tester. That’s where the answer was, not in the clay. The child had lived with adults 
long enough to know that. 

How then can we find out, under closely controlled conditions, what children (or 
adults) are thinking? We can’t. We can only learn, and then not much, when the student 
comes freely to us, trusts us, knows that our tests are to help him and not grade, rank, and 
label him, and that he need not fear our judgment. Even among close friends, these are 
hard conditions, and ones not often met. In S-chools, they cannot be met at all. 

 

8. More t-eachers at Work 

There are important differences between the teaching of physical and intellectual acts. 
Most teachers try to teach intellectual skills in exactly the same way as physical skills, as 
if for every act of the ballet master there were a comparable act for the teacher of Read-
ing or History or Math. But many things teachers do to help a student do a physical task 
do not help and may seriously hinder the student trying to do an intellectual task. 

At a meeting not long ago a young woman, a student teacher, obviously puzzled and 
angered by my saying that people should be allowed to explore the world in their own 
way, asked, “Suppose a six-year-old asked you how a jet airplane worked, and suppose 
he wasn’t interested in studying Physics or reading Physics books, how could you explain 
it to him?” I replied, “How would you explain it to him?” She looked puzzled. I said, 
“I’m serious. If a six-year-old you know asked you one day how a jet airplane worked, 
what would you tell him? Would you tell him that he had to study something called 
Physics for six or ten years or so before he could find out? What would you say?” After a 
few seconds I said, “Chances are you’d probably say something very much like what I 
would say, some sensible remark that the plane flies because the jets blow a lot of hot air 
out the back, and push it forward. Like a balloon when you blow it up and then let it go, 
and it flies around the room.” Such an answer would probably do for the time being. It 
would fill a gap in the child’s understanding, and give him something to think about and 
work on. In time he might ask “What makes the air hot?” or, “How do they make the air 



come out of the back?” In which case, using examples that might be familiar to the child, 
we would answer his question as best we could. But telling the child he had to study 
Physics in order to find out about the jet plane would be like telling him he had to study 
initial and final consonants, digraphs, and blends in order to find out what words say and 
mean. With such advice we cut him off from his intention, his purpose, send him on a 
long detour. We put things backwards. Physics is not going to lead the child to jet 
engines, but wondering about jet planes will lead him to Physics. In fact, wondering 
about jet planes is Physics. The child asking such a question is doing Physics. The best 
way for us to help him do it is to answer his question. How many people do know, 
roughly, how a jet engine works? Probably quite a few. Where and how did they find 
out? In school? In Physics class? For most people, probably not. Few people ever studied 
any Physics in school. I did, but nothing about jet engines (they had only just been 
invented, but even today one does not find anything about jet engines in most elementary 
or advanced Physics books). Most of S-chool Physics is about other things. So how do 
people know as much as they do about the way jet engines and other things work? They 
know because they read and hear about them, in newspapers, magazines, books, radio, 
TV. So the way for us to answer a curious child’s (or adult’s) questions about jet planes 
(or anything else) is just to answer them, not to talk about studying Physics. Let the 
questioner make of our answer what he can. If it tells him what he wants to know, good. 
If not, he may ask another question. If he sees that, for the moment, we are not going to 
be able to tell him what he really wants to know, he will stop asking. Sometimes we may 
be able to say, we can’t answer your question, but perhaps this other person (or magazine, 
or book) can. Or we might say, call up something like the Learning Exchange, and 
perhaps they can tell you someone who can answer your question. 

The t-eacher’s work, therefore, begins when that other person asks a question. No 
question, no t-eaching. But it is important to understand what a teacher can do and does 
with his answers, and what he cannot do. He does not give knowledge. Knowledge  
cannot be given. If you ask me a question all I can do in my reply is try to put into words 
a part of my experience. But you get only the words, not the experience. To make 
meaning out of my words, you must use your own experience. If you have not seen or 
done at least some part of what I have seen and done, then you cannot make any meaning 
from my words. There is no way we could explain bicycles or cars or gears or pulleys to 
someone who had never seen a wheel or a circle. We would have to begin there, show 
him a wheel, put the wheel into his experience, before we could talk to him meaningfully 
about devices that make use of wheels. We could not explain the burning of fuel in a car 
or jet engine to someone who had never seen a fire. We would have to make the fact of 
things burning, of heat, of expansion due to heat, of the power of heat, part of his 
experience before we could talk to him meaningfully about engines. 

But to the extent that you do share some of my experience, then by talking about my 
experience, by throwing a light on part of it, I may reveal to you something in your 
experience that you had not seen before, or help you to see it in a new way, to make, in 
David Hawkins’s words, “transitions and consolidations.” Once a five-year-old asked me 
what made our blood come out if we cut ourselves. I began to talk about the heart. His 
face showed me right away that this was not in his experience. I asked if he knew where 
his heart was, or what it did. No, he didn’t. I then asked him to jump up in the air, ten 
times, as high as he could. He did this, with great seriousness. Then I asked him to put his 



hand over the left side of his chest. His eyes grew wide. Something was thumping^ right 
inside him. He had never felt that thing in there before, never knew it was there. Now that 
he had felt it, I was able to say something about that heart being like a fist, squeezing 
with each thump, and making the blood run round through little pipes, some of which we 
could see under the skin of our wrists. That, at least for the moment, was enough. 

How does a teacher know when his answer is not understood? In that case, my young 
friend’s face showed me that he could make no meaning from my answer. To help him 
make that meaning, I asked him about his heart. But this was not something I would 
always do. For it is not the t-eacher’s business to make sure the doer understands. It is the 
do-er’s business. Let him decide whether he is satisfied with the teacher’s answer, and if 
not, what he wants to do about it. He may want to ask another question, or ask someone 
else to see what they say, or think for a while about what he has heard. We must be 
careful not to use every do-er’s question as an excuse to turn life into S-chool, to T-each a 
lesson, and then give a little quiz to make sure the lesson was learned. There is the old 
story of the child who asked her mother about something, and, when the mother 
suggested that she ask her father, said, “I don’t want to know that much about it.” And 
yet I do not mean that, if asked a question, we should answer once in a take-it-or-leave-it 
spirit and then say no more unless asked again. We need tact here. Whenever we talk to 
another person, child or adult, we must watch for signs that we are not being understood, 
so that we may try to make ourselves more clear. But we must also watch for signs from 
the questioner that whether he understands or not that he has heard enough and wants to 
let the matter drop. Thus only the other day J was talking to a friend about the financial 
statement of an organization we are both interested in. She seemed not to understand a 
point I was making. I felt an explaining fit coming on. Just in time I caught myself, and 
said, “Do you want me to explain further?” With some relief, she said, “Well, as a matter 
of fact, I don’t.” She has not raised the matter since. Fair enough. 

A difficult art, the art of the t-eacher, of answering questions, of saying enough but not 
too much. Some are tempted to think that machines, computers, or other devices might do 
it better. But they cannot. 1 was once very interested in the idea of teacherless textbooks, 
particularly in Math. Math teachers seemed so unable to answer most students’ questions 
that I thought, why can’t we have a textbook that will answer them? At about that time I 
met a Math teacher in a low-track junior high school who, with his class, had in effect 
rewritten a standard textbook to answer every question of every student throughout the 
year. This had been their central project, to make a text that every member of the class 
could understand. I began to think about a textbook which would work not just for one 
class but all classes, all students. But it can’t be done. Even if we could write such a 
book, it would be too expensive to buy, and too fat to use. How would one begin to write 
such a book? We would have to assume that the people reading the book knew some-
thing. But what could we assume they knew? Or be sure that what we explained would be 
clear to everyone who read? Would we have to explain the explanations, and then explain 
them, and so on. The reason why the human t-eacher is at best so infinitely quicker and 
more flexible than a book or machine, is that with a t-eacher (but not a T-eacher) the 
student can begin with what he knows and what he wants to find out. He can ask the 
question be wants, and if the answer is not clear, do whatever he needs to do to make it 
clear. As David Hawkins well puts it, you can only understand a textbook when you are 
at the point where you almost don’t need to read it, where it helps you comprehend (if it 



is any good) some higher-order connections among things you separately have already 
worked your way through or around. 

 

A Mathematical Do-er and Some Helpers 

How does a t-eacher work in a “purely” intellectual field? What does he do for the 
student? What can the student get from him? Let me give more specific examples from 
my own experience as a do-er. 

1 began to write this section, a few days ago, in a state of great excitement. For about a 
day I thought I had found the solution to a mathematical problem I had been thinking 
about and struggling with, off and on, since about 1956. It was a theorem about prime 
numbers I had come across in a Penguin book about Mathematics for laymen. People 
who work with number theory know this theorem and how to prove it, but few if any 
school Math texts mention it. The author said that someone with only secondary-school 
Math but with exceptional mathematical gifts could work out this proof. Thus challenged, 
I began to work on the problem and have been working on it ever since. Not all of the 
time, not very often, perhaps only once every two or three years. But it sticks in my mind. 
I do not look up the proof in a book because I do not want to lose the chance of someday 
working it out for myself. That is why I don’t name the theorem here; some kindly people 
might send me the answer, or a hint about how to find it. Even the hint might be too 
much, for if I then found the answer I could never be sure that I would have found it 
without the hint. Even at the risk I may never do it, I want to do it by myself. 

How did I become interested in Mathematics at all? Certainly not in school. School 
Math bored me. I learned it as my students, years later, learned it (or tried to)—as a set of 
meaningless puzzles and rules for working out these puzzles. Nothing and no one hinted 
that behind those puzzles and rules there had once been thinking persons, in turn curious, 
puzzled, baffled, ecstatic. The only one of my teachers who made Math even slightly 
interesting had been a very poor Math student himself. Those who had been good at Math 
were a total loss. The theorems and proofs they put on the board were as clear to them as 
ABC, and they knew no way to help those who did not find them just as clear. 

I was able to get B’s in Math without much trouble. At college my first major was in 
Physics. In Advanced Sophomore Calculus I got a B. But I began to see more and more 
clearly that I really knew nothing about Mathematics, had no idea of the point of these 
rules and theorems and puzzles, where they came from, where they might lead, and what 
one might do with them. Though I knew little about what Physicists did, either, I knew 
they used Mathematics, and that anyone who didn’t understand Math could hardly do 
good work in Physics. So I dropped Physics and Math, and went in other directions. 

Many years later, teaching Math (because I knew just enough to teach it), and thinking 
about the problems of my students, I began again to wonder what Math was really about. 
One day, at the home of the parents of one of my students, I fished out of a pile of 
magazines an old issue of the Scientific American. In it was an article about Leonhard 
Euler and the beginnings of that branch of Mathematical do-ing called Topology. 
Somewhere (not in school), I had heard about Topology—it had something to do with 
knots, and turning things inside out, why some shapes can be turned inside out, but not 
others. I had even heard the name of Euler. So I settled down to read the article. Soon I 



found myself in the company of Euler as he solved the problem of the Konigsberg 
bridges. It was as exciting a mental journey as I had ever taken. 

The story was this. When he began working on this problem, Euler was court 
mathematician to the Czar in St. Petersburg. One day he heard that the whole town of 
Konigsberg was in a turmoil over the new puzzle of the bridges. Konigsberg lies on both 
banks of a river, and on two islands, one large, one small, between these banks. The small 
island has two bridges to each bank, the large island one to each, and there is a bridge 
between the islands. One day someone asked if there was a way to walk through the 
town, crossing every bridge once and no bridge more than once. Soon many people were 
walking this way and that, trying without success to find the magic route. But Euler, 
being a do-er of Mathematics, did not have to be in Konigsberg to solve this problem. He 
began to think about it. Before long he found a way to show, not only that the particular 
problem of the Konigsberg bridges could not be solved, but how one could tell very 
quickly whether any such problems could be solved, and what would be the possible 
solutions. The theorem covers puzzles like the one I did as a kid how to draw this figure 
without taking the pencil off the page, or going over any line twice.  

There are no words to describe the excitement, amazement, exhilaration, and joy I felt 
when I finished reading this article. They were just like my feelings at the end of a 
beautiful concert, or after reading certain books, which illuminated and made whole 
many parts of my experience. Such experiences are ecstatic, almost erotic. At the end of 
my journey, of discovery with Euler it was as if many voices, inside me, all through me, 
were shouting, “So that’s what Mathematicians do! Why didn’t anyone ever tell me? No 
wonder they do it—it’s beautiful! I want to do it. I will do it!” At that moment 
Mathematics became one of the things which I knew I wanted to do and would do. 
Perhaps not well; certainly not like Euler. But better than I had thought I could. In this 
spirit, some time later, I hurled myself into the problem of the prime numbers, on which I 
am working to this day. How did Euler prove that the Konigsberg bridges could not be 
crossed? Let those who want, have the pleasure of finding out for themselves. It can be 
proved with no more than the simplest Algebra. Indeed, it can be proved without 
Algebra, Years after I read the article, when I had forgotten its details, I was able to 
reconstruct for myself Euler’s theorem and proof. Many years later, trying to do this 
again, I found another way to prove it. Perhaps readers will find still others. 

The most important thing Euler showed me about the work of a Mathematician is that 
above all else he wants to simplify, to strip a problem of all those aspects of it that don’t 
really matter, get rid of all the differences that don’t make any difference. Euler knew he 
didn’t have to walk over all those bridges to find out whether it could be done. The style 
of the bridges, or the size and shape of the islands, was not important—not for this 
problem. This ability, to turn a complicated life situation into a very simple, bare, abstract 
model of it, is what makes Mathematicians very good at solving certain kinds of 
problems—and very bad at solving others. 

Euler, in sharing with me (and many others) this part of his experience, was t-eaching. 
The person who wrote the article, and the person who decided to publish it in the 
Scientific American, were also acting as t-eachers, not as models, but as guides, leading 
me to Euler. Some years later, at the suggestion of my colleague Bill Hull, I read a book 
about Mathematics called Productive Thinking, by Wertheimer. He introduced me to 



another idea, that a solution to a problem or proof of a theorem, though correct, might be 
beautiful or ugly. A beautiful solution or proof is one that is simple, direct, that goes to 
the very nature and essence of the problem. An ugly one, though perfectly correct and 
usable, somehow misses this essence. Wertheimer gave some very good examples of ugly 
and beautiful solutions, of which I remember none. I only remember the distinction itself, 
a standard by which to judge one’s own solution to a problem. 

Not until the other day, when I thought I had found a proof to the theorem about prime 
numbers, did I make use of this standard. In spite of my joy at having found my 
“solution,” I could not escape the nagging thought that by Wertheimer’s criterion my 
solution was a very ugly one. It was only an algebraic trick, like the tricks I once knew 
how to do in school. I seemed to have proved, at last that this theorem was true, but I was 
no closer than ever to understanding why it was true. So I kept thinking about the prob-
lem and my proof, trying to see whether my proof might conceal a beautiful and more 
fundamental proof. After a while I began to ask myself, Could my proof be wrong? In my 
proof I had in effect asked, if I assume this theorem is true, can I then show that some 
things follow from it which I can prove are true? I could, and did. But I began to suspect 
more and more—and finally and sadly to know—that my method could equally well 
prove true a theorem that was in fact false. The proof was no good, the problem still un-
solved. It took me many more hours even to find where I had gone wrong. For two days I 
spent much of my free time trying to find a new and true solution to the original problem. 
No luck. Someday I will try again. Meanwhile, I owe to Euler both my model of Math-
ematical doing and my belief that it is worth doing, and to Wert-heimer a standard of 
judgment which in one instance helped me to see that mathematically speaking I had 
done wrong. What they did for me, through their work and writing, and across many 
years of time, any true teacher may do for his students. 

 

A Useful Standard for Writers 

In the Winter 1975 issue of Teachers and Writers Newsletter (490 Hudson St., 
Manhattan, NY 10014), Bill Bernhardt has an article called “A Short Course in Just 
Writing,” which, far more than anything I have ever seen, offers really helpful advice and 
suggestions to the many people, some very good students, some very bad, who find it an 
agony to get their thoughts down on paper. People had been asking him for a long time 
where they could go to take a course in “just writing.” Only after many years did he see 
what they really needed and wanted, and that none of the usual writing courses or 
textbooks could offer it to them. Out of his thinking about his own writing, and some 
seminars he took with Dr. Caleb Gattegno, he worked out a short course of exercises to 
help people, however unskilled, to write more easily and effectively. His short course 
comes in five short pages. He asks his students to read and do Page i first; after that, they 
can take the others in any order they want. He says, in part: 

Page 1 

—Which comes first when you speak, knowing that you have something you want to 
say, or the words? Test yourself to find out. 

—Make a short statement out loud. 

—Write down the same words you said. 



Are you sure that you wrote the same words? I low can you tellr Can you make a 
much longer statement and write down the words accurately? (It doesn’t matter if you 
misspell). 

—Think of something else you could say but, instead ot speaking, write it down 
without speaking, 

—Can you think of something to say and write the words down as they come into your 
mind without taking the time to say them to yourself first? 

With respect to that last question, sometimes I can, sometimes I can’t. Very often I 
have to say something over and over again a great many times before I find a way of 
saying it that I like enough to want to write it down. At other times the idea, and the 
words to say it, appear together. Sometimes they please me so much I have to get them 
down on paper right away. Bernhardt continues: 

Page 2 

—Take a pencil and a piece of blank paper and write continuously for three minutes 
without removing your pencil from the paper. . . . Pay no attention to whether what you 
write makes sense or is spelled correctly. If you can’t think of anything to say, just write 
down all the words you can think of. When you finish, turn the paper over without 
reading what you wrote. 

—Write for three more minutes on the reverse side of the paper, following the same 
directions. 

—Write for three more minutes on a second sheet of paper. 

Count how many words you wrote each time. Did your output increase the second 
and/or third time? Have you written more than you usually write in the same amount of 
time? Read what you wrote aloud and listen to yourself. Does it make sense? Does it 
sound like the English you speak? [italics mine] 

The last sentence is the key to the whole process. The idea of nonstop writing is not 
new. In How Children Fail I described using it with fifth-graders in what I called a 
Composition Derby. The idea came to me from an article by I. S. Hayakawa, who used it 
with students of his at Roosevelt College in Chicago. But it is a stroke of real genius to 
ask the student to see if what he has written sounds like the English be speaks. Not “good 
English” or “correct English.” Not the English the teacher speaks, or that the student 
thinks he himself ought to speak. But the English he actually speaks. Bernhardt has 
grasped here a most powerful and fundamental truth. Even the worst speakers of English 
“know how” to speak better English, not just more correct but also clearer and more 
direct English than they usually speak. And as his examples (see Appendix to this book) 
show, even the most hopelessly illiterate writers can speak a lot better than they write. 
Thus we could enormously improve even the worst writing if we can just get the writers 
to ask themselves, about whatever they write, “Is this the way I would really say it? Is 
this the way 1 would like to say it, if I had time to think about it?” Bernhardt again: 

Page 3 

—Complete the following sentence by adding one word at the end: [italics mine] 

As they turned the corner they saw 



Copy the completed sentence onto the top of a blank sheet of paper and continue by 
writing a second sentence which begins with the following word: Maybe Add a third 
sentence to the story. Add five more sentences to the story. 

End the story. 

I low much of the story was given to you and how much did you have to provide? . . . 
Could you see in your mind what was happening in the story? If so, was it like a picture 
or a movie? Did you see all of it at the beginning or did more come into your mind as you 
continued? Can you see it all again when you read the story over? 

—Close your eyes and picture in your mind a difficult or embarrassing situation which 
you would not like to find yourself in. Describe in writing what the situation is. Write 
what you would say to get yourself out of that situation. 

Again, as a way of putting the fearful writer in touch with Aw own real powers of 
imagination and expression and making them available to him, these instructions are a 
work of genius. I am lost in admiration of them. All the would-be writer is asked to do at 
first is add one word to a sentence. Anyone can do that. But as soon as he does it, he is, 
benignly speaking, hooked. His creative powers are already at work. In his mind’s eye he 
must see that corner, and the characters he created, who have just turned it. With this 
beginning he can easily fill in after the “maybe.” By then the story-is on its way. It has a 
life of its own, and has taken possession of the writer, which is what stories do, and what 
it feels like to be a writer. The next instruction is just as clever. Most people have waking 
nightmares, dreaded scenes they play over and over again in their mind, and know well 
enough so that they can easily write about them. (We might also suggest that the writers 
imagine a very pleasant situation that they would like very much to find themselves in.) 

Page 4 continues to explore and develop the writer’s power to imagine and describe. 
On Page 5 Bernhardt gives writers more sensible and usable, and, as the Appendix 
shows, more effective ways to judge and improve their writing: 

Page 5 

—Write rapidly for 10 minutes without stopping or pausing to make corrections. 
When you have finished writing, put the paper aside, without reading what you wrote, for 
at least 20 minutes. 

—Read what you wrote aloud, making sure you do two things: 

(1) Read exactly what is written on the paper. 

(2) Listen to yourself reading and catch the points when what you hear fails to make 
sense or sounds “funny.” 

If you find anything which doesn’t make sense, change the words so that it does make 
sense. 

If you find anything which sounds funny, change it so that it sounds right. 

\\’hen you finish, read the corrected copy over again to see if you need to make further 
changes. 

—Is it easier to make corrections and improvements at the same moment you are 
writing down what you want to say or at a later time? 



—Do writing and making corrections require the same state of mind? Different states 
of mind? 

The simple ideas and exercises in these few short pages would do more to help most 
people to write better, and to enjoy writing more, than all the things I ever did in my own 
work as an English teacher, and probably, than all the work of all English teachers put 
together. As a way to show the pupil his own powers, and ways to use and develop them, 
and above all, to free him more and more from his need for outside correction and 
judgment, it is a superb example of the teaching art. 

Alfred North Whitehead once said that it was easy to teach people to give right 
answers to questions; what was hard to teach was to ask the right questions, questions 
that are interesting, important, useful, and far-reaching. Fortunately, we do not have to 
teach people to ask good questions. Human beings do this by nature, and almost from 
birth. All we have to do is answer their questions, or allow or help them to find their 
answers, and they will ask more. Their questions will get better and their answers will 
reach further. But Whitehead’s remark illustrates an important point that the do-ing of 
Math, or Physics, or any other intellectual activity, begins with someone asking a 

question. That is, someone wondering, puzzled, confused. S
:
chool books, textbooks, 

rarely help us to see this. They tell us right answers, but very rarely the questions that 
first led people to look for those answers. So we learn very little about the kinds of good 
questions that important thinkers have asked. 

Someone wrote that Einstein’s work on relativity began with two questions he asked 
himself while quite young. One was, what does it mean to say that two things happen at 
the same time? The other was, what would it be like to ride through space on the front 
end of a beam of light, what would we see? Not many Science T-eachers, I suspect, have 
heard of these questions. If they did, many would say that these questions were not 
serious, not “scientific.” The first is too obvious, the second too fanciful to be worth 
thinking about. Most children who asked questions like these in school would get more 
criticism than encouragement. Perhaps Einstein was himself such a child; his T-eachers 
thought him dull. 

School books even more rarely tell us how thinkers of the past have gone about trying 
to answer their own questions, and still more rarely, what mistakes they made along the 
way. A graduate student in Psychology suggested one day to a noted professor in that 
field that there should be a publication in which psychologists would write about their 
mistakes, the hunches that had not worked out, the experiments that had not proved what 
they were meant to prove, or didn’t prove anything. The professor agreed that such a 
publication would teach students a great deal about the doing of Psychology. But, he said, 
there was no use even thinking about such a publication, because no one with a reputation 
to defend would ever put anything in it. So we find it hard to find most of our mistakes 
because we are so rarely told how the do-ers of the past came to make and later find 
theirs. 

The do-ers of many kinds of intellectual work can teach us much through their 
arguments with each other. Historians are a good example. In 1974 many of them argued 
heatedly, often in newspapers and magazines, about Time on the Cross, a recently pub-
lished book about slavery. The authors, Fogel and Engerman, though they do not uphold 
slavery, attack the belief of most U.S. historians that slavery in this country was in 



general both physically cruel and inefficient. Historians think this issue is important for 
many reasons. Some of them have to do with the politics and social conflicts of today. 
Some have to do with a question about which historians have been arguing for some 
time: Was the Civil War necessary to end slavery, or would it not in time have failed 
because of its inefficiency? At any rate, the authors of Time on the Cross say that our 
historians have taken their generally held ideas about slavery from the wrong sources, 
from personal accounts, by slaves, or slave-owners, or other witnesses. They complain 
that these accounts do not give a true picture that they are too few, that they are heavily 
biased against slavery. Instead, they have used a different kind of evidence, which they 
claim is more complete, impartial, and reliable: commercial records, accounts of farm 
outputs, records of the buying and selling of slaves in slave markets, and so on. From this 
evidence they conclude that slavery was for the most part very efficient and not very 
physically cruel, that the farms worked by slaves were more productive than the slaveless 
farms of the North. Many historians have in turn challenged not only their conclusions 
but their methods, their evidence, and the way they used it. So there are two arguments 
going on at the same time. One is about what happened. The other is about how we can 
best find out what happened. Along with these there is a third argument, about what 
difference it makes. Many people think it makes a lot of difference. Charges of racism fill 
the air. Fogel and Engerman say that the conventional wisdom of history, that under 
slavery black people in America were never able to build stable families and 
communities, is racist. Their opponents, some of whom want to claim that present 
troubles or weaknesses or deficiencies of blacks are all the result of the harm slavery did 
to them, argue the other way. 

It would be a fine thing if more people, children and adults, could overhear all these 
historians quarreling with each other. How interesting, lively, and important it would 
make the doing of History seem to them. Nobody ever told me as a student that the ex-
perts ever disagreed or argued about anything. Least of all Historians. What was there for 
them to argue about? History was facts—names, places, dates, battles, kings. Clearly, the 
work of a Historian was to collect those facts and write them down in History books for 
the students to memorize. Later, if he wanted to amuse himself by wondering and even 
arguing a bit about what the facts might mean and what difference it might make, he 
could. But the facts came first. There could be no arguing about them. 

So, at least, it seemed to me, as a student, and for many years as an adult. And so, in 
spite of all that was said about its importance. History seemed for the most part dull and 
pointless. At certain ages some children used to find it exciting to imagine themselves 
Greeks or Romans or Medieval knights. (History was almost entirely about what men did, 
and a large part of that was fighting). A few children, as they grow up, continue to like to 
live imaginatively in other places and times, or to wonder about why things happened as 
they did. But for most children, as for most adults, History soon becomes and remains a 
bore. But it need not be so, If more people knew about arguments like those over Time on 
The Cross, many of them might feel differently. Such arguments make History more 
interesting, because they show us that it is not just a collection of facts or books about 
dead people, but something that living people do, right now. We find their quarrels 
interesting, not just because we like a quarrel, but because they tell us that some people 
think these things are worth quarreling about. My sense of History as something that 
people do, and my ideas about some of the ways in which they do it, came not from 



school, not even from History books read out of school, but from reading reviews (gener-
ally quarrelsome) of books about History in the New York Review of Books, which I 
bought for other reasons. Slowly, over many years, I became aware that there was this 
crowd of people out there who were always arguing about History. What were they 
arguing about? Partly, about what happened; much more, about bow to find oat what 
happened. In other words, they were arguing about their on-going daily work. 

Thus, the authors of Time on the Cross tell us that we can’t trust people’s books, 
articles, letters, diaries. Such records are biased, deluded, emotional, angry. It’s only (so 
they claim) when people are keeping their financial records, thinking about money, that 
they are not swayed by emotion, stick to the facts. So that’s where we have to look if we 
want to find oat what happened. Those who oppose this view (as I would tend to) say 
nonsense, what could we learn about people if we only looked in their account books? 
Even if it were always true (which it isn’t) that they don’t put lies in there, neither do they 
put anything important about what is happening to them or how they feel about it. If we 
had to find there all we know about people, we would know nothing. So the argument 
goes. Do we look for evidence which is secure but trivial? Or evidence which is not at all 
trivial, but perhaps not secure? Whom do we ask? Whom do we trust? 

Beyond these questions, some others. People who are happy about their lives and work 
don’t usually write much about them. It’s the people who are unhappy who write. Do the 
people who criticize their, society and their times speak for many others, who would like 
to but don’t know how to or don’t dare? Or do they speak only for a small group of 
malcontents like themselves? How do we find out what many people think? The current 
view is that we send out a pollster to ask them a few questions, or send them a 
questionnaire to fill out. But do people say what they really think to complete strangers, 
or in the first five minutes of a conversation? Even with friends, I usually find that it 
takes much longer than that for people to get out what is really on their minds. What do 
we believe when the things people say on polls do not agree with what they say to people 
who talk to them for a long time, or more important, with what they do? To what degree 
do people have one set of ideas for talking, and another for acting? 

Questions like these put History right in the middle of everyone’s daily life. For all of 
us, whatever we do, need to know something about what happened, even if only 
yesterday or last week. We all have the problem, how do we find out, who do we ask, 
who do we trust? In that very important sense we are all historians. Everything around us, 
everything we see or do, has a history. A large part of the written matter we see is 
History—reports about things that happened. This is what written History is—not facts, 
but reports. Thus the daily newspaper is a book of History. We don’t always believe what 
we read there. In that sense, we are good Historians. The reality we live in extends into 
the past and future. Thinking about that past, and how it relates to the present and the 
future, is not just a “school subject” or a “body of knowledge,” to be done only by a few 
specialists. It is a central part of the active life, the doing, of all of us. Some people may 
do it more or better than others. But we all need to do it better, and we need good 
teachers, good models and guides, to help us do it better. 

What questions are worth asking? How do we search for answers? How do we find out 
whether our answers are any good? These questions are at the heart of all intellectual 
activity, and so of t-eaching. In How Children Learn I described a first-grade class in 



which children who came to school early could write on the blackboard anything they 
wanted. Entirely on their own, they began to invent and do problems in addition, at first, 
like 70 + 20 = ?; later, 200 +400, or even 240 + 520, In a week they were using larger 
numbers and doing more complicated problems than the regular school curriculum would 
have asked them to do before the end of the second-grade year, if then. At the time, I 
wrote: 

At the end of the week, just as they were beginning to get going, I had to leave, and so 
wasn’t able to give their work the kind of nudge that might have led them to consider the 
problems of carrying, or of subtraction. . . . 

Clearly the children needed no more than a nudge, if even that. These children did not 
need to be taught how to ask questions about numbers, or how to go about finding 
answers, or how to find out whether their answers were good. They were doing such 
things on their own, and they had not been taught to do so, by their regular teacher or by 
me. When I decided to let them write on the board, I thought they might write words or 
draw pictures. It never occurred to me that they would write and do arithmetic problems. 
But there they were, six years old, doing real Mathematics, asking their own questions, 
finding and checking answers. So the most I might have done, or needed to do, was to 
suggest a few new questions, or ways of finding and checking answers. 

Thus I might one day have written on the board 5 + 5 =, and just left it there. I suspect 
the problem would have tempted them, and that by various means they would have 
worked out, and agreed, that 5+5 = 10. From what they had done with their other 
problems, I suspect they would soon have worked out that 50 + 50 = 100, and perhaps 
that 500 + 500 = 1000. Perhaps one of them would one day have written 5 + 6 =, or in 
time I might have written it myself. Again, I think they would have worked out that 5 + 6 
= ii, and from there that 50 + 60 = no, and so on. What they were doing in their work, 
without thinking of it in such terms, was abstracting certain principles from the behavior 
of small numbers, and applying them to larger ones. Would they in time have moved 
from 5 + 6 = 11 to a wider variety of problems involving carrying: 5+7, 6+7, 6+8, 16+8, 
and so on? Given enough time, I think they would. But I cannot be sure. I wasn’t in the 
class long enough to find out. And perhaps it was just as well. Given more time, I might 
have taken their project away from them, turned it from something they were doing for 
their own pleasure and curiosity into something I was doing for my own T-eacher 
purposes. 

This is a terrible temptation for ambitious T-eachers. They are always looking for 
some interest in their students to exploit for their own purposes. Even as I think about 
those first-graders, the thought comes, had I only been in that class a few more weeks, or 
months, perhaps the children, working “on their own” and helped every few days by a 
nudge from me, might have sailed through three, or five, or who knows how many years 
of the Math curriculum. What a tale that would have been! Holt the Miracle Worker! This 
is the seductive, dangerous vanity of the person in love with teaching. He thinks he can 
create miracles, or (which is the same) get his students to create them. But children move 
into the world by great leaps here and there, spasms of exploration and activity mixed 
with long periods of reflection. Most likely those eager inventors and solvers of problems 
would have tired of their mathematical research after a while and switched to something 
else. And if 1 had begun to take too great an interest in their work, to nudge too often, 



they would surely have sensed this—probably before I did—and drawn back, feeling that 
somehow the project was no longer theirs but mine. 

This is exactly what happened, on another occasion. I have mentioned the 
Composition Derby, a contest (among fifth-graders) to see who could write the most 
words in a given period of time. For many reasons, the children became interested in this 
contest, and began to write more easily and fluently, and usually more interestingly. One 
day, one of them suggested an overnight Composition Derby, in which they would all 
take their papers home and sec who could come back the next day with the most words 
written. The others enthusiastically agreed. Next day they returned with anywhere from 
five hundred to two thousand words written. My eyes lit up. Like most teachers, I thought 
that the more words my students wrote, the better my teaching. A few days later I slyly 
suggested another overnight derby. The children saw through me in a second, and said 
no, they didn’t want to, it would be boring. Fortunately I had the sense to draw back 
quickly, to say OK and mean OK, so that at least I did not kill for them whatever pleasure 
they had in writing in class. 

 

The Uses of Consensus 

Those first-graders doing their independent work in Math instinctively understood 
what the S-chools seem unable or unwilling to learn. People very often work more 
effectively in a group. Not all people, riot always, and not for all kinds of work. Some 
people are loners and some work, like writing, is usually best done alone. But much of 
the time people can do far more working with others than they could all by themselves. 
They give each other a sort of collective feedback. These children knew or sensed that it 
was highly probable that any one of their answers was right if they all agreed on it. Not 
that they were democrats, believing that the voice of the people is the voice of God; like 
all young children, they were aristocrats and anarchists. But they had learned from 
experience that it was very unlikely, if a mistake had been made, that they would all 
make and agree on the same mistake. This is one of the reasons why almost all of the 
intellectual doings of people, like Math or Physics or History, or whatever, are done 
collectively—not just so that people can share each other’s ideas, but so that they can 
catch each other’s mistakes. 

In earlier writings I have said that when T-eachers are T-eaching a Right Answer sort 
of course, like Math or some parts of Science or Foreign Languages, they should not 
correct papers but instead give students the answer sheet. This would free the students 
from dependence on them, and spare them much dull and needless work. Now I would go 
further and suggest that they leave with the students the task of figuring out which of 
their answers was right. Pocket calculators have become so small and cheap that 

for much less than we spend trying to T-each children how to get answers (for the 
teacher later to correct) we could put one or more calculators in every Math class, and let 
the students figure out how to work them. How could they find out how to do a problem 
on a calculator? They could take a simple problem, for which they already know^ the 
answer, and try different ways of doing it on the calculator until they got that answer, 
then check It with more complicated problems. That is how, when about fifteen, I figured 
out how to work a slide rule. I pushed things this way and that until I found a method that 
would tell me that 2x3 was 6. It worked. 



Group feedback can help people do many kinds of work better, at least in any situation 
in which they can trust each other enough to talk freely about their difficulties and 
mistakes. Ken Macrorie, professor of English at Western Michigan University, describes 
in his books Up Taught, Writing to be Read, and A Vulnerable Teacher, how he has long 
used it to help his students write better. He regularly has them comment on each other’s 
papers, with this important limitation, that for the first few months of the course, until 
they gain confidence in themselves and each other, they can only talk about the things 
they like. The writers find out what parts of their writing reach, interest, or move their 
colleagues, and why, and they write more that way as time goes on. Such a method would 
surely have helped many students I have known, who were so alienated from the writing 
they had to do for their T-eachers that they could not imagine how it would sound to 
anyone. All they could think was that it was all bad. This is of no use; a writer cannot tell 
his good writing from his bad if he thinks it is all bad. Students who write badly do not do 
so because “they have no standards,” but because the standards they are trying to reach 
are so abstract and unreal that they have no way to use them, and so high that they have 
no hope of ever reaching them. Very few of those who fail English in school really 
believe they are good writers. Very few of those who get A’s believe it, either. And 
indeed, very few are. 

We learn to use language well, spoken or written, only when we use it for a purpose, 
our purpose, to say something we think is important, to people we want to say it to, or to 
make something happen that we want to happen. With few exceptions, the best orators I 
heard in the British House of Commons in 1952, in two days of heated debates, were not 
university graduates, but working men and women with very little schooling who had 
come up through the unions and the local organizations of the Labor Party. They had 
learned to use language well because they had had to use it well, to save their jobs or win 
a strike or an election. That they were in the House was proof that they could use words 
to move people and get things done. This is how, and why, we all learn to speak. We 
want to move people and get things done. When our words do this, it encourages us to 
speak more and shows us how to speak better. Only when we get into a place, like S-
chool, where we are seldom allowed to talk, much less talk about anything interesting or 
real, and where our words seldom make anything important happen, and may only earn 
us humiliation and failure, does our growth in language slow to a stop. 

So much for the act and art of teaching, of helping others to know and do more of 
what they want. Much more could be said about it. I hope these chapters have made clear 
that I am deeply interested in t-eaching, believe in it, and love to do it. Indeed, one of the 
important reasons I want to do away with all compulsory schooling and learning is so that 
I can call myself a teacher, and be fully and properly understood. 

 

9. The True Authority of t-eachers 

In The Lives of Children, Dennison made the important distinction between natural 
authority, which rests on experience, competence, wisdom, and commitment, on the 
respect, trust, and love of one person for another, and official or coercive authority, which 
rests only on the power to bribe, to threaten, and to punish. Many people find it hard to 
understand this difference, or to see that coercive authority does not complement and 
support natural authority, but undermines and destroys it. 



Power cancels out moral rights and obligations. The slave has no moral duty to his 
master. He has every moral right to dodge and escape the whip if he can, any way he can. 
No one is morally obliged to hold still for punishment. A ten-year-old, a proud, brave, 
stubborn child, of great character, helped me to see this. One day she refused to go to 
French class, which she (sensibly) hated. She sat at her desk reading, while I kept telling 
her to go. Finally I said that it was my job and my duty to make her go to French class, 
and that if I could not get her to go any other way 1 would drag her there. She did not 
move. I approached her desk, ready to carry out my threat. When I was about three feet 
away she suddenly looked up, slammed the book shut, banged it on the desk, stood up, 
and said, “All right, I’m going! But it’s just brute force that is making me go, just brute 
force!” She was right; that’s all it was. 

For many years I told this story to show that if we are ready to use force against 
people to make them do what we want, and to hurt them if they resist or refuse, we 
should say so openly. It is morally disgusting to call this “giving a choice.” At least I did 
not try to persuade this child that it would be good for her to go to French class, or that 
she had any moral obligation to go. What seems clearer now is that she had no moral 
obligation to do anything I or the S-chool told her to do. She had a moral obligation not 
to hurt other children, who had no legal or moral right to hurt her. Likewise, she had a 
moral obligation not to do us T-eachers any physical injury, because (at least in that 
school) we could not do that to her. But only where coercive power ends do mutual moral 
rights and obligations begin. 

The students who come to CIDOC, and think that its rules and methods contradict 
what Illich (and I) have said about schools, have had many years of schooling in which 
they as students had unlimited obligations to teachers who had no obligations to them at 
all. Edgar Friedenberg has written often and well about this. The student owes the school 
and the teacher everything and can be penalized if he does not deliver; the school and the 
teacher owe the student nothing. As someone else put it, “There are very severe penalties 
for being a bad student but no penalties at all for being a bad teacher.” The students quite 
rightly reject this arrangement. But in its place they sometimes want to put its opposite, in 
which the teacher has infinite obligations to the student and the students in return no 
obligations at all. This was the idea behind quite a few free schools, colleges, universities, 
etc. The teacher is expected to be infinitely available, and to respond with utmost 
sympathy and understanding to all the needs of the students. But he cannot make any 
demands on them. Their needs count, his don’t. The students need not come to class, but 
should they feel like coming the teacher must be there. The students need not read a 
book, but should they feel like discussing one the teacher should have read it, and if not 
should immediately read it. The students have a right to withdraw from or reject any 
discussion that does not interest them. The teacher has no such right. 

When I first went to CIDOC and met Illich, some such ideas were in my mind. In our 
earliest talks I was surprised at how strongly he resisted the idea of what was then called 
informal teaching, and defended instead the old-fashioned schoolmaster. Later I was 
surprised again by the passion with which he argued against free schools. Most puzzling 
of all was his fear that what people were beginning to call the deschooling of society 
might simply produce a society that was itself a universal or perpetual school, or his 
remark that a global schoolhouse would be like a global madhouse or a global prison. 



On my second or third visit to CIDOC, he told me a perplexing story. He said that 
after one of his talks in the U.S. someone in the audience began to criticize him sharply 
for not having made clear something he had been trying to say. After a while Illich  
interrupted him, and said with great force, “Please sit down! I am not your teacher!” He 
told me this as if it were important that I understand it, and as if understanding it would 
make clear what in a larger sense he was saying about education and teaching. But it was 
still some time before I began to see what he meant. 

Only as I began to make in my own mind the distinction between doing and education, 
or between S-chools and s-chools, and T-eachers and t-eachers, did I begin to understand 
the passion with which Illich told the questioner that he was not his teacher. He was 
saying, in effect, “I have not agreed to be your teacher, and therefore am not responsible 
for your understanding or failing to understand anything I may say. If you want me to be 
your teacher, to accept a responsibility for making you learn or understand something, 
you must ask me. Even then I will only agree if I feel fairly certain that I can in fact teach 
you or help you understand. If I think I can, I will set forth the conditions, the mutual 
responsibilities and obligations under which I will agree to teach you. If you wish to 
accept them, you may. Otherwise, I accept no responsibility for making you understand, 

or blame if you do not. We are not talking here as teacher and pupil, but as equals 
t
 and 

nof understanding each other is one of the risks of all such conversations.” 

It is important to understand here that Illich is saying, first of all, that the proper 
relationship of teacher to student is not one of equals. The student, while he is in that 
relationship, is in some ways (but not all) an inferior; he acknowledges and accepts that. 
Beyond that, Illich is saying most emphatically that not all things can be taught. He 
would undertake to teach someone Spanish. He would not undertake to teach someone 
Philosophy—though he would be glad to discuss it—saying quite rightly that no one can 
make another person a philosopher. One of Illich’s deepest criticisms of S-chools and  
S-chool people is that they do not even know or admit the distinction between what can 
be taught and what can not, what is not learned by being “taught.” 

The relationship to a teacher which many of the American students believed was 
proper, and hoped to find at CIDOC, is in many ways like that of the newborn baby to the 
mother. The mother owes everything, the baby nothing. It may well be that many young 
people, hurt by their experience of growing up in a bad time, and above all by their 
schooling, deeply need-such a relationship. But this is not properly speaking, the 
relationship of teacher to student, but something quite different. Indeed, though Illich 
would firmly reject and refuse this relationship as a teacher, he might in some cases 
accept it as a friend. 

The point is that the teacher-student relationship as Illich sees it is an exceptional one 
and should not take up more than a small pan of life. At another time he said to me 
emphatically that he did not want to spend all his life in a schoolhouse. He wants a sharp 
line to be drawn between those situations in which he relates to another person as student 
to teacher (or vice-versa), and so as inferior to superior, and those in which he relates to 
another as a human being, and so as an equal. If he is going to enter into an inferior-
superior relationship with another person, in which one is dependent on the other, he 
wants it clearly understood when, for how long, under what conditions, and for what 
purposes this relationship will go on. Part of what he means by the convivial society is a 



society in which people talk and relate as equals, except in those special situations in 
which they have agreed they will relate in another way. 

Every so often, in my own work as a professional lecturer, a group, an organization, a 
conference of one kind or another, will ask me to speak, for a fee. Sometimes I fear that 
the things this group wants to hear are not the things I want to say, and that what I want 
to say they may not want to hear at all. In such cases, I tell them, “I may not be the right 
person to speak at your meeting, because here is what I am going to say.” Sometimes 
they agree that I am not the person they want, sometimes they ask me to come anyway. 
But it seems only fair to let them know what they will be getting. 

At other times a group or a person will ask me, as a favor, for no fee at all, to spend 
some time talking with them. In such cases I will ask what they want to talk about. 
Perhaps I, or someone, has already written what they want to find out, in which case I 
will tell them where to read it. Perhaps they want to talk about something I don’t know 
anything about, or don’t want to talk about. But if it turns out that they want to discuss 
with me something that I am interested in and like to talk about, I may say, “Before we 
talk, there are some things I must ask you to read. There are ideas in them that I think are 
important for our discussion, and since they have already been written down, I don’t want 
to take time at our meeting to talk about them. Instead, sharing those ideas, we can go on 
from there.” Sometimes the other people agree to this, sometimes they don’t. I feel no 
qualms at ail about imposing this kind of condition. This is one of the rights of a t-eacher, 
to make clear the terms on which he will accept and work with his students. But it is only 
the fact that I have no power over the people who want to talk with me, that they are free, 
at no cost or risk to themselves, to do without me, that gives me the right to state the 
conditions under which I will work. 

It is clear now, as it was not at first, why Illich reacted with such horror to my saying 
that we should push the walls of the school building out further and further. That seemed 
at the time a good enough way to say that we should abolish- the distinction between 
learning and the rest of life. Only later did I see the danger that he saw right away. Think 
again about the global schoolhouse, madhouse, prison. What are madhouses and prisons? 
They are institutions of compulsory treatment. They are places in which one group of 
people do things to another group of people, without their consent, because still another 
group thinks this would be good for them. Prisons, at least those that believe in 
“rehabilitation,” which most prisoners fear and hate, are places in which one group says 
to another, “We are going to keep control of your life, and do things to you, whatever we 
want, and for as long as we want, until we think you measure up.” In the same way the 
doctors in mental hospitals say to the patients, “We are going to keep treating you, with 
drugs, restraint, shock, surgery—whatever we want—until we think you measure up, i.e., 
have recovered, are sane.” We might note in passing that, except in the case of some 
highly contagious diseases, people still have a right to be medically sick without going to 
a doctor or hospital. They may choose to try to treat or cure themselves. But not so the 
mentally ill. 

S-chool is just this sort of compulsory-treatment institution. Society has decided that 
one group of people, T-eachers, shall do all sorts of things to another group of people, the 
students, whether they want it or not, until the T-eachers think the students measure up, 
know enough about the world to go out and live in it. Such people like to say, for 



example, that no one should have the right to choose to be illiterate—a right I have any 
time I travel to a foreign country. A global schoolhouse would be a world, which we 
seem to be moving toward, in which one group of people would have the right through 
our entire lives to subject the rest of us to various sorts of tests, and if we did not measure 
up, to require us to submit to various kinds of treatment, i.e. education, therapy, etc., until 
we did. A worse nightmare is hard to imagine. 

 

10. On Human Nature 

Much of what I have said so far implies a certain view of human nature. Let me now 
try to make this view more clear, and defend it against the charge that it is sentimental 
and does not take account of human beings1 all-too-frequently demonstrated capacity to 
do wrong. 

A traditional and pessimistic view of nature is that Man is mostly bad. His deepest 
instincts and desires are far more likely to be bad than good. Free to do what he wants, he 
will do mostly wrong. Many Christians, certainly since the Reformation, have held this 
dark view of human nature. Recently certain ethologists, whose work is to observe 
animal behavior, often very keenly and sensitively, but whose folly is to think they can 
use this behavior to explain human beings, have made the doctrine of Original Sin  
“scientifically” respectable. See, they say, here is a fish, or a goose, or an old skull, to 
prove it. 

But, the traditional view holds, at least some people, in their calmer moments, can be 
made to see that they are bad, that they cannot be trusted, and that whenever they do what 
they want it will be harmful even for them. Therefore, they need some kind of social 
order, backed by force, to stop them from doing most of the bad things they would 
otherwise do. A few people, at least, can be trusted to plan this social order, and to decide 
what power it should have, which people should use this power, and in what ways, and 
how these people should be found or chosen. The task of these few people, then, and the 
art of politics and government, is to create and maintain this social order, and—very 
rarely, and then only under heavy pressure of circumstances, and as little as possible—to 
change it. People who hold this view often call it conservative; others call it reactionary 
or worse. Those who hold it will of course not like the ideas expressed in this book. But 
there is very little in modern society, anywhere, that such a conservative, if observant and 
intelligent, could like. He would certainly not call Conservative most of the people in the 
U.S. (and other countries) who go by that name. He would be very afraid of the kind of 
unplanned change, with unforseeable consequences, that most of these so-called 
Conservatives push for the sake of profit, growth, and “progress.” And he would know, 
as they seem not to, that those who wish to maintain a stable social order must not enrich 
themselves by doing so, and must themselves obey its rules, lest they destroy the ethical 
basis of that order. When power becomes license, the social order soon falls. 

Though I am in many ways conservative, finding it better to conserve than waste or 
destroy, I do not think that in order to be a true conservative one must take the traditional 
and dark view that humans are naturally bad. Clearly, we humans can do and have done 
many bad things. But we can also do some things that are very good. If we look more bad 
than good, it is partly because it is easier to do bad things than good, easier to destroy 
than create, and partly because it makes more of an impression. 



Sometimes, to be sure, we do seem to be very happy when hurting, killing, or 
destroying. But at other times we seem to be just as happy, or more happy, doing no 
harm, giving and sharing pleasure, meeting more innocent needs. I strongly suspect that 
among our many needs there are enough that are innocent, unselfish, and constructive so 
that in any situation in which we could reasonably satisfy those needs we would have 
little or no need or wish to do harm. Our biological nature has given us not just a capacity 
for evil, but a huge capacity for harmless pleasure, a great many ways to enjoy life 
without hurting others. We like to play, to laugh, to create, to add to and share in the 
happiness of others. Most of us, unless driven mad by fear or some abstract principle and 
passion like religion or patriotism, are frightened and horrified by the sadness or pain of 
others. Seeing people in airports or bus or train stations weeping at the sorrow of parting, 
we do not laugh, but are all a bit saddened by their sadness. People may rush to the scene 
of a crime or an accident, but few of them are smiling. We have to be carefully trained to 
tolerate or enjoy suffering and pain. 

What seems most true about our human nature is that it is very malleable. We humans 
can be and are very easily shaped, and into a great variety of things. What shapes us is the 
world and society we grow up in, and the ways and attitudes of all those around us—in 
short, our culture. To ask what fundamental human nature is, is to ask what a human 
being would be like without a culture. Such a question is meaningless, and cannot be 
answered. There is and can be no such thing as a human being without a culture. And 
even if we could say with some accuracy what a human being might be like without a 
culture, all by himself, such knowledge would tell us nothing about what we really want 
to know when we ask questions about human nature: How will people act when around 
other people? How they will act depends very much on their culture, where they fit in it, 
how they see it, how it sees them, and so on. Here is the first flaw in the notion that we 
can build a basically good society on the assumption that people are basically bad. A 
culture which says that people are bad will produce a great many people who behave 
badly. We know now how strongly such prophecies tend to fulfill themselves. People 
behave as they think others expect them to behave. When they think they are bad, and 
everyone else as well, they act toward each other in ways that build on and multiply 
whatever badness they may have within them. A person convinced that he and all others 
are selfish and greedy will act greedily, and selfishly, and believe that he has no choice 
but to do so. A person convinced that Man is by nature a killer will see killers everywhere 
around him, and think of nothing but how to protect himself against them, and perhaps 
kill them before they kill him. Doing so, he will make them afraid. Being afraid, they will 
in turn act in ways which will convince him that he was right. The person who fears 
everyone creates the behavior he fears. 

The second flaw in the notion of a good society made up of bad people is this. Plato, 
one of the first men to write about the ideal state, said that it should be ruled by 
Philosopher-Kings. It seems a tempting combination. The trouble is that Philosophers 
don’t often get to be Kings. Force leads to the throne more than reason. Most Kings have 
gained or kept their thrones not by being wiser or more generous or virtuous than most 
people, but by being more devious, unscrupulous, greedy, ruthless, violent, and cruel. In 
human society, run by kings or otherwise, the best or the wisest seldom rise to the top. In 
theory, the strength and virtue of its rulers was supposed to make the social order better. 
In practice, the weaknesses and vices of its rulers make it worse. In its name and for its 



sake its members commit far more and worse crimes than they would ever commit by 
themselves. Rulers will order others to do what they themselves would never do; the 
ruled will do under orders what they would never do without orders. As someone put it, 
those who kill, do not plan; those who plan, do not kill. 

As among people in any given society, so among human societies, the bad is most 
likely to rise to the top. If two societies live side by side, one modest, peaceful, kindly, 
and happy, the other a greedy and violent tyranny, the bad society must always swallow 
up the good. Much of what we call History is the success stories of madmen. How many 
times, on their various roads to glory, power, empire, etc., must these men and their 
armies of thugs and killers have wiped out societies far more sensible and humane. And 
this must have happened many more times in the long years of pre-His-tory than in the 
relatively short period of which we have some record. Our history books still speak 
admiringly of Rome and our debt to Rome, the most greedy, destructive, cruel and 
enduring tyranny the world has yet seen. Thinking of ourselves as history’s glorious final 
product, we like to say that it illustrates what we call the law of the survival of the fittest. 
It would be truer to speak instead of the survival of the morally least fit. 

There is in Economics a law called Gresham’s Law, which says that when good 
money and bad are both in circulation, the bad will drive out the good. If a society puts 
into circulation gold coin and paper money, those who want money to spend will try to 
get the paper, because it is easier to get, while those who want money to save, will keep 
the gold, because it will last. So the gold coins will go into socks, mattresses, and vaults, 
until only the paper is left. Perhaps there has been for a long time something like a 
Gresham’s Law among human societies. It may well be that many or most of the kindest 
and most sensible societies that humans have ever formed have long since disappeared 
unknown. 

There is of course no way to find out whether or to what degree this is true. History’s 
losers leave few traces. But this hypothesis or hunch seems to me an answer to the 
problem of human evil, of Original Sin, at least as plausible as any other, and far more 
hopeful. People do many of the bad things, even the worst things, they do because they 
are taught and made to do them. Perhaps the society they live in tells them, as ours tells 
us, that since winning is the only thing, it is good to be greedy, selfish, ruthless, 
hardnosed, and tough. Perhaps their society tells them, as ours tells us, that some other 
people are so bad that it is no crime—certainly no crime for which anyone will be 
punished—to murder their unarmed women, children, and babies. Perhaps their society 
treats them so badly and unfairly, so deeply destroys their sense of their own dignity and 
worth, that for the rest of their lives they can think of nothing to do but try to get even. 
But in another kind of society, where they heard very different kinds of ideas, and above 
all, were treated fairly, generously, and with courtesy and respect, they might have turned 
out very differently. 

What people become under one set of circumstances does not tell us very much about 
what they might have become under another. Japanese gardeners, over many centuries, 
have learned to do things to trees, to clip their roots or trim their branches, to limit their 
supply of water, air, or sun, so that they live, and for a long time, but only in tiny, 
shrunken, twisted shapes. Such trees may please us, or they may not. But what could they 
tell us about the nature of trees? If a tree can be deformed and shrunk, is this, then, its 



nature? The nature of these trees, given enough of the sun, air, water, soil, and food they 
need, is to grow like trees, tall and straight. People can be more easily deformed, and 
worse deformed, even than trees—and more than trees, they feel it, it hurts. But this 
cannot and does not say anything about their nature. Only to the degree that people have 
what they need, that they are healthy and unafraid, that their lives are varied, interesting, 
meaningful, productive, joyous, can we begin to judge, or even guess, their nature. Few 
people, adults or children, now live such lives. Perhaps few ever did. There is no way to 
find out how much good or kindness there may be in human nature, except to build or try 
to build a society on the assumption that people are or would like to be good and kind, a 
society in which to be good and kind is at least not a handicap. Until we are able to do 
this, it would be more wise and fair, and even prudent, to give human beings the benefit 
of the doubt. 

 

11. One of the Best S-chools 

Here it may be worth taking a further look at the Ny Lilleskole in Denmark, where 
true teaching can be done because the children there relate to the adults freely, and 
therefore fearlessly and honestly. A friend of mine, Peggy Hughes, who worked at the 
school for two years, made a film about it (30 minutes, black and white, sound) called We 

Have to Call It School. Early in the film one of the teachers says, “We have to call it 
school. Children have to go to school, and if we didn’t call this a school they couldn’t 
come here.” But, except that it is a place where children go during school hours, it is in 
no way like a school. No “education” takes place there. It is in fact a doing place. In it 
about eighty-five children, aged six or seven to about fourteen, come together with a 
group of six adults, who work with the children to make a community which is lively, 
interesting, pleasant, secure, trusting, cooperative, and humane. In this community the 
children live their lives as they see fit. 

As they see fit. These words mean just what they say. Subject only—like all of us—to 
the limits that they do not hurt each other, or destroy or unduly damage each others’ or 
common property, the children in this school do what they want, with whom they want, 
for as long as they want, and all of the time. The teachers, in turn, provide and oversee a 
place where the children can do this; think up at least some interesting things to do, and 
provide the means— materials, tools, etc.—to do them; make use of and share their own 
many skills and talents; if asked, help the children do the things they want to do; and, in 
general, are on hand for the children to show things to, or ask questions of, or just to talk 
to and be with. But they are not there to “exercise their adult responsibility,” i.e., to try to 
hint, or nudge, or bribe, or threaten, or seduce the children into doing what they or 
someone has decided would be good for them. They do not say to-the children, like the 
teachers in the so-called “open” British primary schools and their American equivalents, 
“Get on with it,” meaning, get busy and do something that / think is worthwhile. 

The school has almost nothing that most people would call an academic program. 
There are no subjects, no courses, no classes, no preplanned paths down which “the 
children progress at their own rate,” no texts or exams, no marks or grades or report 
cards, no reports of any kind. There are not even parent conferences, unless occasionally 
a parent—perhaps anxious, perhaps not—wants to come in and talk. And, as I have said, 
there is no pressure of any kind to make the children read. No wouldn’t-it-be-a-good-



idea’s or don’t-you-think-it’s-about-time’s. None of that. Nor is there any of what one 
sees a great deal of at many open or alternative schools— work done by the children, and 
displayed by the teachers, to impress parents and other adults. Visitors to the school are 
not shown marvelous samples of the children’s writing, or painting, or pottery, or science 
projects, or whatever it may be. Nor does the school put on plays, dances, pageants, etc., 
to show the world how creative the children are. 

By contrast, I think of an American school, which by my standards might well rank 
among the top one or two percent in the country. In one of their school bulletins the 
kindly and intelligent head of the school describes a number of trips the children had 
taken, to see a boat unload, to visit a waterworks, to interview a man at the railroad 
station. He then writes: (the trips) gathered facts worth considering, though they seemed 
to some observers just a lot of riding around. In fact, one father, objecting to the train ride 
. . . brought up the complaint, “We as a family take plenty of trips in this area, and it 
seems to me the school ought to have better things to do.” He was more understanding, 
however, when he listened to the children’s plan, the list of questions they bad made for 
the interview, and the account of the railroad trip under way. Other trips traced the 
relationship of land and water in the area. . . . One of the results of this was a six-foot 
papier mache map which had an incidental interest almost as great if not greater than the 
map itself, because to find space for it, we had to hoist it by pulleys to the ceiling, [all 
italics mine] 

But whose idea was that map, who really planned that project, made up that list of 
questions? 

The outcome [italics mine) of these trips was in maps, oral reports pictures, diagrams, 
stories, even dances. I never ceased to marvel at the children’s ability to represent in a 
dance what they had seen, and remember with some vividness the dance of——, with a 
child narrator, and music to accompany the cartwheels and whirls representing the 
different processes. The music teacher in these events brought out in music what they 
were trying to say. 

The “outcome.” Why does there always have to be an “outcome?” When I go to see 
something that interests me, I don’t have to do a dance afterwards or make a six-foot 
papier mache map and hoist it up to the ceiling. I can decide for myself what sort of out-
come, if any, I want to have for my experience. More important, I can wait until the 
outcome reveals itself to me. This takes time, sometimes years, and it never happens if 
“creative teachers” are busily pushing and prodding and motivating to make it happen. I 
have taught in schools like this, and I know how these outcomes are arrived at, how 
teachers, with skeptical fathers to placate, “intuitively bring out what the children want to 
say.” The head of the school says he “never ceased to marvel” at the children’s ability to 
put this or that into a dance. Just as surely the children never ceased to notice him 
marveling. It doesn’t take long at schools like this for children to find out what teachers 
marvel at and like to see children doing. Or to learn that doing these things brings plenty 
of approval, smiles, praise, rewards, and good reports, and that not doing them, or even 
seeming not to like doing them, means being pushed out of the charmed circle and into 
outer darkness. There is none of that at the Ny Lilleskole. 

One has to see a place like this to have any idea of what it is like. We are so used to 
the game that adults and children play, even in “open” schools, the adults worrying about 



how to make the children do what they want, and whether they are doing enough of it, 
and the children in their turn worrying about whether to do it or refuse, that we can’t 
imagine what a place might be like in which this game was not played. Having seen the 
Ny Lilleskole, I can hardly stand to visit most schools, even schools that a few years ago 
I might have considered good. The contrast between the affected, guarded, held-in, 
furtive, timid, sneaky, and sullen or seductive children I so often see there, and the 
unaffected, natural, bold, vital, frank, open, and honest children at the Ny Lilleskole, is 
too great. I like most children, and like to be around them, but I would rather not see 
them at all than have to see them in S-chool. 

Even a book could not tell more than a small part of what happens, at the Ny 
Lilleskole, what the children do in it, or how they are changed and strengthened by their 
lives there. No two children do the same things, and no two days are the same. I hope 
someone will one day write a book. The point to make here is that the school works. 
Even by the narrow academic standards most parents and teachers care and worry about, 
the school is highly successful. The children who go there are not selected for IQ or 
academic talent. There are no tests to get in. At least some of the children come from 
other schools where they have done very badly at schoolwork. Yet almost all of the 
children who have left the Ny Lilleskole have gone to the gymnasium, a very difficult 
and conventional academic high school, where they have done well. Among those who 
are old enough, almost all have taken advanced professional training—in a country in 
which only 5% of young people do so. No school I know of, anywhere, however 
exclusive or tough, does as well. 

No one would claim that these children and their families represent a kind of random 
cross-section of the Danish population. .Most Danes, like most Americans, would not 
think of sending their children to such a school. The Ny Lilleskole parents, however else 
they may be alike or different, have one thing in common. They trust their children. If 
they did not, they would not send them to such a school. In that sense, these parents, and 
so their children, are exceptional. But this is exactly my point, that we can trust children 
to find out about the world, and that when trusted, they do find out. 

 

A Description 

Bagsvaerd is a small, middle-income suburb of Copenhagen. The school is in an area, 
and on a street, zoned for light industrial use. As is often the case in Denmark, the area 
backs up to a housing development, separated from it only by some small woods, in 
which the children like to play. The school occupies the first floor of a four-story building 
(since the town now wants the building for other uses, the school must find other space). 
The main room of the school, about two-thirds of its space, is long and narrow, with 
windows on both sides. Since the room was designed for industrial purposes, the 
windowsills are four or five feet off the floor, so that the children have to climb up to see 
out of them. But this is no great loss, since all there is to see is other buildings much like 
their own. Off this main space is a very small gym, a room at one end where the school 
holds all its general meetings, and at the other end, along with lavatories, two small 
rooms, one used principally for music. One end of the main space is a workshop. The rest 
is divided into smaller spaces by partitions made of about two thousand wooden beer 
cases, which the school got free from a brewery when they switched to plastic cases. 



These dark green wooden boxes, which are used as dividers, tables, bookshelves, and 
chairs, all marked 0L (beer) are one of the first things one notices about the school. Soon, 
they become familiar, natural, and appropriate. Simple, sturdy, cheap, and kindly, they 
express something of the spirit of the school. I could hardly imagine it without them. 

The school is very simply and inexpensively equipped. Most American, British, or 
Danish school teachers or administrators would consider themselves dreadfully 
underprivileged if they had to work in a school with no more equipment than this one. In 
the office is a typewriter (not electric), a tape recorder, and a duplicator. In the main room 
is a refrigerator and a small stove, on which the children sometimes cook or bake, though 
in general they eat the usual Danish lunch of open-faced sandwiches. There is a very 
small but good collection of books. In the workshop is a modest set of woodworking 
tools, tools for heating and working metal, and oxy-acetylene cutting and welding 
equipment. There is a small collection of games and puzzles. Among the books are some 
Math and Science books and texts, but I saw very little that I would have called math or 
science equipment, no math labs, none of the PSSC, Nuffield, etc., science equipment 
which most American and British elementary schools have come to think of as essential. 
There was very little art equipment; I do not remember seeing any clay or easels or 
paints, or children using them. On the other hand, there were signs and other things in the 
school that the children had painted, so there was either paint around somewhere, or they 
could get it when they wanted it. There were two or three hand looms, and a sewing 
machine. On an earlier visit I had seen many birds and small animals; when I came back, 
they were gone, and in their place were many kinds of tropical fish, in tanks which the 
children had made or helped to make themselves. Some children spent many hours just 
watching the fish in the tank. There were soccer balls, jump ropes, and some other kinds 
of sports equipment. In the small gym was one tumbling mat. In the music room was an 
old, rather beat-up upright piano, some guitars, acoustic and electric, a bass riddle made 
by a teacher, and a collection of hand drums of different sizes. 

This inventory is by no means complete. There was probably some stuff I didn’t see or 
know about. About what I did see, three points should be made. The first is that the 
school had only a small part of the materials and equipment one would find today either 
in conventional elementary schools or. in open classrooms. The second is that what 
equipment there was in the school was for the children to use; there was not the usual 
locked audio-visual closet of the typical American school, or the elaborate ritual of 
getting a book out of the library. And the third, and perhaps most important, is that 
anyone who wanted to make such a doing place for children would not have to spend 
much money to equip it. Children do not need a lot of fancy stuff to work with. The 
reason children seemed at first to like Math Labs or Science Labs so much is that they 
were so much better than conventional schoolwork, listening to the teacher, filling in 
workbooks. But few children with any real range of choices would spend much of their 
time in a Math Lab or putting together a bunch of chicken bones. 

In fairness I should say that one reason the school does not have more equipment is 
that it does not have the money. There are surely some things the school would like to 
buy, for teachers and children to use, if it could afford it. Also, these teachers and chil-
dren are resourceful at finding ways to borrow, or salvage, or buy cheaply many of the 
materials they do decide they need. Finally, even if the school did have much more 
money, when the children and the teachers came to decide together, as they now do, how 



to spend it, they might very well vote for more interesting things than materials. The 
school now takes a lot of trips, in and around Copenhagen and further than that — one 
group of students took a walking trip across Sweden. With more money, they would 
probably take many more. 

A word or two about attendance. Children in Denmark, as everywhere else, are 
required by law to go to school. For all I know, there may be places and schools in 
Denmark in which this law is as strictly observed and harshly enforced as in the U.S. In 
this school, it is not. The school does keep attendance records. This does not mean that 
there is a roll-call, or that everyone has to be at school at a certain time. But on any given 
day one of the teachers has the job of making a note of who is and who is not in school. 
This is not a cause for worry, phone calls, or other such action. People assume that a child 
who is not at school has good reasons for not being there and is well occupied wherever 
he is. Beyond that, the school is such an intimate and open community that if a child is 
not at school, someone is almost sure to know where he is and what he is doing. Or, if 
someone misses a day or two of school, he is almost sure, when he comes back, to talk to 
many people about what he did. It rarely happens that a child will be away from school 
for more than a day or two without anyone knowing why. If this continues, the teachers 
will probably begin to check up. Once, when a child was away for quite a number of days 
at a time, they began thinking about how to get him to come back. But children are free to 
stay away from school if and when they think they have good reason to do so. They don’t 
have to get permission, and they don’t have to account for their absence when they get 
back. They don’t have to prove to anyone that while away from school they occupied 
their time well. Unlike American college students in work-study programs, when they go 
back to school they don’t have to write a paper about what they did when they were 
away. 

My visits to the school have all been in the spring, in middle or late May. After the 
long dark winter, when the sun comes out, the Scandinavians like to get out in it. At this 
time of year, on any given day, perhaps no more than half the children will be in the 
school. During the winter, they are more likely to be all there. What do they do? I will 
speak only of a few things I have seen, to give something of the spirit of the school, and 
the range and variety of things that happen there. Some things the children do all 
together. A couple of years ago, after much discussion at school meetings, the school 
decided that they would have a collective lunch. A certain amount of money would be set 
aside, some children would buy the food, others would prepare it—slicing the bread and 
meat, opening up some cans—and serve it, and all would eat together. This is what 
happens. It a very lively, noisy, friendly scene. 

Another frequent activity is the school general meeting. Children and teachers take 
part together, all can speak and vote, all votes count the same. Neill used to say of 
Summerhill general meetings that children younger than twelve seldom took a very active 
part. Here this is not so; the younger children speak up often. The school tries not to 
decide things on the basis of close votes; people look instead for solutions with which 
everyone or nearly everyone can agree. They may talk about personal relationships and 
problems, such as someone bothering or teasing someone else. Or they may talk about 
school policy itself, including—here they go further, I believe, even than Summerhill—
how money should be spent. 



One thing they talk about every so often is the physical arrangement of the school, the 
way the main room is divided by the beer cases into smaller working spaces. This can 
take many meetings. People say why they don’t like the existing layout. Children begin 
making measurements and drawing up new plans. In time, the meeting decides on a new 
plan. Then begins a tremendous piece of work, what we used to call in the Navy “an all-
hands evolution.” All books and equipment have to be taken out of or off the boxes, the 
partitions have to be taken down, furniture moved. They may give the school a thorough 
cleaning. Then the beer cases have to be put up according to the new plan, the furniture 
rearranged, the books and equipment put back. This is a large task, and the children love 
to take part in it. It is an exciting time. Years ago, I said to some young architects that an 
ideal school would never be finished, so that the children could keep redesigning and 
rebuilding it. The Ny Lilleskole is such a school. 

One very important part of the daily routine of the school is the morning exercise-
movement-dance session. The school gym is a low-ceilinged room slightly larger than a 
squash or handball court. The only equipment there is a thick tumbling mat and a couple 
of congo drums. Every morning one of the teachers, a skilled musician and dancer, and 
most of the children meet in the gym. The teacher begins to beat out on a drum a rapid 
and exciting rhythm, and the children begin to move, jump, and dance. The session is 
never twice the same. The movements are freely improvised, and one leads to another. 
The children will often do movements they have done before; some they clearly like 
better than others. But they and the teacher invent new ones as they go along, vigorous, 
elegant, skillful. New rhythms beget new movements. Sometimes one of the children 
beats on the drum, or a child beats one and the teacher the other. It is impossible to 
convey in words the grace, gaiety, and energy of this scene; I have never seen anything to 
match it. It goes on a long time. Most of the children are very healthy and energetic, and 
they burn off a lot of their steam here, though by no means all of it. Though the school 
has its calm, quiet, reflective days and moods, most of the time the children are very 
sociable, talkative, active, and noisy; in an American school children far less active are 
called “hyperactive” and put on drugs. This dance session is the principal organized 
athletic resource and activity of the school. For the older boys, many of whom love soc-
cer and dream of being big-time players, there is a park, with a soccer field, perhaps ten 
minutes’ walk from the school, where they often go to play. 

Before they got their welding equipment, the school had a Bunsen burner. For about 
an hour one day three or four children sat around it, I among them. Each of us had a pair 
of pliers, with which we held a nail in the flame. When a nail grew red hot, soft enough to 
work, its owner would pull it out and do something with it. Most of us hammered our 
nails on a short section of railroad track used as an anvil. I tried to make some nail 
sculpture, or to see if I could fuse and hammer two hot nails together (I couldn’t). One 
boy, no more than seven or eight, new to the school, did one thing over and over again. 
He heated his nail red hot, and then stuck it into a piece of wood, which charred and 
smoked. If anyone else bumped his nail or took too much of the flame, he let out a bellow 
which, if it didn’t scare the other children, certainly terrified me. I have never sensed 
more violence and anger in a child. I hardly dared think what he might be imagining 
when he stuck his nail into the wood. That was our only contact. Two years later, when I 
next visited the school, he was a peaceful, kindly, happy child— and incidentally, one of 



the school’s most skilled metalworkers and welders. To my surprise and pleasure, he 
remembered me, and as a friend. 

The music room. One of the teachers, a musician, a competent jazz pianist, was 
showing a boy how to play certain jazz chord progressions on the electric guitar. He 
talked, demonstrated, they played together. Two other younger boys joined- them on the 
congo drums. They were not good enough even to keep strict time, let alone be any sort 
of inspiration. But no one suggested that they should not play. There were no irritated 
glances, no feeling in the air of “Can’t you see we’re busy.” Two or three other children 
were in the room, like myself, just watching. Now and then, when the piano and the 
guitar got into their stride, I whistled a bit of blues solo, as I like to do. Another child sat 
up on the window and looked outside. People were participating at many levels of skill 
and attention, and all were allowed. As Mrs. Stallibrass aptly writes (see Appendix), 
“Watching is an important activity; the child’s need to watch should be respected and he 
should not be distracted from his absorption in watching the others, or ‘stimulated’. . . . 
Some children . . . like to see others do things before they try to do them themselves; they 
like to ponder and consider what they will do before they do it.” At the Ny Lilleskole, 
everyone understands this. 

The meeting room has no furniture. At meetings, people sit at one end on built-in 
carpeted bleachers. Otherwise, the room is usually empty. For several days running a girl, 
about fourteen, spent an hour or so throwing a tennis ball against the wall and catching it, 
seeing how many times in a row she could do this without missing, usually between 
twenty and forty. Another time, a group of six girls, the youngest perhaps eight, the 
oldest twelve or so, were jumping rope. They did this for an hour or two a day, many 
days running. They played with different rules and combinations, and with great 
seriousness and concentration. 

A young boy, new to the school, full of violence and anger, one of a small group that 
the children themselves (some of whom had once been the same) call “The Terrorists.” 
Flailing about with some sort of cardboard box, he hit a ten-year-old girl in the eye, hard 
enough so that it really hurt, and ran off, hardly noting what he had done. She put her 
hands over her eye, and bent over in pain. Other children and at least one of the teachers 
saw this. The people near her asked if she was all right, and gave her sympathy and 
comfort. Otherwise, nothing happened! In almost any other school I have ever seen the 
girl would have set up an outcry, other children would have told the teacher and 
demanded he do something about It, and the small child would probably have been 
dragged hack to apologize, and perhaps, to be punished. Here the adults, the children, 
even the girl who was hurt; all felt that this wild small child had not hurt the girl on 
purpose. Perhaps he was already frightened, and ashamed. So why punish him, or shame 
him further: Why make him feel, any more strongly than he did already, that he was no 
good, when it was just this feeling that made him act so wildly? Why not instead help 
him feel that in this place he need not always worry about being judged and punished? 
And it is in just this way, and not with lectures and punishments, that the school civilizes 
its terrorists. The adults are patient, trusting, and forgiving with the children, and in time 
the children become the same way with each other. Not that they don’t push, shove, 
quarrel, shout, and yell if someone takes their sandwich or something they are working 
on. They get sore at each other, but unlike kids -in most schools they are not always 



tattle-telling, not always trying to line up the teacher on their side, and they don’t hold 
grudges or stay angry for long. 

 

Why It Works 

All of this may begin to explain to a small degree why the children are lively and 
happy there. It does not explain how the children get so good at conventional schoolwork. 
What happens to account for that? The answer is given by the teacher narrating the film. 
After showing and talking about some of what the children do, he says, “Mostly we talk 
and listen to each other.” That is mostly what they do. This does not mean that the 
teachers talk and the children listen. There are no lectures, disguised or otherwise. Nor do 
the teachers, as in many up-to-date schools, “hold discussions.” There are only 
conversations, between children, or children and adults together. How do the latter start? 
Usually, because a child is doing something with an adult, and they begin to talk as they 
do it. In time others join in. The conversation moves this way and that, as true 
conversations do. People leave, others join in. The talking group splits into two talking 
groups, or three. The conversation never ends. It may stop for a while, but the thought 
goes on, and the conversation will start again another day. In the thought as well as the 
action of the children there is the continuum of experience that Dennison wrote about in 
The Lives of Children, and that children never have in most schools, where thought is 
continually interrupted and broken up with bells, classes, lesson plans, guided 
discussions, and so on. Sometimes children listen to adults talking, or young children to 
the older. Even the teachers’ meetings are not shut off from the children; they are not 
encouraged to butt in, but they are not told to go away. 

Please do not take this description as a method, a formula for running a school, 
something that can be taught in a school of education. This school is a human 
community, and a large part of what makes it work are the adults in it. They are a most 
unusual group of teachers, in at least three respects. In the first place, they are competent 
in many ways, not just at teaching. Most of them come to teaching after having done 
many other kinds of work, and having had other kinds of experience, and they bring their 
competent and experience to the school. They can do things, make things, fix things. This 
is important to children; they like to do things, and are enormously interested in and 
attracted to adults who can do things. Much of the great natural authority of these 
teachers comes from their competence. And many of the problems of American open or 
free or alternative schools arise from the fact that their teachers often have too little 
competence. Young people often tell me, sincerely, convincingly, how much they like 
and respect children, and want to work with them in a free school. They are surprised 
when I ask, “What can you do?” Too often, they can’t do anything; all they have done for 
years is be a student. But isn’t love and good will enough? No, it isn’t enough. Most kids, 
most of the time, will swap a pound of love for an ounce of competence. Beyond this, the 
Ny Lilleskole teachers are intelligent, informed, interested and interesting. They know a 
lot about the world, and they think about it. By contrast, large surveys of American 
teachers, quoted by Myron Brenton in What’s Happened to Teacher, have shown that 
most of them are not very informed or curious. They read very little. Their favorite 
magazine is Reader’s Digest. Many of them read only about one book per year; of those 
who read more, most read light escape fiction. Like average people in most modern 



countries, they don’t know much and they can’t do much—and what they know or can 
do, they don’t talk about or do in school. In short, they are not people that curious, active, 
and healthy children would choose to spend much time with. 

It is also important that the Ny Lilleskole teachers are not alienated. They do not hate, 
or fear, or despise their country, Denmark. There is much about it that they don’t like and 
hope to change. But they are fond of it, and at home in it. It is where they like to be; they 
spend their vacations there. Nor do they hate the world. For all its faults, it is still a 
beautiful, varied, fascinating place, full of exciting, interesting, useful things to do. They 
do not hate their own lives. They like being grown up, and are full of zest and energy. 
They do not tell their pupils that childhood is the best time of life, or try to lock them up 
in it for as long as they can. 

They know that children want to grow up, get bigger and stronger, see more of the 
world and do more things in it, and they are ready and glad to help them do it. This is not 
always true of American alternative schools. Too often, they have attracted as teachers 
young people who are deeply alienated from life, their country, and the world around 
them. “Life is a bummer” might be their motto. I sympathize with them and understand 
why they feel this way. But such people are not much help or use to kids. Kids have no 
quarrel with the world. It is there, and they want to get out in it. They do not want to hear 
how awful it is, or that there is ‘nothing worth doing in it, or that the only good or 
sensible thing to do is work to destroy it, or escape from it as far as possible. 

Perhaps most important of all, the teachers at Ny Lilleskole are open and truthful. That 
is, they will talk about anything the children want to talk about, say what they truly think, 
and admit what they don’t know. This is not true of most teachers. A survey quoted by 
Brenton showed that about 90% of American teachers believe that they should not, and in 
fact do not, discuss or permit children to discuss what they call controversial subjects in 
school, though they understand very well that these are precisely the subjects that interest 
children the most. Thus in conventional schools children can rarely talk, and when they 
do, cannot talk honestly or about what they most want to talk about. Beyond this, most 
teachers are told, over and over again, both in their training and in their work, never to 
admit ignorance, uncertainty, or confusion. Above all, “keep a professional distance,” 
i.e., never talk candidly about your private life and feelings. But these are what interest-
children most of all, since only from these can they begin to sense what it’s like to be a 
grown-up. 

So the children from the Ny Lilleskole do very well later in the conventional schools 
for many reasons. They are still curious about the world, confident that they can find out 
about it, and good at doing it. Having for many hours of the day, for many years, actively, 
seriously, and intently talked and listened to many people, they have become very good at 
using language—a large part of what ordinary school is about. Having coped with a wide 
variety of social situations, in and out of school, they can handle very easily the rather 
limited challenges of conventional school. After all, any kid who keeps his eyes and ears 
open can figure out in a short time how to give his conventional school teachers what 
they want. It’s an easy trick—once you understand that it is only a trick. But above all, 
these children do better than their conventionally schooled friends because they know so 
much more. 



People ask how, after years of being able to do what they want, the children can stand 
going to a very conventional school. Don’t they dislike it? Of course they dislike it. They 
think it’s absurd. But they are smart, they have learned to cope. Also, they are realists. 
They have learned enough about themselves and the world to know that the road to doing 
many of the things they might want to do leads through the gymnasium and the 
university, and so they are ready to take that road, bumps and all. Also, like a few 
children I know in the U.S., they are probably much more able than most of their 
schoolmates (who can only submit to school or resist it) to make use of school, to get 
from it at least some of the things they want for their own reasons. 

As much as we may like the sound of the Ny Lilleskole, we must not forget that it is 
still a S-chool. More important, it is one whose example very few S-chools, even in 
Denmark, let alone other countries, could follow. In the first place, it is a private school, 
not part of the Danish state school system, which, as far as I know, has not even one 
school like it or any plans to make one. Yet it gets most of its money from the 
government, under a Danish law which says that if a certain number of parents can .start 
a school and run it on their own for a year, the government will from then on pay 85% of 
their operating expenses. The other 15% they must raise themselves, which is hard to do 
in a country in which, if none are very poor, few are very rich, and where there is no 
tradition of paying for children’s schooling. Under this law, about forty small 
independent schools, called “little schools” have been formed. No other country I know 
of has, or is likely to pass, such a law. 

Without such government support, the Ny Lilleskole could probably not exist and 
certainly not in its present form. It would have to depend on the support, and therefore the 
approval, of people much richer than most of its present parents. But neither in Denmark 
nor anywhere else are the very rich likely to support a school which believes that 
cooperating and helping others is more important than being first. 

The school is able to operate as informally as it does, and to allow children (with their 
families) to decide when they will come to school and for how long they will stay, 
because the government school inspectors in its district support or at least tolerate what it 
is doing. In another part of the country, with different inspectors, the school might not be 
so fortunate, might in many respects have to stick much closer to the letter of the law. 
Finally, the school can do what it does because, even if it doesn’t try to be or want to be, 
it is a school for winners, i.e., successful students. If only a few of the Ny Lilleskole 
children, instead of most of them, did well in their later schooling, many parents would 
stop sending their children there. Even the teachers, who are now fairly confident of the 
Tightness of what-they are-doing, might begin to have doubts. 

I have described the Ny Lilleskole in order to show some of the ways in which 
children and adults might live and work together, relate to each other, and learn from 
each other, in a place free of manipulation, bribe, and threat—in short, in a society 
without S-chools. I am not trying to make people think, “Let’s all get busy and make all 
our S-chools like the Ny Lilleskole”; that is not my point. In the first place, it is clear that 
a society that would allow all its S-chools to become more or less like the Ny Lilleskole 
would not want S-chools at all, and would simply do away with them. Beyond that, 
though a society that had schools like the Ny Lilleskole for all children would be a very 
good and pleasant place for them to live and grow up, it would still fall short of what I 



would call ideal. Even for the Ny Lilleskole children, most of Denmark is out of bounds, 
off limits. I don’t want children to have to spend all their time in places specially 
prepared for children, with people specially trained to look after them, no matter how 
nice those places and people might be. Children need much more than that—a society 
which is open, accessible, visible to all its citizens, young and old, and in which every 
citizen, however young or old, has the right to play an active, serious, responsible, and 
useful part. To make such a society involves a great deal more than reforming S-chools, 
or even doing away with them altogether. 

Most of the schools in the U.S. that start out trying to work more or less like the Ny 
Lilleskole die out in a few years. Sometimes they are split by arguments about freedom. 
(It is worth noting here that the Ny Lilleskole was formed by some teachers and parents 
who broke away from another little school they thought was becoming too much like 
conventional schools, too worried about “outcomes.”) Sometimes they are harassed out 
of existence by local government officials, who, in the U.S. at least, generally don’t like 
schools like this, or anything else that has the smell of freedom about it. Most often they 
either die for lack of money, or give up their principles under pressure from the rich 
people whose support they must have to live. 

Of the alternative schools I saw in the U.S., one I particularly liked, that had the same 
spirit and feeling as the Ny Lilleskole, was the Children’s Community in Ann Arbor, an 
integrated school with about twenty-five young, mostly poor kids. It ran for a few years 
in the late 1960’s, died for lack of money, and has recently started up again. The first 
director of the school, Bill Ayers, wrote two pieces about it for This Magazine Is about 

Schools, later reprinted in the excellent Tins Book Is about Schools (ed. Satu Repo, 
Vintage paperback). He wrote in part: 

In every integrated school except ours the model for failure is everything that is ghetto 
or Negro culture. . . . What we try to do is allow these groups of (black and white) kids to 
learn from each other, to exchange things, throw things away, pick things up, without any 
kind of value judgment. . . . The point is that kids learn by testing reality and not by what 
someone has decided is the truth they are going to tell them. . . . We see learning as going 
on everyplace—unstructured and undefined. 

He describes the trips they took, with all or some of the kids. They went to apple 
orchards to get apples. Once, as they were there, they saw a truck loading apples. They 
followed it to an A&P, where it dropped off a load of apples, a few of which they bought. 
Another time, they went to a ‘slaughterhouse, watched them kill, cut up; and package the 
animals. Bill had a little trouble watching this, but not the kids. They went to two 
automobile plants. Some of the kids were impressed by the assembly line, so huge, all 
that Stuff coming together to make a car. Others talked about the stink, the heat, the 
noise, the dirt. They often went to the airport, not just to see airplanes, but also because: 

It’s so many people talking in foreign languages, escalators, movies, little displays 
they have all over, cards hung up on the ceiling. And it’s big and it’s got a big marble 
floor, and you can run across it and no one gives you much trouble. 

On the matter of reading, he writes: 

We find that kids learn to read in a million different ways. Some learn to read because 
they like cars and want to learn the different names of car’s. Others learn because they go 



on a lot of trips and read the signs along the way, they learn to read each others’ names, 
or they read the labels in a store, or they learn to read because they like to. Most of the 
kids really do want to learn to read. They learn to talk because everyone around them 
talks. They want to be competent. They want to make sense out of things like everyone 
else seems to be able to do, so they learn to talk, and the same is true of reading. 

On the whole, the parents of the black kids were willing to go along with what the 
school was doing. “They think the black kids get a. fair shake here, and they wouldn’t at 
another school.” But most people who try to run schools like this for nonwhite or poor 
kids tend to find that the parents demand the most strict and traditional kinds of 
schooling, in the belief or illusion that this alone can lift their kids out of poverty. It 
might be easier to run a place modeled after the Ny Lilleskole if it were not called or 
thought of as a school or a substitute for school, but just a meeting place, a club. This 
Book Is about Schools has a good piece, “The Baldwin Street Club,” by Laura Phillips, 
about just such a place. Two young couples, living in a house in a poor section of 
Toronto, opened the ground floor of their house to the neighborhood and particularly the 
neighborhood kids. The kids loved it, and did many interesting things in it. For a while in 
one of the black communities of Boston there was a place called the Storefront Learning 
Center, which many children used, until the city, which owned and had lent the building, 
took it back. 

Not calling such a place a school will probably have three advantages. It makes it 
easier for the children to think of the place as theirs; school belongs to adults. It saves 
being checked up on all the time by school officials, most of whom will not understand or 
like what happens there. And it lets parents anxious about their children’s futures unload 
their anxiety on the official S-chools, and leaves the club free to be a lively and 
interesting place where kids have a good time and do what they want. But far better than 
any such children’s club will be the kind of living and doing place, for children and 
adults, of which the Pioneer Health Centre in Peck-ham was such a striking example. 

 

12. The Failure of School Reform 

As I write, another movement to reform S-chools, to make all or many of them more 
like the Ny Lilleskole, is coming to an end. We would do well to understand why such 
movements fail, and cannot help but fail. To begin with, such movements are not new. 
Those of us who in the early and mid-sixties were excited’ by reports of what was 
happening in some British elementary schools liked to call it a “revolution,” as if such 
things had never been done before. But some people had been doing these things in the 
19205 and 19305, and even earlier than that. In an article in the Saturday Review, Dan 
Pinck reported that the classroom practices we were calling “revolutionary” had been 
practiced on a citywide scale in the public schools of Gary, Indiana, in the year 1905. 
More recently my colleague Margot Priest found in the book Corporal Punishment, a 
Social Interpretation of Its Theory and Practice in the Schools of the United States by 
Herbert Falk (Bureau of Publications, Teachers’ College, Columbia University) the 
following: 

Colonel Francis Wayland Parker, after several years of study of European theories and 
practices, returned to the United States in 1875 to take charge of the Quincy, Mass., 
schools, and to conduct one of the most interesting revolutionary educational experiments 



of the time. This rather significant departure from the traditional theory and practice may 
be briefly summarized by the following quotation from Edward H. Reisner (The 
Evolution of the Common School, 1930): 

“Parker began his work of educational reconstruction by tearing out the network of 
partitions and passageways represented by the traditional school subjects. He abolished 
reading, spelling, arithmetic, geography, etc., as separate school subjects and had them 
reappear as useful accomplishments and interesting aspects of an experience which was a 
united, interrelated whole. On the side of discipline he abolished rules, prizes, demerits, 
marks, and the entire repressive apparatus which bribed or threatened children into being 
industrious or orderly. In the place of this repressive system of school control he worked 
with his teachers to build up a real sense of community in which the pupils learned to 
conduct themselves as thoughtful, cooperative, public-spirited citizens.” 

But movements to reform S-chools never last very long. They soon fall out of fashion, 
reaction sets in, and most of the few schools that attempt to make humane changes give 
them up. Usually, when this happens, the public gives a great cry of relief, and all of the 
long-term failings of the conventional schools are blamed on the reformers. Any 
evidence that, where carried out, the reforms actually worked is soon forgotten. 

Thus, when the public turned against the earlier Progressive movement in education, 
few bothered to note that only a small percentage of American schools, and many of 
those without much thoroughness or insight, had ever attempted to do what Dewey had 
talked about. In the late 19305 and early 19405, the Carnegie Foundation paid for an 
immense and careful study, using a very large sample of pupils and schools, and covering 
the time span of eight years, to see whether old-fashioned, rote-memorizing ways of 
instruction, or more open, flexible, interest-oriented ways were more effective. By every 
measure which the schools themselves thought important, they found that children taught 
in the latter ways performed significantly better in both school and college. The report of 
this study was almost instantly forgotten; hardly any teachers I have asked, or even 
teachers of teachers, have ever even heard of it. 

We are now in the U.S. starting through this cycle again. A recent Newsweek feature 
story—there have been others like it in many newspapers and magazines—began 
joyously, “Back to Basics in the Schools.” It said, in part: 

Innovations have proliferated in U.S. schools at an extraordinary rate for more than a 
decade. Bolstered by a surge of public interest in education, massive infusion of funds for 
experimentation, and in particular by the zeal of the reformers, new educational 
policies—some excellent, others downright nonsensical—were adopted on an almost 
nationwide basis. Open classrooms, where pupils could choose activities in non-graded 
groups and work at their own tasks with little teacher interference, became the vogue. 

The impression given by these words, that such things were done in a great many 
schools and with a great many children, is simply not true. There was never very much 
“open education.” In that decade I traveled widely all over the country, lecturing to 
hundreds of schools, groups of teachers, and other people interested in educational 
change. The communities I visited were far more open to change than most, or they 
would not have asked me in. But even in these communities, and in all of those I have 
ever read or heard about, such changes rarely involved even as many as 10 percent of the 
children in the schools, and usually many fewer. 



A recent survey of S-chools in Minnesota by Gregg Carlson reports that 29 percent of 
the school districts in the state have some sort of open school. If each of these involved 
10 percent of the children in the district, then 2.9 percent of the children in the state 
would be in open schools. But the survey also reports that most of these schools are very 
small; more than half of them have less than 150 pupils. In short, most of the open 
schools involve far less than 10 percent of the children in the district. A fair guess might 
be that only i percent or less of the children in the state are in such schools, and this is 
one of our politically and educationally most progressive states. I should add that I have 
seen one of the best-known of these open schools, and while it is quite good, and much 
better than conventional schools, it is still a long way from the spirit of the Ny Lilleskole. 

At the height of the supposed wave of change, the Alternative Schools Division of the 
U.S. Department of Education announced to school systems all over the country that they 
were ready to give up to five million dollars to school districts for innovative K-i2 
programs. Some four or five hundred school districts responded with proposals; the vast 
majority did not respond at all. Even by the very modest reformist standards of the 
Department, only thirty or forty of these proposals seemed innovative enough to be worth 
further study, and of these, only three or four finally received funding to make changes 
which humane reformers would have considered no more than a timid first step. People I 
know work in one of the school systems which got some of this money, and have told me 
how much of it was spent. In that system there had already been a handful of small, open, 
innovative schools, working on a very small scale with almost no money. When the 
federal government funded innovation in this system, the hope was that these people 
would get more money with which to extend their work. What happened instead was that 
a whole new bureaucracy of high-salaried coordinators, planners, and above all, 
evaluators, was set up in the district office. The innovative schools and teachers, which in 
their former poverty had at least been left alone to do their work as best they could, now 
had to spend much of their time explaining and justifying what they were doing. Many of 
them felt that the federal funding had, if anything, made their work harder. 

In another story about “back-to-the-basics,” the Boston Globe said that most of the 
educational innovation of-the past ten years, about $1.4 billion worth, had been funded 
under Title III of the Education Act. At first this seems a large sum. But as of 1970 or so, 
the total annual cost of elementary and secondary education in this country was on the 
order of forty billion dollars. What we spent for change in education amounted to about 
one-third of one percent of what we spent on the whole. Even of that tiny fraction, a large 
part went for elaborate Mickey Mouse schemes that no humane reformer ever took 
seriously—regional laboratories, micro-teaching, computers, open-space schools, and the 
like. It is doubtful that even a fourth of that $1.4 billion ever got into the hands of people 
actually trying to teach children in more open, flexible, and above all trusting ways. 

The Newsweek article went on to say, “Most of the high schools and colleges that had 
given up grading systems in favor of the less competitive pass-fail options have 
returned—largely at the request of the students—to the old-fashioned marks.” True; but 
the reason the students wanted grades is not that they were not learning without them, but 
because without them they could not get into college or graduate school. The colleges 
and graduate schools themselves, which, for reasons I will discuss later, have a strong 
vested interest in competitive systems of grading and ranking students, very effectively 
sabotaged all attempts to do away with grades. Many graduate schools refused to give 



credit for pass-fail courses. More than a few students who had taken such courses had to 
take them a second time, this time asking for a grade, in order to get effective credit for 
them. 

In the early 19605 Goddard College brought together some elementary- and 
secondary-school people, most of them wanting a more open and flexible curriculum, and 
some college admissions officers. The school people complained that college admissions 
requirements determined the elementary-school curriculum and kept them from teaching 
the children (or giving the children time to learn) anything else. The then director of 
admissions at Amherst College told us, in effect, “Do what you think is right; teach your 
children the way you think best; when they come along to us, we’ll have to deal with 
whatever kind of people they are. Force us to change. Scores don’t mean as much to us as 
you think.” We were encouraged. Less than ten years later, some people told me that 
when their son asked about going to Amherst, an admissions officer said to him, “If your 
SAT [Scholastic Aptitude Test] scores aren’t above 600 [out of 800], don’t even bother to 
send them in; we won’t even look at them.” So much for brave words. More recently a 
student at Evergreen State, a very innovative college in Washington, told me that one of 
the leading people in the graduate schools of the state university had said more or less 
publicly that they were going to take “a very hard look” at anyone applying from 

Evergreen. Whatever was intended, the message received was plain: if you want to go 
to this graduate school, don’t go to

 
Evergreen. 

The Newsweek article went on to say, “More than a third of the state legislatures have 
passed laws mandating testing that emphasizes achievement in basic skills.” This implies 
that during, and because of, this supposed wave of innovation, large numbers of schools 
gave up using standardized achievement tests. The fact is that very few ever did. Even 
among open or alternative schools, I have never heard of more than a few who had the 
courage to stop using these tests. Of those who tried, most were soon brought into line by 
college admissions officers and anxious parents. 

It was at the height of this supposed wave of innovation that Charles Silberman and a 
large team of researchers, funded by the Carnegie Foundation, visited many hundreds of 
schools, and in those schools many classrooms, all over the country. What they found, he 
described in his book Crisis in the Classroom, in which he says, in part: 

It is not possible to spend any prolonged period visiting public school classrooms 
without being appalled by the mutilation visible everywhere—mutilation of spontaneity, 
of joy in learning, or pleasure in creating, or sense of self. . . . Because adults take the 
schools so much for granted, they fail to appreciate what grim, joyless places most 
American schools are, how oppressive and petty are the rules by which they are 
governed, how intellectually sterile and esthetically barren the atmosphere, what an 
appalling lack of civility obtains on the part of teachers and principals, what contempt 
they unconsciously display for students as students. 

Anyone who thinks that in the late sixties all the schools were happy and permissive 
should read Silberman’s book. In the last pan of it he described a number of innovations 
which he hoped and believed would become a pattern that most schools would follow. 
But many of these innovations were dying or dead soon after his book came out. By now 
they all are gone. In the communities where I was asked to speak, I saw or heard about 
many changes, some of them quite promising. Most of these lasted only a few years, until 



the Federal funding ran out, or a new School Board was elected, or the Superintendent 
left, or retired, or was fired—or people just lost interest. And a great deal of the innova-
tion never got past the stage of window dressing, conferences, publicity, empty talk. 
Reformers were very encouraged, for example, when the Vermont State Department of 
Education, under then Commissioner Harvey Scribner (later, for a short while until 
forced out, Chancellor of the Public Schools of New York City) put out a pamphlet called 
“The Vermont Idea in Education,” which strongly endorsed most of the things we 
believed in. Only later did we find out, as a Vermont teacher wrote me, that “nobody in 
the state took it seriously and only about three schools in the state ever made a serious 
effort to practice it.” 

 

S-chools Are Worse 

Few of the schools ever made any humane changes; few of these did them well, or 
stayed with them long. For the most part, the schools are what they have always been. If 
anything, they are worse, in many ways and for many reasons. As in the past, they are 
often mentally and physically cruel to most of the children in them, and most of all to the 
poor, the nonwhite, the unusual, and the brave and independent. Let me return again to 
Silberman, a cool observer and by no means a sentimental worshipper of children. When 
his book first appeared as a three-part article in the Atlantic Monthly, the title he gave to 
the first article was “Murder in the Classroom.” He was apparently persuaded later to 
change “murder” to “crisis,” but “murder” is the word he originally felt best described 
what he had seen. Carl Weinberg, in Education Is a Great Big Shuck, tells an equally 
grim story. From students, parents, student teachers, and some teachers, I continue to hear 
reports of quite extraordinary and in all cases unpunished mental and physical cruelty to 
children in schools. Corporal punishment, the ritual beating of children, is still allowed in 
most states. Beyond that, even where it is illegal, it is widely used, and where legal 
widely abused. In one S-chool in Portland, Oregon, children are beaten with a “paddle” 
33" long, with a 17" handle, and a base is 3/4" wide and 15/16” thick, weighing 4 pounds, 
with 26 holes the size of a penny drilled through it. The few people who are making the 
sustained (and very difficult) effort to find out how much gross physical and mental 
cruelty there is in schools report that there is a great deal—and not just in “bad” schools 
for loser kids, but in “good” schools for winners as well. 

But I don’t wish to give the impression that the cruelty of S-chools is a kind of bad or 
careless habit of which they might be cured, if people really wanted to cure them. 
Compulsory and competitive schools are cruel by their very nature. I think of a school 
where I once taught. The school was believed to be, meant to be, and generally was 
kindly to children, above all young children. The teachers were without exception 
intelligent, cultured, highly “educated,” sophisticated, sensitive men and women. They 
were not sadists, and for reasons of manners and taste as much as philosophy would 
never have physically abused a child. And yet, a great many of the children I knew at that 
school suffered, even as ten-year-olds and younger. They lived a large part of their school 
lives in constant anxiety, fear, and shame. Many of them were badly hurt by the 
experience. To this day they have not recovered, and many never fully recover, from that 
school’s sustained (however unintended) attack on their dignity, independence, and self-



esteem. And these children were unusual, and fortunate. Not many children can be having 
a better life at school than they did; most are surely having worse. 

Even if it were true, as in some cases it may be, that S-chools today are somewhat less 
cruel, painful, fearful, and humiliating than they used to be, they are more harmful in 
other ways. They take much more of children’s time, and more all the time. They give 
children less and less time to live their own lives, pursue their own interests, or perhaps 
find ways outside of school to make up for the failures, fears, and boredom of school. Far 
more than they used to, they control and limit children’s futures. There are fewer and 
fewer paths into life that do not lead through the school. Degrees, diplomas, and 
certificates are needed for more and more kinds of work. The struggle for the few winner 
slots in society begins earlier and earlier in life; in New York City (and probably many 
other cities) it may begin when the parents of a three-year-old try to get him into nursery 
school. If the child doesn’t know enough to worry about such things, the parents do, and 
their worry must hang over and infect his life. 

The judgments that schools make about children follow them much further. 1 doubt 
very much that the public school where I attended fifth grade still has my report card. 
But, thanks to modern technology, everything a school now writes about a child lasts as 
long as he does. Throughout his entire life people may be reading whatever his second-
grade or other teachers had to say about him, things which in earlier days teachers would 
never have thought of saying or been allowed to say. My report cards were cards, with 
nothing on them but grades. But today, as any number of reports have pointed out, the 
school records of children are full of the most gossipy, malicious, damaging pseudo-
psychological observations and diagnoses, often about the parents as well as the children, 
and made in most cases by people wholly incompetent to make them. In some districts, 
so I have read, on the basis of a few dubious tests they label some children pre-
delinquent, and give this information to the police! Laws are now being passed in some 
states requiring the schools to let parents see their children’s school records. But some  
S-chool people, in states where such laws exist, have already told me that their school has 
begun to keep two sets of records, one for parents to see, the other one “secret”—that is, 
for almost anyone in society to see except the parents. 

There are other kinds of damaging labels which the schools put on more and more 
children. Many students I talk to at schools of education say cheerfully, “JODS are tough to 
get in regular teaching, but there are plenty of jobs in Special Ed.” Special Ed(ucation) 
means teaching children who have been labeled as “special.” 

Ninety-five percent of the time this means deficient—retarded, or “having a learning 
disability,” or “emotionally disturbed.” As the children themselves say with their blunt 
realism, weird or stupid. More and more children are being labeled in school as being 
weird or stupid, and more and more will be, as more and more people are trained to deal 
with such children. One full-page ad recently stated that 10 percent of all the children in 
the United States have severe learning disabilities. Five years ago this figure would surely 
have been much less; in five years it will surely be much more. A recent story in the 
Education section of the Sunday New York Times reported that in one school the 
diagnosing experts had said that every child in the school had learning disabilities. 
Clearly, the potential market for this kind of label and treatment is very large. The 
Special Ed people will of course say that it is only so that they can help children and so 



that they won’t blame themselves for their troubles that they put the Weird/Stupid labels 
on them. No doubt; but these labels never come off, either on the child’s official records, 
or worse yet, in his own mind. I once heard a woman in her forties say, with a deep blush 
of shame, and shame in her voice, that she could not do something or other because of 
her Learning Disability. How many times, and with how much shame, had she told 
herself that? And how many people are the schools going to label, in the next ten or 
twenty years, as being in effect mental cripples, or having a disease that can’t be cured? 

It is bad enough that S-chools put on many children new kinds of labels that will last 
longer, be seen by more people, and hence do more harm. But they also try to reach into 
and control much more of children’s lives. When I was a child, the S-chool I went to 
made rather limited demands of us, and we all knew what they were. Some of us tried to 
do and could do what the S-chool wanted; others did not, or could not. Either way,  
S-chool didn’t weigh very heavily on us. It was a place where we had to go, and a game 
we had to play, badly or well, but it was not the center of our lives. 

Today the S-chools make many more, larger, and vaguer demands on children. Not 
long ago some parents, in a Midwestern, middle-income, thoroughly middle-American 
community, quite “conservative” in its politics, told me that their child’s kindergarten 
report card had sixty-two items on it. I said, you can’t be serious, it’s impossible. They 
showed me the “Kindergarten Check List.” There are indeed sixty-two items on it. For 
each item there are three boxes, marked “First Conference (Nov.),” “Second Conference 
(March),” “End of Year.” Items 1-28, and 61-62, are marked, “Should be accomplished 
by mid-November.” The rest are due by the middle of May. Here is the complete list: 

KINDERGARTEN CHECK LIST 

FIRST SECOND  END OF 

CONFERENCE    CONFERENCE              YEAR 

 1.   I am.  

 2. I come to school regularly. 

3. I come to school happy. 

4. I am happy in school. 

5. I say “yes,” “please,” “thank you,” “you’re welcome,” and “excuse me.” 

 6. I use good bathroom habits. 

 7. I can dress myself, (zip, button and tie) 

 8. I can recognize and care for my own clothes. 

 9. I take care of my library books and room equipment. 

 10. I carry notes to and from school safely. 

11. I am kind and helpful to others. 

 12. I use my “indoor voice” when inside. 

 13. I can wait and take turns. 

 14. I listen at snaring times. 

15. I listen to my friends. 



16. I listen to my teacher. 

 17. I can listen to and follow simple directions. 

18. I finish my work. 

19. I have made friends in my classroom. 

20. I can recognize my name, 

21. I can print my name. 

22. I can hold and use crayons and pencils properly. 

23. I can hold and use scissors properly. 

24. I can run, hop, and jump. 

25. I can skip, throw and catch. 

26. I can work well by myself. 

27. I ask for help when I need it. 

28. I can talk openly before the “group. 

29. I can tell stones. 

30. I can tell events of a story in sequence. 

31. I know some rhymes. 

32. I can rhyme words. 

33. I know and recognize the capital letters of the-alphabet in order. 

34. I know and recognize the capital letters of the alphabet out of order. 

35. I know and recognize the small letters of the alphabet in order. 

36. I know and recognize the small letters of the alphabet out of order. 

37. I use good, clear speech. 

38. I can hear sounds that are alike. 

39. I can hear sounds that are different 

40. I am learning which sounds go with which letters. 

41. I can see differences in pictures. 

42. I can see differences in words. 

43. I can tell the difference between left and right. 

44. I write from left to right. 

45. I can say the days of the week. 

46. I can tell which month and year it is. 

47. I can say my address. 

48. I know my way to and from school. 

49. I obey school and safety rules. 

50. I know and can recognize the eight baste colors and their names. 

51. I can say my telephone numbers. 



52.  I can count to ten. 

53. I can count to twenty-five.  

54. I know and can recognize the numerals 0 to 10. 

55. I know and can recognize the numbers to 20. 

56. I can write numerals to 10. 

57. I know the geometric shapes — circle, square rectangle, and triangle. 

58. I know the terms larger and smaller. 

59. I know the terms above, below, on and beside. 

60. I know how to check answers as directed. 

61. I have an “I can do it1' attitude. 

62. I keep trying to do better work each day.  

  

What to say of all these demands? A few are specific, modest, and sensible enough if 
not taken too seriously or judged too rigidly. Most are so vague and hard to test or 
measure that the T-eacher’s judgment must be almost entirely a matter of likes and 
dislikes. Not that there is anything wrong with a T-eacher having likes and dislikes; as a 
working T-eacher I had plenty. But they don’t belong on official documents. Many of 
these demands are silly, and have nothing to do with the child’s real life, or even the 
supposed work of S-chool. Thus, “I can hold and use scissors properly.” Are we to 
believe that a child who does not learn in kindergarten how to hold scissors, or name the 
geometric shapes or the eight (which eight?) basic colors, will never learn, and will thus 
be unable to learn Math or English or whatever? Some of these demands invite discrimi-
nation against poor or nonwhite children, i.e., “I use good, clear speech.” Some, notably, 
“I come to school happy,” and “I am happy in school,” are altogether sinister and 
outrageous. It is none of the S-chool’s damn business whether a child comes to S-chool 
happy or is happy in S-chool—even if the S-chool knew how to find out, which it does 
not. What is being asked for, and rewarded, and so trained, are fake smiles, fake laughter, 
fake teacher-pleasing behavior. It is already bad enough that a child, having done nothing 
wrong, should be asked to endure such a place. It is inexcusable to demand that he 
pretend that he likes it. 

One might say that with the exception of a few of the questions named above, this list 
is not a bad set of rough guidelines for observing a child’s movement into the world. True 
enough. But it is not used that way. The children are in fact checked and graded very 
minutely on their performance and progress in’most of these items. At conferences, T-
eachers do not stress the positive, do not say to parents, “Don’t worry about the others, 
they will come along.” Quite the reverse. They give parents a long list of their child’s 
failings, and invite and urge them to worry, and to “do something” about them. Some 
parents, their friends told me, were half out of their minds with worry after their 
November conference. The parents who gave me the list told me that his child’s kin-
dergarten teacher told him in November, “Well, one thing is certain, you son will never 
be a scholar/1 Hiding as best he could his amazement and anger, the father asked what 
else the teacher had learned about his child in eight weeks. Everything in the S-chools, 



and in the training of T-eachers, encourages them to think that they know enough to make 
such judgments, and have the right and duty to make them all the time. There is no part of 
the child’s life or personality or thought or feelings which T-eachers do not consider their 
proper territory, in which they have an unlimited right to meddle, pry, shape behavior, 
and judge. And the tools they are given to do this, which include strong and dangerous 
drugs, and subtle and sophisticated techniques of bribery, threat, and humiliation, are now 
and will continue to become far more powerful and insidious than anything the old-
fashioned T-eacher had to work with.1 For we may be sure that everything our busy 
researchers learn about molding, shaping, and controlling human beings will quickly be 
put to work in our S-chools. And, what is worse, at earlier and earlier ages. Some leading 
officials of the teachers’ union, hi order to get jobs for more of their members, are busily 
promoting the idea (among others equally bad) that all children should be compelled to 
go to school from the age of two and a half years, and that all this early childhood 
education should be under the control of the public schools. They may have the political 
muscle to push this through. So what Silberman called the “mutilation of spontaneity, of 
joy in learning, of pleasure in creating, or sense of self,” until now inflicted by the 
S-chools only on children older than six, may before long be inflicted on infants of two 
and a half. 

 

The Myth and Fraud of “The Basics” 

On all sides we hear that the S-chools are “going back” to teaching “basic skills” and 
bringing about “measurable achievement.” As I have pointed out, most of them never 
stopped doing this—or rather, unsuccessfully trying to do it. But let me point out once 
again, as I did at some length and in great detail in How Children Fail, just what this is 
we are all “going back” to. 

The first three fifth-grade classes I taught were in a very selective and exclusive 
private elementary school. From what I saw of the neighborhoods and homes the children 
Jived in, I would guess that the family income of most of them was well over $30,000 per 
year. Only very rarely, and usually because he had a sister or brother in the school, would 
a child with an IQ under 120 be admitted. In short, this was a S-chool for super-winners. 
In some ways it was mildly progressive and innovative; among other things, it did not 
give number or letter grades to young children (though it did give standardized 
achievement tests in reading and arithmetic). But, as it said all the time, in the matter of 
Arithmetic it was not progressive or modern at all. It believed in the strict teaching of 
old-fashioned computational skills. In the first grade the children spent the entire year 
learning the addition and subtraction combinations up to ten. Nothing else. In the second 
grade they spread their wings a bit, and learned the combinations all the way up to 
twenty. In the third grade they learned to multiply, and in the fourth to divide. They came 
to the fifth grade “ready” to learn fractions, which I was supposed to teach them. 

What was the result of all this very strict and old-fashioned teaching, done, it should 
be noted, by very talented teachers who believed in and worked hard at what they were 
doing? Only very slowly did I realize that something very close to half of these fifth-
graders could not add and subtract reliably, even with small numbers, without using their 
fingers, or some equivalent prop—one child said that instead of using fingers she made 
very small dots on the page, which she later erased. How much they really knew about 



multiplication and division, I never dared to find out. One particular child stands out in 
memory. This child’s fourth-grade teacher had introduced her to me just before she began 
fifth grade, saying that the child had a little trouble with multiplication and division but 
that now, thanks to a summer of hard work and intensive tutoring, the problems were all 
gone. They showed me a thick workbook of multiplication and division problems. 
Checks and erasures showed that the tutors had made the child work on each problem 
until she got it right. From the size and look of the book, she must have worked on 
Arithmetic several hours a day for most days of the summer. And now, I was told, she 
knew it. 

Not much more than a month after school began, she produced the following. Trying 
to find half of 32, she wrote: 

She wrote all this without-hesitating, without erasing, and without the least sign of 
doubt about that answer. She was like a later fifth-grader, who lives in my memory as the 
Lemonade Boy, who told me one day that six one-pint cups, each two-thirds full, would 
hold eighteen pints of lemonade, and that even if that didn’t make sense it had to be the 
right answer because “that was the way the system worked out.” 

So much for achievement. What about measurement? As a matter of principle, I did 
not look at previous test scores and reports of my pupils. I wanted to give them a fresh 
start, and to get my ideas about them solely from our life together. But in time I became 
curious about some of these children who could not add or subtract, or who might tell me 
that nine times seven equalled twenty-two, or four times six equalled eighty-one, or 
things equally absurd. Hadn’t anyone noticed? So I looked up their previous 
achievement-test scores, and found to my great surprise that though their scores were 
usually below grade level they were not very far below. In the fourth grade they might 
have scored 3.6 or 3.2, perhaps even 2.8—something like that. How had they managed to 
get even these scores when, what they knew was about 0.5? 

They got them the way that most children around the country get them. Their teachers 
had been warned (as I was) that achievement tests were coming, and had been ordered (as 
I was) to give them the most intensive coaching for these tests. So we did; we coached 
and drilled them almost up to the minute the papers were handed out. We turned them 
into wind-up mechanical Arithmetic-doing toys, wound them gp, and set .them going. 
Most of them were able to get at least some of their tests done before their clockwork 
springs ran down and they fell back into their usual total ignorance and confusion. But by 
then the tests were done, the scores were in the book, the S-chool had the proof that they 
had at least learned something, and we T-eachers were safe for another year. This is the 
“measurable achievement” of the S-chools we are rushing back to—a fraud, a cheat, and 
a lie. The children are not learning, never did learn, most of what the S-chools say they 
are T-eaching. The question we must ask, then, is what are they teaching, what are they 
really for? 

 

13. What S-chools Are For 

In 1965, soon after How Children Fail appeared
>
 a teacher wrote me, saying, in effect, 

“I have just read your book, and like it. But there is something you don’t know, that you 
should know. For over thirty years I have been teaching in the public schools of New 



York City. For over thirty years, along with my fellow teachers, I have been going to 
educational conferences, and training sessions, and workshops, to hear countless leaders 
in education talk, as you do, about the dignity of the child, and the importance of 
individual differences, and of fostering positive self-concepts, and building on the 
interests of the child, and letting the child learn from curiosity rather than fear. And for 
thirty years I and my fellow teachers, as we went back to our classrooms, have said to 
ourselves, ‘Well, back to reality/ and have gone on doing just what we had done all 
along, which was to try to bribe, scare, and shame children into learning what someone 
else had decided they ought to know. What makes you think you can change all this?” A 
few years later, while I was talking at a meeting on educational reform, a local 
superintendent of schools rose from his seat in the back of the room and, moving to the 
door, said scornfully, so that many could hear, “Well, back to reality.” 

Today, some years later, the reality that those teachers and that superintendent saw has 
become painfully clear to me. It is, above all, that the S-chools are not failing. They are 
doing what most people want them to do, and doing it very well. They know their true 
social tasks, functions, purposes, and they are carrying them out. 

The first task is to shut young people out of adult society. In all modern societies, 
children are a problem. Nobody wants them around. Mothers don’t want them around the 
house, especially if (like many mothers) they have to work. Merchants don’t want them 
on the streets, crowding the paying customers. Workers don’t want them in the labor 
force, taking scarce jobs and dragging down wages. Nobody has any use for them; there 
is no place for them to go, and nothing for them to do. To the state, the adults cry with 
one voice, “Get these damn kids out of our hair!” The state obliges with laws compelling 
children to go to S-chool. 

The S-chools say, of course, that the reason for compulsory attendance laws is to make 
sure the children learn all the important things the S-chools are teaching. But children 
must be in S-chool even when S-chool tests show and the S-chool itself admits they are 
not learning anything, or have already learned what the S-chool is teaching. Only in very 
rare cases can even the best students skip a grade. They must put in their full time in  
S-chool, and if they learn anything at all, must learn at the S-chool’s snail-like pace. 

 

Winners and Losers 

A much more important and indeed essential social function of S-chools is ranking—
that is, grading and labeling, putting children into pecking orders, dividing them into 
winners and losers. All modern societies, like most societies in the past, are organized 
into a few winners and a great many losers, a few “decision-makers” who give 
commands and many who carry them out. It is of course not always easy to tell where the 
line is between winning and losing. The line is in the mind. People who really feel like 
winners are winners, whatever others may think of them, and those who feel like losers 
are losers. People doing with love and pride the work they really want to do would 
probably count themselves winners, even though poor. Others, though rich and 
successful, might feel themselves losers because they hate their work, or envy those still 
higher up. But most people would agree, at least in general, about what separates winners 
from losers. Winners don’t often have to worry much about money, and can buy most of 
what they need and want. Winners can make plans for the future, for themselves and their 



children, uith some hope of carrying them out. They do not live, like most people, at the 
mercy of events, on the brink of disaster. Winners have some control over their work; 
they don’t spend all their time doing what someone else tells them. They have privacy, 
space, choice, dignity in their lives. The law is at their service. In their dealings with 
other people, they are generally treated with honesty, courtesy, and respect. In short> 
they can think, “I count, I make a difference.” 

Losers, on the other hand, can’t make many choices; can’t make plans for the future; 
can do almost nothing to protect their security and the security of their families, and have 
little or no control over their work, but must do what they are told. Eighty percent of the 
jobs that will be filled during the next decade will be jobs for which a college degree is 
not needed. Most of those who will do these jobs will feel themselves losers, and even 
more so if (like many) they have first spent the time and money to get a college degree. 

To be peaceful and stable, every society organized into winners and losers must 
persuade the losers that this state of affairs is necessary, and that its way of picking 
winners and losers is just, that the losers deserve to lose. At one time, winners and losers 
were picked by the accident of birth. Modern societies do this more and more with the  
S-chools. But the people who control society naturally want the S-chools to pick winners 
in such a way that the existing social order is not changed—in short, so that most of the 
winners are the children of winners, and the losers the children of losers. The S-chools, 
then, must run a race which mostly rich kids will win but which most poor people will 
accept as fair. On the whole they have done this very well. 

Many educators will protest that ranking is not what grades and tests are for, but only 
to help children learn, and to help teachers help them to learn. No doubt many teachers 
sincerely believe it, as I did for many of my years as a T-eacher. But it is not true. Any 
observant and thoughtful teacher soon learns in his work, as I did, that fear blocks 
learning. The skillful learner must trust the world, and himself to be able to cope with it. 
In How Children Fail I showed how even “bright” children act when they have lost this 
confidence. Instead of reaching out to new experience, they shrink back from it. Often 
they protect themselves from the danger and shame of failure in the only way they can, 
by failing on purpose. 

Not only does fear prevent children (and adults) from using their minds well, but it 
almost certainly, and at the most biological level, prevents the mind from working at all. 
We may not yet know just what happens, chemically and electrically, when we turn expe-
rience into memory, recall old memories, and make connections and patterns, a mental 
model, out of this remembered experience—in short, when we think. But whatever it is 
that happens, fear stops it from happening. Knowing this, I knew that I could not help my 
weak students learn unless I could reduce their fears and help them regain or rebuild 
some of their confidence. To do this, I had to stop giving them tests. Fear of the test 
blocked their minds long before they actually had to take it; fear made them do much 
worse than their real knowledge should have enabled them to do; and shame at the result 
of the test only made them more sure that they were too stupid to learn. It was a 
downward spiral. The only way I could stop it, and reverse it, was to stop testing. But the 
school, though more kindly than most, would not let me. Indeed, I was under fire, and 
later fired, for not giving enough tests. When I could put off testing for a while, even the 
worst pupils would begin to regain some confidence, strength, and intelligence. But 



sooner or later I would have to announce another test, and could see the children growing 
frightened, defensive, and stupid in front of my eyes. 

It is vital for a t-eacher to give students emotional support as they explore new 
territory and take new risks. I tried to do that for my students, by encouraging them to 
talk about, and so perhaps overcome, some of their fears. But how could I give them 
emotional support when / was the source of their danger? If someone else had been 
giving them those tests and grades, I might have been able to help them cope with this 
problem. But / was giving the test, / was putting the red X’s and failing marks on the 
papers. No wonder the children remained afraid. Like countless other T-eachers, I 
thought the children might learn to trust me rather than fear me because of my good 
intentions. But what use were my good intentions to them, when week after week, month 
after month, I went on doing things that did them real barm? 

 

S-chools Need to Fail 

S-chools say, and many S-chool people believe, that they really want all children to 
succeed, to learn all that the S-chools are trying to teach them. But if someday, 
somewhere, a T-eacher ever did the job he was paid to do, and got all his kids to learn all 
the stuff he was teaching, he would have to give them all A’s. Soon he would get a 
message from higher up saying, what’s the big idea of giving your students all A’s? If he 
insisted that this grading was fair, that the students really had learned all he taught, he 
would then be told, “Then you’re not teaching them enough. Raise your standards, 
challenge your students! Teach more!” The parents of his students would be after him as 
well. The few who thought their kids really deserved A’s would say furiously, “When 
you give all those other kids A’s you make my kid’s A’s worthless. The good colleges 
won’t pay any attention to them!” Most of the other parents would say, “I know damn 
well my kid isn’t smart enough to get an A. How am I going to get him to do any work if 
you hand out A’s for free? He’s just going to sit on his tail and goof off.” 

Everyone talks these days about “quality education” for all. But quality education for 
every child, is an absurdity, a contradiction in terms. Most parents, when they say to  
S-chools, “Give my kid a quality education,” mean, “Do something to him that will get 
him ahead of all the other kids!” In short, make him a winner. Not, a winner along with 
all the rest; that won’t do him any good. They mean, make him a winner in a race where 
most kids lose. 

The first thing any new T-eacher had better learn is that nobody wants all the kids to 
win. From the university down to the elementary school, giving all high grades is a sure 
way to get in serious trouble, even to be fired. One teacher in a large state university sent 
me a copy of a letter from a dean, telling him that by giving all his students high grades 
he was undermining the process of selection which was one of the chief functions of the 
university. At another college a teacher told me that his department head told all 
members of the department that experience had shown that only a certain small 
percentage of students deserved A’s, a slightly larger percentage B’s, a few more C’s, 
and so on, and that any department member who gave much higher grades than these 
would be considered to be “sabotaging”—his word—the grading system. Such 
experiences are common. 



What is true of T-eachers is no less true of S-chools. As long as S-chools are allowed 
to give grades, they cannot afford not to, for to give no grades is to give the worst grade 
of all. By the same token, they cannot afford to give all good grades, to say that all of 
their students are winners. They are, after all, selling tickets to jobs and careers. The more 
good grades they give, the less their tickets are worth. The “best” colleges and 
universities are those that can say that their standards are so high that almost no students 
are good enough to meet them. 

 

A Crooked Race 

The S-chools say that they want all children to be winners, and with even greater 
fervor, that they want all poor children to be winners. But the people who run society 
want their own children and the children of their friends to be the ones who win in S-
chool, and later in society. They make sure that this happens. When children of different 
social classes go to the same S-chool, they are almost always divided into tracks, such as 
college, business, and vocational. Wherever such tracks exist, studies show that they cor-
relate almost perfectly with family income, the richest kids in the top tracks, the poorest 
in the bottom. 

The stuff the S-chools teach, and the books and materials they use, are much closer to 
the lives and experiences of rich kids than poor. The standards they use to judge kids 
favor the rich over the poor, above all in the area of language. The kindergarten report 
card I spoke of earlier had as one of its sixty two items, “I use good, clear English.” What 
this boils down to is, “I talk like a rich kid.” The S-chools may believe sincerely enough 
that standard English—i.e., the way rich people talk—is somehow “better” than the way 
poor people talk, and that by “correcting” the speech of poor kids they are really 
improving it, and so helping the kids. But what they really do is to penalize and shame 
poor kids for talking like the adults they know. The result is that these kids talk less and 
less, and so lose the chance of growing more skillful and fluent. 

From the very start, even among lower-income or poor kids, S-chools and T-eachers 
discriminate in favor of the children who look and sound most middle-class, most like 
rich kids. In an article, “Student Social Class and Teacher Expectations: The Self-Ful-
filling Prophecy in Ghetto Education” Harvard Educational Review, August 1970), Ray 
Rist described how a black kindergarten teacher in an all-black school, in the first eight 
days of school, divided her class into three tracks (each at a different table) entirely on 
the basis of appearance—speech, hair style, clothes, etc. To the first table she gave all her 
positive instruction, help, and praise. She rarely-spoke to the other tables, and then only 
to criticize, threaten, or punish. Indeed, after a while she allowed the children at the first 
table to correct and make fun of the others. This tracking system remained almost 
unchanged during the three years Rist followed the class; only one child escaped-from 
the lower groups into a higher group. 

In their very perceptive and compassionate book, The Hidden Injuries of Class, 
Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb describe the same process in the second grade of a 
white working-class S-chool: 

In this class there were two children, Fred and Vincent, whose appearance was 
somewhat different from that of the others: their clothes were no fancier than the other 



children’s, but they were pressed and seemed better kept; in a class of mostly dark Italian 
children, these were the fairest-skinned. From the outset the teacher singled out these two 
children, implying that they most closely approached his own standards for classroom 
performance. To them he spoke with a special warmth in his voice. He never praised 
them openly by comparison to the other children, but a message that they were different, 
were better, was spontaneously conveyed. ... By then [the end of the year] they were also 
doing the best work in the class. The other children had picked up the teacher’s hidden 
cues that their performance would not be greeted with as much enthusiasm as the work of 
these two little boys. 

It would be easy to assume that T-eachers act this way because of snobbery. But, as 
Sennett and Cobb point out, there is often more to it than that, 

The teachers are in a terrible existential dilemma. It is true that they are “prejudiced” 
against most of their students; it is also true that they, like all human beings, want to 
believe in the dignity of their own work, no matter how difficult the circumstances in 
which they have to work seem to them. ... A teacher needs at least a responsive few in 
order to feel he has a reason to possess power. The few will confirm to him that his 
power to affect other people is real, that he can truly do good. To sort out two classes of 
ability, then, in fear of the “lower” class of students, is to create a meaningful image of 
himself as an authority rather than simply a boss. 

A really poor child, to become a winner in public S-chool, must somehow dodge the 
low tracks, escape or ignore the prejudice and contempt of his teachers, meet the risks of 
learning without emotional support, face increasing hostility from his loser friends, and 
find meaning in instructional materials which have little or nothing to do with his life or 
experience. Above all, in spite of never hearing it outside of S-chool, and barely being 
allowed to talk in S-chool at all, he must learn to talk middle-class English. Clearly, the 
odds against his being able to do all this are enormous. But even if he makes it to the 
winner circle in high school, there are many obstacles still ahead of him. Colin Greer 
pointed out some years ago that among honor students in high school, those whose 
families are in the top 25 percent in income had five times as much chance of getting into 
graduate schools as those from families in the bottom 25 percent. The difference is surely 
greater now, since the cost of higher education has risen so much faster than the incomes 
of the poor. 

It is naive to think that S-chools could be used to change the social structure, let alone 
turn it upside down. A S-chool system which changed the rules of the game so that poor 
kids had as good a chance or better of being winners as rich kids would not last long. 
Professor David McLelland of Harvard has recently said that the IQ test is the greatest 
device for keeping down the poor that the middle class ever invented. Quite right. But 
what else could we expect? Tests exist that equally favor the children of the very poor. 
But any S-chools which use such tests will see the value of their grades and tickets go 
down, and will soon have no rich kids left. No S-chool will, run that risk; like any other 
business, they would rather have rich customers than poor. A similar force works on 
colleges and universities. If they admit too many poor kids’, the alumni begin to 
complain, and refuse to contribute needed money. In state-run institutions the rich and 
powerful put on this kind of pressure through the board of regents, or the legislature. It 



works just as well. Often, as in California, it produces a state university system which is 
as class-tracked as big public high schools. 

The situation is much the same as in the area of work and jobs. Most white workers 
will agree that a black person should have as much right to a job as anyone else. But not 
my job! Most people will agree that poor and nonwhite kids should have as much chance 
as anyone else to move up in society. But not if it means that my kid is going to have to 
move down! But this is what it does mean. In the societies we have, there are only so 
many winner slots. All the S-chool programs in the world cannot make more. When 
someone moves up the ladder, someone else must move down. 

 

Learning to Live As Losers 

The third great task and function of S-chool, as S-chool people themselves often put it, 
is “to get the kids ready for Reality,” that is, to prepare them to live the kind of lives, and 
above all, to do the kind of work, that most people in modern societies do. In The Making 

of a Moron Niall Brennan reported that in Australia during World War II, teen-age 
morons, with IQ’s of under 50 and mental ages of less than eight years, were able to do a 
variety of industrial jobs, not just passably but reliably and well. Despite all the talk about 
the technological demands of modern society, or the great need of education to enable 
people to meet these demands, the fact is that most modern work is moronic. It needs 
almost nothing in training, skill, intelligence, or judgment. During World War II we 
found that even the most highly skilled industrial jobs, jobs that people supposedly had to 
spend years learning, could be learned from scratch by most people of average 
intelligence in a few months. 

Modern work, is moronic, not by accident, but by design. When Frederick Taylor first 
wrote about what he called Scientific Management, his central point, which his followers 
have stressed to this day, is that nothing should be left to the intelligence and judgment of 
the worker. The aim was and is as far as possible to turn the worker into a machine, 
performing over and over again the simplest possible series of movements or operations, 
always the same way, and exactly as someone else showed him how. The worker did not 
have to know, and was not encouraged to ask, the meaning of his work, how it fitted into 
what other people were doing, and for what product, purpose, or outcome. Indeed, the 
less he knew about that, the better. Even his own labor unions encouraged him to think of 
himself and his work as a commodity, a thing, which he would sell for the highest price 
he could get. 

In a few countries some people are .looking for ways to make work more varied and 
challenging, and to give workers greater choice in it and control over it. But this 
movement will not go very far as long as we care more about productivity, efficiency, 
and growth of industrial output than we do about the happiness and growth of people. 
The danger of letting people ask, “Is this the best way to do this job?” is that after a while 
they may ask, “Is this job worth doing?” Thus, in a Volvo auto plant in Sweden, one of 
the workers on one of the new job-improved assembly lines went right to the heart of the 
matter. Asked if he liked the new way better than the old, he said, “Yes, but any way you 
look at it, putting cars together is lousy work.” 



Some public-opinion polls have told us that most workers are “satisfied” with their 
jobs. This probably means, not that they like them, but that they are resigned to them, 
glad to have them, and glad they are no worse. Those who have talked at any length with 
many people about their jobs—Brennan, Harvey Swados, Studs Terkel, and others—have 
reported that very few of them really like what they do. In the late 19605 a student who 
had worked five months in an auto-assembly plant told me that from what he could see 
and was told by his coworkers, most of the people in the plant regularly used 
amphetamines—speed—to get them through the day. 

The December 12, 1974, issue of the magazine New Times contained a horrifying 
description of work in a vegetable processing factory. The author, a young woman, was 
working on a line with a number of older women, removing the cores from cauliflower 
heads with a guillotine-like machine. Most of the women on the line had one or more 
shortened or missing fingers or thumbs. They stood for long periods of time on a concrete 
floor unable to move except to shift their weight from one foot to the other, their legs and 
hips aching with a pain that became almost unbearable by the time they were given a 
short break. Some veteran workers counted endlessly to themselves to relieve the pain 
and boredom. 

Workers on the job often lose more than fingers. An Associated Press story of April 
27, 1975, reports: 

A study done for the Government has found that one out of every four workers in a 
sample lot of small businesses employing from eight to 150 people had occupation ally 
derived disease and that 89 percent of those are not reported as required to the Labor De-
partment. . ... 

Some of the diseases listed in the study include chronic respiratory diseases due to 
asbestos and other fibrous-Iike dust in work areas; loss of hearing due to noise; eye 
cataracts from infrared radiation; and increased lead absorption in the blood. 

And in Muscle and Blood (E.P. Dutton, 1974) Rachel Scott reports that the 1972 
President’s Report on Occupational Safety and Health estimated “There may be as many 
as 100,000 deaths per year from occupation ally caused diseases and at least 390,000 new 
cases of disabling occupational disease each year.” 

Worse than any job, however bad, is the growing danger of having no job at all: 8. 2 
million people are now (May, 1975) unemployed; another 1.1 million have stopped their 
hopeless search for work and have dropped out of the unemployment figures; and many 
millions more are effectively unemployed because the law (or someone) says they are too 
young or too old to work. What these figures mean in human suffering, in boredom worse 
even than the boredom of work, in shame, hopelessness, and terror, in demoralized 
communities, broken families, and battered children, is more than we can imagine. This 
risk or fact of joblessness, uselessness, and desperate poverty, and the knowledge that 
they have no power to avoid or prevent it, is something that tens of millions of people, 
losers, have to live with for most of their lives. 

Knowing what we know, what we can see, of the curiosity, energy, and enthusiasm of 
young children, or their desire to do whatever they do as well as they can, we can only 
ask, how could they possibly be prepared to do this kind of work, live this sort of life, and 
put up with it? To do this is the third great social task of the S-chools. It is, after all, what 



most people want. Polls have shown for years that no matter what kind of schools their 
children go to, most parents want those schools to teach “more discipline.” A Midwestern 
cab driver helped me to see why. He had said he had three children, all grown. I asked 
what they were doing. There was a long silence. Finally he said, “Well, they’ve kept out 
of jail.” Print cannot convey the bitter disappointment and grim pride in his voice as he 
said this. Any hopes that his kids might be winners, he had lost long ago. But at least they 
would not be bad losers—not bums, or drunks, or addicts, or hippies, or troublemakers, 
or criminals. Maybe he hadn’t done much in his life, and never would, but at least he had 
raised some kids who weren’t crooks. More than plenty of people could say. In this, he 
had had some help from the S-chools. Like him, they knew that kids had to be told, all 
the time, what to do, and had to be made to do it, right away, with no fuss or backtalk.’ 
And his kids had learned this well enough to stay out of jail. 

There is more to it than this. Most people would of course rather have their kids 
become winners than good losers. But in either case the road is the same. For reasons that 
Sennett and Cobb pointed out in The Hidden Injuries of Class, most losers come to 
believe, and must believe in order to save some meaning and dignity from their own loser 
lives, that being a winner comes only as a reward for struggle, pain, and sacrifice. They 
think and often say, “If I had only worked harder when I was a -kid, if my folks and 
teachers had only made me work harder, I wouldn’t be where I am, wouldn’t have this 
crummy job, wouldn’t have to do what people tell me all the time. Well, I’m not going to 
let my kids make the same mistake. I want their teachers to make them work hard enough 
so they can have a better life than mine, and I want them to do whatever they have to in 
order to do that. If they have to beat on the kids to get them to work, then that’s OK too.” 

Meanwhile, more and more rich and “conservative” winner parents all over the 
country are putting their children into ultra-traditional S-chools where they are “paddled” 
for trivial offenses. Why do they want their children, who are almost sure to be winners, 
to be treated that way? For one thing, they too believe that success and happiness can 
only come out of sacrifice, pain, and struggle. Also, they have been told that it was for 
the most part affluent children, at our most elite S-chools and colleges and universities, 
who most strongly protested and struggled against the war in Vietnam, and the 
wastefulness, corruption, and injustice of American society. These parents want no more 
of that kind of protest. S-chool is the place to put a stop to it, the sooner the better, and 
the paddle the best way to do it. Learn to obey the Principal now, and you will obey the 
President later. 

 

14. What All S-chools Must Teach 

S-chools teach many things, including: 

1) The official written curriculum, i.e. English, Mathematics, Social Studies, Science, 
etc. 

2) Ideas and attitudes not in the curriculum, but expressed or implied in the S-chool’s 
materials and textbooks. 

3) Ideas and attitudes not in the curriculum, but taught consciously and deliberately by 
T-eachers. 



4) Ideas and attitudes taught unconsciously by T-eachers, because they believe them 
so strongly that they cannot help conveying them. 

Some ideas may well appear in more than one of these four groups. Thus, many of the 
ideas in #2 will also be in #3 and #4; S-chools and T-eachers generally use materials and 
texts that support most of their own beliefs. Also, T-eachers generally support the official 
curriculum; given the power to change it, most of them would leave it much as it is. 

Much has been said about these ideas and attitudes, the visible and invisible 
curriculum of the S-chools. They vary from T-eacher to T-eacher, and to a lesser degree, 
from S-chool to S-chool. On the whole, S-chools and T-eachers share, and teach, the 
general attitudes and prejudices of the community, the region, and the nation. They tend 
to be moderate “conservatives,” perhaps a little to the right of the political center. Liberal 
and radical critics of the S-chools have long charged, I think with good reason, that on the 
whole they teach contempt for nonwhite people, women, manual workers, and the poor; a 
narrow, uncritical, and belligerent patriotism; a too great respect for wealth and power; 
and a love of toughness, competition, struggle, and violence. Other critics, more often in 
rural areas, say just as angrily that the S-chools teach immorality, atheistic science, and 
socialism or worse. The only point I want to make here about these first four parts of the 
S-chool curriculum is that they could all be changed by S-chool people, if they wanted to. 
What most concerns me is the fifth part of the S-chool curriculum, the things that S-
chools teach simply by the fact of being S-cbools, of having the power to compel children 
to attend, to tell them what to learn, and to grade, rank, and label them. As long as the S-
chools have these powers this part of the curriculum cannot be changed, and all who 
work in such S-chools help to teach this curriculum whether they want to or not, and even 
when they think they are teaching the very opposite. 

The first message that S-chools, like any other compulsory institution, send to the 
people who attend them is a message of distrust and contempt: If we didn’t make you 
come here you wouldn’t learn anything, you’d just waste your time, spend the whole day 
playing basketball or watching TV or making trouble, you’d hang out on the streets, 
never do anything worthwhile, grow up to be a bum. 

Along with this goes the message: Even if you could be trusted to want to find out 
about the world, you are too stupid to do it. Not only do we have to decide what you need 
to learn, but then we have to show you, one tiny step at a time, how to learn it. You could 
never figure it out for yourself, or even have enough sense to ask good questions about it. 
The world is too complicated, mysterious, and difficult for you. We can’t let you explore 
it. We must make sense of it for you. You can only learn about it from us. 

Along with these messages—really there is only one message; the parts fit into one 
whole—goes this one: Learning is separate from the rest of life. If you want to learn 
something of any importance, you must get it from a teacher, in a school. From this it 
follows that understanding is not an activity but a thing, a commodity. It is not something 
you do or make for yourself, but something you get, It is scarce, valuable, and expensive. 
You can get it only from someone who has it—if he is willing to give it to you. You can’t 
make your own; if you do, it’s no good, you can’t get anything for it. Some people have 
much more of this valuable knowledge than others, and because they do, they have a 
right to tell the others what to do. 



Since other people will tell you whatever is important for you to learn, your own 
questions are hardly ever worth asking or answering. Curiosity is for little kids who don’t 
know better. Few S-chools or T-eachers will tolerate a child who asks many questions, 
much less answer them. Even in the winner S-chools I taught at, fifth-graders were 
ashamed to ask about the things they really wanted to know. Years later I talked at a 
small teachers1 college, the kind most T-eachers go to. During my talk the students 
showed in many ways that they were interested in what I was saying. But only one 
person, a faculty member, asked a question. Next day I spoke of this to the student who 
was my guide around the campus, “Oh yes;” she said, “Several of the kids told me later 
that they -had questions they wanted to ask, but they were afraid of making fools of 
themselves.” She went on to say that with few exceptions the college faculty did not like 
to be asked questions in class, and tended to make a fool of any student who did so. 
When the S-chool and T-eachers already know what the students should learn, why let 
the students interrupt them with questions? 

 

Economic Man 

The S-chools, as society wants them to do, make human beings into what economists 
call Economic Man, who lives only by fear and greed. For all their talk about Sharing and 
Cooperation, they teach that nobody ever does anything serious or important except to 
gain a reward or escape a penalty, to grab a carrot or dodge a stick, or gain an advantage 
over someone else. They may not think or say so, but by acting as if it were so, they make 
it so. When children first come to S-chool, they are very curious, resourceful, energetic, 
and capable explorers of the world around them. They do most of what they do, not from 
fear of punishment or hope of reward, but because it is interesting-and exciting. What  
S-chools do to these children was vividly shown by the cover photo of the September j 
974 Psychology Today—a boy of about eight or nine, his eyes and mouth completely and 
horribly covered by giant gold stars. The cover story, “How Teachers Turn Play into 
Work,” by David Greene and Mark Lepper, described experiments, which showed that 
when children who like doing something for its own sake are rewarded for doing it, they 
will like it and do it much less when the reward stops. Even in S-chools which allow and 
encourage children to ask questions and reward them for doing so, the children soon stop 
asking. For when we reward children for doing what they like to do—find out about the 
world—they soon learn to do it only for rewards. Since the rewards of S-chool only go to 
a few winners, most children, the losers, stop asking questions. This is one of the flaws in 
the idea of positive reinforcement; it works only as long as we keep it up. 

In teaching that everything good is rewarded, the S-chools teach that what is not 
rewarded is not good. The things we do because we like to and want to must be frivolous, 
useless, or harmful. 

Also, in order to rank us, the S-chools must constantly test and measure us. Doing so, 
they teach us to believe that we can be tested and measured, or at least, that everything 
important about us can be measured, and that the rest must not be important. Therefore, 
we are only what the tests and measurements say we are, we can do only what they say 
we can do, and we deserve only what they say we deserve. Sometimes S-chool people 
say this in words, as in the book, Success in High School: 



Good grades equal a good education. The higher your grades, the more you’ve learned 
and the more you know. 

But even if the S-chools don’t say that the tests tell us who and what we are, they act 
as if it were true. Nothing in S-chool encourages us to think that the tests might be wrong, 
or that the most important parts of ourselves might not be testable and measurable, or that 
we might be able to do something the tests say we can’t do. 

Finally, the S-chools teach us to believe in what we might call the Divine Right of 
Experts. Since they can put us and keep us in S-chool, control our lives there, tell us what 
we have to learn and how, and grade and rank us by how well we learn it, we naturally 
learn to believe that all through life, in any situation, there must be experts somewhere 
who know better than we do what is best for us and what we should do next. Not only can 
they tell us what to do, they have miraculous powers as well. Here, from Thomas Cottle’s 
book A Family Album, is a ten-year-old black boy talking about a visit to MIT. 

You see how much scientists do for people. That good laboratory we saw there has to 
be an important place. When they get done with their work there won’t be a single person 
in this country going to starve any more. Now the President of the United States he has 
all the power and all the money, but he doesn’t have all the brains like those folks at MIT. 
They’re the ones who’ll do the work so that pretty soon like that one man said, a person 
can swallow a couple of pills and have all the food he needs that day. Or maybe that 
week too. That’s the day, man, I want to see. Come into the kitchen and tell my mom, 
give me the breakfast pill, mom. She’ll hold it out for me and I don’t have to come home 
again ‘til supper, especially if I can stick my lunch pill in my pocket, too. That man there 
at MIT, he’s got the right idea. Never go hungry, and never have to waste all that time 
sitting around at the table listening to all your baby brothers and sisters screaming in your 
ear while you’re trying to get something to eat. Scientists, man. There can be nobody on 
the earth doing better things than they are. 

And the boy, just like many ten-year-olds today, talks on this way about all the 
miracles the scientists are going to do. Replace one organ with another. Keep people from 
dying. Solve all the energy problems. Solve all the problems. 

Later the boy’s mother talks to Cottle about scientists: 

Scientists.. . . Rich folk is what they are, no different from all the rest. Sitting over 
there where Keith spies on them, playing with this and playing with that. Making up 
problems where problems don’t really exist. Making things complicated when really what 
we need done is so simple. . . . What I want to know is what good are they doing for this 
country? What good are they doing for black folks, and poor folks? 

And she goes on, in a long and bitter diatribe. In her way she is as much an expert-
worshipper, a Science-worshipper, as her son. Neither of them sees science as a way of 
looking at and thinking about the world which they or their friends and neighbors might 
use to solve any of their problems. Science is not something they can do, but only 
something which, if they are rich or lucky, they can get, a way in which things can be 
done/or them, a product they can consume. The boy can hardly wait to get his hands on 
all that good Science. The mother knows that she is not going to. 

Someone writing me a letter began, “I hardly know how to begin a letter to a 
professional. . . .” The S-chools helped to put this gap between us. In any case, I am not a 



“professional” as this writer understands it; whatever I know about schools, children, ed-
ucation, teaching, learning, I learned as a do-er, not as a student in some school. Many 
people, speaking on a matter of common experience, in which their ideas are as likely to 
be as good as anyone else’s, will begin by saying, “Of course I’m not an expert in these 
matters.” Someone recently wrote that gerontology, the non-medical study of old people, 
their lives, problems, and feelings, is a “new field about which nobody knows anything.” 
What about all the old people? Don’t they know something about it? Is their experience 
meaningless and worthless until some expert with a Ph.D. in gerontology explains it to 
them? S-chools make knowledge scarce, make most of us think that what we know isn’t 
true or doesn’t count. 

No matter how much they may talk about Sharing or Cooperating, S-chools, by setting 
the students in a race against each other, teach that real life is a struggle, a zero-sum 
game, where no one can win without someone else, or everyone else, losing. They teach 
that the serious work of making sense of the world cannot be done cooperatively, but 
must be done in a dog-eat-dog competition. They teach that greed is not a vice to be 
mastered but a virtue to be encouraged. And, like all situations that make winning all-
important, they teach cheating. Students cheat each other as much as they cheat the S-
chooI. Carl Weinberg, in Education Is a Great Big Shuck, writes that in the high schools 
he has known, both as student and teacher, many students do two sets of homework 
papers, one as correctly as they can, to show the teacher, the other with many deliberate 
mistakes, to show to other students who ask for help. In these days of frantic competition 
for high-paying jobs, we hear from the press and other sources disgusting stories about 
how students in our leading colleges trick and sabotage each other. Studies have shown 
for years that there is far more cheating among A students in S-chools with “high 
standards” than among average students in average S-chools. And the S-chools 
themselves cheat. As they rank students, so they are ranked against each other. No more 
than their students can they afford to play this ranking game honestly. They go to great 
trouble to coach and prepare students for the tests by which the students, and so they 
themselves, will be judged. In ways I have already described, they produce test scores 
that have nothing to do with what many of the students really know. Yet what is this but a 
kind of cheating? 

Such, then, is the hidden, built-in, unchangeable curriculum of the S-chool. 

 On May 10, 1974, at the Dag Hammarskjold seminar on education in Dar Es Salaam, 
Julius Nyerere, President of Tanzania and head of its one political party, said in part: 

In Africa, and in Tanzania, there are professional men who say, “My market value is 
higher than the salary I am receiving in Tanzania.” But no human being has a market 
value—except a slave. There are educated people in positions of leadership in 
Government, in parastatals, and still seeking jobs, who say, “I am an educated person and 
I am not being treated according to my qualifications—I must have a better house, or a 
better salary, or a better status, than some other man.” ... in effect, they are saying, “This 
education I have been given has turned me into a marketable commodity, like cotton or 
sisal or coffee.” . . .They are not claiming—or usually claiming—that they are superior 
human beings, only that they are superior commodities. Thus their education has 
converted them into objects—into repositories of knowledge, like rather special 



computers. It is as objects, or commodities, that they have been taught to regard 
themselves, and others. 

With such an attitude a person will inevitably spend his life sucking from the 
community to the maximum of which he is capable, and contributing the minimum he is 
able to contribute and live as he desires to live. He sucks from the local community as he 
is fed, clothed, housed, and trained. He sucks from the world community when he moves 
like a parcel of cotton to where the price is highest for his acquired skill. ... It is our 
educational system which is instilling into young boys and girls the idea that their 
education confers a price tag on them, and which makes them concentrate on this price 
tag. 

But this was more than seven yean after this same President Nyerere, with the full 
backing of his government, parliament, party, and people, announced an educational 
system designed to prevent such attitudes and abuses, and instead, in Nyerere’s own 
words, “to foster the social goals of living together, and working together, for the 
common good . . . [to] emphasize co-operative endeavor, not individual advancement . . . 
[and to] counteract the temptation to intellectual arrogance, for this leads to the well-
educated despising those whose abilities are nonacademic or who have no special 
abilities but are just human beings.” And I must ask, if such a man, with such 
convictions, in such a position, with such power, cannot change, as he clearly has not 
changed, the hidden curriculum of S-chools, who can? 

 

15. The Obedient Torturers 

The S-chooIs often claim they are teaching morality, responsibility, and all the social 
and civic virtues. They are not. Why they are not, and cannot, and what they are teaching 
instead, is made much clearer by a series of experiments done by the psychologist Dr. 
Stanley Milgram in the U.S. (and replicated in a number of countries), and described by 
him in his book Obedience to Authority (Harper & Row). As Dr. Milgram describes the 
experiment, two people come to a psychology lab to take part in a study of memory and 
learning. One of them is chosen to be a “teacher” and the other to be a “learner.” The 
experimenter tells them that they will investigate the effects of punishment on learning. 
The learner is seated in a chair in another room, his arms strapped to the chair, and an 
electrode attached to his wrist. He is told that he is to learn a list of word pairs; when he 
makes a mistake, he will receive electric shocks of increasing intensity. The teacher, 
having seen the learner strapped in place, is taken into another room and seated before an 
impressive shock generator. Before him is a line of thirty switches, with labels ranging 
from 15 to 450 volts, in i5-volt increments. The teacher is told to give a learning test to 
the man in the other room. When the learner gives the right answer, the teacher asks the 
next item; when the man gives a wrong answer, the teacher is to give him an electric 
shock, starting with 15 volts, and increasing the level for each wrong answer. 

The “teacher” is a naive subject who has come to the lab, in response to an 
advertisement, to take part in an experiment. The “learner,” or victim, is an actor, who 
pretends to be suffering the shocks, though in fact he receives no shocks at all. The point 
is to see how far people will go in giving increasing pain to a protesting and innocent 
victim. At 75 volts the “learner” grunts. At 120 volts he complains, at 150 he demands to 
be released from the experiments. His cries grow louder and more vehement as the 



“shocks” rise; by 285 volts he is giving agonized screams. If the “teacher” hesitates to 
give a shock, the experimenter orders him to go on. The question was, at what point 
would the “teacher” defy the authority of the experimenter and refuse to give any more 
shocks. 

Over each group of four switches in the shock generator were written these words: 
Slight Shock, Moderate Shock, Strong Shock, Very Strong Shock, Intense Shock, 
Extreme Intensity Shock, Danger—Severe Shock. The last two switches were marked 
XXX. At first Dr. Milgram thought that the voltages and these words on the control panel 
would put pressure on the “teacher” to disobey the experimenter, and to refuse to go 
further. This did not happen. Without feedback from the “learner” or victim, almost every 
subject in the pilot study went to the end of the shock board. Mild protests from the 
victim did little to change this. In order to get some variation in the subjects1 behavior, 
the victims were made to respond (in rime this was recorded and played back from a 
tape). At 75 volts, and again at 90 and 105, the victim grunted. At 120 he shouted that the 
shocks were becoming painful. At 150 he cried out, “Experimenter, get me out of here! I 
won’t be in the experiment any more! I refuse to go on!” At 180 volts he cried out, “I 
can’t stand the pain!” and by 270 volts he was giving agonized screams. At every shock, 
from 150 volts on, he demanded to be let out of the experiment. At 300 volts he shouted 
that he would no longer provide any answers. At this point, the experimenter would tell 
the “teacher” to give the learner 5 or 10 seconds to respond, and if he did not, to treat this 
as a wrong answer, give a shock, and ask the next question. After 300 volts, the victim 
gave no more answers, but screamed in agony with each shock. After 330 he was not 
heard from, nor did any more answers appear on the signal box. After four series of 
experiments, the “learner’s” response was changed ta include mention of a heart 
condition. As the “learner” is being strapped into the chair, he mentions that a few years 
earlier he was diagnosed as having a slight heart condition, and asks if the shocks are 
dangerous. Later he responds to the shocks as follows: 

75 volts    Ugh! 90 volts    Ugh! 

105 volts    Ugh! (louder) 

120 volts    Ugh! Hey, this really hurts. 

135 volts    Ugh! ‘ 

150 volts Ugh!! Experimenter! That’s all. Get me out of here. 1 told you I had heart 
trouble. My heart’s starting to bother me now. Get me out of here, please. My heart’s 
starting to bother me. I refuse to go on. Let me out. 

165 volts    Ugh! Let me out! (shouting) 

180 volts Ugh! I can’t stand the pain. Let me out of here! (shouting) 

195 volts Ugh! Let me out of here. Let me out of here. My heart’s bothering me. Let 
me out of here! You have no right to keep me here! Let me out! Let me out of here! Let 
me out! Let me out of here! My heart’s bothering me, let me out! Let me out! 

210 volts Ugh! Experimenter! Get me out of here. I’ve had enough. I won’t be in the 
experiment any more. 

225 volts    Ugh! 

240 volts    Ugh!. 



255 volts    Ugh! Get meow? of here. 

270 volts (Agonized scream) Let me out of-here. Let me out of here. Let me out. Do 
you hear? Let me out of here. 

285 volts   (Agonized scream) 

300 volts (Agonized scream) I absolutely refuse to answer any more. Get me out of 
here. You can’t hold me here. Get me out. Get me out of here. 

3 i 5 volts (Intensely agonized scream) / told you I refuse to answer. I’m no longer part 
of this experiment. 

330 volts (Intensed and prolonged agonized scream) Let me out of here. Let me out of 
here. My heart’s bothering me. Let me out, I tell you. (Hysterically) let me out of here. 
Let me out of here. You have no right to hold me here. Let me out! Let me out! Let me 
out! Let me out of here! Let me out! Let me out! 

How in fact did people behave? In the experiments as I have described them, the 
average maximum shock which the subject was willing to give the victim was in the 
range of 370 to 400 volts, and over 60 percent of the subjects were willing to go to the 
end of the scale. Women performed almost exactly as men, though under somewhat 
greater tension. When the victim looked hard and forbidding, and the experimenter rather 
mild, these figures were slightly lowered. They were also slightly lowered when the 
experiment was carried out, not at Yale University and under the university’s name, but 
in a small group of offices in a rundown commercial building under the name “Research 
Associates of Bridgeport,” in the downtown shopping, area in Bridgeport, a small and not 
very impressive city. They were lowered when the victim was brought into the same 
room as the subject and seated a few feet away from him, and further lowered when the 
subject, in order to induce a shock had to hold the victim’s hand down on a “shock plate.” 
But even in this last condition, the average maximum shock inflicted was still about 270 
volts, a point at which the victim is giving agonized screams, and 30 percent of the 
subjects were still willing to go to the end of the board. Dr. Milgram’s description of the 
responses of one of these subjects is quite terrifying. One cannot help realizing that if we 
had Nazi-style concentration camps in this country it would not be hard to recruit guards 
for them. 

If some of the subjects seemed almost to relish their task, a great many did not. One 
man, while continuing to give the shocks, began to laugh hysterically and uncontrollably. 
Another man, while giving shocks to the end of the scale, argued with the experimenter, 
in part as follows: 

SUBJECT:   I can’t stand it. I’m not going to kill that man in there. You hear him 
hollering? 

EXPERIMENTER: As I told you before, the shocks may be painful, but— 

SUBJECT:   But he’s hollering. He can’t stand it. What’s going to happen to him? 

EXPRMTR: (his voice is patient, matter-of-fact) The experiment requires that you 
continue, Teacher. 

SUBJECT:   Aaah, but, unh, I’m not going to get that man sick in there . . . know what I 
mean? 



EXPRMTR: Whether the learner likes it or not, we must go on, through all the word 
pairs. 

SUBJECT:   I refuse to take the responsibility. He’s in there, hollering! 

EXPRMTR: It’s absolutely essential that you continue, Teacher. 

SUBJECT:   (indicating the unused questions) There’s too many left here; I mean, Geez, 
if he gets them wrong, there’s too many of them left. I mean who’s going to take the re-
sponsibility if anything happens to that gentleman? 

EXPRMTR: I’m responsible for anything that happens to him. Continue, please. 

SUBJECT:   You see, he’s hollering. Hear that? Gee, I don’t know. 

EXPRMTR: The experiment requires— 

SUBJECT:   (interrupting) I know it does, Sir, but I mean . . . hunh! He don’t know what 
he’s getting in for. He’s up to 195 volts! (Experiment continues, through 210 volts, 225 
volts, 240 volts, 255 volts, 270 volts, at which point the teacher, with evident relief, runs 
out of word-pair questions.) 

EXPRMTR: You’ll have to go back to the beginning of that page and go through them 
again until he’s learned them all correctly. 

SUBJECT:   Aw, no. I’m not going to kill that man. You mean I’ve got to keep going up 
the scale? No, sir. He’s hollering in there, sir. He’s hollering in there. I’m not going to 
give him 450 volts. 

EXPRMTR: The experiment requires that you go on. 

SUBJECT:   I know it does, but that man is hollering in there, sir.  

EXPRMTR: (same matter-of-fact tone) As I said before, although the shocks may be 
painful—  

SUBJECT:   (interrupting) Awwww. He—he—he’s yelling in there. 

A woman subject, as she continued to read questions and give shocks, kept muttering 
to the experimenter, “Must I go on? Oh, I’m worried about him. Are we going all the way 
up there [pointing to the higher end of the generator]? Can’t we stop? I’m shaking. I’m 
shaking. Do I have to go up there?” 

It is interesting to note the conditions under which the subject’s willingness to give 
shocks under orders dropped very sharply. In one case, the experimenter left the room 
and gave his orders by telephone. The average maximum shock was still 270 volts, but 
only 20 percent obeyed to the end. Some pretended to obey, giving smaller shocks than 
they were supposed to give, and without telling the experimenter they were doing so. In 
one version of the experiment, the subjects were given the right to choose what shock to 
give the victim. In a group of forty, only two went past 150 volts, and only one went to 
the end; the average maximum shock was less than 90 volts. On another occasion the 
experimenter left the room, without having said anything about shock levels, leaving the 
subject and another man, supposedly another volunteer but in fact a confederate, to carry 
on the experiment. When this other ordinary man, not a scientist, suggests raising the 
level of shock with each wrong answer, the subject refuses to obey him. In a variation of 
this experiment, in which this other ordinary man, after the subject refuses to obey his 
order to increase the shocks, attempts to do it himself, most subjects will not allow him to 



do so, and in some cases physically restrain and threaten him. What they themselves will 
do under orders of the experimenter-scientists, they will not do or let someone else do 
without those same official orders. Authority must be legitimate; not everyone has a right 
to give orders. One must have the proper credentials to be able to torture. 

So much for the behavior. Early in the book, and later in more detail, Dr. Milgram 
faces the question: Why do people obey? 

Above all, why do they obey orders like these? How do they resolve the conflict: 
between their obedience and their strong belief that it is wrong to hurt, torture, or kill 
innocent persons? Of this, Dr. Milgram, on pages 8 and 9, writes in part: when subjects 
were asked why they had gone on, a typical reply was: “I wouldn’t have done it by 
myself. I was just doing what I was told.” Unable to defy the authority of the 
experimenter, they attribute all responsibility to him. It is the old story of “just doing 
one’s duty” that was heard time and time again in the defense; statements of those 
accused at Nuremberg, [my note: and in the defense of Lt. William Calley] 

Milgram gives one really terrifying example of this. One of his subjects, in the version 
of the experiment in which the experimenter leaves the room and gives orders by phone, 
gave shocks to the end of the scale. Milgram describes the post-experiment interview 
with him, in part, as follows when asked about the degree of tension he felt, he answered: 
“I was more nervous for the other gentleman than I was myself. ... I was more nervous 
for him. I was nervous because you were not here. If you. were here I wouldn’t have been 
nervous at all. I mean, if that man should have passed out with me giving him these 
things, these shocks—well, I’d feel that I’m responsible on account of me— giving these 
shocks.” . . . 

... He goes on: “[If you had been there] you’d say, ‘Let’s stop it,’ or ‘Let’s continue’ 
or something. You know better than I. You’re the professor. I’m not. . . . But on the other 
hand, I got to say that the last I know of him was around 225 volts and that was the last 
he complained.” {The subject then mimics the complaints of the learner.) ... “I had about 
eight more levels to pull and he (the learner) was going to get the police and what not.’ 
So I called the professor three times. And the third time he said, ‘Just continue,’ so I gave 
him the next jolt. And then I don’t hear no more answer from him, not a whimper or 
anything. I said, ‘Good God, he’s dead; well, here we go, well finish him. And I just 
continued all the way through to 450 volts.” 

. . . When asked if he had been bothered or disturbed because of giving the shocks, he 
said, “No. ... I figured: well, this is an experiment, and Yale knows what’s going on, and 
if they think it’s all right, well, it’s all right with me. They know more than I do. . . . Ill go 
through with anything they tell me to do. . . -” He then explains: 

“Well, I faithfully believed the man was dead until we opened the door. When I saw 
him, I said, ‘Great, this is great.’ But it didn’t bother me even to find that he was dead. I 
did a job.” 

He reports that he was not disturbed by the experiment in the months just after it but 
was curious about it. When he received the final report, he relates telling his wife, “I 
believe I conducted myself behaving and obediently, and carried on instructions as I 
always do. So 1 said to my wife, ‘Well here we are. And I think I did a good job. She 
said, ‘Suppose the man was dead?’ “ 



Mr. Gino replied, “So he’s dead. I did my job!” 

Here then, in a nutshell, is what S-chools do. They teach people to obey authority, i.e., 
to push the 45o-volt button on command. But of course a compulsory and coercive 
institution could not do anything else, even if it wanted to. S-chool people talk all the 
time about “teaching responsibility.” Yet it is absurd to think that an institution that 
commands and judges every port of a child’s life and thought can make him more 
responsible. It can only make him less so. 

Dr. Milgram makes this point clearer: 

Although a person under authority performs actions that seem to violate standards of 
conscience, it would not be true to say that he loses his moral sense. . . . Rather, his moral 
concern now shifts to the consideration of how well he is living up to the expectations 
that the authority has of him. 

The parallel with S-chool is obvious. The child soon learns that the most important 
thing in S-chool, indeed the only important thing, is to get gold stars from the teacher. 
Most teachers, themselves ready to do whatever authority tells them, think that by 
making the child obey, they are making him moral. Instead, they are destroying whatever 
moral possibilities he may have. Teachers ask me all the time how they can teach people 
to be moral—or “human,” or “humane.” But we can’t teach it, can’t make someone moral 
or humane, and least of all in-a place where, without his consent, we have taken control 
of his life and thought. The most we can do to help someone else become more moral is 
to treat him morally, which at the very least means that we do not make him our subject 
or slave. Prisons, jails, S-chools, coercive institutions of all kinds, are very good at 
teaching dishonesty, irresponsibility, immorality, and crime. But morality, justice, and 
virtue are precisely what they cannot teach. 

For some years now a number of people, notably Dr. Lawrence Kohlberg of Harvard, 
have been trying to get S-chools to teach their students morality. The New York Times of 
April 30, 1975, in a long report on this work, said in part: 

Dr. Kohlberg formulated his findings into what he calls the “six stages of moral 
reasoning.” The most primitive, Stage i, is a simple calculation of what will please a 
parental or other authority and avert punishment. The highest, Stage 6, is fidelity to 
universal principles and respect for human rights of the sort often identified with Gandhi 
or the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

This sounds fine. The trouble is that the entire system of S-chools, including Harvard 
University where Dr. Kohlberg teaches, necessarily operates at the moral level of Stage i. 
From kindergarten to graduate school it says to its students, do what we tell you or we 
will punish you, perhaps with a beating or a term in jail, perhaps with a mark on your 
record that will for as long as you live make it difficult or impossible for you to do the 
work you want to do. I think again of the Harvard senior saying that all the students he 
knew believed that the only way to get an A from a professor was to agree with all he 
said. Or of a college president who aptly remarked, “Graduate school is where you learn 
to think on your knees.” How in such places are we going to teach anything but Stage i 
morality? 

Later the article says: 



Translated into the classroom, the goal of Dr. Kohlberg is to help children move to 
more mature stages of moral reasoning. He has found that this occurs naturally when 
people are given the opportunity to exercise their capacities for moral judgment and 
especially when they are exposed to thinking that is one level above where they are at the 
moment. 

But where in S-chool are people ever given the opportunity to exercise their capacities 
for moral judgment? We use moral judgment only when we make choices, serious 
choices, choices that lead to action—and no student can do that in S-chool, where all the 
serious choices and decisions are made for him by others. Of course, what Dr. Kohlberg 
has in mind is “discussions” about morality. But trying to learn about morality from 
discussions is like trying to learn about poker by playing for matches. The only way we 
learn morality, like serious poker, is by playing for money, that is, by making choices in 
which we really have something to lose. And we may be sure that Dr. Kohlberg himself, 
as he peddles his program from S-chool to S-chool, does not question the moral authority 
of the S-chools, or suggest to students that in some circumstances the most moral thing 
they could do might be to join together in defying the school, in refusing, for instance, to 
take any of the tests and exams which the S-chool uses to rank them. 

The Times article goes on to say: 

In his research, conducted in 30 classrooms in Boston, Pittsburgh, and Chicago, Dr. 
Kohlberg found that, after going through classroom discussions of open-ended moral 
dilemmas for at least a semester, anywhere from 20 to 50 percent of the students moved 
to a higher level of moral reasoning while those in control groups did not. 

At this, one hardly knows whether to laugh or cry. Has it never occurred to him, or to 
someone, that during those semesters’ worth of discussions some of the students, 
probably winners, who are good at this, might have figured out what his moral priorities 
were, and decided (like the Harvard senior) that the smartest (Stage i) thing to do was to 
go along with them? After all, Kohlberg is at Harvard, and they might want to go there 
some day. To talk of using the S-chools to teach morality is a bad joke. We might as well 
talk of using the Army to teach pacifism. As Edgar Friedenberg has well put it, 
powerlessness corrupts. The S-chools, by taking the power to make choices from their 
students, corrupt them. Let me return once more to Dr. Milgram: 

. . . some people treat systems of human origin as if they existed above and beyond 
any human agent, beyond the control of whim or human feeling. The human element 
behind agencies and institutions is denied. Then, when the experimenter says, “The ex-
periment requires that you continue,” the subject feels this to be an imperative that goes 
beyond any merely human command. He does not ask the seemingly obvious question, 
“Whose experiment? Why should the designer be served while the victim suffers?” The 
wishes of a man—the designer of the experiment—have become part of a scheme which 
exerts on the subject’s mind a force that transcends the personal. “It’s got to go on. It’s 
got to go on,” repeated one subject. He failed to realize that a man like himself wanted it 
to go on. . . . 

A perfect description of institutionalized man, for whom institutions and their needs 
have become more real, urgent, and binding than the needs of living human beings. It is 
as if, in making ourselves into interchangeable mechanical parts of institutions, we had 



transferred to them our very souls. The institutions live, hunger, thirst, suffer, and die. 
The people are robots. 

In his later discussion of obedience to authority, Dr. Milgram does not make the all-
important distinction between official authority—based on brute force, or title, uniform, 
rank—and natural authority. It was official authority that the subjects in the experiment 
were obeying. Dr. Milgram at one point describes them as obeying willingly. It seems an 
odd way to describe their behavior. They obeyed, often in anguish, because they felt they 
had rio choice. But this is not willing obedience. We obey willingly only when we feel 
we have a free choice, a truly free choice; when we can disobey without punishment, 
shame, or guilt; when we obey because without reservation we want to, not because we 
feel we have to. 

Natural authority may occasionally overlap and combine with official authority. 
Sometimes a person in a position of official rank may be genuinely respected, admired, 
and loved by those under him. It is often so in the field of music or in the arts—Toscanini 
or Balanchine are famous examples. But most of the time official authority undermines 
and destroys natural authority. People who learn, as children do in S-chool, to obey 
official authority out of fear of disgrace or punishment—sullenly, blindly, like Dr. Mil-
gram’s subjects, irresponsibly—are almost certain to lose the ability either to recognize 
real and natural authority or to submit to it, willingly, responsibly, and with a whole 
heart. It is only people who know how to obey for the right reasons who will not obey for 
the wrong ones, and who will not press the torturer’s switch no matter who orders them 
to press it. 

 

16. S-chools into s-chools 

The first step toward making the S-chools into good places for honest thought, feeling, 
and talk, and for good teaching, must be to change them from S-chools to s-chools. It 
cannot be said too often or too strongly that what is most wrong with S-chools is not 
technical but moral, not a matter of methods but of purposes, not of means but of ends. 
They are bad places because they have bad tasks. The first step—only the first step of a 
great many—toward making them good places must be to take those tasks away from 
them. They must not be jails for the young; in short, they must not, for any age, be 
compulsory. And they must not be allowed to rank and label their students. For if they are 
allowed to rank, some will, and if some do, all must, since to give no rank will then be to 
give the lowest rank of all. To make these changes is a political task. It cannot be done by 
S-chools and S-chool people themselves. The public and its law-making bodies and 
courts will have to do away with compulsory school-attendance laws, and whatever else 
makes it possible for S-chools to say to the world what their students are worth. 

These two political tasks go together. There would be no use in telling children they 
didn’t have to go to S-chool if S-chool was the only place where they could get the 
tickets—diplomas, licenses, credentials—they would need to do most kinds, above all the 
best kinds, of work. The problem is to take from S-chools both their power to rank and 
label, and their now-exclusive right to give out job and career tickets. One way is to do 
away with tickets altogether. The other is to make it possible for people to get any of 
these tickets without having to go through a S-chool. Of these, the former seems in many 
ways the best. Why should no one be allowed to do any kind of work without a piece of 



paper saying that he is competent to do it? People lived a long time, and did many kinds 
of difficult and skillful work, before such papers were invented. If someone wants te 
work with, or for, other people, let them decide, in whatever ways they think best, 
whether he is competent to do so. Why is it, anyone else’s business? 

This raises a difficult question. When and to what degree should we citizens be 
allowed to protect ourselves against the crooked and incompetent, to decide what we will 
buy or use, or who we will work with, and when should we be protected whether we ask 

to be or not
v
 and if so how, and by whom? Beyond that, is our present system of giving 

licenses through S-chools a good way, or the best way, or the only way of doing this? I 
think it is none of these. Too often the protectors don’t protect, but turn themselves into a 
new conspiracy to exploit and defraud the public. We could probably protect ourselves 
quite well against many (but not all) dangers, if we were not early in life made into 
expert-worshippers, and if we could easily find out the truth about the dangers. Thus, the 
conservative economist Milton Friedman has said that even medical doctors should not 
be licensed. If someone thinks he can heal others, let him say so, and get what clients he 
can. But require him to make open to everyone both his methods and the results of his 
work, including the names and addresses of all his past clients, so that would-be clients 
can check up on him. To a large extent, people with money enough to choose do this 
now; they would not think of going to a doctor (or dentist, or lawyer) without asking 
former patients or clients what they thought of him. 

To discuss the pros and cons of this idea would take more space than I have here. 
Politically speaking, the idea of doing away with all credentials seems too radical and 
difficult for the short term. For the time being it may be easier to do away with the near 
monopoly of S-chooIs over credentials. We might pass laws saying that whenever a 
credential was needed to do a given kind of’ work, there would have to be ways to get 
this credential without going to or through a S-chool. In short, there should be other ways 
to show one’s competence. 

When I proposed this to a friend4n Iceland, who in the summer helps to run a ski 
camp and ski school in the interior mountains, he sensibly replied, “Yes, but to get to the 
ski camp, we have to go over very rough roads, ford rivers, and so on. When we hire 
someone to drive our buses, we want to know that he can do those things, and we 
certainly aren’t going to risk our bus just to find out. There has to be a school somewhere, 
with buses just for this purpose, for drivers to learn and practice on, so that when this 
school tells us someone is qualified, we know we can trust him to drive our bus.” Fair 
enough. There is no reason why anyone should have to risk his bus, car, or plane just to 
find out whether someone else can run it. Perhaps in a small country like Iceland it would 
be hard for most people to learn to drive a bus on bad roads unless they went to a school 
with buses of its own. But no one should be required by law to go to such a school. 
Everyone should have at least the right to learn to drive a bus, as most people learn to 
drive a car, and to show that he can, without going to any school. There should be ways 
other than school to learn to do things, and to show that you know how. This is surely the 
case for most of the people who now drive heavy trucks in this country. They don’t learn 
to drive in a truck-drivers’ school. They find someone who has a truck, and get him to 
teach them. This should be possible for any and every skill. 



Certainly to be an air-traffic controller at a large airport must take very great skill and 
judgment. Many people’s lives depend on them. Yet until recently, in the U.S. at least, 
there was no formal or school-like provision for training or licensing air traffic 
controllers. 

They learned their craft by working as helpers to those who knew how until these 
latter felt they could do it on their own. Many of these controllers had only high-school 
diplomas, and many of these were among the most skillful. 

In the U.S. at least, we have the beginnings of a legal precedent to work from, in the 
case of Griggs vs. Duke Power Co. (Vol. 401, U.S. Reports, p. 424; Vol. 91, Supreme 
Court Reporter, p. 849). While working for Duke Power, Griggs, who was black, applied 
for a more skilled and better-paid job. The company gave him some written, school-type 
tests, and on the basis of these tests, refused him the job. Griggs sued, saying that the 
tests had nothing to do with the skill needed to do the job, and were only a way of 
discriminating against him, on grounds of race, in a way forbidden by law. The Supreme 
Court, by unanimous decision, ruled for Griggs, saying that Duke Power had to show that 
any test they gave to an applicant (at least, a black applicant) for a job was clearly 
connected with the skills of the job itself. This decision does not and probably will not 
cover white workers. To ensure that no worker, white or nonwhite, will be denied an 
available job solely on the basis of school credentials, or other tests not clearly connected 
with the needs of the job. Congress or the legislatures must pass laws to that effect. 

To further reduce the power of the S-chools and their tickets, we might also extend the 
idea of the high-school equivalency exam. In all states and territories, people who have 
never finished high school can, by passing an examination, get the equivalent of a high 
school diploma. Today people may not take this exam until they have reached a given 
age, varying from state to state between seventeen and twenty-one or until a year or two 
after they would have finished high school. Clearly, the law does not mean to let any 
young person get out of S-chool merely by showing that he has already learned what S-
chool is supposed to teach him. But we might before long be able in many states to pass 
laws that one could take the equivalency exam at any age—or even laws that anyone who 
passed the exam no longer had to go to high school, and if below the legal school-leaving 
age, must be admitted without cost to his choice of the state colleges. 

We could extend this idea even further. The Commissioner of Education of New York 
State, Dr. Ewald Nyquist, has proposed a college-equivalency exam, which would enable 
self-taught people to get a college diploma.l In the same way, we might have a junior-
high or ninth-grade equivalency exam, or even one for every grade, and say that any 
student who had passed the exam for a given grade no longer had to spend time in school 
at that grade. He or she could then choose either to go into the next grade in school, or do 
independent study in school, or not go to school at all. Many children, rich and poor, 
white and nonwhite, have shown that in the right kind of environment they can learn what 
the S-chools teach much faster than the S-chools usually teach it. If the law allowed, 
those who wanted to finish their schooling quickly could do so. Some might use the time 
gained to stay out of school and work or do other things. Others might simply go on 
much sooner into more advanced training. 

This could be a great help to many poor or nonwhite children who would like to be 
doctors or lawyers or work in other professions. What keeps them out of these 



professions now, as much as any other thing, is the extraordinary amount of time it takes 
to get the needed school credentials. The money is problem enough. In 1971 the average 
cost of tuition, room, and board at college was about $3,000 per year. This did not 
include the cost of transportation to and from college, or in the college community, or 
books, or clothing, or recreation. Since then the costs of schooling have risen rapidly. The 
prestige colleges, the ones whose diplomas are worth the most, now cost as much as 
$6,000 per year. But even if a poor person could go to a school free, he would lose the 
money he might be earning if he were working. Since many professions require anywhere 
from two or three to five or ten or more years of graduate work, these lost earnings might 
amount to tens of thousands of dollars, an investment few poor people can afford. But if 
they could get their first sixteen years of schooling out of the way in half that time or less, 
they might be able to afford more professional training. 

There is some reason to believe that legislatures might someday pass such laws. In the 
first place, whether the recession continues, as seems likely, or whether we have a mild 
recovery, most local governments are going to have less money. Many are broke now. At 
the same time the growing and militant teachers’ union will probably continue to win 
raises in salaries. Schooling is going to cost much more just when most people have 
much less money to pay for it. At such a time we may be able to build legislative 
majorities in support of these ideas: (1) Why should we spend good taxpayers’ money to 
keep a kid in a certain grade in school when he has already learned what they are 
teaching in that grade? Why not let kids in school learn as fast as they can? (2) Why 
should we hold kids back who want to improve themselves, be productive citizens, set 
other kids a good example, etc.? Needless to say, the teachers’ union will oppose this; to 
make more jobs for teachers, they want to keep people in school even longer. But in hard 
enough times they may not be able to win this political battle. 

With such laws in effect, other arrangements for teaching and learning, could get 
clients and some support. Thus we might have small neighborhood tutoring centers, or 
the kind of storefront mini-schools that Paul Goodman and George Dennison wrote about 
and that were often so successful in New York, or neighborhood versions of the Beacon 
Hill Free School or the Learning Exchange, or something like the Storefront Learning 
Center we had in Boston for some time, or other inventions. Today, if such groups try to 
organize as officially recognized schools, their state and local regulations about 
attendance, fire and safety codes, records, certified teachers, etc., hamper their work and 
make them so expensive most people can’t afford them. But if they are not officially 
recognized as schools, most people don’t dare use them. Even if someone could convince 
parents that they and their friends and neighbors could make a learning situation which 
would help their children more than the available schools, they would say, “It might be 
better but our kids have to get the tickets, and the regular school is the only place they 
can get them, so, bad as it is, they have to go there.” . 

Not that large numbers of nonwhite, low-income, or poor people are eager for 
neighborhood alternative schools. On the whole, poor people believe at least as strongly 
as rich that children only learn through bribes, threats, greed, and fear. But there are 
exceptions. Some poor people would welcome, as some have already, a more informal 
flexible, lively, humane, living and learning situation for their children! As these proved 
their worth (some already have), they would gain more supporters. Only a minority, 
perhaps, but many more than now. 



As we began to find that many children, given certain re-. sources, can learn much 
faster outside of conventional school, we might begin to enforce school attendance laws 
less strictly, or even, to define school attendance quite differently. Thus, in Freedom and 
Beyond I suggested that we reduce the number of days per year of required school 
attendance, or keep schools open all year around, and let students get their days of school 
attendance whenever they wanted. . . . We could have schools in the evening, so that stu-
dents could do other things during the day—work, apprentice— and get their school 
credit during the evening. We could give school credit for a much wider variety of 
activities, including work. And for that matter, there seems no reason other than 
administrative convenience why a student should have to do all his school work in the 
same school. Why not let him get some of his schooling in one school, some in another? 
A student should be able to go to any school be wanted within his home state, the schools 
getting aid according to the number of students attending. This would be an incentive to a 
school to attract students. 

It seems only fair that if the state can force young people to go to school it should at 
least allow them to pick the school. If they need transportation to do this, the state and/or 
their home district should pay for it. This seems to me the most fair and workable way to 
deal with the problem of segregated and inferior schools for minority groups. If they like 
the schools in their own district, let them go there; if not, let them pick the schools they 
want, in whatever district. No more than race should place of residence be grounds for 
excluding anyone from a school. Poor kids, white or nonwhite, should have as much right 
as the rich to go to a school they think will help them. 

Perhaps in time compulsory school-attendance laws would simply become a dead 
letter, like other laws we no longer enforce, but (unwisely) leave on the books because it 
is politically safer to ignore than to repeal them. As a society creates many more and safe 
and interesting places for young people to go and useful things for them to do, it may let 
the jail function of schools quietly erode away. This will take time. But even in the fairly 
near future, we might be able to take some steps in that direction. 

This leaves us the task of taking from S-chools the power to rank and label children, I 
have mentioned the very damaging, libelous, pseudo-psychological records that more and 
more S-chools keep on children (and often their parents). It should be a punishable 
offense for a S-chool, or any of its governors, administrators, employees, consultants, or 
agents, to make, keep, or circulate such records about children. The law should say 
specifically that the only records a school may keep about a child are his grades, which 
shall be regularly sent to the parents. If the S-chool wants to give a child other sorts of 
tests—psychological, medical, or whatever, including IQ tests—they should be able to do 
so only with the parents’ permission, and must send them the results of those tests. The 
law should further say that if the S-chool gives other than purely academic tests to a 
child, without the parents1 permission, or keeps records about him other than those 
specifically permitted by law, or denies parents access to whatever records they have, the 
parents shall have a right to collect punitive damages from the S-chool and its several 
officers, employees, agents, etc., for violations of their civil rights. Such laws, however 
worded, should be tough enough so that S-chool boards, administrators, and teachers 
would be afraid to break them. 



To take away the ranking function of S-chools, we must go even further. If a S-chool 
wants to give tests and grades to find out more about what the children are learning or not 
learning, or even to use as some sort of carrot-and-stick to make the children do the work, 
they should have the right to do that. There will always be some parents who want their 
children in that sort of school. But the law should say that any and all records, even if 
only grades, which the S-chool may make and keep about students, shall be the property 
of the students, and must be wholly turned over to them when they leave the school. If 
later they want to show these grades to someone else, they may. Otherwise, no one 
should have the right to see them. 

By such steps we could take away from S-chools their power to hold and rank 
children, and so, their power to indoctrinate and brainwash them. S-chools could no 
longer tell children what they had to learn. Any given school could say, as language or 
typing or karate s-chools do now, “If you want to come here, this is what you must learn, 
because this is what we teach.” But the student could choose to go or not to go there. This 
is a large part (but not all) of the political process which has been called “deschooling.” It 
would put schools at the service of do-ers and learners rather than educators. 

But this would only be a first step toward making schools good places for living, 
doing, teaching. Changing S-chools into s-chools will not suddenly change all the people 
in them. Most of the teachers will be the ones, or just like the ones, who are there now. 
Some would welcome the change from S-chools to s-chools. Many others could probably 
in time adjust to the new situation, and in place of their former official and coercive 
authority, could begin to develop a natural authority based on their real experience, 
interests, and skills. But many other teachers could not make such a change. Even if S-
chools become s-chools, it will take many years to rid them of the many teachers who 
don’t like or trust children, and who don’t like teaching and are not good at it. Most of 
these could not be fired. Some of them might get discouraged and quit as they lost more 
and more students, but others might hang on until retirement. And it would take many 
years to draw into the s-chools enough people who really did like, respect, and trust 
children, and wanted to help them explore and make sense of the world. Many of these 
might be former T-eachers who quit or were fired. It might take as much as a generation 
or more before we had enough doing places, and kindly, competent, and helpful adults, so 
that all children could have their share. But as teaching became the true profession and 
joyful work that it could be and should be, it would attract more and more of the people 
who want to and would do it well. 

But even this would not do away with whatever we might have left in society of 
inequality, or inhumanity, or social and legal injustice, or poverty, or prejudice, or bad 
work or no work. These are not school problems, and cannot be solved by anything we 
might do in or to schools. The most we could hope for is that children who had plenty of 
good doing places and useful adults to help them grow up would in time be intelligent 
and generous enough to make a society better than we have cared, or tried. Or been able 
to make. 

 

17. Why Teach? 

Some of those who read this book, working in S-chools, or getting ready to, will ask, 
“What am I to do about all this? What can I do?” The answer depends, first of all, on how 



they feel about S-chools, and about the ideas in this book. Let me begin by dividing 
people’s attitudes toward S-chools into five groups: 

1) “The S-chools are basically OK. They should spend less money, be a little more 
strict and conventional, and not teach so many fancy ideas. But on the whole they are 
doing a good job.” Most of the general public feels about like this. 

2) “The S-chools are basically OK. But to do their work they need newer and better 
techniques and tools—new buildings, modern equipment, computers, many more 
teachers and specialists, higher salaries, smaller classes, more racial integration (or 
perhaps less), up-to-date textbooks, new curricula, new ways of controlling children, 
more specialists to take care of the growing numbers of children who don’t or won’t fit, 
special discipline S-chools for the troublemakers, and so on.” Those who believe this do 
not believe that the problems of S-chools are in any important degree caused by the way 
they treat children. They see these problems as purely technical ones, which they and the 
experts could easily solve if they just had enough money. Most of the people who work 
in S-chools or in education feel about like this. 

3) “The S-chools would be OK, if they just treated poor or nonwhite or loser kids as 
well as they treat rich white winner kids, or if their curriculum were not so racist, or 
sexist, or capitalist, or trivial, or out of date.” Those who feel this way would include 
many political radicals, leaders of minority groups or of the women’s movement, and 
also such intellectual critics as Conant, Hut-chins, etc. 

4) “The S-chools have basically good purposes, to make children informed, critical, 
intelligent, democratic, honest, and in other ways virtuous, but they will not be able to 
carry them out until they become very different kinds of places and treat children in very 
different ways.” Those agreeing would include most of the progressive or humane 
reformers, among them, until quite recently, myself. 

5) “The S-chools have basically bad purposes; they cannot be made good places for 
children, for teaching, learning, intelligence, or growth, until those purposes are taken 
away from them; and these purposes cannot be taken away by people working in S-
chools, but only by the general public.” There may be no one who feels this way except 
me. If there are others who do, 1 hope through this book to find out who some, of them 
are. 

Most of’the people in groups 1, 2, and 3 will not read this book, or if they begin, will 
not read this far. The lYand 21s will probably find my ideas completely wrong or crazy; 
3’s may think them trivial (“Who cares whether kids are happy in school? The real 
problem is to change the schools so that all kids come out winners.”) The people to 
whom I feel myself speaking in this book, and particularly in this last chapter, are mostly 
those in groups 4 and 5. 

To them I say, once again, this is not a book against teaching. It is a book against the 
defeat of teaching by education. Nothing pleases me more than to help someone do 
something he has long wanted to do, but feared he could not do. Not long ago, an ex-
tremely intelligent and capable friend, not at all daunted by most forms of learning, and a 
lover of music, told me that she wished she could read music, but that ever since she had 
studied music in school the task had seemed hopelessly mysterious, terrifying, and 
impossible. I asked if she could think of any special part of it that seemed harder than the 



rest. She made a large gesture and said, “All of it. I just don’t understand anything about 
what those little dots mean on the page.” I asked if it was the rhythm or the pitch that 
seemed most mysterious. After some thought, she said the pitch. I then said (there was a 
piano handy), “If you like, I think I can show you in a few minutes how to find on that 
piano any given written note.” She agreed. Within half an hour she was very slowly 
playing, by herself, a piece out of a beginning piano instruction book. 

Five things made it possible for me to help her find out how to do this, (i) It was her 
idea, her interest; she wanted to do it. (2) I was at all times ready to stop if she wanted to. 
She knew that I would not, in my enthusiasm, push her into the confusion, panic, and 
shame into which eager or determined teachers so often push their students. (3) I 
accepted as legitimate and serious both her anxiety and her confusion. Even in the 
privacy of my own mind, I did not dismiss any of her fears or questions as silly. (4) I was 
ready to let her ask all the questions, to wait for her questions, and to let her use my 
answers as she wished. I did not test her understanding. I let her decide whether she 
understood or not, and if not, what question to ask next. (5) I was not going to use her to 
prove to myself what a gifted teacher I was. If she wants to explore written music further, 
that’s fine. If she wants to ask me for more help, that’s fine too—though even better if 
she can do it without my help. But if, having proved to herself that she can figure out 
what notes mean, she doesn’t want to do more of it—well, that’s fine too. 

In The Self-Respecting Child Alison Stallibrass describes how a four-and-a-half-year-
old taught a younger child to slide down the central pole of a metal climbing frame 
(something like our jungle gym). 

Michael did not seem to be motivated in the least by a desire to boss or to demonstrate 
his superiority; he merely did everything he could to make it easier for James. We noticed 
that when James began to play at something else, Michael would join him, apparently 
aware that James had had enough of learning to slide down the pole for the time being. 
He never stumped off impatient and disappointed, and so James was not made to feel a 
fool, and did not become dispirited or lose confidence in his ability to learn in the long 
run. On the next occasion when they were able to play in the garden—perhaps after an 
interval of a week or more, according to the weather—they both renewed their efforts. 
These were eventually rewarded, and James was able to swing himself onto the pole near 
the top, and slide to the ground with great enjoyment. . . . 

How many adult teachers would have shown such patience and tact, such a 
willingness to let the learner control his learning? All too few. 

Nor have I written this book to say that no one should teach in a S-chool, or that there 
are no good reasons why anyone would want to. There are good reasons and bad ones. 
After hearing me say at a meeting much of what is in this book, a young education 
student said angrily that I had discouraged her, and that when she began teaching Art in a 
S-chool the following year, my ideas were only going to make it harder for her. I replied, 
more or less, “I didn’t come here to encourage you, but to tell the truth as I see it about 
education and schooling. Anyway, why should you need encouraging? You chose to 
teach Art. You must have some reason for thinking it’s worth doing. Then go ahead and 
do it, and as well as you can. If you give your full and thoughtful attention to even a part 
of what goes on in your classes day after day, you will have enough to keep you busy for 
years. If you need encouragement, get it, as I did, from solving your problems and 



finding out how to do your work better. If you come to believe someday, as in time I did, 
that the very nature and purposes of the S-chool make it impossible for you to teach well 
in them, then decide for yourself how to deal with that problem. But meanwhile, don’t 
ask or expect me to give you reasons for being an Art teacher. That was your decision, 
not mine.” 

I became a teacher not to make a better society, or end poverty, or help children, or 
find the truth about learning, or change the schools, or reform education, but only 
because I thought it might be interesting and pleasant work to do. I had no quarrel with 
traditional education. If someone had said to me much of what I have said in this book, 
my answer would have been, “Baloney!” I agreed without question that students should 
be made to learn English, Math, History, Science, and so on, and flunked if they did not. 
But I .did not blame them for not learning; it was my job to find ways to teach such that 
they would learn. During most of my teaching years, this is what I spent most of my time 
thinking about—immediate, concrete, practical matters. Not, how can I make schools 
better, or even help children learn better, but how can I help this child to learn to spell 
this word or do this problem? All of my ideas about education came out of that kind of 
experience and those kinds of questions. 

Postman and Weingartner, educational reformers, once proposed that to T-each in S-
chools might be a Subversive Activity that we might give children what they called a 
built-in Crap Detector, so that they would know when people were trying to trick or use 
them, and could keep from being tricked or used. A fine idea. But we cannot teach them 
this in a place where we coerce, bribe, wheedle, motivate, grade, rank, and label them. A 
school to teach people to know and resist advertising men and behavior modifiers might 
be a very good, even a necessary thing. But to suppose that a S-chool could teach such a 
thing is an absurdity, a contradiction in terms. In a place where every part of their Jives 
and thought is decided, controlled, and judged by authorities, how could children learn to 
be skeptical and critical of authority? To the extent they took us seriously they would say, 
“Why do I have to sit here listening, to you?” To T-each in S-chools is about as 
subversive as working for General Motors or the Pentagon. 

Student teachers, often calling themselves Radical, have said to me, “I hate the  
S-chools, and I’m going in there to change them.” Such people rarely change anything. 
They are more likely to drive themselves half-crazy with rage, frustration, and despair. 
Their .whole way of being in the S-chool tells everyone else there that they are enemies, 
so that even if they make a modest and sensible proposal it is turned down out of hand. A 
young teacher once wrote the Teacher Paper (2221 N.E. 23rd St., Portland, Oregon 
97212) asking people to tell him how to change the schools. I wrote him saying, in effect, 
“You’re going to have your hands full, just trying to find or make for yourself a spot in 
which you can do not too much harm, be reasonably honest with your students, help 
some of them cope a little better with the problems of school, and get some fun out of 
your work. To do even that little won’t be easy. If you are tough, smart, persistent, 
resourceful, thick-skinned, and above all lucky, you may be able to do it. Then if you can 
find a few allies, and again if you are very lucky, you may in time be able to make a few 
small changes in your own S-chool. But, if you work only within the S-chools that will be 
about the most you can do.” 



Those who want to teach in an intelligent and humane way, making full use of the 
powers and interests of children, should know that there are very few S-chools that will 
let them do this. Books about school reform, my own included, imply that all teachers 
could do exciting and interesting things in their classrooms if they wanted. Not so. In 
many S-chools, the custodian alone would be enough to put a stop to such changes, never 
mind the principal. If custodian and principal both allow it, most parents will object if 
they hear about it. They don’t want their children coming home talking about what fun 
they had in the classroom that day. They think, what’s going on down at that school, how 
come the kids are playing around all the time instead of learning? Even the students 
themselves may object, and insist on playing the school game as they have always played 
it! “Tell us what to do,” they say, “and then we’ll see if we can figure out a way to get out 
of doing it.” 

Most S-chools do not want people in them who deal with their students on a basis of 
natural authority—trust, affection, and genuine respect—rather than fear. A teacher who 
does not use fear and does not need to use it, who makes his students less afraid, and so 
makes them harder for others to make afraid, threatens every other teacher in the  
S-chool. His natural authority undermines their official authority. They will see him as 
standing on the wrong side— the student side—of the line between Us and Them. Thus, 
S-chools tell teachers all the time not to “fraternize” with students, to “keep a 
professional distance.” A friend of mine, teaching at a prestige university, was told more 
than once by friendly older professors that he was risking his career by spending too 
much time with the students. 

Even when innovators are not fired, they may feel other kinds of pressure. Not long 
ago, in a Midwestern city, I met the principal of a more or less open elementary school. It 
had been built only a few years before, and he, then principal of a conventional el-
ementary school, had volunteered to run it. His teachers, too, had all chosen to teach 
there; no one had to work there who did not want to. The school seemed quite a pleasant 
place, the children quite relaxed and happy. As we talked, he said that most of his 
teachers had told him that since coming to work in that school they had been more or less 
ostracized, shut out, by the other teachers in the city, even those they had known and 
worked with before. It had happened to him as well. He had been a teacher and principal 
in the system for close to twenty years, and many of the other principals had long been 
his companions and friends. “But,” he said, “I am now a kind of pariah. Guys I have 
known, played golf and drunk beer with for years, hardly speak to me, except to make 
some sneering crack about the school.” Such pressures are hard. Few innovators can 
stand up to them for long. 

People who call themselves “radical teachers” are fooling themselves. As part of their 
job, they will take attendance every day, report late and absent students, enforce the S-
chool rules, and give tests and grades—or they will be fired. But in doing these things 
they help the S-chools carry out their fundamental and status-quo-preserving tasks. Doing 
the S-chool’s work, they teach the S-chools’s message, and all their talk, however 
Radical or Subversive, will not outweigh or undo that teaching. The idea of a “radical 
teacher” is absurd. As well speak of a “pacifist soldier,” shouting, “I hate war! All men 
are brothers! Thou shalt not kill!” as he shoots at the enemy. What does the Army care 
what he shouts—as long as he continues to shoot. Let any who want to join the Army, 
join it. One can be an honest soldier—one of the men I most loved and admired was one 



for most of his life. But let’s not tell ourselves that the Army is the Peace Corps and that 
by joining it we are working for human brotherhood. The same goes for S-chools—the 
Army for kids. To those who think of themselves as Radicals, and who detest, as 1 do, 
the idea of a society of winners and losers, I say, change it if you can. But don’t imagine 
that you’re changing it by talking against it in S-chool, or even by trying to make all your 
students into winners. A winner-loser society is not going to be changed by its winners; a 
society run by a few people at the top is hot going to be changed by putting some other 
people up there. 

 

The S-chool Reformers 

It seems almost certain that we will have S-chools for at least another ten years, and 
probably for another generation. Of course it makes sense to do what we can to make a 
few classrooms here, a few S-chools there, a little bit better. But that is all we are going 
to be able to do. I don’t want to discourage people from trying to make such small 
changes. I do want to discourage them from thinking that enough of such changes, one 
added to another, would turn the S-chools into entirely different kinds of institutions. As 
long as S-chools remain S-chools—compulsory, coercive, competitive—any changes we 
make in them will not go very deep or very far, or last for very long. 

Those who want humane schools for their children can hardly add up to 5 percent of 
the population. And even of these, most want the S-chools to do what everyone wants 
them to do—Make My Kid a Winner. Get him ahead of all the other kids, into a good 
college, and a good, interesting, respectable, well-paid job. No S-chool, no S-chool 
reform, however good, can last unless it can convince the parents of the children that it is 
making them into winners. Therefore, only a few S-chools can be profoundly changed. 
The number of winner slots, for S-chools as for people, is fixed and small. Since only a 
few kids can be winners, only a few S-chools can be winner S-chools. We cannot expect 
to reform all or even most S-chools, and make them interesting, lively, and humane, 
unless people give up wanting their children to be winners, or the winner-loser game is 
taken out of the schools. 

Those who talk of reforming S-chools seem to me like people trying to bail the water 
out of a boat with a big hole in the bottom. A case might be made that we have to keep 
bailing until we can get to a place where we can fix the hole. But the reformers don’t 
seem to know there is a hole. Or they say, ”We can’t fix the hole, all we can do is bail”—
or “We’re bailing the water out so fast that we don’t need to fix the hole; bailing is good 
enough.” Of course, turning S-chools into s-chools is not going to be done quickly. All 
the more reason for reformers to insist that it must be done. Instead, too many say things 
like, “Schools must be compulsory, because otherwise, when we have finally made them 
all into humane and interesting places, children of the poor may not go, and so they will 
miss out on all the good things.” If s-chools, doing places for children, are honest, active, 
and interesting enough, they will not need to be compulsory; as long as they are 
compulsory, they don’t need to be good, and most of them will not be. To say that 
schools must be compulsory because someday they might all be good, is to say in effect 
that they must be compulsory no matter how bad they are. 

I must insist on it once more: the trouble with S-chools is not a matter of means but of 
ends. The change I seek is not at bottom about gerbils or pond water or Cuisenaire rods or 



better reading programs. It is about a different view of human beings, and the nature and 
needs of children. It is about that shock button. Do we push it when someone tells us to, 
or don’t we? Do we want to train children to push it? Or do we want to help them get the 
independence, strength, and responsibility to refuse? This is the choice we have to make. 

 

18. Do We Have a Chance? 

Rich and powerful though they may be, S-chools are not a force of nature. People 
made them, thinking they would be useful; people can do away with them when they are 
no longer of any use. For the rulers of society, S-chools have been useful because they 
have taught most people how to live and work like machines and to want what only 
machines could make. For most people, S-chools have been useful, because they sold a 
dream that they or their children might rise in the world, might even one day become 
powerful and rich. S-chools seemed an upward-mobility machine on which everyone (or 
nearly everyone) might ride, a lottery in which most people could win. 

For a while this was in fact the case. Universal education and compulsory schooling 
flourished because they were invented at the beginning of a period of very rapid 
economic growth, when new machines, new sources of power, new kinds of human 
organization and control, and vast quantities of rich and easily available raw materials 
made most people in “Western” countries, and a Westernized few in almost every 
country, rich beyond the wildest dreams of earlier times. But now the sources of rich and 
cheap fuels and minerals which made the boom possible are all used up. What is left is 
more scarce, of poorer quality, and harder to get at—thus, much more expensive. The 
“endless” boom is over. The upward-mobility machine has come to a stop; for more and 
more people, it is beginning to slip back. Even in the richest countries, few people still 
expect what not long ago they all took for granted, that they and their children will be 
richer in the future than they are now. In the poorer countries,, most people face famine 
and disaster. 

We are beginning to move, as slowly as we can, and only because we must, into’a less 
wasteful and destructive economy in better balance with our planet and its resources. This 
move takes many forms, among them depression, unemployment, poverty, and 
starvation. As usual, when humanity has to pay for its mistakes, the sacrifices fall most 
heavily on those who have the least. But people may in time demand that the sacrifices be 
shared more evenly, and that we make a society without winners and losers, or at least 
without such an enormous gulf between the two. Many who accepted that gulf when they 
thought they themselves had a good chance to get richer may no longer do so when that 
chance seems gone. At such a time, they may begin to ask some very hard questions 
about S-chools. Why should they cost so much? Why should all people be taxed to 
support a system from which the children of the rich and affluent gain the most? What 
kind of race are the 5-chools running, that poor children always seem to lose and rich 
children to win? Why don’t we share knowledge and skill as widely and freely as 
possible, instead of so often putting on it the highest possible price tag? In short, they 
may begin to ask some of the questions, and demand some of the changes, set forth in 
this book. 

 



What Parents Can Do 

None of this is very likely to happen in the next ten years or so. Meanwhile, S-chools 
will remain S-chools. What can those people do who feel as I do about them, but have 
children stuck in them? On the whole, there seem to me three possibilities: (1) Help the 
child to cope with S-chooI. (2) Help him to escape it. (3) Give him 

an alternative. Depending on the child, and their situation, parents can mix and use 
these as seems best. I say mix, because whether they do #i or #2, they will probably not 
be able to make it work unless to some extent they do #3 as well. All the children I have 
known who were coping best with S-chool, doing well at it, and more or less happy in it, 
led the largest and most interesting and important parts of their lives outside of S-chool. 
Children who do not like S-chool and are not doing well there, but cannot escape it, need 
such an out-of-S-chool life even more. And children who escape S-chool must have some 
alternative, some interesting and pleasant (to them) way of spending the time that other 
children spend in S-chool. The children I know who don’t go and don’t want to go to S-
chool have such alternatives—many things they like to do, and time and space to do them 
in. These may be S-chool-like alternatives, but they need not be. Some people who take 
their children out of S-chool have mini-school instead, i.e., tutor the children for a few 
hours a day in their own homes. But many children are perfectly able to learn about the 
world without such formal arrangements, with a much looser kind of guidance. Any child 
who can spend an hour or two a day, or more if he wants, with adults that he likes, who 
are interested in the world and like to talk about it, will on most days learn far more from 
their talk than he would learn in a week of S-chool. 

The parents I know whose children cope best with S-chool generally follow the 
principle of Let Well Enough Alone. As long as their children are more or less happy, 
active, and successful in S-chool, they don’t interfere much with their lives there. If there 
are things about the S-chool they don’t like, they keep these to themselves. Others who, 
like me, dislike the values, the hidden curriculum of the S-chools, worry a lot about 
keeping their children from being infected with these values. But this danger may be less 
than they think. If they are honest and open with their children, express their values not 
just in words but in their whole lives, and treat their children as they would like 
themselves to be treated, their values will come across. And healthy children may be 
harder to fool and corrupt than one might think. Those children who love and trust their 
parents, and respond to their natural authority, can often find ways to respond to whatever 
natural authority they may find in their teachers, and few teachers are without at least 
some of it. A child I know, when about twelve, had a gym teacher who was in many 
respects almost a caricature, constantly shouting at the children “Do this, do that!” shrill, 
fault-finding, sarcastic. But this woman, and in spite of being fairly old (at least for a gym 
teacher), had a great deal of energy, enthusiasm, and competence. She loved gymnastics 
and tumbling, and could in fact do a great many tricks that the students could not do. My 
twelve-year-old friend enjoyed this woman for these good qualities, and what she could 
learn from her, and soon learned to overlook the woman’s many faults, as she might have 
overlooked a serious natural defect, a twisted limb, an ugly birthmark. That’s just the way 
she is, she would say. Children are adaptable—they have to be—and generally better than 
we are at overlooking the bad in order to get at the good. 



As they do not (unless asked) mix into their child’s life at S-chool, wise parents do not 
ask their child to bring home any more of his S-chool life than he wants to. They do not 
press him to tell them all about what happened in S-chool, or who his friends are, or what 
he is learning, or how he feels about it. They do not pester him about doing homework, 
unless he is in trouble with his studies, in which case they try to help clear up the 
trouble— which may be too much homework. They do not enthuse or praise too much for 
high marks or worry or blame too much about low ones. If the child wants to talk with 
them about his life at S-chool, they are happy to do so. Otherwise, they leave the subject 
alone, and let the child get on with his more important, out-of-school life. 

On the other hand, if the child is confused, frightened, unhappy, or indignant at unjust 
treatment, they give him all possible sympathy and moral support. Most S-chool people 
would disagree, saying, like the president of a large teachers’ union recently quoted by 
the New York Times, “We’ve got to get old-fashioned parents back that say, ‘If you get 
into trouble at school, you are going to get into trouble at home.’ “But widespread 
violence by children in 

S-chools is a recent problem, while S-chools and T-eachers have been doing physical 
and spiritual violence to children, even young children, above all poor and nonwhite 
children, for a long time. When challenged about this, the S-chools have usually lied, 
covered up, and demanded that their word be taken against the word of the children. They 
have not earned the right to be so trusted, and a parent whose child complains about 
something done to him at school would be wise to begin, at least, by assuming there is 
some truth in what the child says. 

Of course, people have to use some judgment, about whether a given child is generally 
truthful, or likely to be truthful in this given situation, or whether a given teacher is likely 
to have done what the child says he did. Then again, giving the child moral support does 
not necessarily mean going down to the S-chool and raising hell. Often the best thing 
might be to do nothing, or perhaps to send a short note saying, in effect, My child says 
this happened, I don’t know whether it did or not, I hope it did not, but if it did, please 
don’t let it happen again. The point is that if a child is upset, or fearful, or otherwise 
unhappy about S-chool, the parents should listen attentively and respectfully to what he 
says. No “I’m sure you’re exaggerating,” or “You’re making a fuss about nothing.” Often 
all the child wants—which he rarely gets in S-chool—is just a chance to tell his story to 
people who will listen. What he needs most is to be taken seriously; that done, he may 
feel better. 

My larger point is that children who generally fear and dislike S-chool, but cannot 
escape it, may be more able to cope with it if (i) they are not made to feel that they are 
bad because they don’t like S-chool, and (2) they feel that their parents understand and 
agree with their reasons for not liking S-chool. It would help at least some unhappy 
children if their parents would say to them, “I understand how you feel about that place, 
and I agree with you. I would feel the same way if I had to go there myself, and I would 
get you out of there if I could. But I can’t, so the best thing for us to do is put our heads 
together and see how we can make the best of it.” The child would be stronger for feeling 
he had an ally. 

The other thing parents can do to help their children cope with S-chool is to show 
them some tricks that will help them play the S-chool game better. Many of these tricks, 



having to do with reading, writing, numbers, etc., are suggested or implied in my books 
(particularly What Do I Do Monday?) or books by other S-chool reformers—Dennison, 
Kohl, Herndon, Fader, Macrorie, and others. To those tricks, let me add another, which I 
have long talked about but seem not to have written down—a way to use three-by-five 
cards as a studying or learning machine. 

Suppose we are studying something in which we have to remember some 
disconnected facts. These could be names or dates in History, sums or products in 
Arithmetic, formulas in Physics or Chemistry, and so on. We read the text, and when we 
come across something we think we may be asked on a test, such as “Who discovered 
America? or “When was the fall of Rome?” we write on one side of the card “Discovered 
America” or “date of fall of Rome,” and on the other “Columbus” (or whatever the books 
or the T-eachers want these days) or “410 A.D.” And so for many other items in the book. 

The first thing to note is that the act of deciding that a certain fact needs to be 
remembered, and how best to put it on two sides of a card, will be about 90 percent of the 
work we have to do to remember it—which is why the cards we make up for ourselves 
will work so much better than any that others might make for us. For further study, we 
can use our cards to test and refresh our memory, looking at each card, trying to 
remember what is on the other side, and then checking ourselves. If we get a card right, 
we put it to one side; no need to spend more time on that card, at least for now. The ones 
we get wrong, we keep working with, shuffling them up and turning them over, adding 
them to the “Know” pile when we get them right, until finally there are no “Don’t Know” 
cards left. It’s cheap, it’s simple, and it works. Any child who learns to do this early in his 
schooling should not have much trouble with the memory part of his work—which js 
most of what the S-chools care about. 

Another good trick, which would spare the child much of the worry and boredom of S-
chool Arithmetic, would be to get him a small electronic calculator ($50 or less as I 
write), and teach him to use it to do the problems in his textbook. With this he could 
make up his own answer sheet. Then, when he did problems without the calculator, he 
could tell whether he had done them right or not. If his T-eacher gave him twenty, thirty, 
or forty of the same kind of problems for homework—this is not uncommon—we could 
strike a bargain with him: do six or perhaps ten of the problems correctly without the 
calculator, and you can use the calculator to do all the rest. Why waste time on 
busywork? 

The chances are that many children would be so interested in doing problems with the 
calculator that they would race through their Math textbooks much faster than their  
T-eachers. This would be all to the good. It may be a little boring to be way ahead of the 
class, but it is a lot safer. And they could use their knowledge to help other children. 

Or we might find out what textbooks the child’s class is using, and then buy (from the 
publisher or a school-supply store) the teachers1 manuals for those textbooks. These 
manuals could be used in different ways. Very young children could of course not be able 
to read them, but children of nine or ten probably could and might well find them 
interesting and amusing, as well as helpful. For younger children, the parents would have 
to read the manuals, and tell the children about what they found there. The point would 
be that with the use of the manuals, the children would no longer have to waste their time 



and energy in S-chools trying to guess what the T-eacher wanted, or risk being penalized 
because they could not guess. 

Let me defend very strongly such use of teachers’ manuals. Some years ago a very 
intelligent and literate friend of mine took the time to read some of her child’s fourth-
grade textbooks, and to try to answer the questions at the ends of the chapters. The books 
were, as one might expect, oversimplified, inaccurate, biased, and above all boring. But 
what most amazed and angered this woman were the questions. Telling me about it, she 
said, more or less, 

“The material in the chapter is so simple and so simple-minded that any child could 
answer questions about it, if he could be sure what the questions meant. But the books try 
to make the questions hard by making them tricky and ambiguous. Most of the time I 
can’t tell what answer they are after. I can think of three or four ways, all equally good, 
of answering their questions. But, of course, the teachers don’t care about and don’t 
reward kids who think of different possible answers to questions. They have their one 
Right answer, and any kid who says anything else is going to be called Wrong, and given 
a bad mark.” This is surely true of many T-eachers, certainly those who teach out of 
manuals. Therefore, if a child is going to have to face questions designed not to help but 
to trick and trap him, it is altogether legitimate to let him know what is really wanted. 

Beyond this, I can imagine a number of ways in which older children could use the 
manuals to make S-chool much more interesting. They might, for example, keep a close 
check .on the T-eacher, to see how closely he stuck to the manual, and in what ways he 
departed from it. Or they might have some fun at beating the T-eacher to the draw; thus, 
if the manual suggested that on a given day the T-eacher ask a certain question or propose 
a certain discussion, the children might ask the question or propose the discussion first. 
Then they could watch the T-eacher’s reactions. Or, where the manual says, “Have a 
discussion and bring out this point,” they could bring out the point right away, thus 
ending the fake discussion, or on the other hand, refuse to bring out the point wanted, no 
matter how the T-eacher pushed and prodded. Or they might say to the T-eacher, “Can 
we see your teacher’s manual?” Many T-eachers would deny that there was such a thing, 
which could provide much amusement for children who had the book at home. Or they 
could ask the T-eacher questions from parts of the manual that the class had not officially 
“come to.” I have known many children, as young as ten, who would have had great plea-
sure from such games. Who knows? They might even make S-chool a moderately 
interesting place, might in time persuade some 

T-eachers to give up manuals altogether. I have no qualms at all about suggesting any 
of this. Any T-eacher who is dumb and lazy enough to do his teaching out of a manual 
deserves whatever he gets. 

But of course, the most important trick in beating the S-chool game is to know that it 
is a game, as abstract, unreal, and useless as chess, and that beating it is a trick. The game 
is important only because (as with chess) there are rewards for playing it well, and 
(unlike chess) penalties for playing it badly. This is something that almost all successful 
students know, almost by instinct. I sensed it at ten, and knew it thoroughly and 
consciously by the time I was thirteen. I did most of my schoolwork thinking not, “What 
is this English or Math or History or Science all about?” but “What do they want? What 
are they likely to aslt?” And so with the other A students; only the D and E students 



worried much about what it all meant or whether they were really learning it. Not that I 
did not have an intellectual life at S-chool; I spent much more time talking with my 
friends than I did on schoolwork. But unless we were cramming each other for a test, 
none of our talk was about schoolwork. We might, if we were good students, discuss an 
idea in class with great animation, and even with interest, but as soon as we stepped out 
the door, the discussion stopped. There was no continuum of experience for us; 
schoolwork was schoolwork, life was life, and they had nothing to do with each other. 
Our Physics teacher told us one day about the first splitting of an atom, and the enormous 
amounts of energy it released. Once satisfied that it would not be on any test, neither in or 
out of class did we ever give it another thought. 

 

Paths of Escape 

But I do not want to give the impression that by such means parents could make  
S-chool a good experience for most children, or even prevent it from being a bad one. 
Several intelligent and sympathetic parents I have known did all the things I have 
suggested here, trying to keep their children from being badly hurt in S-chool. But it did 
not help. The children could not learn in the abstract and fragmented way the S-chool 
demanded and rewarded. Like Maxine in The Lives of Children, they could not do 
without reality of encounter. They could not make themselves not think or ask or talk 
about the things that were most important or worrisome to them. They could not adjust to 
the mean-spirited competition of the classroom, in which they always came out at the 
bottom. They could not dodge or overlook or in any way deal with the insensitiveness or 
harshness of their T-eachers, or get past their official authority to their natural authority. 
From year to year they grew steadily more frightened, bewildered, hopeless, and 
ashamed. The most I would claim would be that by the means I have suggested parents 
might be able, for a few children, to make S-chool a really good experience; and for some 
others, an experience slightly less bad than it might otherwise have been. 

What most children need is a way of escape. One of the best things people could do 
who feel as I do about S-chools might be to help them find or make such ways. We once 
had a so-called Underground Railroad (strictly illegal) to help slaves escape from slavery. 
Why not now a new Underground Railroad, to help children escape from S-chools? Some 
may say that such a railroad would be unfair, since only a few children could get on it. 
But most slaves could not escape from slavery, either, yet no one suggested or would 
suggest that because all the slaves could not be freed, none should be. Besides, we have 
to blaze a new trail if only so that others may follow. The Children’s Underground 
Railroad, like all movements of social protest and change, must begin small; it will grow 
larger as more children ride it. Beyond that, as was the case with draft refusal, keeping 
one’s children out of school is not likely to become legal unless a good many people do it 
even when it is illegal. Only as more people do this can they show convincingly on a 
large scale what the experience of a few has already shown—that the children are not 
hurt by it, and are usually very much the better for it. 

There are many ways to keep children out of S-chool, some legal, some within the 
letter but not the intent of the law, some illegal. The most legal course, and the safest, is 
for parents to persuade the S-chools to let them keep their children out. In some states, if 
one of the parents has a teacher’s certificate, they have a legal right to teach their children 



at home. Even in states where they have no such right, they are more likely to get the 
needed permission if they have a certificate. Some parents have obtained such permission 
by preparing an elaborate home study plan, complete with schedules, homework, and 
tests. There is no need, having made such a plan, to stick to it; as long as the children’s 
test scores keep above grade level, the S-chools will probably not check very closely to 
be sure the plan is being followed. 

In some states it may be legal and possible for parents to hire a certified teacher to 
tutor their children, and to supervise a home study program. If the parents were doing 
most of the teaching, and the tutor was there mostly to make the plan look better to  
S-chool authorities, it might not be necessary to hire the tutor for more than a few hours a 
week. This would cost much less than the tuition in a private school. The tutor could not 
make a living doing this with just one family, but he might, if he did it for a number of 
families, or if one family had an extra room in their house in which the tutor could live 
for little or no rent. 

In some states the law says that anyone with a teacher’s certificate can start a school. 
If the school is small enough—six children or less—many or most houses may be able to 
satisfy the health and safety requirements about toilets, exits, play space. There may still 
be problems of zoning and neighbors, but for people far enough out in the country these 
might not be very serious. 

If people cannot persuade their local S-chools to approve a home or work study 
program for their children, they may be able, for a very small fee, to enroll them in some 
alternative school, perhaps nearby, perhaps in another district or state, which will approve 
such a program. The daughter of a friend of mine was for two years or so enrolled in a 
school which she never saw. What she was actually doing during that time was traveling 
around the country with a somewhat older friend. But she kept with her a letter from the 
school saying that she was in an approved off-campus study program. At one point in the 
life of Pacific High School, a West Coast alternative school, a number of the students, all 
armed with similar papers, were living and/or working off campus, often hundreds of 
miles away. 

As far as I know, such an arrangement has not been used to enable children to live and 
study at home, without having to go to the local S-chool, but I can see no reason why it 
could not be.’ No state that I know of has the legal power to tell parents that they cannot 
enroll their children in an out-of-state school, or to tell such a school that it cannot 
approve a home study program. Again, for their own protection, some such schools might 
feel they had to say to the parents that they would continue such an arrangement only as 
long as the child kept his test scores up, or in other ways showed that he was not falling 
behind on his schoolwork. Others, being bolder, or having more faith in children, might 
not bother with this. 

Some parents might be unable to do any of these things I have suggested, because they 
live in a city, or because they both had to work, or because the local S-chool system was 
very rigid. They might then send their children, for at least part of the school year, to live 
with relatives, friends, or other sympathetic adults, who could legally do these things. 

For some people, none of these choices will be possible. In such a case, they will be 
able to keep their children out of school only in defiance of the law. Hal Bennett, in his 
book No More Public School (Random House—The Bookworks, 1972) has suggested 



some ways to do this. In some cases, if the parents of a child do not tel! the S-chools 
about him, the S-chools will not know he exists, and will not call him truant if he does 
not appear at S-chool. This might be hard to do if the family lived in clear view of 
neighbors, some of whom would notice that the child was not in school during school 
hours. For people living further out in the country, it might be quite easy. I know two 
parents, living in the country (not a suburb) about ten miles outside of a small city, whose 
nine-year-old son has never been (or wanted to go) to school. The parents both work in 
the city. If the country S-chools know about the child, they may assume he goes to  
S-chool in the city, while the city S-chools assume the opposite. The child has plenty of 
friends who go to school, whom he meets and plays with after school hours. They know 
he doesn’t go to school, don’t quite understand how he gets away with it, and envy him 
his good fortune. So far, no one has turned him in—perhaps because he lives in a part of 
the country where there is still a tradition of people minding their own business. 

Hal Bennett pointed out in his book that if parents tell the local S-chools that they are 
removing their child from public school to send him to a private school, the public school 
will simply assume that the child is attending the private school, and probably will not 
check up to see that this is so. This may be a way for some people to get a child out of a 
painful or destructive school situation. 

Finally, if the parents are not in a place where they can keep a child at home, or out of 
school, during school hours, they may be able to send him, for a while at least, to live 
with other people who can do this—relatives, friends, or just sympathetic people. They 
might not be able to do this for the whole school year, but for most children any escape 
from school is better than none. Some children might even want or be willing to go to 
school for some part of the school year if they did not have to spend it all there. 

In what I have said I don’t want to suggest that any of this will be easy, or that 
everyone can do it. Far less do I want to suggest that if enough people refuse to send their 
children to S-chool, the S-chools will wither away. It may be possible for quite a number 
of children to escape S-chool by the means I have suggested. But if enough of them get 
out through these loopholes (or others), the S-chool authorities, backed by the T-eachers’ 
unions and organizations, are going to use their considerable political power to get these 
loopholes closed. After all, compulsory and competitive schooling (including colleges 
and universities) is a $ioo-billion-a-year business, based on forced consumption, and they 
are not going to give up any part of that business without a hard struggle. But by the time 
enough children have escaped S-chool so that the S-chools feel they have to close the 
escape routes, we may have enough evidence to convince the courts and “legislatures that 
they should be kept open. In short, we may be able to show that children out of S-chools 
learn much faster and better than children in them, at vastly less public expense, and that 
for reasons of public policy as well as liberty and justice we ought to let parents and 
children together decide how much (if any) and what kind of schooling they want. 

Meanwhile, education—compulsory schooling, compulsory learning—is a tyranny 
and a crime against the human mind and spirit. Let all those escape it who can, any way 
they can. 

 

end 



 



 
 


