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INTROIDWCTTION:
This collection of wrltings from the alternative educatlon

communiiy represents six years of the little journal ZKOAE,

which was born at a fall, 1985, gathering of northeastern

members of the National Coalltion of Alternative Communlty
Schools. and was its official organ until the fall of 199G, at which
time the Board of the Coalition decided they wanted a niore In-
house publication representing them.

The editor/publisher has always felt that those six years
of publication of EKOAE represents a far more impressive witness
to the unique value for the general publlc - and for the teachers,
administrators and families alike of children in the public
schools - than its relatively small readership might suggest.

Consequently, the decis!Un was made to put together a
votume of some of the more challenging and yet broadly based of
those articles, hoping that they will prove to be of value to non-
alternative readers, coming, as they do. largely from “inside” the
alternative community, from the people actually "doing’
alternative schooling, whether school- or home-based.

The number of contributors to EKOAE has never been as
varied as one might wish for, perhaps because the alternative
school movement has relatively few theorists in its midst, most
being actively endgaged in teaching, problem-solving, and
working with children, with very littic !eisure time for
formulating in print what they have been doing. We hope this
fact nced not deter our readers from recognizing the ring of truth

emanating from the experiences of the few!
-




EDITORIAL COMMBNTS

WHY EKOAE? STATEMENT CF PRINCIPLES BEHIND
THE NAME AND ITS ROLE IN THE HISTORY OF
ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLING
by Mary M. Leue, Editor of TKOAE

e following editorial is reproduced from the Winter,
1988 issue of EKOAE, being a statement of the philosophical
principles adopted by the littie group that originally proposed this

Journal and gave it lts name at that gathering of the northeastern

branch of the NCACS in the summer of 1985. Since the name TKOAE
has apparently felt mysterious to some of our subscribers, |

thought it might heip to reproduce the earlier statement.

This little periodical is now entering its third year of life,
having begun with the Fall, 1985, issue - although presently
biannual rather than quarterly. Looking back to that first
issue, it is apparent that the scope of our publication has
gradually enlarged to include educational issues wider than
simply a focus on the development of children's skills and
sensibilities - and properly so, it seems to this observer. After
all, the name EKOAE ("Sko-lay") originated in ancient Athens
as a term designating the kind of dialectical activity first
conducted by Socrates by buttonholing passers-by wherever he
found himself and engaging them in a process known as the
“Socratic method” of question and answer, gradually wring-
ing from them either a confession of ignorance or a final
definition of the subject under discussion that would hold
water.

This process gradually evolved into the method of
engaging in friendly conversation interspersed with question
and answer which we can still follow in Plato's dialogues -
the Acadcmy - founded some twenty years after Socrates'
death. Plato's Academy became, according to B.A.G. Fuller
(A History of Philosophy, Holt, 1955) “the first university in
Europe," focusing on his notion of The Republic as “an ideal
commonwealth, of whose constitution it was a fundamental
article that the rulers should be men of philosophic training
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and vision, conversant with the immutable principles upon
which all real being and all right action rest.

The curriculum of the Academy covered a wide variety of
subjects ranging from politics to metaphysics, the nature of
knowledge, ethics and immortality. It is with this broad
definition of “school” that this journal is concerned, although
its primary focus will always be on what might be designated
“primal learning," the early learning that must of necessity
come first, and on which all subsequent learning rests. Plato
believed in the necessity of “edifying influences" on the
young, particularly those of poetry and music - especially
learning to play a musical instrument, John Holt might be
said to have carried Plato’s belief to its humanistic
conclusion (in Never Too Late ), warning even while
extolling the value of music and learning to play an
instrument:

Most of all. I want to combat the idea that any disciplined
and demanding activity, above all music, can never grow out of
love, joy and frec cholce, but must be rooted in forced
exposure, coerclon and threat... nothing Is more certain to
make most people ignore or even hate great music than trying
to ram more and morc of it down the throats of more and more
children inh compulsory classes and lessons. The idea is wrong
in a larger sense; in the long run, love and joy arc more
enduring sources of discipline and commitment than any
amount of bribe and thrcat, and it {s only what C. Wright Mills
called the 'crackpot rcalism’ of our times that keeps us from
seeing, or even being willing to see. that this is so.

This "first principle” of voluntary choice of "the good" in
all areas of life on earth has become in recent years far
more an unchosen mandate than simply one of many
options for living. During this period of time, planetary
life has been underpgoing a process of accelerated change
of a paradoxical kind, I believe, moving simultaneously
in two diametrically opposing directions - onc, a growing
sensitization to and awareness of the delicaey, beauty and vulnerability
of our common ground, the carth, as our Mother - the other an
cqually increasing rate of indifferently mindless pollution of her air,
water and land. Shc is becoming, unwillingly, more and more
unable to sustain life! Using the paradigm of the stock
market, participation in which one might liken in its
addictiveness to the unnaturally heightened physiological/

. - -
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psychic effects of cocaine or heroine usage, the crash came
to most people totally unanticipated, a terrific shock! And
yet, the warning signs of economic disease were surely
evident to those who had the capacity to look and listen!
Can we look at the global evidence of coming ecological
(let alone political and economic) disaster before it is upon
us? It is "EXOAL" at a global level of awareness which
becomes mandatory at this juncture.

| hope you can read this volume in the light of this
histori-cal statement. 1t is my profound belief that one of the
most significant issues we face as global citizens is how to
distinguish between our passions. our passionate bellefs,
principles, convic-tions - which I certainly wouldn't want to give
upf - and what it is going to take to learn to live and work

together to save the planet, let alone our littie lives and careers;

in particular, awareness of the relationship between our

Institutional history and Its subse-uent development,

The perlodical Holistic Education Revicw (HER) arisces
from a basis within this historical context., and the article
“Alternative Schools In Early America.” by Ron Miller, editor of
HER. emphasizes the crucial Importance of understanding ocur
own educational histery and learning to make bridges between
and among the many models for learning (including that of the
pubiic school system) which have arisen in the context of our
historically naive yet innovative, venturesoime socicty.

Miller makes it clear that each of these educational
alternatives which we claim as our own - Montessori. Waldorf,
Homeschooling, Progressive. Humanistic. Modern. Froebelian
and probablysome others | can't think of - actually arosc in the
homelands of the industrialized nations of the Old World, in

Sy -




response to their own particular needs. They have been adopted
or adapted by us to our own need for educational reform with
very little modification or even awareness of the consequent
wrenching out of context of the original model Involved in that
adaptation.

Phil Gang's articie, "Educating for Peace,” comes out of an

allied but older tradition now embodied in a new organization

whose acronym Is GATE (Global Alliance for Transforming
Education) which represents leaders from all the educational
alternatives coming togcether to offer ncw perspectives on
education to the educational establishment. GATE, in its
statement of principles, formulated in the summer of 1960,
insists that truly hotlistic cducation must include the context of
our human lives as part of a universal context which Includes the
spiritual dimension as its true setting.

As perhaps the most recent of those innovations, the Free
School movement of the sixties and seventies emphasized
primarily the libertarian theme which, in the simplistic terms
formutated during the days of heady revolutionary fervor
generated by young pcopie during the sixtics might be stated
simply as. “Free the chlldren!”

Uinder the aegis of the National Coalition of Altzrnative
Community Schocls (NCACS) this libertarian fervor devolved
into an institutional policy Issue of community control by
schools themselves including the children. This policy was
written into the original statement of principles formulated in
Chicago in 1976. It miqht be well to reprint the entirety of this
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statement of princlples as adopted by the Infant crganization at

this meeting, and to reproduce the historical context out of
which they arose.

The account of that birth given by Pat Montgomery, first
preslident of the NCACS, taken from the first directory of the
Coalition for 1981 -2, published at Clenlara, Pat's school, 15 the
best one | could possibly find:

In May 1976, at the "Education for Change" conference of the
Alternative Schools Network in Chicago, representatives from
several hundred alternative programs laid the initial ground-
work for a national coalition of alternative community
schools. They drafted the following statement:

We are a national coalition of schools, groups and
individuals committed to creating an egalitarian society
by actively working against racism, sexism, ageism and
all forms of social, political and economic oppression. The
objectives of the Coalition are:

1. To support an educational process which is
alterngtive in intention, working to empower
people to actively and collectively direct their
lives.

2. To support an educational process which is
alternative in form, requiring the active control of
education by students, parents, teachers and
community members who are most directly
affected

2. To support an educatiounal process which is
alti:rnative in content, developing tools and skills to
work for social change.

For a few years the group was relatively inactive. In June
1978, some few met again, this time in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
to adopt by-laws, file corporation papers and set a structural
NCACS framework. Further planning was done at a meeting
the following November in Denver, Colorado, where board
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members were elected—three from each region of the country
(East, Middle, and West). It was at the Columbus, Ohio, 1979
Spring conference that the NCACS actually became a living,
functioning entity. Over 100 people from ten states and Wash-
ington, D.C., shared a weekend of workshops: networking,
home-study, young people’'s rights,funding and a variety of
other activities geared toward continued communication.
Enthusiasm and commitment to the purposes of NCACS grew...

Thus the National Coalition of Alternative Community
Schools was born, defining its purposes as empowerment
through education. active, shared intra-institutional control and

educational process as work fcr social change. By the time this

directory came out, the Coalition was already five years old, and

well-accepted by its members, as Pat's account makes very clear.
What had happened in this country during the sixties Pat

describes as follows:

What is the National Coalition?

Well, in the beginning were the schools. Free schools or
Freedom Schools. New schools. Community schools.
Alternative schools. They were founded by parents, teachers,
and students, either inrough a combination of efforts or by one
person acting alone. Founders were inspired by A. S. Neill
and his school, Summerhill, which he had opened in Leiston,
England, in the 1920s. Others responded to the Civil Rights
movement and the zed for poor people to take control cf their
own communities. Others desired new lifestyles for
themselves and their bairn.

The mid-sixties to mid-seventies saw the growth of
thousands of new schools across the length and breadth of the
U.S. and Canada. The people involved in these schools were,
for the most part, completely unaware that people in other
places were doing precisely the same as they—beginning
ingependent alternative learning situations, Nor did the
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various schools necessarily resemble one another in
programs, structures and policies. The only common factor
was the founders' disenchantment with conventional
schooling and desires to reform education or create completely
new structures tuned to the needs of the people being served by
them. For the most part, those involved with the new schools
were unaware also that, historically, the roots of the new move-
ment lay in the progressive education movement, "fathered”
by John Dewey in the early decades of this century. They were
very much aware of the current conditions in traditional
education, of critics who denounced the status quo and of those
who called for humanistic reform—Paul Goodman, John Holt,
Carl Rogers, George Dennison, Herb Kohl, Jonathan Kozol,
Ivan Illich and others.

Survival was the issue for fledgling schools, many of
which lasted less than two years. They existed on a shoestring
financially, drawing upon the personal savings of teachers
and parents, charging tuition (usually the sole method of
assuring income), and fundraising. Some few received
corporation or government grants or private foundation
money. Most operate in the same way today, for lack of any
reliable outside sources of support.

One of the most common complications which prevent
“reformist” organizations from accomplishing their alins is that of
splintering and spending their institutional energy defining,
redefining and arguing with each other over which splinter is the
truly representative group. This divisive process seems to me to
be rampant In the current life of the Coalition, and to be doing
Its deadly work as mindiessly as it has throughout the history of
such reform groupsl

It Is almost as though the childlike eagerness of the
reformers for recognition by the majorlty culture which had been
held down by the Initial religious fervor of innovation and

experimentation springs to the fore as the Innovations incorpora-
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ted into the life of the new institutions begin to be taken for
granted - by the very fact of their success - and ¢he founding
members of these new institutions begin to long for the reward
of recognition from the Institutional “fathers and mothers” of
their native land! And so, like angry, neglected siblings
deprived of parental love and acceptance, they begin to wrangle
among themselves, looking unconsciously for the scapegoat on
whom to lay the blame for their neglect!

It Is very distressing to me to see thls happening to

the Coalition, knowing that It Is this very process which

prevents Its having any decisive role to play in influencing the

educational establishment to take alternative education
seriouslyl Of course this “dialectical® process is not new to
alternative schooling - years before the Coalition came into
being. during the “free school® period, fierce in-fighting was
golng on - between the east coast city "radlcals” llke Jonathan
Kozol and Larry Cole of LEAPschool and the belly button gazers
from California like Michael Rossman and Peter Marin (guess
which slde | was onl) - both sides operating as though the great
American heartland of the middle west didn't even exist!

The Modern School Movement “went down' as a decisive
force for reform over a simllar kind of controversy. The question
as to who was "right’ and who “wrong® has since faded Into the
mists of history. Only the divisions remain. With us currently in
the alternatlve school ranks, it's issues like which schools are
real alternatlves and which mere facades; whether or not it is
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good or bad to be “political;" whether most Coalition schools are
or are not in some degree compulsory or are truly democratic.
With John Holt and some of the other home schoolers it has been
a question as to whether any school is good for kidsi And you
can make a darned good case for that argument - as you can for
each of them,

The “right® conclusion to be drawn from these
controversial statements for me seem to shift with the
eloquence and passlon of the person formulating the

principles involved. Everyone sounds right to me as | read

her/his passlonate statement! The Issues raised by eacn party in

these controversies are eloquent and persuaslve. When | read
one, 1 am In agreement with what Is being said - until 1 read
anotherl

Deborah Meler's Central Park East, for example, operates
out of a set of rules that would make Dan Greenberg of Sudbury
Valley School turn purple! But my surmlse Is that the school In
Manhattan Is - or at least, was, as inltlally organized - a good
school in the sense that it does, or did, very well what it set out
to do/ And | know that Sudbury Valley has always been - and still
is a - meagnificent place for children whlch follows exactly the
practice of total adherence to the self-determination which it
prociaims as its philosophicai basis! So how can anyone decide
who or what is right - theoretically - for any one school or model
of education? 1 don't know. [ don't think you can.

Iam, however, making a distinctlon here between the
nature of a school as originally constituted and its subsequent

.x-




history, because 1 have a suspicion that the differences
that have maintained their pristine integrity and a gradual
erosion of that clear image may actually be the core of what Dan
Greenberg is waxing so zlogquent about in his diatribe against
other models of school than the Summerhillian one of total
voluntarism. It is my profound belief that the essence of
educational value is both far less tangible than many of its
practitioners tend to belleve and also even more concrete.

Thus, desplte our verbal statements on our own behalf,
our worth es institutions for children may not lie primarily in the
realm of i'ieology. at all but is still very real and may be sensed
by sampling its immediacy, its Geist, elther by vlis-iting, or, less
directly, by absorbing its written idiom and “teasing’
therefrom its essential charactey. This intangible process is
without guarantees. slnce its value as a litmus test depends
solely on the character and values of the person doing the
assessingi But it's all we have, really, and it's the way it perhaps
has tc be.

The fact Is that each school is different, regardless of
its ideological formulation: that each refiects the character of
the people who run it, and thus each one is llkely to be unique.
What might be very fine in one school might be a real
manipulation in another. Any abstract model can become good or
not good depending on the character and the relative morale of
the people who administer it. This principle - to me - involves all
settings for childhood learnlng Including home schoollng. the
“alternatives,” public and private schooisl
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The ways in which each of us manifests our magnificence
- and both displays and simultaneously denies displaying - the
“shadow" or “underdog” aspects of our complex personalities -
has a lot more to do with survival: with the embeddedness of
those alternative learning spaces within the matrix - or perhaps
the "patrix” might be a more accurate term - of our competitive,
cold-hearted, materialistic cuiture than we choose to noticel It
takes a strongly Inner-directed (to use David Relsman's term)
leader (llke A.S. Nelll or Dan Greenberg) to set a tone within

such an institution that wili enable it to maintain its original

vision and not either vanish or adapt gradually and Inexorably to

the standards of the majority establishment that surrounds it.

I personaily began my own teaching career In a cowstail
classroom in a small, new private schooi In Texas headmastered
by an English Ardingley-Oxford University product whom the
kids dubb-r “the Headmonster.” Four of my five kids got to go
there tuition-free, since | was staff. John D. ran it like an English
“public” (i.e., boarding) schooll My kids loved it, and throve on
the rich, paradoxical atmosphere created by John's importing a
cadre of other young Englishmen, also graduates of Ardingley, as
teachers in his strange, hybrid institution grafted onto the arid
Fundamentaiistic plains of North Texas.

His school has since lost its wild inspirational tone and
become merely another of the “good" private boarding school
like Groton or Andover which cater to the rich, but also do a
pretty good job of character training for cultural leadership, in
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social class terms, of American soclety. Being briefly a part of

that élite yet fascinating world gave me a relative perspective on

what actually constitutes “good education® which I could not
have acquired from the “outside,* | believe. And that
perspective seems to me primarily definitional, in one's own
terms.

What one believes to be good education, is - for oneseif,
perhaps even for one's childrenl - remembering that that iast
issue Is one for the children themselves - and only them - to
determine. For me, the "good” schooi was the one I taught in
where so much of the learning environment was serendipitous
rather than planned, and came out of its raw newness and the
excitement of the unexpectedness that resulted - and from the
electric atmosphere created out of the mix between staff and
kids - the meeting of English public school and the children of
Texas pioneers. But for the familles who send their children
there now, its current way of operating seems very satisfying,
both to parents and to the kids who go there, if thelr newsletter
is any Indicator.

By the same token, we can alil give a good account of our
schools based on impeccable models, and see other schoois
which follow different models as being bad for children. But
belleving this to be true doesn't necessarily make it true. Each
of us has something of real importance to give the others, it

seems to me.




Thus, Dan's being right about his school doesn't add up -
for me - to ail other schools being necessarily wrong. It really
depends on what people want for their kids. Each learning
institution needs to be visited, to be experiencad and assessed

by the people who are seeking value for their own children in

their own terms. We have a huge job to do in the public domain,

as the GATE people are saying, and we need to become a (ot more
clear-headed about what really works for our kids and why it does
-and what doesn't, and why not. Monopoly governmental
schooling isn't working - at least, as currently defined.

In this context I call most urgently to your attention the
article by John Taylor Gatto speliing out the real educationatl -
perhaps human would be a better term - problems we face as a
society, particularly (but by no means exclusively) as it affects
the chiidren of our growing “underclass.” The growing list of
excluded minorities whose plight flies sc poignantly in the face
of our vaunted democracy seems to create most of the “blind
spots’ we manifest as Americans. The problems Jonathan Kozol
keeps reminding us of so passionately yet so patiently (see the
review of his book Rachel! and her Children) have yet to be
addressed by most of us, as the environmental crisis is being
similarly paid lip service to while we go on arguing over petty
details of control and personality! All sides of these issues necd
to be addressed -and the need to do so is urgent.

What the GATE people (see Ron Miller's and Phil Gang's
articles) are saying, among other things, is, WAKE UP!l Our house

is on fire!




This no time to fuss among ourselvesl We have a great deal to
learn about accomplishing our common alms in an effective way.
We need also to iearn mutual tolerance and appreciation for the
excellences we all exhibit! Perhaps the bottom line was written

by {(of all peopie!) Chairman Mao when he sald, “Let a thousand

flowers bloom!" - or by the French saying, "Vive la différencel”

Mary Leue, Editor
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THE FIRST DAYS OF SHAKER MOUNTAIN SCHOOL
IN BURLINGTON, VERMONT
by Jerry Mintz

What follows is a description of the first days of Shaker
Mountain School, in September of 1968. During the previous
schootl year 1 had been a teaching principal in a high school. but
had resigned in frustration afier philosophical conflicts with the
school board. | had been interested in starting a school since
college, but had little idca, in those first few days, that I would
be directing Shaker Mountain for the next seventeen years.

At our meeting, | asked him where in Vermont his design
was being applied. He responded that it was only a design and
wasn't being applied yet. "Then what should | do?" | asked, "Stait
my own store-front school?”

"That would be an excelltent idea.” he replied.

All well and good, but without any financial backing or
organizational support, it all scemed nothing more than a dream,
and Scribner never offered cither. But he did say that it should
be done, and that was a start.

Toward the end of that summer I visited my parents in
New York, and while | was there, dropped in on my uncle David

Pall, a brilliant engineer and founder of Pall Corporation, which

makes fuel filters for jets and rockets, among other things. tle

became interestcd in the innovative school ideas | was

proposing and said that if | started a school he would be willing
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to make a contribution of up to $2.000. 1 filed that offer
somewkhere in my mind and returned to Vermont.

Iwrote a letter to the local superintendent of schools in
Burlington proposing a speciatl program that would include the
kind of children with special educational needs whom I had been
meeting on the streets of Burlington and taking to our summer
camp.

For example, one of these children was thirteen-year-old
Mike. Other children warned me not to take him out tn
Starksboro if ever I met up with him, so of course that became
one of my doals. PMike hadn't been in school for at least two
years. and had bceen working on his grandfather's rubbish truck.
He had also been into a lot of criminal activity, including a
break-in to a department store in which guns were stolen. e
wads scheduled to go to court shortly after I managed to meet him,
and certainly on to reform school from there, His father was in
prison, and his older brother was in reforin school already. |
began to bring him to the Starksboro camp, and the kids were
right. tHe¢ was a terror.

The day before public schooi was to start, I finally
received a reply from the Burlington Superintendent. He turned

down my proposcd program. | thought seriously about leaving

the statc and getting a tecaching job in New York  The first day of

public school came and went.
I sa'v Mike on the street and asked himm if he had gone
back to school. He said he hadn't but was just waiting to go to

court and be scent to Weeks (reform) School. 1 asked him if he




would be willing to have me tutor him and he said yes, Then 't
called Kimberly Chaney. Assistant Attorney General with the
State Department of Education and asked him if Mike would be
considered truant if 1 were tutoring him. He said that the
decision was up to the Department of Education and ultimately
the Commissioner of Education. Scribner. He would determine
whether ‘equivalent® educat!lon was belng given. This
encouraged me, since it was Dr. Scribner who had said | should
start my own store-front school. Perhaps this would be {he

beginning. We certainly didn't have much to start with. I had

about $30 in the bank. and we had no building, no equipment. no

funding.

Nevertheless. | met Mike at his house the next day, and
we went over to the Vermont Ecumenical Council where they let
us use an office to do some tutoring. We worked untit about
noon. That first day we just played Password, prepared some
science experiments, and did some standardized reading tests, In
the afternoon. I taught some tennis, Mike's older brother came
along. He had just gotten out of Weeks School. liis probation
officer had insisted that he go to {wo weeks of school, but he
intended to quit then. Bolh boys felt that if we could get the
school going, they wanted to stick with it all the way.

That evening | wrote a letter to Dr. Scribner. In it | said,
"When [ last spoke to you, you had little to suggest to me
concerning where | could teach in an innovative way in the stale.
except to encourage me to pursuc the idea of starting a store-

front-type school in Burlington. Well. in a very small way I've
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started it, but if it is to succeed | am going to need a lot of help.’

[ montinued by outlining my unsuccessful attempt to get
help from the Burlington public schools in setting up a program.
Then | went on, "Tomarrow night the Burlingtor Ecumenical
Action Ministry mecets to consider sponsorship of our project.
This is cruclal. If we do not get the support of a substantial
group of this sort, the going will be tough indeed...

‘Of course, we will need some soit of funding. 1'm wllling
to work for expenses for the time being. bul these include the
maintaining of my house-camp in Starksboro. which will be one
of our resources. Another is the cost of transportation. Supplies.
equipment and rent may be program costs. The total coutd be
wcell under $10.000. but it can't be $00. If thesc is any kind of
state or federal hetp immediately available. it could make the
difference between the life or stillborn death of our school.
Some private help has been pledged. but it will not be e¢nough to
see us through. Wc're going ahead on faith, and we hope it is
sustained.”

We met again the next morning and did the same kind of
work; some math, some writing, a traffic study, and some more
tennis. Mike was one of the most talented tennis students § had
ever taught. At the end of the second day, | wrote, "We've gone
to BEAM {(Burlington Ecumecenical Action Ministry) and the
Champlain Valley OEO for help, and there appears to be some
support in both organizations. But if this project is to be
successful, we witl need all-out support. At this point. after |

pay my most rccent bills, [ will have no money whatsocver.




Unless something happens very fast, the idea will be dead in two
weeks.”

After I'd been tutoring Mike for a day or two, it occurred
to me that If we were going to be able to continue and establish
a school, that we had to do something about Mike's legal status. 1

called Patrick Leahy, who was then the Chittenden County State's

Attorney and explained to him what 1 was doing, that 1 was

working on establishing a school, and that I was working with
Mike, but that he was scheduled to go to court on the breaking-
and-entering charge. Leahy, in a move which underlines the
courage which he has exnibited as a public official from that
lIme on. told me that he would hold the charges against Mike and
wait to see how we did with him. and that if we were successful.
he would eventually drop these charges, serious as they were,
(involving the theft of arms).

We continued to meet for the rest of the week. At the end
of the week our official student population doubled: Mike's
uncle Larry (age 14) joined us. He had missed just about as much
school as Mike, yet the public school people apparently became
quite upset when Larry's mother called and told them he was
going to "Mintz's school.”

Larry talked about some of his problems when he first
came to the school. "My main problem is my mather and father.,
They are always fuckin' fighting. How can [ learn if [ don‘t get no
fuckin' sleep all night? My mother wakes him up yelling ‘'you no-
good baldheaded prick.” Think you could take it for elcsen

years? As longas | canremember. Not much | can do about it,




Can't say 'Stop fighting!" What good would that do? Goes in one
ear and out the other. | want to study about California, because
my aunt lives there. She's the oldest one and looks the best. |
don't think she ever had a breakdown. Oh, I'll probably end up
living with my father.”

During those first weeks we met wherever we could. We
met at the old fire station on Church Street, at an artist's loft on
College Street, and we spent a lot of time going places in my old
Plymouth sedan. In fact, we thought about calling ourselves "The
Plymouth School.” Thinking back about those first few days, it is
apparent to me that some very important precedents werce set,
some of them simply through expedience. For example. when |
thought about starting a school. | had always imagined that it
would be in a rural location and a farm situation, something
parallel to Lewis-Wadhams School (& “Summerhiliian® boarding
school started by terb Snitzer in the Adirondacks between the
little towns of Lewis and Wadhams) following his return to this
country from teaching for a number of years at Summehill in
England), but when [ first started tutoring Mike, that was an

impossibility. | was in no position to sct up a boarding school. |

was in no position to sc¢t up a day school. But coming into

Burlington and tutoring and working with Mike and Larry in the
city led to Shaker Mountain eventually trying {o incorporate the
bet of both worlds. From that point on, Shaker Mountain School
has always been in the city with its boarding location in the
country, in Starksboro. In the end we discovered that by doing it

this way the students do not get cut off from their home
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environment, and even out-of-state students do not suffer from a
sense of isolation or exhibit the paranoia that | have seen at
Other alternative schools that are located in purely rural settings.

Another early concept of the school was that it was not to

be an elitist school. In the very first weeks. | wrote,

Although it is apparent that the publliC schools are
unwllling to sponsor this project this year, [ would still
hope to retain the one great advantage that would come
from public school sponsorship - that any interested and
needy student be able to participate, regardless of family
income. This is why independent funding is so important.
Obviously, no student would be turned down because of
no ablility to pay, but I want this schootl to start from the
opposite end of the spectrum. for once.

I wrote a report on the status of the school after two

weeks of operation. In it | said.

At this point we have two full-time students and two
part-time students who are still attending school (pubtic)
while details for their relcase can be worked out. School
has been held every day but one (when we saw the
Commissioner of Education in Montpelier). and no days
have been missed by any of the students.

Much of the two weeks has been spent traveling to
places of interest. Most recently, we traveled to Proctor,
Vermont. to witness the opening of a unique sculptural
exhibit at the marble quarry. On the way down. we
stopped at the Morgan Horse Farm of the University of
Vermont in Middlebury. Previous to that excursion, we
visited the UVM poultry farm to plan an egg-hatching
project.

In addition we have spent two days with Peter
Laffin at his metal shop in Huntington Center. lie taught
some of the students how to make metal sculptures on his
blacksmith hearth. We spent some time cutting wood
with him. getting some cxperience in that arca and also
earning some money for the school.

There was one major conflict while we were using
the old police station for our base. One of the students




used & stove to cook some eggs that were there, neither of
wliich he was supposed to (he had said he had permiss oanj.
When confronted, he became very upset. But the next ay
he brought some eggs to replace the ones he used (they
had belonged to the Cooking Club), and everyone was
happy. The story is a bit more complicated than that, but
at any rate, it was a good lesson in freedom versus
license.

We did traffic counts to introduce the area of
mathematics and eventually spent most of a day doing
modern math, getting to surprisingly complex levels,
considering their previous school performances. They
just kept on asking for more and more complicated
problems.

We introduced history and art in the Williston
graveyard, doing some remarkably good grave rubbings.
They were good enough for a UVM student to sell orders
for $15 of $20-worth, so we understand. And if the
students want to do more, it couid be a good moncey-
making project for the school.

Concerning money. a total of $18 has been given
by parents and the students themselves, and a total of $44
has becn raised by the Concerned Students and Faculty at
the University of Vermont. One student from the same
group spent some if one morning answering questions that
the students had raised about racing cars. Another has
volunteered to teach them guitar. Qur students met him
when | brought them {o a coffee shop on campus that
features outstanding musicians.

One day | gave the students a test which asked
questions about the gestation period of a chicken eygq.
the amount of wooa in a cord. the function of a carburctor.
and the dverage amount of traffic passing a given corner
in Burlington in a given amount of time. They got all the
questions right. They enjoyed their success and
requested more tests so that they could prove to
themsclves and their parents that they were {fearning
something.

George Zeitz, a local artist, has offered us his
studio for use as a base location, and has volunteered to
teach art for a couple of hours a week if we wish. The
room is on College Street, is lit well, with a rest room,
and is used only once a week. It will make a good
temporary location.




More than half a dozen students have asked to be
admitted into the school. One is on probation and cannot
be officially admitted untii the red tape Is cut, although
he has joined us after school. He gets out at about nnon.
He came with us to Proctor and to the camp in Starksboro
afterwards, making, as he noted, an incredible 30 straight
hours of school for him. He didn't seem to mind it. But
we are going to have to put off admission of the other
students until we get a more permanent headquarters and a
better financial base. This disturbs me, slnce the
situation seems so urgent in some of the cases.

Overall, | am pleased with our modest beginnings.
Lately, my days seem to begin just as soon as they're over,
but in the long run 1 think the effort will be worth it.

During the first month, we never did find a permanent

building. We met wherever we could. We raised a total of $97

and spent $120. | simply didn't pay any of my personal bills

because | didn't have the money to do so. 1 didn't want to rent
out my base in Starksboro because | thought that eventually it
wouid become a resource for the school. During the entire first
month, none of the students missed even a day of school. This
was particularly significant since the Kids we were starting with
had been chronic truants. One of the things the kids liked most

was dolng the grave rubbings. As one of the kids wrote,

You take a thin picce of paper and you tape it to the
gravestone. Then you rub it with a crayon or a carpenter’s
pencil. You can do it in many different colors, any way
you want it to come out. We do only the real old ones
because they are all hand carved. While we were out
there we took a picture of Thomas Chittenden., He was the
first governor of Vermont. His son is buried there in the
graveyard in Williston.

We took some of the early grave rubbings we did and sold
them. We actually auctioned them off at a coffee house at the

University of Vermont. and this is how we raised some of our first




funds.

It was very exciting to the students because they were
actually seeing the product of their work be given some value
and this was very significant to them. Within that short period of
time these formerly cynical, rather embittered children were

opening up to learning things. For example, one of them said,

I want to learn more about cars, math, science. | want
to do experiments. 1 want to learn about the sun, moon,
Mars, the stars, all that stuff. | want to learn to write
better. geography. how the world was created, and how it
might end.

During the first few months. we did a lot of traveling in my

old Plymouth sedan.

We even considered calling the school the

Plymouth School.

Apparently local officials were spending a fair amount of
time trying to track us down. They would, for example, go into
the old potlice station which was one of our off-and-on meeting
places and say in loud voices. "Where s Mintz's school?’ And the
people would point out the door and say. ‘They went thattaway.”
This went on for a month to six weeks, and they never did find us.
We were too quick for them.

We were in contact with the Commissioner of Education
{(Dr. Harvey Scribner}) and the attorney for the Education
Department. Kimberly Chaney, during this time, and they
indicated that our legal status was in a kind of grey area. but that
they would give us some support. even though the local school
officials seemed quite upset.

We eventually had our first Board of Trustees meeting. At

that meeting we set the precedent of having half the members of
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the board be students of the school. At that point it was ali three
of the official full-time students, Mike, Larry and Donny. We
decided to employ Dr. Scribner's idea of having on the board of
trustees only those people whom we could trust, rather than
people who we thought could provide us with a lot of money.
Thus a very important decision for the school's future was being
made. It was a decision that kept the school unified, spiritually
solid - and financially poor.

After six weeks of operation, we decided to rent a small,

former grocery store at 86 Pitkin Street In Burlington for use as

our base location. The rent was $60 a month. With a great deai of

excitement and enthusiasm, we moved In and began to fix the
place up. I set up my office in the walk-in cooler, and | even had
a phone put in there.

A few days later, the officials from the school department
finally caught up with us. One morning. as we were quletly
working in the building on Pltkin Street. three large men burst
into the store and stood there, side by side. These included
assistant superintendents and other important school officials. It
looked as though the Mafia had just attacked. Onc of them yelled
in a loud, threatening voice, ‘Don’'t you students all know you arc
truant?’ |

For a moment, the Kids were paralyzed with fear. They just
stared back, not knowing what to say. But | was prepared for the
invaders. As they stood there menacingly, I pulied out a letter
from the Assistant Attorney General, Kimberly Chaney, and read

it to them.




The letter said in pan,

Because confusion has arisen in this case relating to
the meaning of truancy, and the procedures for
determining whether or not a child is truant, I would like
to take this opportunity to advise you concerning the
legal status of the pupils you are now tutoring. Our
statute 16 V.5.A.1126 requires a teacher to notify the
superintendent or school directors, and the truant officer,
that a student who was enrolled in the public school has
failed to attend. Under 16 V.S.A. 1127(a), a truant officer
who recelves a notice required to be given under 16
V.S.A. 1126 is required to inquire into the cause of the
child's absence and if he finds that "the child Is absent
without cause’ he is required to give written notice of
that fact to the parent of the child. This is because a
parent has a statutory right either to enroll the child in
thhe public school or in an educational program which the
Department of Education determines is equivalent to that
provided in the public school. 16 V.S.A.1121. Thus,
where a ciaim is made that a child is receiving equivalent
education a finding of truancy would depend on the prior
determination of the equivalency quactinn hy the
Commussioner of Education. Since that determipation has
not been made in this case by the Commissioner, it would
be my opinion that the children you are presently
tutoring should not be regarded as legally truant and that
therefore it would be premature to bring a formal truancy
complaint against a parent at this time.

The three school officials read Kim Chaney's letter
very carefully and did a slow burn. Finally they looked up,
looked around and left in disgust. We'a won our first legal

battlc.

Chaney eventually became Vermont State's Attorney.

Jerry Mintz founded Shaker Mountain School in Buriington.
Vermont, in 1968, at the age of twenty-five, e was headmaster of
the school from that time through 1985, For his work he received




the governor's (of Vermont) award for outstanding service to
youth.

Jerfy helped the Mcohawk Indians start the first Indian Way
School in 1971, when traditionalist Mohawks wanted an
alternative school. Thls school Is stlll running, and has glven
rise to the North American Indian Surviva! Schoc! moveinent, and
in particular to The Survival School, in Canada, which is now six
years old, with the majority of high schoo!l age students from the
reservation attending. The school is entirely Mohawk-run, with
funds coming fiom the Canadian government.

Jerry Mintz was elected to the national board of the National
Coalitlon of Alternative Cemmunity Schools in 1982. Two years
later, he was elected vice-president, and the following year the
Coalition named him as their flrst executive director. Currently,
he is free-iancing both as an alternatlve consultant and edltor of
AEROGRAMME, hls networking newsletter.
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SUBTLETIES OF A DEMOCRATIC SCHOOL
by Daniel Greenberg

Certain nuances in the operation of the school (Sudbury
Valley School) have emerged during the years we have been in
existence that turn out to be very Important in defining the
school. Recently, someone gave me a book to read about an
aiternative school that appeared to him to be very similar to what
we are doing.

I read the material | have been given, and my first
reaction was one of horror, because | found the school described
In the book so very different from us that I could not imagine
how the person who gave it to me had ever though it was similar.
Determined to get to the bottom of the matter, | reread the book
and then the answer came to me. So much of the terminology was
simllar to th. terminology that we use, that if you didn't have
experience in understanding the subtletles of our school, you
could easlly get fooled into thinking that the other school was
the same. The language was similar; the vocabulary was simllar. It
took very close reading to see how fundamentally different the
two schools were. The more | thought about it the more | became
convinced that this whole question is ticd up with enroliment
too, because | think that the better we are recognized for what
we are, the more likely il is that the people who ¢nroll here will
really want what we are offering.

One of the key strengths of our school is that it relates in
a very profound way to American tradition and experience. In The

Crisis in American Education we talk about this in general terms,

1S
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but | think there is a lot more to be said on that subject. In many

subtle ways this school tunes in on deep American vibrations

from the past. To the extent that people are going to be hunting
around for ways to give their lives meaning within the context of
the American tradition, these subtleties must be clarified and
pointed out, so that cur role in this society will become clear.
We tap very deep currents in the American tradition, and this Is a
source of real strength for us, because it links us ultimately with
the fate and future of the country as a whole.

I have five items to discuss. In each case, | will define
the item, tell why I think it is important to our school, and then

compare the situation in other schools.

Item 1: Political Neutrallty

Ours is an apolitical school. It is a school in which we
consciously do not pay attention to the political views of the
people who seck to become members of the community, where
by "political” I mean thec standard sense of the term, in its
broadest implication. We don't ask about party affiliations. about
philosophy, about class, about any of the features that separate
political factions in a society. We don't ask about thesc things,
we don't test for them in an indirect way, we don't try to find out
about them in a back-handed manncr. In addition, we don't allow
political activity to take place on the campus. In plain language.
we don't allow the school in any way to become involved in
politicat activitics in the community.

We maintain a very rigorous political neutrality,

1G




something that has been put to the test many times. For example.
in the beginning, when we first opened, it was simply assumed
by memibers of the so-called "Movement® that we weére anothér

*Movement® instltution. If we happened to encounter anybody

who was involved in the Movement. we would be greeted as

‘brothers.” We would be asked such things as. *"When are you
planning to have your next rally?* We were approached by
people in the community to use the building In support of an
election campalgn. It was assumed that any “brother* from any
part of the country could come and camp out at the school. This
was a widespread assumption. When it became clear that
regardless of the private political views of the people concerned
with the school, the school itself was going to maintain an
absolutely rigid potitical neutrality from the beginning -- and
this became clear very quickly -- we came to be considered
enemies of the Movement. and in the Movement literature we
were singled out for special ridicule and contempt for our non-
political behavior. Finally. we were simply eliminated from the
Movement literature.

Unfortunately there was a spill-over to the community at
large. [ think that a lot of the parents in ‘68 had heard about the
school through political connections, and they madc the same
assumptions. | think that contributed to some of our problems
that year, when they found out that we weren't what they
expected. We had other interesting tests of our political
neutrality. For example. there were many times when students (it

was particularly students, because [ think the staff had worked

17




this out, and understood it very well) wanted to have some kind
of participation in peace rallies in '68 and thought the school
should be involved. Later, there was "Moratorium Day" in October
1969. There was a certain amount of discussion on whether the
schoot should be closed, because everybody was closing. In this
connection, It was instructive to see how quickly the concept of
political neutrality came to be accepted here. It was really
extremely interesting to sece that the strongest activists, the
people who felt most strongly about their views, simply dropped
any attempt to politicize the school, and their arms didn't have to
be twisted in any way. They rcally accepted it once it was
explained to them.

Why is it so important? And why did they realize it was
important? The reason is embeddcd deep in the American
politicat spirit, in the idea that people of divergent political and
social views can work together in @a common enterprise where
they have common goals other than politics. This is a deep and
uniquely American idea. You don't have to see eye to eye with all
your co-workers in order to create a valid enterprise. To be sure,
where political issucs are concerned, you can seeck out your
political friends and fight with your political enemies. But an
extremely important tradition in this country is that when other
matters of concern are at hand, other things that are not

inherently political by nature, you don't pay attention to

political differences; all people can join hands in the enterprise.

This feature was built into the public school system nere, a

system of education that is an original American conception. One

I8
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of the cardinal features of our public schools was that all people,

belonging to all religions, having all political views, coming

from all classes of society, would come together for the

educational enterprise. In Its essence. education was a search for
knowledge, and any view was to be subjected to scrutiny.

That's the ideal. It may not always have turned out that
way In practice. But i don't think it is too important to look at the
defects of the American public school system In practice, for the
purposes of this discussion. I think the ideal is reailv clear; it is
spelled out over and over again in the American public school
literature. The tradition of public education is that in such a
noble enterprise as the search for knowledge, truth,
enlightenment, everybody can work together.

1 do believe very strongly that this is an important feature
of our school. Anyone who knows personally some of the people
associated with the school knows that the school community
spans an extraordinary divergence of poiitical views. and this has
not been a barrier to working together. The main point is that
nobody need feel uncomfortable in the school, regardless of his
political views. Everyone has full freedom to express his views
and to hear others, and no one is ever made to feel ‘square’ or an
outslder because he holds views that may be in a minority on the
political scene.

As [ just sald. the public school system is closest to us in
this respect. By contrast. alternative schools -- the so-called
‘free schools® -- are virtually all identified with specific

political movements. Every alternative school that 1| know about




has stressed the political nature of Its program. Sometimes this
may not be evident because of their use of language. *Politics®
has become a dirty word, and so it has become very modern to
hide the fact that what they are doing is political. They prefer to
call themselves non-political even when they are doing political
things, and as a result it becomes hard to spot the politics in

their literature.

I think you will find time and time again that groups will

try to hide the political nature of what they are doing by
couching their work in moral terms, by referring to grander over-
arching aims that don't show the political reality that they really
are. That's why when you read the literature of an alternative
school you have to read it carefully.

For example, you may find a school catalog that doesn't
have a single word about politics in it, but you find that the
things they stress are ecology, organic foods, a certain approach
to the body, a certain approach to the sexes. towards family life -
all of the things that virtually constitute a political program for
the organization of a community and a way of life. Their little
brochures can be three pages long, but that is long enough for
you to find out that their school is being set up by a group with a
very focussed politicai program -- even though the word
‘politics’ never appears. And of course the "insiders’ know it. It's
only the casual readers who arc duped. it's like a code. Often
they come here on a visitor's day and one of the first things they
ask is, "How many pcople do you dct studying ecology?” That's a

code word - theyre not really interested in our curriculum, but
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they want to identify quickly whether we are ‘with it* or not.

Some schools are more overt, and say point blank that
they are interested in people having certain specific political
views, and that they carefully screen applicants and staff
members to make sure they get politically pure people in their
community. They say it in so many words. But for the most part,
this Is pretty well camouflaged in the literature of alternative
schools, and you can plck it up only by reading carefully and
asking yourself, ‘Is this literature a code for a certain community
structure that these people are advocating or isn't it?° Put our
literature to that test, and you will see that it is all clearly
polltically neutral. You simply cannot put your finger on a
program of specific community action in our school writings.

So probably the most blatant difference between our
school and alternative schools started by other groups is that the
alternatlve schools are virtually all connected to some political
movement. You should not take what | am saying to be
antagonlstic towards other alternative schools. I'm simply trying
to point out a difference. 1 think it is perfectly iegitimate for any
group to set up its own educational institution if it wants to. I'm
not at all opposed to that idea; in fact. | think it is part of our
pluralistic scene. | think political schools play the same role in
the political sector as parochial schools play in the religious
sector. There is nothing wrong with the idea that people who
have strong religious convictions should want to set up a school
where those convictions dominate. 1 don't have anything against

any group, right, left, or center, saying they would like a




politically pure school because they have an ideal they want to
nurture in a pure environment. My only concern is to make sure
that peopie understand what they are going into; that people
don't think they are getting one thing when they are in fact
getting another. We don't want people coming to this school
thinking It is a "Movement’ school and then be disappointed that
we let in all these right-wing "creeps." And [ don't want people
going to an alternative school thinking they are in an apolltical
situatlon, when In fact they are getting Indo<trinated, which |

think happens much of the time.

Item 2: The Existence of Rules of Order
We have always thought it Important to have official

meetings of any group in the school operate according to some

set of explicit, formal procedures. | don't attach any importance

to Roberts' Rules in particular. It makes no difference if they are
Roberts' Rules, Congressional Rules, Sudbury Valley Rules or
any other set of rules. What is important is that we've always run
our meetings according to strict rules of order.

This contrasts to the usual way meetings are held, where
somebody runs the meeting: | call that authoritarlan model, and |
think that is the most prevalent model. Somebody determines
what Is going to be discussed, who will talk when, when the
discussion will be terminated., and how the decision will be
made -- if he doesn't make the decision himself. This is the
standard pattern of faculty meetings, religious groups. and so

forth. There is somebady with power who does things in the way
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he thinks is right. Every now and then a person may complain,
and some compromises may be made, but that's the way it runs.

A second model that has become more avant-garde today.
more “with it,” more accepted by the ‘in" groups, is the extreme
opposite of the authoritarian modeli, but simiiar to it in essence.

This model is dominated by the mood of the group rather than the

mood of an author'ty figure. It's a group meeting, a "togetherness’

experience; there is the idea that everything is done by
consensus: "We will all get together, and as long as there is
disagreement, we are going to talk it over, to get a real meeting
of minds. until the whole thing is reaily together.” The idea is
the same as the authoritarian model in essence, because it's
governed by an arbitrariness, except that this is the arbitrariness
of the whole group spirit rather than of an individual. There
doesn't necessarily have to be continuity from one day to
another, or from one hour to another; it is something that is
governed by the spirit of the occasion. Generally speaking. ever
since the encounter-group mania that swept the country in the
mid-sixties, it has become very "in* to think that it's a good thing
to have meetings run that way, by group consensus, better than
having one authority run it. [ don't really know why this has
happened. | think I would personally ascribe it to the general
decline of individualism in this country, to the flight from
individual expression and strength and submergence in a group
as a substitute. This approach has taken hold all over, even in
corporations, where you would never have expected it. They

don't make decisions the way they used to; instead, they get
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people together out In the country for a few days. and glve them
some sort of tremendous experience, the Idea being that some
kind of a strong bond will be formed that will be the basis for
making decisions.

Both the authoritarian types and the group types view the
kinds of meetings we have in the Sudbury Valley School with
disdain. The idea that decision-making should take place
according to some formal set of explicit procedures is repugnant
to both sides. The reason this is so is related to what we talked
about In item #1. The chief function of rules of order is to

protect ali views and to give them as detached and thorough an

alring as possibie. Rules constitute the main protection for

ieason, intellect, objectivity. and detachment in a group context,
as opposed to feeilng and emotion. This Is because rules
ritualize the equality of all views and ail peopie That is at the
heart of ruies of order. They are set up specifically to equalize
any view; they make It possible for anybody to use the meeting,
to introduce a motion, to get the floor. They protect a speaker
from being shouted down, they prevent an outburst of emotion on
the floor. they protect a debate, they prevent a personal
argument between two people that will bring out emotional
antagonisms rather than reasoned arguments. That's their chief
alm. As with every other aim, you don't always succeed in
attaining it. There is always a way to violate the spirit of the
rules. Nothing on paper every protects you totally. So some
views can be shut out eventually if they get on people's nerves

enough. There is no absolute protection. But the trend is
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unmistakable: to guarantee the rule of reason through rules of
order. This is why this item is related to the previous one. In a
situation where you are looking for political sameness, there is
nothing more repugnant than a minority view; that's just a pain in
the neck. The idea that you actually protect equal exposure of all
views is something that these people just don't want. Wherever
one wants [deological purity, one doesn't want to guarantee equal
exposure to all views. But in an apolitical institution like this
school, such protection has become important to us.

That's why rules of order have survived repeated
onslaughts in the school. No sooner were rules of order

announced and they were attacked in the summer of ‘68, and often

again in the fall of ‘68. People complained bitterly about the

formality of the School Meecting. A good deal later there was
again a feeling of dissatisfaction about the way the Schoo!
Meeting was run - dissatisfaction that again focussed on the
formality of the rules: and we actually set up a special committee
to study the functions of the School Meeting and make
recommendations for changes. Anybody who had complaints
about the School Mecting could come forward; and there were
some changes made in the proccdurc as a result of this
committee’s work. But the basic form was preserved, cven though
there werc certain pcople who felt that we just shouldn't have
rules, that pecople should be able to say whatever they wanted,
and we should be able to malke major dccisions right on the floor.
earlier in '68 they said it a littic morc biluntly -- that the meeting

should be a *happening.” But in fact the school's basic attitude
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toward rules of order has been reaffirmed over and over again by
an overwhelming majority of the School Meeting membership,
until by now It is not an issue at all.

In fact, the more people have come to realize the
‘significance of their rules, the more they have taken advantage
of them. The School Meeting Record will show, for example, that
as time has passed a greater dlversity of people introduce
motlons. More people are coming to feel that they have access to
the polltical process. It is the existence of a clear, explicit
procedure that protects and encourages them in dolng this. You
can see It when you talk to students at the school, even the
littlest kids: *We want to have a field trip and we have to go to
the School Meeting and introduce a motion for it." It's a beautiful
equalizer. They don't say. ‘We ha.e to ask staff member A to
arrange it for us.” They don't 100k to an authority. and they don't
say, "We have to get everybody in the school community to agree
that it is a good thing.” They realize that the way the procedures
are set up in the school, every citizen of the school community
has equal access in presenting what he wants to the source of
power, the democratic School Meeting. Anybody who has been at
a School Meeting cannot fail to notice that political "‘power
blocks® use this access regularly. A block will show up when
something of special interest is on the floor. A group of people
troops In for a motion. and troops out later: all ages. not
necessarily little or middle or anything, but very well focussed.
knowing exactly what they are doing.

|1 think 1t is perfectly self-evident how this fits into the




American tradition. The establishment of rules was a very

consclous effort on the part of the founders of the country when

they set up the first legislatures, both in the states and in the

federal government. We have records of debates and discussions
on the rules of order in Congress, and on the functions that these
were to serve - in particular, to protect the ratlonal quality of the
discussion.

I think you'll find this concept missing from most other
schools. Traditlonal schools are aimost totally run on the
authoritarian modei. Aiternative schools, interestingly enough,
are about equally divided. Many are run by a charismatic ieading
figure. Others are run as a continuing encounter group. | wouldn't
be surprised if this single feature alone accounts for the high
faillure rate of so many alternative schoois. They just didn't have
good procedures for making declslions. They didn't have the
decision-making capabillity to air all the views and consider all
the options necessary to their survival. So when the crunch

came, they just gave up the ghost.

Item 3: The Rule of Law

This resembies the previous item in many respects. By
‘rule of law" | mean the existence of explicit, published ruies
governing the community, and the existence of a rational means
for arriving at such rules. The previous item was limited to the
procedures of the governing body; this item refers to the actual
laws governing individuals and the communily as a whole.

Conceptually, there is much in common between items #2 and #3.




The rule of law is generally acknowledged to be a
cornerstone of orderly, organized society. In our school, laws are
always promulgated in writing, and careful records are kept of
the body of precedents surrounding each ruie. There is a simple
process for the adoption of new laws and repeal of old, obsolete
laws - a democratic process accessible to all members of the
communlity. There Is no opening, however small, for arblitrary or
capriclous authority to step in.

The public schools remain one of the last bastions of
autocratic rule In our soclety. Power generally resldes In the
principal, sometimes elsewhere; it Is not important to locate
where it IS, only to note its autocratic nature. There is in fact no
rule of law. It is Interesting how the public schools have become
sensitive to this defect. There is a lot of agitation on the part of
various communlity groups to institute in public schools some of
the protections afforded by rule of law. Usually, the schools
respond by starting to promulgate sets of rules and regulations,
to give the appearance that they're acceding to this demand. This
process first started in higher education In the late sixties, and
has siowly filtered its way down to the high schools, but rarely
lower. What | find so fundamentally dangerous about this trend is
that it is basically a fraud, because at no time does the absolute
source of power glve up its right to change the rules at will. The
ruies that hold today can be replaced by a new set tomorrow. The
community is getting the external impression that there is a clear
set of fair rules, whereas in fact the real power remains where it

was before. |1 guess there are always some people who will say
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that this is a step In the right direction, but I've always felt that

In a situation like this the "step in the right direction" is In fact a

step in the wrong direction. because it Is meant to pull the wool

over the eyes of the public and make them think there is real
protection, in order to deflect criticism.

What is perhaps more surprising is that, by and large,
alternative schools do not believe in the rule of law either. They
too operate In an atmosphere of arbitrary rules that usually
emanate not from a single power figure, like a principal. but from
some rule-making body operating without regular rules of order
(see item #2). There is a constant shifting of sands in these
alternative schools, depending on the mood of the population
each week.

We had tremendous pressure on us in the summer of '68
when we first opened. not to codify our rules. since 'next week
we could get together and change them.” as many people said,
These were real issues in the school; there were groups who
argued vehemently that we shouldn’'t have written rules. "We
want to be able to modify things as the spirit moves us.” The first
time we mimeographed a collection of the rules passed by the
School Meeting was at the end of August 1968, and that very act
of mimeographing was a stand on this issue. It meant that a code
of law was being developed, and it also meant that we considered
the School Meeting to be a continuing legislative body. so that
we didn't have to start all over making new rules each yecar. The
promuigation of the August 1968 code of School Meeting

Resolutions meant that the results of the summer of '68 were not




going to be for the summer only, but for the future as well, until

duiy modified.

In alternative schools, power resides in the momentary
whim of the majority at a given instant. This is part of a conscious
effort by the majority to make sure that the minority wili always
shift with the majority. Alternative schools are often open about
this; they want to sunmerge the Individuality of each member In
the community. This Is usually explicit in the literature of these
schools - that they hold the unity of the community to be of
prime value and to take precedence over everything else. So
they wiil usually undermine any attempt to institute the rule of
law, since that would tend to make an individual feel secure and

protect him when he chooses to stand apart.

Item 4: Universal Suffrage

This Is the idea that everybody, every citizen has a vote.
It is really a simple ldea. The American experience has been an
Inexorable march toward universal suffrage. which hasn't stopped
yet. This has been a root trend in American democracy. In the
early days. voting used to be subject to all sorts of race and
property and age requirements. Si~wly, unpropertied mailes, then
blacks, then the females were added, and recently the age has
been reduced to eighteen: and once the age is reduced to
eighteen, it's just a matter of time before peopie start asking why
it shouldn't be sixteen or lower. It is clear that there is a
constant movement in the direction of universality.

There is a real difference between a democratic society
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that believes in universal suffrage and one that doesn‘'t. This

difference reflects itself in the whole society in all of its

functions. For exampie, Athenian soclety was a pure democracy
for Athenian male freemen, of whom there were several thousand;
and it was based on a large substructure of enslaved subjugated
peopies and also on a smalier substratum of women, who were not
slaves, but were second class citizens. Don't think there was
anything unstabie about this. It was quite stable, it lasted a iong
time. The only reason this ever went under, really, was because
there were stronger empires around who defeated the Athenians
at war: but as far as their internal structure was concerned, It was
quite stabie. The fact that there wasn't universal suffrage meant
that elitism was an inherent part of the Athenian world view,
which held that there was a privileged segment of society, and
the rest of society was there to serve them. This went to the
heart of the Greek world view, as can be seen, for exampie, in
Plato and Aristotle. Even after Greek democracy disappeared,
that idea remalned part of Western culture right up to modern
times. Elitism allows for democracy within the privileged group.
but this doesn't do any good for the rest of the citizens, | think
this trend of privileged democracy, which is so different from
the egalitarianism of universal suffrage. is evident right up to the
present day. Communist countries often use the word
‘democracy” honestly, refiecting a genuine belief that there
ought to be democratic procedures within an elite - which in
their case is the party, the political elite of the proletariat. What

I am saying is simply that they do use the word "democratic’ in a
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sense that has a long history in our culture. The American idea.
by contrast, is egalitarian.

Universal suffrage was built into the school from the

beginning. We always felt that every single person who is part of

the community has to have a say in it one way or another. We
changed our views on exactly how much of a say any segment
should have, and exactly where this should be expressed. Much
depended on ftow much we felt we could get away with. In the
beginning. we dldn't think we could get away with the School
Meeting making financial decisions, because our legal advisors
worried that such an arrangement wouldn't stand up contractually
in court. But the trend in school was always clear. Our view was
always that evuerybody in the school, aged four and up, should
have an equal access to power. Today., we have reached that state.

If we contrast the situation in other schools. we see again
that there have been interesting trends at various levels towards
extending the suffrage to a certain extent. But if we look
closely. we will see the true state of affairs more clearly. Let's
focus brlefly on higher education, which I think is the best
exampie. There was a tremendous amount of hoopla in higher
education, especially back in the sixties, about democratizing
the universities. This was part of the agitation on campuses.
There was much talk of spreading the decision-making power. But
when It was all over, who got any real new power? The answer is
only the faculty. In no case that | know of did any real power go
to the students. Even when students were put on Boards of

Trustees. the number allowed to serve was strictly limited.




Sudbury Valley's magnificent setting in Framingham, Massachusetts
worthy occupant-successar on the historic Nathaniel Bowditch estate
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imagine If we had in our by-laws that there should be fifteen
trustees, of whom no more than three should be students, no more
than three parents, etc., etc., and you'll see the contrast right
away. Our Board of Trustees is a board of Assembly members,
period; anybody can become a trustee. We can have an entire
Board of outsiders, or of staff members, or students, or anything.
Whereas In the universities they made it look like they were
doing something to distribute the power, but they really were
going to keep It where it was all along. I'm not saying there was

no concession made. Reai concessions were made within the

elite, to the faculty. This is just what I'm talking about, that the

idea of democracy as it is sold in Academia. In the heart of our
educational system, is a Greek one: democracy is for the
privileged. Time and time again. if you taik to facuity members,
they'll confuse the issues very nicely. They'll say., ‘There's no
equality, | know more about biology than my students. | know
more, and I shouid have more to say about it.” And they say this
quickly so nobody should see that they're confusing the issue of
with the Issue ofpolitical power. which of course are two very

different issues. The contrast to our school is instructive.

Item 5: Protecting the Rights of Individuals

This school has a strong tradition that there exist rights
belonging to every individual member of the school community,
and that these have to be protected in every way possible. For
example, consider the right of privacy. This right is not

something you can codify legally, it's not a rule that has Leen




passed; it is just something inherent in the school. It is one of
the individual rights we protect in this school. Because of this
right we do not have any kind of intervention in the private
aff=irs of students - intervention that characterizes other schools.
There isn‘t anything against it in our by-laws or ruies, it's just
part of our tradition to shy away from that kind of activity. If we
do intervene, there is an enormous burden on the school to
justify it, before we can do it.

The Idea of protecting the rights of individuals is an
essential part of American cuiture. This Is not an absoiute
concept; it's @a much more subtle one, that involves a great deal
of judgment. Which rights, how far they go. where the boundary
line is drawn between individual and community these are all

things that have to be decided and worried about day in, day out,

year in, yeaf out. That's why this Idea is on my list of subtieties,

because it's not something where you just draw a iine and say,
‘These are absolute rights.” Where the iine Is drawn between
community interest and private interest is a matter of constant
judgment.

The vast majority of national experiences In the history of
man have not recognized the idea of individual rights as
paramount in importance. Wherever the transition from a loose
family or tribal units to national units took place, it involved a
tremendous shifting of emphasis to the group, an emphasis which
had to put an enormous vaiue on the group in order to keep it
together. There is nothing "natural® about forming a nation.

Perhaps there is something natural about forming small groups,
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but a nation is a large congiomerate that does not hold together
simply by blood tles or by friendship; it Is held togetner by
some sort of Idea, and apparently the only way this can happen is
through tremendous pressure on the individuals in a nation to
give up their indlviduality and subject themselves to the Idea.
So that formatlon of natlons and states required shifting values
towards communlty, and this went far towards downgrading the
idea of the individual.

Contrast that with what went on in this country in the late
‘60's and early '70's, a situation which Is Inconceivable in any
setting other than the American one. It Is simply staggering that
you can have a country at war, and right through that war people
will go on wlth slgnificant protests that are demoralizing and
disruptive - and be protected by the courts and legislatures and
even by the government they are attacking. Even in the worst
crises, we have hardly ever sacrificed our individual rights. For
exceptions, one has to think back to a horrible autocrat like
Abraham Lincoln...who abolished the habeus corpus during the
Clvil War. Even during the Second World War., when a
tremendous panic and sense of insecurity swept the country
because we were totally unprepared for any sort of military
struggle, the internment of the Japanese on the West Coast raised
a tremendous uproar of protest. The American attitude towards
indlvidual rights has no parallel in history. Which rights are
protected, and how far, all this is subject to debate; but the fact
that they exlst and are worthy of protection is a sacred principle.

A democratic school that Is rooted In the American




tradition has to have that feature too. It is not necessary for me to
talk about other schools at length. because the rights of people
in schools are just simply not respected. even if there s
occasional lip service paid to this. In public schools, this is true
for teachers and administrators, as well as being true - and well-

known - for students. Furthermore, the idea of individual rights is

absent from alternative schools for reasons that I have spelled

out several times, because alternative schools are primarily
committed to the community idea.

Five subtleties, all essential to defining the particular
character of the Sudbury Valley School, and marking ciearly its

place in the history of American Education.

Dan and his wife Hanna Greenberg were both in academic
sciencel! she a PhD. from Columbia in Biochemistry, doing post-
doctoral research at M.I.T.; 1, a PhD. from Columbia in Physics,
having taught Physics and History of Science at Columbia, then
going into academic publishing, editing and writing. By 1967
they and several others had come to the conclusion that they
wanted to devote our lives to a radical restructuring of
education. Sudbury Valley School was the result. It opened in
1968, for children ages 4-19 (and occasional adults).

Since that time the school has grown steadily, topping 100
students for the first time in 1986. They have never been short
of devoted staff - there are 14 now, 6 of whom have been here
since the beginning. The tuition is kept at a ridiculously low
level so that *anyone’ can come - and anyone does. They have
open admissions, and do not look at or care about prior school
records.

tianna and Dan have three children: Michael. an art photographer
living in Chicago: Talya, a graduate from Wesleyan: and David.
None of the threc ever atiended any other school than S.V.S5.




METROPOLITAN SCHOOL OF COLUMBUS:

A Twenty Year Perspective on Alternative Schools
From One Person's Experience

by Lucia Vorys

It's difficult now, twenty years later, to remember the
crisls proportlons of the unrest that was sweeping the country
during the late 60's and early 70's out of which the alternative
school movement, as well as other grass-roots movements, was
born. It was like the pre-Civil War years in intensity and, like
them, the cause was oppression - oppression of blacks by whites,
and, one hundred years later, of women by men, of chlldren by
adults, of students by adminlstrators. of doves by hawks, of the
poor by the rich - in fr<t, of the powerless by the powerful. In
1968 Martin Luther King, black champion of human rights, was
assasslnated. Two months later, Senator Bobby Kennedy, like his
older brother before him a symbol of idealism in our national
government, was also assassinated.

On the local scene, Ohio State University was surrounded
by a ring of National Guard soldiers through which my oldest
daughter, a freshman in 1970, had to walk each day. Outside in
the campus parking lot her tires were slashed. She and her
classmates were tear-gassed when they joined a protest march in
Washington, D.C. against the Viet Nam war. I'tl ncver forget the
hurt look In her Innocent eyes when she confesscd to me, ' don't
even understand what this is all about.”

Even wlthin our family the sides of civil war were being

palnfully drawn. My husband, the father of our four children, was
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a prominent lawyer in a prominent firm, a sought-after member of
the power structure of the capital city of Ohio. [. on the other
hand, having been trained in a wealthy establishment family and
in the finest schools to serve the power structure without
question, was now waking up to the need for radical changes in
the system because our children were caught as very
questioning teenagers in the throes of these times. Through a
number of rude awakenings as | experienced the stifling
limitations of the educational system not only as a parent but as a
teacher, [ realized that educational change was my calling. So
amid, and because of, all these disturbances, in 1969 the first
alternative school in central Ohio. Metropolitan School of
Columbus, was conceived. [ was the first to voice its purpose but
was joined instantaneously by supporters from various segments
of the city's population who were similariy inspired and

determined.
Our first brochure stated the goals of the school:

) ...to provide an educational atmosphere conducive to
the fullest development of each student's creativity,
expressiveness, sensitivity, curiosity, independence,
judgment. and understanding of the world and of himself;
{vestiges still of male chauvinism!) and

2) by so doing, to serve as a pilot for other educators,
schools, and communities to follow ¢r modify in an effort
to expand the availability of quality cducation to the
children of Columbus and elsewhere.

Then it listed objectives including heterogeneous

student body, active involvenent of students and parents as well
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as teachers, open communications, use of the city's educational

resources, and so forth. Its underiying premise was respect for

the Innate natural wisdom of children, mothers, and blacks. The
school began wlth 60 elementary students housed in the
education wing of the First Congregational Church, a
cosmopolltan, interracial inner city church within walking
dlstance of the city's cultural resources and public
transportation.

I remember with nostalgia the excitement and high sense
of mission of those early years. Parents volunteered in the
classrooms. Antioch students interned with us. A soft-spoken
black man from Ghana headed one classroom; an alternative-
minded black woman frustrated with teaching In the Columbus
public schools another; and an angry young radical man frecm the
public schoois in Detroit who had advertised in The New Schools
Exchange "Teacher Drop-Out” section, headed the third
classroom. Children of different ages were mixed together in
what we catled famlily groups. We buiit a playground in the
church parking lot and moved in a trailer which we equipped as a
workshop. We took dally walking fleld trips to such places as the
library, the Center of Science and Industry, the city swimming
pool, the Art Gallery, The Dispatch printing company, and by car
to the zoo. fossll rldge. outlying farms, and parents’ homes. We
compiled a guide book, "child-tested”, called "Around Coivmbus
with Klds® and sold it as a fund-raiser. We also had innumerable
spaghetti dinners, yard sales. bake sales. and craft sales to raise

funds. We scrounged teaching materials from our friends' and our
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headed up the solicitation of contributions from foundations,
corporations and Individuals. | also chaired the Board of Trustees
the first year, trying to facilitate communication and cooperation
amongst business executlives, minority parents and university
professors.

During the first three years we changed directors three

times until finally we had an effective triumvirate; Judy Zilber

who lived and breathed the soul of the school and worked with
kids and parents; Katy Gould, a credentialed educator who
worked with the teachers as well as the State Board of Education;
ard I, who took on the fund-raising and the Metropolitan Schooi
Board. In 1971 Dave Lehman's family arrived in Columbus from
Greenbriar, an alternative community and school in Texas which
he had helped found. They enrolled their two children in
Metropolitan School, and he skillfully facilitated evening
encounter groups for our school community. In 1972 he founded
the Ohio Coalition for Educational Alternatives Now (O0CEAN) as
a statewide network of the twenty alternative schools that had
suddenly sprung up in Ohio. At OCEAN's first Conference in
1974, two hundred attended and the kKeynote speaker was Ed
Nagel, whose lawsuit chdllenging the state's constitutional right
to regulate non-public schools we had read about in the New
Schools Exchangc Newsletter. Since Metropolitan School had
just that year struggied through the politics and red tape of
becoming accredited by the Ohio State Board of Education, even
surviving public condemnation by the Statc Superintendent of

Schools, Ed Nagel's story read like a fairy taie of a knight-in-




shining-armor slaying the dragon. In the movement now we were
connecting with other alternative schools around the country and
finding we shared a common mission, a common experience of
persecution, and a common struggle to survive financially. We
became as ciose as brothers and sisters burning with the fire of

revolution to free the children from rali forms of social,

political, and economic oppression.*

I guess the church never expected Metropolitan School
to be so successful an alternative or so disruptive of thelr
pristine Gothic facilities and reverent atmosphere, although |
continued to believe our program was the very embodiment of
reverence for the Spirit of each human being. They asked us to
leave at the end of our third year there, 1973. The school
refocated in a succession of unused public school buildings. but
these locations, outside the inner city, and the rents we had to
pay for them, took its toll on our program and our finances.
Finally a dream emerged for the location of the school that we
could hardly have imagined manifesting in reality. A group of us
climbed up on the roof of a condemned building in down-town
Columbus and became ecstatic imagining how this and the other
condemned old mansions on the block could be used as a school
community; Lillie Mae wanted to run a thrift shop: Judy Zilber a
coffee shop where we could meet and generate our own
entertainment; George Jameson his own barber shop. myself
amusic studio. We could even house teachers and welfare parents

on the block.

¢ . . ~ e . . .
from the by-laws of the National Coalition of Alternative  Community
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Now came the fatal mistake that ended Metropolitan
School. In my enthusiasm to actualize the vision, I trusted the
City's leading power figures to help me with the project. They
proceeded to provide the legitimacy to attract large funding
grants to get the old houses renovated and a brand new bullding

constructed for Metropolitan School. But my own husbanu, who

had offered big money and his name on a prestigious super

Board to support the project, later used his power, along with
that of the other "super stars’ on the Board, to vote out the very
spirit and life of the school in favor of @ more “professional”
appearing institution.

I realize now how much naive faith I stili had in the
idealism of the city's leadership and how littie faith in the power
of the staff, parents, and children, which had been weakening
because of burn-out. Many of the originai parents, staff, and
community supporters were becoming discouraged with the
extreme amounts of energy and money the school was taking. |
was one of them. My energy was being puiled between an
extreme famiiy situation in which my husband and [ were
polarized, and the grandiose needs of the new school project.
Mostly | worried intensely about our three daughters, one of
whom was seriousiy ili, and the others who had ieft home seeking
a different life-styte from the conventional one offered at home.
Because of their father's disapprovai of this. | took all the
responsibility for their choices and worried about them alone.

During ali these enormous changes the first National

Coalition of Alternative Community Schools conference was held
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in a Salvation Army Camp north of Columbus in 1979. Before it
started we assembled at our new $750.000 buliding, which I

proudly showed off, marveling myself at how far we had come. I

should have known then that the end was in sight, since the
dream was actualizing on a remarkable material level, ‘thanks" to
the values of the "super board,” but at the more subtie cost of
losing the essence and heart of the school.

After three years on the job Katy Gould, our wonderful
director, burned out and the Board hired a new male director who
soon evidenced his fear of children, especially alternative
children. One thing hewas good at. however, was organizing a
professional- looking office. I remember how proud he was of his
new strapping tape dispenser! He was a fairly successful fund
raiser too. On the surface it looked as if everyone was getting
enough of what they wanted to overlook thhe compromises for the
time being. i was happily teaching violin to Metropolitan School
students in my new studio next to the school. George Jameson
set up his barber shop and Judy Zilber holding the school
program and its eighty students together on the front lines. We
were blissfully unaware that the new director, in collusion with
a new Board chairman who had no history with the school, was
strategizing to fire Judy Ziiber and ‘upgrade’ the staff to what
they considered a ‘professional level.

Judy was an embarrassment to the school's first-class
image. Her desk was always messy and she didn't change her
direct, deeply honest style of communication for anyone. be they

prestigious or not. In January of 1979 the Board held a sccret




meeting at which they voted to fire Judy. Immediately thereafter

the entlre school community, the Board, and the "super board*

were In an uproar. For three months we held meetings to try to

heal the rift but supporters of Jucy and the original participatory
phiiosophy of the school would not compromlse and neither
would the new people in power. We old-timers could not belleve
what was happening. | felt stabbed in the back. With broken
hearts Judy and I cleared all our stuff out of the school,
confessing to each other how strong an urge we felt toc throw
stones through those fancy new windows. We grieved for all the
dashed hopes of students and parents who had entrusted them to
us. | was bltter that the privileged, the supposedly well-
educated, the power ellie of Columbus, had scuttled my ship and
with it the most wonderfully diverse, llvely, creative, and caring
crew of kKlds and parents | had ever known.

With Judy and me completely out of their way the
Metropolitan School Board hired all public school staif for the
coming year. 1980-81. By December all but one student had
dropped out and so the school closed forever. The “super board.”
with an eye to business, immedlately rented the building to a
ballet company. By now the other buildings in the biock were
also filled with paying customers: government-funded social
service agencies and cultural groups backed by the wealthy.
Grass-roots found no fertile soil here.

Meanwhile ludy and her loyal followers had started over
again in a shabby abandoned public school building shared with

several other counter-culture groups: tenant rights, recycling, a

47




food co-op. I tried to help out but my hcart was no longer in it.
Judy’'s school foided in two years. In the back of my mind a new
vision was forming.

If the main stream community wouldn't support an
alternative schootl in its midst. the school would have to form its

own alternative community around itself. I envisioned it on a

large piece of land off of which we could supp'ort ourselves

while ralsing and educating our children in a wholesome
environment. In 1981 | ieft my husband and home of thirty years
to move to a remote area of the Ozarks with a large home-
schooling family experienced in farming, to start such a
community. We advertised our intentions in Mothering Magazine,
Mother Earth News. and Growing Without Schooling and were
deluged with inquiries. Within a year three other families had
joined us permanently and countiess others had visited. Like the
early pioneers most of our energy went into growing food and
building houses, (five in three years), very littie into democratic
decision-making or conflict resolution. By 1984 serious
dissension and stress broke up the group. This was another heart-
breaking experience, but as with Metropolitan School | was
learning what were the essential ingredients for maintaining a
school which "marched to a different drummer.” The results of
this knowledge are now in full swing,but I still had another
educational experience to go through before coming to my
present place.

In 1987 I moved to Santa Fe Community School (SFCS)

with which | had kept in touch over the years., SFCS had started




as an alternative school in 1969, had also had its struggles
swimming against the mainstream and trying to stay afloat
financially, and was now likewise moving towards becoming an
alternative residential community with the school as a part of it.
After 15 years of experience it now had its democratic decision-
making process functioning effectiveiy. I joined in with them
whole heartedly for several vears, learning how integrated and
unified a group can become when each of its members is
empowered to voice his or her thoughts and feelings fuily and to
have them responded to by the group. But it soon became
apparent to me that what I longed for was a iocation that wasn't so
close to the city, so subject to its consumerism, competition,
poliution, and regulations. Santa Fe's dry desert sand and
shortage of water defeated my attempts to grow even so much as a
blade of grass, and I felt that growing our own food was basic to
our community's self-support.

After a three year search for a rural site, in 1987 several
of us from SFCS moved to Paonia, Colorado, a small town nestled
in a verdant agricultural valley surrounded by wilderness and
snow covered Peaks. Here again was an alternative little school,
Lamborn Valley School, in need of a community to support and
operate it.

This time our community took plenty of time first to form
deeply trusting relationships and find common spirituai ground.
Then we developed a consensus process for decision-making.
Now we are gradually working out how to share expenses, land,

work, and the fruits thereof. The town, only a mile away, provides
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opportunities for supplementary income and educational
resources without infringing on our life-style. In fact. an influx

of "hippies” into the town during the 60's Is credited with the

presence of a community-run public radio station, an
environmental newspaper, and an excelient health food store, in
addition to our school.

We are still In the process of working out the balance
between the families involved only with the school and those of
us farming and living on the land around it. None of these
families can afford to py full-time teachers' salaries so partly by
necessity, partly by preference, we each teach part-time, work
part-time, and offer group schooling part-time. This kind of
cooperative effort requires a very flexible organization which in
turn requires deeply honest and frequent communication. We
meditate together and ask within ourselves for the highest
guldance concerning the needs of the group and the land we
steward.

Twenty years ago | never could have imagined how
wonderfully different kids raised in a free and natural
environment would be. They are self-motivated, responsible,
competent, eager to learn, kind to each other, and real with
adults. Respect between children and adults is sincere and
natural. The mixture here of school and community, of chiidren
and adults, of work, learning and play is deeply rewarding.
Burnout is no longer a problem because of the flexibility and
interchangeability of the members and the high degree of

resourcefulness of the children. | stay refreshed by participating
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in a variety of activitlies but none of them for longer than | wish:

teachlng academics. teaching and playlng violln, working In the

garden, communing with other member of the group, playlng,

hosting visltors from far away places, golng on occasional trips,
and perlodlcally retreating to thebeautiful mountain wllderness
surrounding us.

My own chlldren have learned as [ had to the hard way not
to glve away their power but to belleve in their own unique
ability to actuallze their dreams. What | particularly enjoy is
watching the results of our family's evolution in three
generatlons. | started an alternative life-style at age forty. My
children started in their teens. My grandchildren, the oldest of
whom Is fifteen, have never known any other way. They are
Incredible peopiel

In conclusion, I would like to try to extract some
principies from my twenty years of experience in the hopes that
they may be helpful to others as a way of thinking about how to
malntain truly alternative education. | believe we are dealing

with three basic ingredients here:

First, a quality of upbringing for children which we refer
to as ‘school" because that is what the law requires:

Second, a community of adults who are inspired to be the
motivating energy and who maintain their inspiration by
nurturing their relationships and empowering cach other
through a consensus process of decisionmaking:

Third, a material base of support which may be property,
money, or one's fabor.

The chalienge is to merge ali three elements into action
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that is fully economical of energy, in the deepest and most
comprehensive sense. The integration must e so complete that
the living and learing of the children happens simuitaneously
with the activities of the adults who are choosing creative work
that Is nurturing at the same time it iIs meeting practical needs.

This is the only way I've seen that anyone can afford the highest

quality of education for their children, in terms of time, energy.

and money. And it's the most satisfying life-style I've ever
experienced. In these days when the survival of the planet is at
stake, it Is time for us to get back to living according to this

ecological principle, as nature intended.

Lu Vorys has been a staunch, thoughtful and deeply honest
member of the Coaiition for lo these many years. We have loved
and depended on her a lot in a great many ways. it is high time
we aiso began acknowiedging her unique role in the birth and
continuing survival of our organization.




HISTORY OF THE FREE SCHOOL
by Mary M. Leue

Learning Our Trade (Part One):
In 1969, my husband and I, accompanled by our two

youngest klds, returned from a year In England, where the two

kids had beern enrolled In a vlllage school. It had been a good

year for them, especlally for Mark, and the return to a typlcal
Albany fIfth grade In the public school he had been attending
before we left was a real shock. Thirty-five klds were cooped up
in a classroom deslgned for twenty, with a teacher so frazzled and
overworked that she actually had to be hospltalized on the
psychlatric ward of our local hospital shortly after | et Mark
persuade me that he really couldn't stand the prison-llke
atmosphere any longer. Any hesitation 1 may have had as to the
wisdom of thls decision vanished when | heard of her breakdown.
Mark had good instincts, as do most kids!

The first thing | had to do was to establish the legality of
keeping Mark at home, and the principal of his school left me no
doubt on this issue, calling me to warn me of legal action against
me the very day the school nurse ascertalned from me that Mark
was indeed not sick but had withdrawn from school. Being in the
state capital, | decided to make some phone calls to find out for
myself if this was actually the case, since | was a teacher. | was
fortunate indeed to find a man in the curriculum departiment of
the state department of education who assured me that my action
was legal, and who offered to give “state guidelines” to anyone

from the local school board who hassled me. This, again, was




fortunate. because the very next day I received a call from the
head of the bureau of "attendance and guidance.® (the truant
officer), who began an impassioned harangue warning me of the
terribie things that were about to occur to me shouid I refuse to
bring Mark back at once, but caimed right down when I gave hlin
the name of the man from “State Ed.”

Shortiy after this, he cailed back and apologized for his
previous manner, assuring me that what I was doing was fine, and
that he would be happy to give me any help he could if I should
run into any problems. And, actually, during the fourteen years
of our existence, this has been the case. Joe Markham has been
our liaison with the superintendent of schools, has given us a lot
of help in various times of trouble including a brush two years
ago with the county health department, and has been not oniy
respectful of our operation but really sympathetic with our
purpose. since his chief clienteie comes from the same
“population’ ours does. and he knows the problems that can arise.

About two weeks after Mark and I got started on our
tutoriai venture, | ran into a friend with six children in another of
Albany's “finest” public schools, and when she heard what I had
done, begged me to take on her three youngest, who she said
were acting as though their lives were on the line every morning
when going-to-school time came around, and whom she usually
ended up having to accompany there. One of my chief worries
had been that Mark would feel isolated from his friends, and this
sounded great, so | agreed at once. and we were in the school

business!

54
r:/ ‘-.



The year we spent at my home went éwimmingly. We all

loved the experience, and sinne it was the vear of the student
strikes and the Cambodia crisis, as well as the initiation of “Earth
Day,” it was a very exciting time to be ‘free® of school - and for
me, to be actually conducting my own littie ‘unschool,” planning
and carrying out my own design of curriculuni, which included a
lot of projects llke picking up twelve trash bags of cans, bottles
and other garbage thrown down an embankment by the side of a
publlc road near the house (on Earth Day), helping at a day care
center set up for the children of university strikers and others.
putting on home-written plays, learning to cevelop film, making
our own movies, cooking and baking, and generally enjoying
ourselves a great deal while learning the three R's.

Toward the end of the year, we took a vote and decided to
go on with the school the following year, even though the other
three were moving during the summer, and 50, we would be back
to a population of one. [ decided to ask for advice at this point,
and went to see a friend of mine whom | trusted as having an
enlightened view of children's education, she being the
religious education director of the local Unitarian Church where
I had taught Sunday School for a number of years. Her advice was
to have a taik with an educational filmmaker in Newton,
Massachusetts, who was running a resource center for early
childhood education and whose films dealt with the development
of successful alternative education programs in various places,
notably the experiments in Philadelphia associated with the

Parkway Program, but on an ciementary level.
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[ took a week off from schoo!, and went on - travels.

Alan Leitman, the filmmaker, received me warmly, and gave me

several suggestions. One was that I first ask a local newspaper to

do a feature on our little school, and then that [ rent a few films
depicting the kind of school I was interested in creating and
show them in community places. in order to attract the kinds of
families who would want our kind of school for their kids. He
also suggested that I visit a few "free schools® in the New York
state and New England regions, to see how they actually look in
action. He warned me to start small, learn my "trade’ at every
stage of the process before moving to a larger operation, and in
general, to ensure that the enterprise was sound at every step of
the way: that we really Knew our business and were
accomplishing what we set out to do. not just playing kid games.
That advice still governs everything we do.

So. | began that very day, visiting Jonathan Kozol's
Roxbury Community School on the way home, and three others
over the following few days, one in Buffalo. one in Syracuse, and
a third in New York City - the Fifteenth Strect School. A week
later an article appeared in the newspaper which included large
pictures of the five of us gathered (untypically) around our round
dining room table surrounded by books and papers. It also
mentioned that I would be showing three films on *free school*
education at the Unitarian Church and at the university, which I
did the following week to crowded rooms of fascinated adults
whose appetite for information about this new "thing’ seemed

boundless. Out of these three exposures to the public, | found a
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group of four families interested in sending us thelr children and
In working as a group to help us find a suitable bullding and at
least one other teacher for the seven kids who would be
Involved.

Suddenly, providentially and wholly unexpectedly. a

friend of my older sons gave me a call and asked If he could drop

over to chat. Puzzled, I agreed, and lo, what he wanted to talk
about was his wish to quit high school teaching (where his best
friend had been recently fired for refusing to shave off his beard)
and come to teach with me at our fledgling school. now
christened "The Free School” by my four students. I agreed
enthusiastically, and introduced him to our iittle group of
parents at the next strategy meeting. They were equally
delighted.

By this time, June was over and our schooi was out for the
summer. One other mother and | set out in earnest to find a
buiiding where we could hold forth, and right away. the first
snags began to appear. There were no buildings to be had that
we could afford which would give us what | knew to be an
absolute necessity as a school site - one large room for
gatherings. roughhouse, and general togetherness, plus enocugh
additional space for activity rooms, eating, a lab, at least one
good bathroom, an office, a good-sized kitchen, and play space
outside. We literally searched for weeks, surveying the entire
region, even including the top floor of a factory building which
wouid have been ideal as a huge area on which we could erect

our own partitions at will. the owners of which had been playing




with offering it to the city for a municipally-funded day care

center. At the last minute, they sald no, after learning that we

would be privately funded at a rate far below what they had been

hoping to get from the city! Like Tom Lehrer's 'old dope
peddler,” they had wanted to "do well by doing good.”

We began desperately asking churches for space in their
Sunday School quarters, were refused by at least three church
boards and suddenly, were offered the rental of an entire church
building for $100 a month by a black minister whose
congregation had bought a fine stone church across town and
were moving out. This was a frame building in a state of great
neglect but essential soundness, and we grabbed for it
frantically and with great relief, because, by this time it was
nearing the end of the summer and we had not yet even begun to
prepare the space for the school. After a hasty consultation with
our parent group. and with the reality of our financial straits
before our faces, we all agreed on this building, which was in
the inner City. The price was right, the size was ideal, and our
appetite for renovation was boundless, none of us having done
any!

Immediately, we all set out to put it into usable shape.
Working virtually around the clock. sharing coffee and
sandwiches far into the night, we worked to cover up the grime
with new paint, even going so far as to paint floor-to-ceiling
blackboards in several rooms, scrubbing whatever we could not
paint, attaching as a fire escape an iron staircase we found at a

wrecking company to an upstairs door which had opeﬁed onto
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thin air, for a reason none of us ever fathomed. By the time

school started. we had ailready grown to love this place, funky as
it was, but indisputably ours!

One event which had charmed and excited me, but which
proved a harbinger of trouble to come, was the fact that, no
sooner had we opened our doors (to let In fresh air as well as to
bring In ladders and so on) than hordes of curious black chlidren
began coming inslde, asking us a zlllion questions and begging
to be allowed to stay and color or play school. These ranged
from the ages of three and four up to tweive at least. all from
Southern black refugee famiiles who had come seeking work in
this northern city, and all wanted to know. "What dis place?’
When they learned that we were a school ("A school? You a
school? Yo' kids goin' play heah?), asked us, "Kin ah come?”

We began having dreams of attracting a whole schoolful
of neighborhood kids as students. Our universal answer to their
questions was. "Go ask your momma, and if she says you can, you
tell her to come and talk with us and then you can come here,
OK?® The older ones would ask. 'Do it cost money?” and my
instinct was always to say. "No. it's free.” My hunger for the
children was always greater than my financial Ssense, and | guess |
haven't yet changed that. Fortunately for me, Bruce. the other
teacher, felt the same way about the children as 1 did. so at least
at this point, there was no trouble. But it was coming.

Oddliy enough, it came from the direction of the only
black mother among our parent group, Dorothea, a well-educated

and cultured woman whose husband was a university professor,
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but who had evidently grown up in Harlem among lower class
black people. Her eight-year-old son Tami was obviously quite
timorous in the presence of so many street-wise ghetto children.
especially of two brothers, one ten, the other twelve, whose

father had been living alone in a tiny apartment on the first floor

of the church as caretaker, and whose presence struck us as a

good idea, especially since he was on S8I payments for a bad
back, and so. required no pay for continuing to keep an eye on
the building in a neighborhood swarming with bold and curious
kids who had nothing in their lives to catch their passion except
illegal but highly exciting street activities of one sort or
another. Also, he was the father of these particular brothers,
whom we had spotted as potential troublemakers or students,
depending oh how we played our cards.

One day while Dorothea was painting walls and Tami was
playing with Gordon and Louis, the brothers, and I was scrubbing
the bathroom floor off the kitchen. I heard yelling and then an
awful sound of thumping, over and over! | ran out, and was just in
time to see Gordon and Louis pick themselves up at the bottom
of our very long. steep staircase. Dorothea was standing at the
top of the stairs. yelling down at them to go home (they lived
with their mother on a nearby street.) Both boys stood for a
while at the bottom of the stairs stunned, then broke into a run
and disappeared. thn‘:i;nquired from Dorothea what had
happened, she told me Loui*. had been holding Tami's arms pinned
at his sides while Gordon began to run at him with his head

lowered in butting position. She had intervened at this point and
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had taken both boys by the arm, dragged them to the stairs and
bodily thrown them down! | was appalled, but she was so visibly
shaken herself that ] knew that this was not the time to try to
reason with her.

But when a crowd of angry black men, women, and
children of various sizes appeared in the street in front of the
buliding, some of them armed with Iron pipes and bricks, | told
Dorothea quletly, 'l would like you to go down and talk with
these peopie. I'll come with you, but this has to be set straight,
and yoa will have to do it if you can.” The scene that followed
would have been the ultimate irony if it had not been so
polgnantly tragic. Picture Dorothea, atiractive and cultured in
her modified Afro hair-style, silver linen skirt and hand-woven
blouse, finely crafted sliver earrings dangling from her ears.
hand-made sandais on her feet, crying out passionately to this
group of black people whose whole appearance bespoke their
proximity in time and history to the post-reconstruction
agricultural south of the share-cropper newly come north to seek
refuge from hunger and despair, ‘1 know you people! | am one of
you! 1 grew up with people just like you, and you are all killers!
To me, It was a wonder they didn't lynch her on the spot. But
gradually, by degrees. Bruce and | managed to quict the mob
spirit by apologizing for the incldent and assuring the tribe (for
it turned out that every one of them were the boys' relatives -
aunts, uncies, cousins, and so on) that it would not happen again,
and that we regretted It very much. it was a foretaste of what was

to come out of our naive and explosive effort to conduct a free
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school for middle-class people (among others) in the midst of a
totally neglected and furiously angry welfare proletariat (1
cannot think of any other term which so aptiy flts the
characteristics of this group).

The school year got underway in early September,
initially with eleven kids, all middle-class. Bruce and | found we
could work together very well Indeed, and our parents seemed

happy with the new experiment. We met weekly to discuss

funding and other considerations, and seemeu to get on very well

together. One day late in the month a charming young woman,
Kathy, appeared at our door and asked if she coul” teach with us,
having just graduated from an Ohio school of education. Of
course, we agreed enthusiastically, and the children all fell in
love with her.

Our only problem was finding enough money to pay
salaries, rent, phone and utilities. We all came up with all sorts
of strategies for raising this money. and participated
enthusiastically in doing so. We had bake sales, rummage sales,
garage sales, and candy sales, all good middle-class strategies
our parents could throw themselves into enthusiastically. None
of them raised much money, but they were a lot of fun. Soon
three other famities joined us, and we really felt we had a nice
little school going. Gordon, the younger of the black boys
whom Dorothea had heer pushed downstairs, asked to become a
member of t.o schoo, and wce all agreed amicably - even
Dorothea and her hu i und, Things seemed to be going amazingly

well.




Then two things happened, some time in December or
early January. Two new children enrolled in the school, and two
hew families brought us their children, a significant distinction,
as it turned out.. The mix proved to be dynamite. First, the
children. One snowy day a bedraggled little troupe of four
children resembling nothing so much as Wendy and the lost boys
fromPeter Pan arrived on our doorstep from out of the soft white
opaqueness that covered the city's ugliness.. "What Is thls
place?” asks one. °A school.,” we answer. "Can we visit?” "Sure,

if you behave yourselves.” So In they come: Kitty, a skinny girl

of fifteen (as we subsequently iearned) who could pass for

twelve, Jimmy and Ernest, her brothers, ten and eleven, one
light-skinned, the other white; and Alfred, their white cousin, a
kid of thirteen the size of an average seven-year-old and with a
manner to match, squint-eyed and "hyper.” naving been labeled
by the school psychologist as retarded. with an 1Q of 60-some and
in a "special eaucation” course, a total non-reader, and slated for
residential warehousing in a state school for the retarded.

Naturally, these truants were delighted with us all, and
immediately asked if they could join the school. Standard
response, "Go home and ask your mother. If it's O.K. with her, it's
O.K. with us.”

Well, Alfred was sure his mother would approve, and
dashed off to ask her. Kitty, who seemed to be the spokesperson
for all three members of her famlly, infortned us that her mother
was dead and that her father probably would not agrec¢, but said

she would ask anyway. Half an hour later, Alfred appeared




virtually dragging his mother, who rejuctantly gave her approvali

of his admission, saying. "Well, [ was just apout ready to send him

to Rome anyway (a state institution for retarded children which
subsequently became notorious for its flagrant abuse and
neglect of its Inmates). [ can't do nothln' with him, and that
school has him in one of them special classes. He ain't learnin’
nothin'. If he wants to come here. it'll be the first time he ever
wanted to be in a school, so ] guess he can come here."

Alfred was so overjoyed at this that he whooped and
sprang upon me, wrapping both arms and legs around my body and
squeezing tightly, as if to Insure a permanent bond that would
never again come loose! And actually, it never hasf

Alfred was with us for three exciting years, during which
time he managed to create lots of drama around himseif. Once he
nearly electrocuted himself fiddling wlth the guts of an old TV
set. Once [ had to ball him out of the local pollce statlon for
robbing somebody's mailbox of their welfare check! Mainly,
however. he couldn't sit still in one place for more than a few
minutes! It was as though his energy system simply worked too
fast for him to be able to slow down long enough to learn how to
decode the verbal symbols, which to me was an odd definition of
retardation! Is it ‘retarded” to live too rapidly? The spirit in
that ‘retarded” body was absolutely pure and sweet!

But the miracle of Alfred takes up long after we left off,
and for me. is the most confirming evidence of the rcal nature of
learning | have ever known. \When he left, at the age of nearly

sixteen. he still couldn't read, although hls math was pretty good.
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He didn't learn to read for many. many years - despite
enrollingtwice In adult education programs after leaving us. He
finally qult trylng, and got a job In a garage for a whlie untll
they fired him for not being able - or wllling - to complete jobs.
The next thing we heard. he was marrled, at about seventeen, and
had a child. He would come back from time to time, full of
optimism about his future, but he couldn't seem to stick at
anything for long. For a whlie he lived in Florlda on welfare wlith
his wife and chlld. Then we heard he had enrolled In another

reading course,. still unable to read. and had been drlfting from

one job to another and from one part of the country to another.

Somehow he seems to have kept the dream In hls mind of learning
to read.

1 saw him on the street near his house during one of his
periodlc trips home about slx years after he left us. | asked him
how It was going. He answered, shaking hls head solemnly.
*Well. | had to leave my wife and come back home. We were
fighting too much. But Mary. you should see my room now. | got
shelves all around my bed and | keep buyin' books tu put on
them. 1 love books!® Could he read? No. not really. not yet. |
parted from him with wet eyes.

One day some years later 1 got a call from a Catholic priest
In a nearby city who wanted to know If this young man Alfred was
for real. did he really want to learn how to read. was what he was
telling him actually true? by this time. Alfred must have been
aroL~. twenty-four or so. In ordlnary terms. his story was pretty

unbelievable, | guess. | said it was all true, that he was




somebody special, and urged him to do the best he could for our
Alfred. | don't know If it was this time he made it or the next
time, but somehow, some way, he got through that narrow doorl
One of our teachers, Chris, who had known him at school, saw him
at the supermarket just before Christmas. Chris was blown away.
He said Alfred had grown almost a foot, that his crooked eyes
were now straight, and that he looked manly - his hair was no
longer sticking up in unruly points, he looked at you clear-eyed

and steadily. Alfred told Chris that he could now read, and loved

It, and had a good job and a good marriage with four kids - that his

life was great! Chris told us he could see that it was true! We
don't take credit for that. It is Alfred’s trlumph! But he learned
that ability to believe In himself with us!

But back to the narrative: Alfred’'s cousin Kitty came
back a while after Alfred and his mother, with a different story.
"My father says | can come, because he don't care about me, but
the boys gotta go to public school and learn somethin.” She had
already taken them back to their school, where she had been
supposed to bring them in the first place. How their father knew
the boys wouldn't learn anything In our school seems a bit
mysterious to me. Perhaps he believed that if you hated school,
that was a sure sign it was a good one, and if you didn't learn
there, then that just showed your cussedness. or your stupidity.
In other words, within his lights, he was being a conscientious
fathert

The fact that Ernest and Jimmy would play truant every

time they ddred and would come to us (which immeant one of us,

GO




usuaily me, trudging with them all the way back to their school,
knocking on the classroom door - they were in the same ’special
ed" ciass - having the sour-faced guard - oops. 1 mean, teacher -
unlock it and greet them with exasperation, shooting a resentful
look at me, as though | were responsibie for their evil conduct)
meant nothing to him except to confirm his belief in their

criminality. (Editorial note: this particular school Is unchanged

from that time (1971) untii this (1991), is still kept essentially

locked up to prevent children from either escaping or attacking
one another on the school grounds - as one of our teachers from
the Free School dlscovered to her horror wiien one of her
chiidren opted to go to our district public schooif]

And Jimmy has in fact spent most of his young adult life
in prison for various crimes. Ern’ st, Kitty informed me, "had a
rubber hos2 up his ass and would die if he got kicked,” which |
took to mean he had had his coion or rectum resected for
uiccrative colitis. At any rate, this scems to have kept him docile
and law-abiding, even though he too has never learned to read,
iet alone find a job. He lives with Kitty and has indeed become a
‘fost boy."

It has been sad. though, watching Jimmy change from an
angelic-looking boy with light brown skin and curis and a wistful
look in his eye to a suiien, hate-filied criminai who eyes you
cynically, when he bothers to acknowiedge you at ail. Jimmy's
trouble Is that he's not dumb enough to accept his fatel His
native wit rebels. it is appalling to me to sce his sad, intetiigent

spirit imprisonead In that ugly body and mind. No. Kitty never




learned to read, either, but she did find out who her frlends were.
She has six children, now, at the age of twenty-eight, and for
several years, would bring them to us, one by one, as they
reached the age of three. Repeated pregnancy and child-rearing
have taken their toll of her appetite for motherhood. alas, and she
finally took her four away from us when the oldest two, who
adore their father, began wetting their beds and In other ways
behaving badly at home after he left finally and for good., and we
took his side in wanting regular visitation rights - but at least the
three oldest are still "ours.” and will be all right, we hopz and
believe. Kltty does have an instinct for finding good men to
father her children, and the present one, who Is father to the two
youngest, really seems to car2 for the entire brood, even though
his hand is sometimes too heavy. We stay in touch.

But thls is still in the future, and my narrative is of the
past. The new familles proved a problem far greater than the new
children. One father, Lamont, was an assistant professor of
psychology from the university newly married to a young widow
wlth three children, the oldest of which was our student. This
man was determined to assert his parental authority - with this
boy in particular. It was clear that he believed that Donny had
been spoiled by his mother. Helﬁ[éd conslderaole skepticism
abnut the nature of our school to begln with, and as hls PhD
thesis was on the subject of noa-violence and we were located in
the ghetto, Lamont was prone 0 seeing violence everywhere.

His interventlons. or etiorts to Intervene, in our school

policy of encouraging children to work out their own solutions
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to interpersonai problems via a council meeting system of seif-
governance as well as by other problem-solving devices which
did not prevent violence as such but taught them how to handle
problems which left unsolved would have }ed to violence, struck
us as authoritarian In Impact, as our policies struck him,
evidently, as anarchical.

Parent meetings began to acquire the characteristics of a
battieground, wlith factions lining up pro and con school
personnel and pollcles, but mostly con. [t was an uncomfortable
time, and its effect on the school was to cause those of us who
were actually at school from day to day to decide to adopt a
policy of permitting only those who were actuaily Involved In
being there to make rules as to how we could »>r should do
things. Any parent who chose to be there would automatically
be a part of that decision-making process, but other parents
could only request, advise or suggest, but not demand or direct.
It was our first real move toward absolute Internal autonomy. and
is still In effect. 1 still believe it is the only possible way we
could have managed things In such a way as to make them work,
but the cost in loss of families was great at the time. All but four
of them withdrew thelr kids at the end of the school year.

But this division was only the beginning of our troubles!
The other new family was a divorced wife and her son Bobby.
Susannah was living with a black militant. still a big no-no in our
society. at least for middie-class famllies - and even now, |

believe, grounds for loss of custody of a woman's child with most

family court judges. We got caught in the midst of the custody
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battle for control of where Bobby would live and go to school.
His father, a pathologist at the local medical school, had as his
lawyer a former clty court judge who elected to focus on our

school as the second grounds for hls client's custody of Robby,

the first, of course, being his cllent's ex-wlfe's sexual

preferences.

The first thing we knew about this was when we were
visited, In rapid succession, by an attorney from the office of
corporatlon counsel for the city, the chief of the fire department,
an official from the Jilding department, and a mai from the
county health department. One after another, these officials told
us that we would be summarily shut down, some unless we
complied with their requirements, others, just shut down, period.
I must admlt, we felt pretty alarmed, called an emergency
meeting of parents, and began frantically trying to find out what,
if anything, we could do to meet the situation.

Then the children got into the act. 1 guess that was my
fault. | had feit badly crowded by the threat and had decided to
bring out our big guns. 1 told the Kids what was going on, in
pretty colorful terms - and they decided to set up a picket line
outside the school protesting the unfalrness of the city. Then |
cailed in the media. The signs made by the kids were most
eloquent, and the photographers had a *human interest” field day -
for which, read fair game for taking pot-shots at the city
government. Reporters and plcture-takers from both newspapers
and all three TV channels swarmed, and we were a short term

sensation for the silly season.
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It was a stand-off. At the mayor's press conference every
week, Herb Starr from Channel Six would ask him. "Well. have
you closed The Free School down yet?" And he would answer,
‘I'm looking into it.” The building department assigned us a
permanent ‘advisor.” It seems even our fire escape was illegal,
lacking a platform at the top.

But...we weren't closed down. We made some changes,
did some housekeeping. and let a lot of people know that we took
thelr comments seriously. And gradually, the heat subsided. |
made an appointment to talk with the mayor. He was very
understanding, but made it very clear how much he deplored my
having used the weapon of publicity. | was very apologetic and
contrite. It was a real father-daughter scene. 1 think he was
quite relieved to have us off his back.

So ended our first exciting year of the "official” school.
Toward the end of the school year we had finally received our
tax-exempt status from Internai Revenue, and since this had been
reputed to be an extremely difficult feat to accomplish - and |
had done it without legal representation or even setting up a
corporation - | felt elated. Our funding problem was still an
acute one, and | believed that having tax-exempt status would
encourage peopie to donate money to us. The same mother who
had helped me to find our building. Caroi, and | now took on the
task of seeking out a grant or grants to heip us solve this
problem. She and her husband David together wrote out a series
of eloquent grant proposals and sent them to several corporations

reputed to have glven money to other schools like ours. We got
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back a sheaf of polite and encouraging ‘no's".

It was very clear to all of us by now that our present
bullding would not be suitable for occupancy the following
year, and so., we set out to find a replacement. Quite early in the
summer we located an ideal one, not far away, in the old Italian
section of the south end. currently occupied by an Italian
Cathollc War Veterans' Post. and, historically, an Italian language
parochial school, and before that, a German-language church! The
building department would be ecstatic, we knew, and so would
we if we could get it at a price we could afford. My first attempt
to raise this money, or enough of it for a mortgage, was to write a
small grant proposal to three local millionaires who had
expressed an interest in the families living in the inner city. 1
was inspired to do this on reflecting that I had met two of them
personally, and had heard from our teacher Kathy of the
reputation for benevolence of the third, who was a friend of her
father's and the owner of an electrical contracting firm which
occasionally hired ghetto black adolescents. On~ of the other
two | had met during a brief lecture series my philosophy
professor husband had given at a nearby summer ‘Chautauqua’
focused on the role of science in society. This man, a highly
successful contractor who had put up many of the new downtown
buildings in Albany and was well-known as a patron of the arts
locally, had wired and dined us both at his sumptuous home in
the posh new-money section of the city., and was reputed to be
both enlightened and humane.

The other, a lawyer from Troy (across the river from us)




owned rental houses in the south end of Albany and was said to

have a kindly Interest in the "children of the ghetto.*
(presumably when he wasn't evicting tenants for protesting
against his slumlord policies - ailthough, to give him his due, he
was by no means the worst of the absentee landlords, and was
liked by most of his tenants!). Actually, he had come into our
first school one day bringing us a box of second-hand Cherry
Ames books, but had expressed disappointment at not seeing
more black faces among the children. | believe we had only one
really black face at that time - Gordon - although we had two
light brown ones (one of them Tami) and one white one that
masked black blood (shudder) - Kitty! But he was expecting shoe
polish black, not interracial suntan. His "d’sappointment’ was
actually a twin of our own - or at least, of Bruce's and mine. We
had only begun to learn that poor black parents are the most
exacting of all groups in judging the potential usefulness of a
school in money and status terms, and so, shunned ours as ‘“dirty
hippy.’

It makes perfect sense that this should be the case, when
you think of it. These parents know full well from thelr own
experience (mostly in the South) with inferior all-black
schooling in dilapidated housing that such institutions do not
attract the truly gifted teachers needed to educate their
children. And at least, the publlc schools exhibit good, middle-
class values and offer skills which can, theoretically, offer a way
out of poverty and Ignorance. In this view, if their children fail

to ledrn, it shows either thal the tcachers are prejudiced and




hence, are discriminating against their chiidren (which is often
the casel) or that their children themselves are responsibie for
their own failure, which leaves the famlily helpiess to remedy the
situation except by punishing their children, or by tutoring
them. a solution not accessible to llliterate parents. Much the
more comfortable belief of the two, as well as the most
statistically prevalent one, is the race-class prejudice one,

which, alas, often ieads to the result of working to bring about

the very thing it believes in, teachers and principais being

human iike the rest of us. The working-class parents who feel
comfortable with us all too often appear to feel Instinctlvely that
we must not know our busliness, and that for a school to instill
middle-class vaiues In a child, it must reflect those values, and
hence, feel uncomfortable to those parentst Or so [ gradually
came to belleve.

We were thus coming up against the “catch-22" aspect of
the widely-held beiief about money and status in the society
which defeats everyone who is at the bottom of the heap. The
general belief in our capitalist system is that you have to have
. (money, success, status) to get (money, success, status), and it is
the way most capitalist institutlons, such as banks, operate. Well,
that bellef is true of schooling as weil, and has kept us from
being more relevant than we are o working class families.

This was a paradox we were to encounter time and again in
the history of our school, and it is one which | believe has
defeated most Innovative Institutions in our soclety which focus

on working to resolve some of the class and race problems that




plague our country. Although, come to think of it, the
phenomenon Is not limited to working-ciass families, but is
widely held to be true a great many middle-ciass famiiies as well.
We've always had a limited appeal to upwardly mobile families of
whatever class, for the same reason - that they fear that their
children will not enter the high-income level group they see as
essential to acceptance in American society. It's a matter of
values. Equating income levei with freedom of choice creates

strange ideological bed-feflows! Over the period (twenty-two

years) of our school's existence we have seen as clearly as Nelil

did that the end result of attendance at The Free $chool creates
an outlook which allows our graduates to choose Innovatively
ho'v they wish to make their living, but It's hard to convince
parents who have not experienced this personally that it can
happen to their kids. Stlll - the number we have gotten and do
get is a testimonial to the contlnued existence of a number of
independent-minded families who have seen through the lllusion
of the "American Dream.” We are still in buslness, still thriving,
in the midst of the Reagan-Bush regressive economic razzle-

dazzle.

From School to Community (Part 2)

The year we had just experienced did at teast two things
for us. First, it taught us a lot about what our values of schooling
were and how Important to us. These values had been there
underlying our ways of doing things, but this year had, as it were,
tested them in the fire of keen opposition and misfortune, and

had helped us to consolidate what was real, in the sense that it




had withstood the tesc of experience as opposed to being simply
theoretical. Second, the year's events had brought home with
unmistakable clarity the fact that you cannot be all things to all
peopie. but must accept the fact that people differ widely In
their bellefs concerning chlldren's education - and
consequently, it behooves you to be as open and as clear as
possible In offering a school to people as an alternative for their
children. Doing this consclentiously means that you lose some
right away, but failing to do so entalls the far greater agony of
learnlng after spending a great deal of time and effort to do a
conscientlous and loving job with a child that it is not what the
parents had in mina at ali, and that you fall for this reason -
namely, that you and they are unwittingly working at cross-
purposes.

I can say that we were able to understand this after a year
of struggle with parents concerning who had the task of defining
what was to happen, as well as what was happening! Actually,
this process has proved to be the most Important activity in
which we engage in working with a family, and we are still
occaslonally surprised to dlscover a dimenslon of a famlly's
vaiue system we had not anticipated beforehand, with the
unfortunate result that we lose the child.

Another interesting discovery we made along these lines
has been the way in which the form of an institution follows the
way in which it functions. One has a goal in mind, and one
encounters obstacles in achieving that goal. The question is

always. if something In the form of the Institution is working to
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help create this obstacle, how can we change that form to
resolve the problem? This is fairly straightforward. But the next
guestion Is, what effect will this change have on the way the
school operates internally; and will the change in some way
change our goal by producing different resuits from the ones we
had had in mind? And if so, what? My surmise is that a iot of
schools start out being quite flexibie and even experimental,
and thus, exciting places for children to go to school, but end up
becoming a caricature of themselves as a result of modifylng
their goals instead of retalning their original insight into how a
school can be. They flt the chlldren Increasingly into the
structure of the school instead of continulng to fit the structure
to the child; and the excitement diest When this happens, my
belief (s that it is the last thing parents and most teachers are
likely to notice, but will attribute the change to the children
themselves, and will act accordingly, in the time-honored way of
blaming the victim.

Another “solution” to such a problem may be to adopt a
belief that, after all, schooling (in a formal sense of the word)
isn't very important (as Neill seems to have done (at least if you
take his wrltings literally. which is al 'ays a mistakel) at
Summerhill). 1If a child Is bright, he can always pick up skilis
elsewhere when he decides he wants them - and that to insist he
learn them in thls school would be tantamount to joining the
other schools this one was set up to be an alternative to. Hm.
True? Not to me. At least, not as a prescription for setting school

pollcy. Let me explain, because it sounds as though | were
79
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saying. ‘But of course you've got to make children learn!* No,
no. That's not it, for me.

To me ‘not making them do things® Is a necessary strategy
for living with kids who have strong ideas about what they do or

do not want to do. Yes, 1 am going to let them "do their own

thing.® but | am not going to characterize my wlllingness to let

them make their own cholces as necessarily indicative of theilr
inherent wisdom or autonomy - because It may not be either of
those things. It may be indicative of inner pathology which
warrants my deep concern, and ignoring which may constitute
gross negligencel | do not want to use the modality of reguiatory
definition to bury my failures or send them off to other schoots,
as Neill did, for example. | know, because | asked him and he
sald, "Of coursel

Thus | cannot iabel as unequivocally spiendid everything
I choose to advocate and practice in my school. | know the ‘line’
concerning ‘real democracy,” but | can't tout it as a universal
container for my own motlvation. I'm not that much in command
of my own ‘shadow" side, which scmetimes takes on a life of its
own. My motivation to pursue real democracy [s sometimes
absclutely true of me - but not necessarily. 1 can't turn my
intentionality into a generalization! [ personally love teaching
and learning too much to toss them into the meiting pot of "self-
regulation” by or for kids. It seems to me a naive discount of
myself as teacher to turn this much over to them. My kids love
learning because | do - among other reasons. I refuse to feave

myself out of the equationl
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There is, of course, a real paradox Involved in such a
philosophy of education as | have just expounded. At first giance
It doesn't appec~ to have anything in common with the outiook on
total educational self-regulation/choice so brililantly explicated
by Dan Greenberg in all his pleces on the philosophy of Sudbury
Vailey School nor with Summerhill or The Highland School in
West Virginia or Lewis-Wadhams (now defunct), to name a few
examples of seif-defined democratic alternative schools. Heyl -
I'm not doubting that they are truly democratic! That's not what
I'm on about!

The paradox, for me. inheres in the fact that, with the
possible exception of old Nelii, who was himself a walking
paradox, all of these good people may be leaving out of the
accounts they glve of their schools the strong bias toward
learning and the transmission of our common cultural heritage
Inheret In their own backgrounds and the backgrounds of other
staff in their schools and thus brought to the children in the form
of intangibies such as their personal impact as modeis, their
school's educational/cuitural facilities, initlai seiection of
teachers and so on - and thus of fascinating alternatives
subliminaily available to chiidren. This marriage between the
ideologlical Spartanism of their words and the Athenian cuitural
wealth of the environments they provide for their kids creates a
strange but wonderfully paradoxical environment which must be
for these Kkids inherently fascinating and exciting - but to
subsume all of this under the rubric of *democracy” strikes me as

(unintendedly) obfuscatory. And it gets expressed at the
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expense of a iot of other alternative educational programs which
may actually be equally good for kids but just not "do" it the

same way!

My belief is that there may indeed be a iarge gap

between such an ideological-cum-experiential mix and many run-
of-the-miil middle class aiternative schools - as Dan insists there
is - perhaps. as he says. even most such schoois! If so, I would
surmise that these aiternative schooils may have, as it were,
falien Inadvertently Into a false position, perhaps in one of the
ways | suggested above of gradually modified policy-making in
response to unresolved probiems - as seems to have happened to
Lu Vorys' Metropoiitan School in Columbus, Ohio (see profile
above), and to a Coalition member school in a down-state county
of New York which a woman (one of the founders) recently toid
me about. The iatter finally succumbed a year or so ago for lack
of students, having retreated a step at a ti:ne from their original
poticy of curricular and other forms of self-reguiation by
students.

Or perhaps it may happen for the reasons involving
governance which Dan refers to in his article cited above
(*Subtieties of a Democratic School.”), Influenced by
philosophical left-wing political blas or a group mind mentality.
as opposed to the pursuit of individualism and democracy in all
aspects of the schooi - according to Dan. | would tend to classify
such differences as a soclalistic (or group-oriented) outiook
versus a constitutionaily anarchistic (or individualistic, a la

Kropotkin) outiook - but that's my bias, I'm sure.
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Baslically, I believe education to be a fundamental
political - not just a soclal - problem of democracy. We have the
schools which our relative maturity as a people permits and
refiects. Approaching possible solutions to our educational
problems needs to be regarded as akin to therapy for a natlonal as
well as a personal disease. In proposing specific measures
intended to provide symptomatic rellef for these problems, we
run the risk of masking a far more fundamental liiness which we
may be reluctant to face as a people and a culture. To me the
baslc problem Is often one of Institutionallzed heartlessness,
and as such Is shared by us all, alternatlve schoolers, home
schoolers and publlc schoolers allke.

Pursulng my suggestion that education Is a polltical as much

as lt is a social phenomenon, it would follow that struggling to

resolve some of our natlonal problems Involves practicing,
among other things, the art of the possible. Or, as the popular
slogan goes, "Think globally, act locally.” And so, in thls sense,
| might say of us that we In our school carry on here year after
year walting and hoping that the rest of the country will catch up
wlith us, delighted when some Individual teacher or instructor in
a local school of educatlon - or a person from another countryl! -
notices us and wonders If we have anything to contribute to their
understanding. Over the years we have been visited by
educatlonists from Canada, France, England, and Germany, but
have never heard the extent to which we were able to give them
somethilng of value after they went back home. It Is only

recently, slnce we have been 'discovered® by the Japanese, that
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That's Italiani Rosalie and Betsy cooking
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anything we stand for seems to be sinking in. Well, thank

goodness for thatl

Back to the narrative. Having been refused by our three

self-made mililonaires, we had to jook elsewhere for the money

we needed. Actually, the neighborhood itseif into which we

wished to move provided us the solution to our financial

problem. What was going on was 2 violent and destructive

process among two groups. one a long-term, stable, and largely

elderly Italian population, some first generation. most second

generation, who had lived and raised their families in row houses

they owned and kept up - and the other, an ever-increasing

number of black welfare recipient tenants living In the row

house apartments which had been sold to absentee landlords

when thelr [talian owners grew prosperous and moved to the

suburbs, leaving behlnd only the poor and the elderly. These

black famiiles, mostly single parent. had many children who were

growlng up largely unsociallzed and unsupervised amid squalid

neglect and despalr as thelr mothers struggled to survive, moving

from decaying building to decaying building, struggling to raise

chlldren with no parent support whatsoever, struggling with

hostile and contemptuous welfare and clinic personnel,

struggling to flnd momentary pleasures with black men who were

themselves filled with despair and rage, struggling to defend the

exlstence of thelr chlldren by defending their behavijor against

all comers, no matter how delinquent or how inhuman that

behavior might be. In other words. this was an armed camp, and

battle lines were clearly drawn.
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The advantage to us in this unfortunate, even tragic.
situation was that the Catholic War Veterans as a group turned out
to be such dedicated racists that they were determined to seii
thelr building. even at considerabie sacrifice, just so long as
they could turn their tacks on this neighborhood. We got a very
good bargaln. Additionally, in spite of the general policy being

universally practiced by banks at that time of ‘red-lining’ areas

of the inner city they considered bad financial risks for mortgage

investment, I did manage to find one sympathetic mortgage
officer willing to take a risk with us. We had to do a lot of
hurdle-jumping too complicated to go into, but the upshot of it
was that the school was able to move out of the storefront we had
been using for three months into our new building before the
end of November.

Moving into this wonderfui building gave us all a
marvelous boost in morale. We began making ail sorts of
Innovations in providing the cniidren with low-cost or donated
educational equipment. such as a four-foot stack of 3'x 6' sheets
of a product called TriWwalli, a three-layered corrugated cardboard
sheet akin in stability and strength to piywood but far easier and
cheaper to buy and to build with. We made bookcases, cubby
holes, children’s ciimbing and stacking equipment. tables, stools
- oh, loads of other things! Then a woman who had done some
printing for us gave us an equally large stack of 3'x3' slieets of
glue-backed, squared paper called MacTac. which we put to
equally extensive uses! In fact, you might say that our school for

a number of years ran on Tri-Wall/MacTac power - Since we sure
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didn't have money!

Almost immediately, we began attrarting new families, a
process which was enhanced by the fact that we asked the
newspapers to ran a feature on us, which they did. Life in our
new neighborhood proved to be at least as excitlng as It had
been In the old one. The black children llving within a block of
us began beggling to come Inside, even beating on the door to be
let in (We stlll have the cracks in our door panels to show for Ith).
Mlddle-class white mothers shrank back from the assaults of
these black chlldren in terror, and a couple even took their
dariing little blonde glrls out of the school. claiming that it was
too chaotic for them, that their children needed more “structure,”
(nothing to do with race or class, of course). When we sent the
nelghborhood children home for permisslon to attend our school,
most were refused.

The word seemed to have gotten around very quickly that
we were ‘not a real school.” So we declded to start a pre-school
which they would recognize as ‘real,” because It would be
relevant to their need to find a cheap, reliable, and friendly
place to leave their small chlldren while they went to work.
This we could do. Soon, we had a group of around eight three-
and four-year-olds, mostly black neighborhood. with two mothers
in charge. This took place on the second floor of our building,
which really was ideally suited for the purpose.

But we still had our financial problem. It was quite
clear that we could not expect to survive indefinitely paying

teachers nothing, yet we were equally determined not to become
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a high tuition school. 1 didn't need salary, since my husband was
a college teacher, but Bruce was cleaning offices after hours and
on weekends in order to stay afioat, and his wife wanted to quft
her job and have a baby, but felt she could not do so unless he
could bring in a more reliable income. At thls point, [ bethought
me of Jonathan Kozol's suggestlon for solving this problem which
he proposes In hls book Free Schools (now relssued as

Alternative Schools ): run a busi-nessl 1 began discussing the

possibility of setting up a textbook sale company. Nobody

wanted to do thls, and | realized | didn't, either. But the ldea of a
business stuck with me.

I have always been attracted to houses, have always
wanted to own several. Well, | found a wonderful three-story
house for sale on the next street over from ours, owned by an
Italian family disgusted with the deterloration of the
neighborhood and well enough off to buy elsewhere. 1
bargained, and we got it. Now I had to get tax exemption from
the city for this building. | went about gathering information on
the hows and whos of setting up a non-profit corporation, and
finally managed to get it accepted by thu state. Non-profit status
by the city was more difficult, but we finally managed that, too.
Within the space of about two years., we acquired four more
buildings. one of them a garage next door to the school, one of
them an abandoned building being auctioned by the county. All
told. our six buildings cost approxlmately $40.000. most of
which | fronted for the corporatlon, since we had been unable to

find any other donors. This money | had inherited from my mother
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and my aunt, neither of whom had earned it, so I felt it only
proper that this unearned money go into our project. [ have never

regretted this decislon for one moment. That $40.000 is now

worth at least $500.000 in the money of today and at today's real

estate values for this area. | feel amply repaid by this
knowledge! At the present writing, they bring in over $4.000 a
month In income. from donated space In apartments.

But having the buildings dld more than provide us wlth a
source of income. It gave us space to offer people who wanted to
teach with us In lleu of salary. That and one hearty meal at noon,
courtesy of the government's free and reduced price lunch, went
a long way toward supporting them, and we were able to offer a
small weekly supplement to eke out a fairly decent ratz. We
soon had three new teachers, all of whom had sought us out.
agreed to our terms, and started right in. Additionally, we made a
connection with Antioch College's work-study program, and
began taklng on a student teacher per quarter, and then two at a
time. This was the helght of the natlonal preoccupation with
‘free schools,” and what we lacked In expertise and experlence,
we made up for in excitement. By 1974, we had became a
community of some thirty children and seven full-time teachers
plus two or sometimes three part-time or student asslstants.

Our challenge now became. and has continued to be. to
become fully relevant to the families of the neighborhood who
had only the public schools of the ghetto as an alternative to us,
not just or primarily to the famliles of the chlldren we had begun

busing in from other parts of the city. The popular preoccupation
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with the idea that school can be a place children love for its own

sake was secondary in the minds of these folks to a clear

insistence that thelr children learn to read, write, and cipher.

One thing we discovered early on was that it is a lot easier to
recognize what is wrong with schools and even what changes
need to be made than it actually is to do It successfully yourself
with all comers - and since we now had a lot of pre-schoolers and
elementary school children whose parents would be judging us
solely by our educatlonal success., we knew we had to do a far
better job than the public schools - and our group was certainly
as diverse and multi-probiematlic as thelrs.

The goals of such parents all too often clashed head-on with
those of thelr children! We found ourselves spending far more
time teaching kids to deal justly with personal conflicts of ali
sorts than with the three R's, although our arts and crafts program
was always excellent. We understood how educationaily relevant
this effort at the learning of self-government was. but on the
other hand, we did not want to iose kids, and parents had begun
letting us know how dlssatisfied they were with thls emphasis.
Since we actually agreed. It was a struggle, because the Kklds
themselves had natural priorities which were perfectly valid in
their own terms, and had to be respected - and yet, we needed to
teach skills as well as work straightening out tangled feelings
and beliefs! Our council meetings at this time sometimes took
several hours out of the day. Trying to mix social classes and
diverse raclal and ethnic groups on a genuinely peer basis is

more difficult than it might seem. Or so we discovered.
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My approach to this issue included a strong belief that
teachers themselves need to be very clear and straight in their
thinking and stabie in their emotions In order to deal with the
demands made upon them by kids with great needs, and yet we
could not afford to hire therapeutically trained teachers, nor did
we wish to! Part of my belief was that our school had to be open
to all comers, and that this needed to Include teachers as well as
famiiles. This policy had its painful moments, although | believe
it has worked very much in our favor over the iong run. I
remember one teacher we had early on who suddenly "broke” aind
plcked up 2 black boy of around elght and slammed him onto the
floor in great furyl Fortunately, the chiid was not hurt. Yes, there
had been provocation, but such a reaction was intolerabie - to
hlm as well as to everyone else.

We set up a personal growth group which met every week
for three to four hours, at which time teachers and others who
wished to join could work through their hangups. This was in
1974. That group is still going strong, with eighteen members at
present, seven of whom are originals. 1 beiieve the continued
existence of this group has been the core of the continuing life
of the school and of the community itself. We also have teachers’
meetings, for attending to the working of the school,, but this
other group Is special. We have learned all sorts of ways of
giving people support to make changes over the years, such as
transactional analysis, Gestalt, reparenting, Option, encounter,

reblrthing, couples and relationshlp work.
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began attracting families who wanted an apartment to live In, and
who decided to let their chlidren attend our school, usually
because they found us friendly people to deal with in a very
unfriendly worid. In the process of rehabilitating our ten
buildings for occupancy, we began to acquire a iot of skilis -
piumbing, wiring, sheet-rocking, carpentry, glazing. floor
sanding, plastering, masonry, roofing. and so on.

Since most of our bulldings were located on paraliel
streets, their back yards touched. When we had acquired them,
these yards were filied with rubble, so we began clearing them
out, planting gardens, and using them for socializing. Our
propertles had begun taking on more and more of the
characteristics of a viliage, as we enjoyed our barbecues,
birthday and holiday celebrations, and generally spending more
time together.

One summer we had a barn-raising In the back yard of one
of our teacher-familles to get ready for a donated bred doe
(female goat). Soon after, she gave birth to twin doe kids, and our
serious farm-in-the city was launched!l At present we have three
does. the milk being shared by three famllies. a flock of
chickens, who get fed malinly from the leftovers from school
lunch, and bees.

Teachers who had come to teach with us as a navelty
began seriously settiing down and Investing themselves in a
more permanenf and more monogamous pattern of living. The

group became a kind of center for this new village which was



coming into being, serving both to create a common ground of
interest and to offer Interpersonal support for dealing with the

strains of getting through the hangups which divide people.

School families from farther away became attracted to

this village atmosphere and began moving closer, either by
finding a nearby rental apartment or by actually buying up an
old or aban-doned bullding. We found our rehabilitation skills
very popular indeed, and began gathering to heip one another in
weekend "work parties,” at which twenty of us would poo! our
efforts on one place. accomplishing rapld and low-cost miracles
of building rescue and refurbishment. More and more, our streets
became after-schoo! and summertime *play streets,” with the old
Italian people serving gladly as bullt-in stoop supervisors of
their activities.

By 1978, so maiiy young couples who were connected with
us in one way or another were getting pregnant and coming up
against the up-tightness and cost of obstetrical care that 1
decided to organize a pregnancy and chiidbirth support group
which would function both to help them find what they wanted
and would also function as an advocacy group for more
enlightened and iiberal attitudes toward birth. From this
beginning, we moved on to the setting up of a center in the
basement of one of our buildings which offered medical and
legal self-help education at no or very low cost to anyone who
wanted to use us. We named it The Family Life Center. One of our
reasons for doing this was certainly a need to soive the problem

of the high cost of medIcal Insurance for our school peopie, but
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the interesting thing was the fact that the more we worked with

families to help them get what they wanted. the more we realized

how revolutionary our concept was, and how much of a logical

extension of the concept of a school which belongs to the
families who use it.

It is my bellef that the two institutions which create the
worst feelings of helplessness on the part of families are the
educational and the medical ones. A parent who runs into
conflict with either of them can be seriously damaged, even
jalled}l People who accept the consequences for their children
of the model of life on which these soclal institutions are based
have no trouble they cannot handle, but if they cannot accept
these beliefs and still have no other options, then they are going
to feel bound into the larger society and hence to its rules. To
belong to one of the clinlcs run by medically-insured health
plans or to have group medlcal Insurance necessitates a certain
level of income, which insures that poor people have their "own’
medical care and effectively shuts out anyone eise. A young
couple wanting to have a baby is going naturaily to assume the
necessity of a certain level of income In order to pay for this
child's medical care. But even this distinction of class doesn't
touch the heart of the problem as | see it. The real probiem is the
extent to which our society robs parents and children of their
autonomy. starting right at birth, and continuing on through
childhood. The outcome is, or may be, good for the soclety
(although | actually do not believe that It is), but it creates all

sorts of problems for the reclpients of the ‘system.” I'm not
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laying all our social problems at the doors of the schools and
doctors' offices, but I am saylng that in having taken over the
traditional teaching functions which once belonged to parents
and nelghbors, they are responsible by default for the fact that
people grow up and have children without elther proper personal
or soclal support and information with which to play the roles.
There are other agencies we have thought up like the
Money Game, a mutual Investment group which enables people
with low incomes to Invest in bank savings plans usually
avallable only to people who put In lots of moola, Matrix, a

birthing center for which we find medical backup among doctors

who favor midwife-managed birth, and Rainbow Camp, a summer

recrea-tion/campling/weekend workshop facllity - a lodge on a
small lake In the mountains near Albany which we have bought
and use together..

Looking back at how we have developed our ways of
governing ourselves, | suppose In the beginning | would have to
say | had a lot to do with how decisions came to be made,
because of having to get the school going the way I wanted it to
go. It may be that this fact has led to our habit of seeking
consensus on most decision-making that affects us all. | hate
factionalism. Being a pretty declsive person, | guess the
consensus tended to go more In the direction | wanted it to than
not at first - but what that did was to discourage people who
couldn't cope with my ways. Those who have stayed on are a very
compatible and cooperative group of peopie who vaiue autonomy

as much as | do! Consensus deflned In this way is not at ali the




‘group mind® default process Ban describes so vividly. itisa
way of grappling with problems long enough until their
resolution in depth finally emerges. This is Quaker consensus,
and I« a function of true Individualism.

The longer we have worked and lived with one another, the
more we have come to respect one anothar and to value the
process which leads to that consensus. We thoroughiy enjoy one
another's company, and spend a lot of time giving and going to
one another's parties. We have had four weddings, and ten babies

have been born to families in “the viilage.” Because two of us are

nurses, one having decided to take nurse's training after teaching

in the school for eight years., we have been able to do a lot of
labor coaching in t"1e hospital with various school families. and
have even done some home blrths - mostly with commu nity
families. The bables In the school who are between the ages of
birth and two years seem to me a breed apart, so alert, outgoing.
playful, active, and affectionate that it is a joy just to watch them
together.

The school itself has changed very litle in its overall
compositlon over the twenty-two years we've been in the South
End. For a while there were fewer black faces in the school as
the nelghborhood became increasingly "yuppyized.” but we went
out of our way to proselytize for the school in nursery-schools.
daycare centers and chiurches to let parents from the area know
we exist - and the result in recent years has been, again, a very
good mix of kids from white and black liberal middle class

famllles and white and black poor famllles.




As we have learned more and more comfort and trust In our
ablllty to teach how well what we do works, we have become
more and more relaxed about academlc skllls, especlally
knowing that our graduates have fared as well as they have,
whether or not they left us with thelr 3 R's well in hand! We
never had put much emphasis on formal classroom activltles
anyway, but sometimes felt a bit gullty about it - so, since
thls discovery fitted our initlal presuppositlons about the nature
of learnlng anyway. being able to live our convictions has
allowed us to become a place of great universal joy and
satisfactlon! Our communlty kids, growlng up in the vllilage
environment, going to the vlllage school, learning wlth thelr
friends’ parents as thelr teachers. helping with farm chores -
surrounded by people they love and who love them - are
extraordlnary human beingsi Or maybe | am just prejudiced.

Well, | guess | am, at that. 1 remember one early fall
evening a few years ago when | was walking down to a meeting
that was being held at Betsy and Chris' house (a house that had
originally cost $500 at auction and had been slated for
demolition when the young couple took it on. [ only wish you
could see it now!). At any rate, as | turned the corner and started
down the narrow, steep street on which eight of "our” houses are
located, Ellen and Larry were just walking out of their half-done
house with young Gabby perched on Larry's shoulders. Ned and
Margaret were painting their new front steps and waved as we
walked down the hill. Mickie peered out of her front window and

gave a cheery hello. Howle, Nancy and Kaylana were working In
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their garden. Billy and Bridget were playing hide-and-seek with
Kdleb from up the hill. and their mother was chatting with Edith
on the front steps. Missie and Tyler were just rounding the
corner from Eim St., and behind them ran Junie, scrambling to
catch up. The golden evening light gave that village scene a
kind of universal quality aimost biblicai in its feeiing tone. That
scene has stayed with me ever since. To me, the village has a
special quality that makes It mine In a way nothing else can

equal. It Is home. It is lifel

Mary Leue, mother of five, graduate of Bryn Mawr Coliege and
the Children's Hospltal of Nursing in Boston, Mass., teacher and
midwife, is the founder and dlrector emeritus of The Free School
and the editor/publlsher of EKOAE. This article was originaily
written In 1973, only slightly updated since that time.
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LEARNING WITHOUT FEAR
by Ernst Scagnet

Armin Luthi bends forward a bit and piaces his hand flat on
the table. He iIs moved by what he has to tell. *Not much has
changed in the publiic schools since the time when I was a high
school student In Winterthir and was toid that I couldn't become
a teacher because I didn't get a top grade In gymnastics. | was
very good In light athietics on the whole, but that didn't count.
And no one ever knew that I played the violin pretty well.
Today. after all these years, the school system still puts more
emphasls on what a student can't do than on what he can, and
anxiety about grades is still a major source of motivation.*

Luthi became an educator after all. For nearly twenty

years, along with hls wife Natalie and Edith Geheeb, he has been

the director of the Ecole d'Humanité {(founded by Paul Geheeb)

in the town of Goldern, on the slopes of the Hasliberg. The
‘Ecole.” as It Is known for short by the lccals, Is what people call
an alternative school. *But I'm not sure I like that term,’ says
Luthi, "although we often help to rescue youngsters who are
misunderstood or oppressed In the public schools.”

Now and again the man waxes Ironic. ‘it's just marvelous
how they get the students to work these days! They flll them
wlth fear - about the shortage of apprenticeships. about the
situatlon at our universltles. And the Intellectual overioad is
monstrous! I've spoken with the rector of a public Gymnasium

(humanitles-oriented upper school - Ed.) who told me that he
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reckons with a weekly workioad of seventy hours of intellectual
effort for his students - as if they'd get twice as much out of that
as they would out of 35 hours."

Our conversation takes piace in Paul Geheeb's wood-
paneied office. The room has not been altered since the
pedagogue died In 1961. On the desk is a bronze bust of Wiiheim
von Humboidt (educationai reformer In the early 1800's, friend of
Goethe. founder of the University of Berlin - Ed.); on the wails
hang portraits of Einstein, Gandhi, Pestaiozzi, Beethoven, Albert
Schweltzer, Maria Montessori. On the door, next to the green-
tiiled wood-burning oven, is a pencil sketch showing the
patriarchal head of the man who founded the Odenwald School
and the Ecole D'Humanité. From the desk there is a splendid
view of the mighty Wetterhorn peaks.

When Geheeb saw this view for the first time, he was
aiready seventy-six years old, with a busy and productive life
behind him. He was born in 1870 in Thiuringia, Germany. son of a
pharmacist; he studied theology, philosophy and psychiatry,
among other things. and took his examination to become an
upper-school teacher in 1899, concentrating on Protestant
theology and Oriental languages. He was active in the women's
rights movement of that time and in the struggle against working-
class alcoholism, heiped chlidren from Berlin’s poor districts.
and had a head-on confrontation with Hermann Lietz, founder of
the first of Germany's Landerziehungsheime (*country boarding
schoolis®). Lletz did not believe that the impetus for much-

needed human renewal couid come within the existing society;
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in his reformer's zeal, he founded schools situated weli away

from urban civilization. Geheeb began by working with Lietz,
then tried his hand in Thuringia at the Wickersdorf Free School.
Leaving that institution, and having met his wife-to-be, Edith
Cassirer, in 1910, Geheeb finally founded the school of his
dreams in Hessia: the Odenwald School. But in 1933 came the
Nazis. Together with some of their students, parents and
colleagues, the Geheebs emigrated to Switzeriand, first to
Versnix near Geneva, and later, in 1946, up to the Hasliberg.

Says Luthi: "After 1910 Paul and Edith Geheeb put into
practice pedagogical principles over which today's educational
reformers are still coming to grief.”

The Ecole d'Humanité tries to provide education without
anxiety. There are no grades, no report cards, no tests, no
compulision to stay in one's seat for hours at a time, littie
homework. Each student has a voice in creating his or her
curriculum and at the end of each "course period” (a segment of
the academic year lasting 5-6 weeks) the student himseif
evaluates his own success and difficulties, his teachers and the
quality of instruction. Thus there is consistent education to
prepare young peopie to take an active part in all aspects of life,
as well as to develop toierance among students and facuity of
various nationalities, races, religions, social classes and degrees
of ability. Here, again. differences are meant to be a source of
enrichment rather than of anxiety.

Social learning, manual skills and the arts are taken as

seriously here as academics. And the aduits of the school try in
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every way to avold the symbols of power, just as Geheeb

insisted. ‘A tremendous. unceasing disarmament must take place

in the adult camp. a laying aside of the gigantic, superior force,
physical and intellectual, economic and technical, which
adults...have customarily used - and thus abused - as a matter of
course In thelr reiations with children.”

That sounds fine. But what does it mean In practice, for
example, to give the student a voice in creating his own
curriculum? Just how much of a voice does he have?

*Our school structure {s unusual,® explains Luthi. "We divide
the academic year into seven course periods of between five and
six weeks each. During each course period a student studies
three subjects of his choice fn the mornings - only in the
mornings, only three subjects, and always the same three
throughout a given course period. On a sheet the student gets an
overview of the entire school year, divided into course periods.
Now he can make his choices. He can, for exampie, study
German during two course periods, or four; he can take math for
seven course periods, or oniy five. The study-plan sheet is filled
in by the students and checked by myself. if a student opts to
take German for only two perlods out of the year, 1 check with
the teachers. Is he so good in German that he doesn't need more,
or so poor in the subject that he wants to get out of it? This
stage Is generalily followed by endless talks - it is enormously
important that the student galn insight Into the situation and its
realities and necessities. Ultimately, it is he who makes the

decision, and he should make it without anxiety - but he has to
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know the consequences.

Not often, but now and again, a student proves
intransigent. Then Luthi has a talk with the parents. But if a so-
called "underachliever” enrolls at the Ecole and brings with him,
let us say, an enormous resistance to French lessons, then, says
Luthi, "We may easily just do nothing about French for a year or
even more. Again and again we've seen such students lose thelr
anxlety after a certain amount of time. With the increasing self-
confidence gained In other areas of study, they're usually ready
to tackle the hated subject after a whlle.”

Afternoons the youngsters spend their time In their cholce
of about 70 activities - sports, arts, handcrafts, the social graces.
Neither boys nor girls are forced to take any particular activity.
Just as with the academics in the mornings, the only requilrement
is that they choose to do something.

Some people think that boarding schools are ‘for the dumb
children of wealthy parents.” Along wlth thirty-five teachers and
about twenty-flve éther staff members, about a hundred and fifty
students live at the Ecole. Of those, fifteen are the children of
staff and a hundred and thirty-five are boarders. Why havz their
parents sent them to this school? Explalns Luthl: “In Switzerland
children are seldom sent to private schools out of sheer
enthuslasm. Usually there is some problem or other. The
youngsters may be gifted in a very one-sided way: perhaps they
are having difficulty adjusting to the public school system; they
may be from broken homes or difficult famlly situations;

possibly their public school teacher has had neither time nor
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sympathy for their particular kind of individuality. Right now,
58% of our chlldren are Swiss, the rest being German, Dutch,
Canadian. Indian, Nigerlan, American.

‘We always have more applications than available space,

SO we are selective in some ways. We prefer having equal

numbers of boys and girls. and we try to balance age groups.

skills, soclal background. Forty percent of our students receive
financial aid from some agency or from the Ecole itself.*

Nevertheless there is a preponderance of children from
prosperous familles at the Ecole d'Humanité. Tultion. room and
board add up to an average of around 14,000 francs a year {around
$2,330 at current exchange rates - Ed.) - a price which can be
afforded by few wlthout substantlal help, aithough the pro-rated
charge of about Fr. 35 is not hlgh compared to other prilvate
schools.

‘In princlple,’ says Armln Luthi, "when it comes to
difflcult children it Is the dlscouraged ones we tend to take.
Those are the ones we can help. Cases of neglect or laziness
create major problen:s, on the other hand. Our system Is too
loose, it's too easy to fake your way through it. And we've had
some bad experiences with youngsters with drug problems - we
can't give them what they need; we're not a therapeutic
institutlon.”

Isthe Ecole d'Humanité, then, a kind of self-enclosed,
gentle, womb-like world?
‘Mo," Insists Luthl, "we're not an Island and we don't want

to be one. Our school Is free of anxiety, yes, but that doesn't
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mean that it's easler. Geheeb sald: ‘"We want to make things more
difficult for you, not easler," And it's true, we come up agalnst
much tougher resistances here. My youngest daughter, for
example: she's twelve years old and now It's her turn to make up
the cleaning schedule. She's got big problems. confiicts, she
has to find a way to manage things - and In a democratic fashion.
It Is difficult to really live democratically, and it Is difficuit for
people to show true understanding for one another. The students

come up against harsh reality, for example, when they advocate a

good thing at our school meetings and fall to convince the

others; they learn that it Isn't enough to be a loyal advocate of
something, you also have to deal with others' resignation or
Iindifference. A fallure Is a fallure even at our school. The
Important thing Is what you do with It.*

The success of this kind of education is difficult to
measure. Says the headmaster: ‘| hear repeatedly that our former
students are not easy peopie to have around. that they know how
to defend themselves. By the time they start an apprenticeshlp
or university studles, or switch to another school, they've
developed inltlative and a sense of their own worth - maybe from
acting, or from dishwashing, it doesn't matter how. We offer a
pedagogy of encouragement on every level. For many youngsters
the freedom from anxiety comes as an enormous liberation.”

Purely academic success Is monitored by Ernst Schlappi.

inspector of schools for the Meiringen District. He vislts the
Ecole once a year - the same frequency with which he Inspects

the publlc schools. According to the laws of Canton Berne public
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and private schools must be subject to the same checks in grades

1-9. After the ninth year private schools may do as they please.
The sign on the door to the chemistry room says: 'He who

understands nothing but chemistry does not understand

chemistry properly.” The laboratory Is in one of the new

buildings constructed just a few years ago - a room full of glass

and light, as modern schoolrooms are supposed to be. But
schoolrooms are secondary at the Ecole d'Humanité. Teaching
goes on wherevey there {s space.

In the ceramics workshop a teacher sits at a bench with
his class, teaching English. The class consists of three giris.
Tre atmosphere is decidedly relaxed. °l always thought,” says
youthful teacher Frank Wolf, who has lived at the Ecole for four
years now, ‘that It's simpier working wlith small groups. But it
isn't so. The demands are greater, and suddenly the individual
looms as much more important. I'm exposed to each student very
dlrectly., and I try, wilthout forclng, to awaken his or her
understanding. Sometlrﬁes | succeed, sometimes | don't. But I'm
forced constantly to question myself.

In Goldern there are teachers of various ages. various
rellgions (or none), various views. There are even some who are
authorltarlan in thelr teaching methods. "Everything is open to
discussion, everything is in flux.” says Wolf. ‘It's important to
estabiish some yardsticks for what must remain open and in flux
and what must be Kept as It Is. Personally, | work here at the
Ecole because of Its principles. not Its external rules and

requlations; those may be questloned at any time. Most




structures promote a supeificial relationship to the students - but
most at the Ecole do not. 1t is difficult, but interesting. 1 also
want to see what | stimulate in the children and what effects they
have on me. That's important for my own experience, for
personality growth.”

Are the Ecole's teachers idealists? In a certain sense, of
course. Their earnings are modest (about a thousand francs a
month, plus room and board) and they themselves are at their
pupils’ disposal virtually all day, every day. On the other hand,
in another sense they are radical realists, because they are able
to live out in a very personal way the things they believe in.

Patrick, a seventeen-year-old from Holland, and David,
fourteen, from Britain, walk purposefully through the viliage of
Goldern. They are on thelr way to Nachbarschaftshilfe (*helping
the neighbors™). Today they wlii be assisting a jocal farme ",
Nachbarschaftshilfe is one of the many elective afternoon
activities, and both boys have chosen it voluntarily. Patrick has
been at the Ecole for three years now: previously he was at a
public school in the Netherlands. ‘They pay attention to me
here. | feel like someone. And everybody knows everyone else.
| find it easler to work here too,” he says. Patrick is the head of a
School Assembly of all students and teachers, which meets once
a week or as often as needed. Everyone has the right to speak
out at those meetings, says Patrick, and discussions continue
until an opinion crystatizes. There is no voting. Instead the
school director gets the sense of the meeting, and then makes a

decislon. Patrick finds this system perfectly acceptable. What
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he doesn't like so weli sometimes are the house rules: No
restaurants. no smokling or drinking. no prlvate radios or players

in the sleeping quarters, early to bed and eariy to rise. Why

these regulations? *Well, that's the heaithy life, 1 guess,* he

shrugs.

What It Is, in fact, is the ascetic life-styie inherited as a
legacy from the old Ldnderziehungsheime. All the rules must be
accepted by a prospective student before he or she registers for
the Ecolie d'Humanité, and the school insists on sticking to them
even though prohlbitions do not iead to insight. ‘I know this
violates our basic concept,® admits Armin Luthi. "‘But it was part
of the pian from the very beginning. These ruies derive from the
original spirit of the Landerziehungshelm.." The asceticism
Includes a very measured encounter with the mass media. as weili
as cold showers at 6:30 AM.

The students live in family groups with their teachers.
After breakfast everyone pitches in preparing the day's supply of
potatoes and vegetabies (the food here is emphatically simpie
and heaithful). Then, before classes begin, rooms are cieaned up.
In the evening. quiet descends at 8:15 and by 9:30 lights are out
almost everywhere. The aduits at the Ecole aiso sometimes have
their difficuity keeping to the rules, especiaily the ban on
smoking. But since boys and giris are in and out of their rooms
ali day. most of the teachers do not take advantage of the fact
that they are permitted to smoke in their own quarters.

*What we have here,’ says Natalie Luthi, "is total co-

education. Boys and giris live next door to each other, they're




together all day. This takes a lot of the drama out of relations
between ‘he sexes - and often drains a lot of the romanticism
away 100, especially early in the morning. Someone who knows
our school well once said that it Is almost ominous how relaxed
relations between the sexes are here. Naturally we have love
affairs sometimes, but much less often than people assume.*

In this kind of co-educational communlty, Natalle Luthl

points out. chiidren of all age levels learn to live with adults,

inciuding some elderly people. But this kind of co-educational
experience demands that the youngsters be provided with vital
experiences: folk dancing, theater., adventurous hikes. ‘And of
course we've got to be careful that our students don‘t become
involved in sexual relations, lest the authorities ciose us down.
Aslde from an occasional slip, you could say that it works.*

One important objective of co-education is the elimination
of stereotyped sex roles. At the Ecole girls cut firewood and
shovel snow when they feel like it, and boys clean toilets and
bake cakes. The adults strive to set a good example and work
closely together. They have a men's and women's discussion
group., and someday they hope to merge them into one, ‘when we
feel free enough.”

Do people ever feel free enough? Edith Geheeb is ninety-
four years old. She lives at the Ecole, still lively and alert, and
participates in everything going on around her, beioved by
students and teachers alike. {(She has since died. Ed.) As Armin
Luthi wrote on the occasion of her ninetieth birthday, she Is a

‘symbol of hope® for everyone at the school, because she has
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broken through "the distortions. constrictions and falsifications
which our society imposes on women.”

Says Edith Geheeb, "How differently people looked at
chlldren when Paul and I first married. more than 70 years ago.
Everything has become much more difficult, but that difficulty
is what constitutes the task for us educators. My husband used
to say that everyone should think about his own development,
about whether he leaves the worid a little better than he was
when he entered it.”

The world has indeed changed and become more difficult.
Isn't there a danger that the educators of the Ecole d‘Humanité
may fail to adjust to it? 'l don't think so,” says Armin Luthl. "We
maintain many contacts with former students, with teachers and
specialists. And above all, we're working now with Ruth Cohn -
which is a delight and a great enrichment for us all.”

Psychotheraplst and teacher Ruth Cohn has taken the step
‘from psychoanalysis to theme-centered interaction, from the
treatment of individuals to a pedagogy for everyone.® At the
Ecole she works with the teachers in didactic and methodology
groups. 'Theme-centered interaction strives for a balance
between the object, the ego and the group.” explains Luthi.
"When things go well for me and for the group, efficient learning
Is possibie. What Ruth Cohn Is doing in psychology and
psychotherapy aims In precisely the same direction as what the
Geheebs have been trying to do in education since 1910: a
further development, concerned with a more human school.’

Reprinted from TheSwiss Keview of World Affairs.
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CENTRAL PARK EAST:
AN ALTERNATIVE STORY
by Deborah Meier

If any one school epitomizes the success of choice, it is
Central Park East in New York City and the three sister
schools that have sprung from it. And yet, says Ms. Meier.
what's truly surprising is how few other schools have chosen
to break free of the traditional mold

In the spring of 1991, Central Park East will graduate its
first high schooi students. Some of them will have been with us
“'nce they were 4-years old. From age 4 to age 18, they will have
attended a school - located in East Harlem in the midst of New
York City's District #4 - that many observers believe is as good as
any school in the publiic or the private sector. A progressive
school in the tradition of so many of New York's independent
private schools. Central Park East {s firmly fixed within New
York's school bureaucracy. As its founding principal, | remain
both ecstatic and amazed. Have we really succeeded?

For most of us on the staff and for many of our parents,
welil wishers, and friends, the success of Central Park East is a
dream come true. A rather fragile dream it has been, tossed by
many of the ill winds of this city's tumultuous politics. Today,
however, we appear to be sturdier than ever. it would take an
unusually strong storm now to uproot us or break us - or even to
bend us very much. We are surrounded by a lot of people - within
the district and city line - who wouid offer strong support if
needed.

But it wasn't always so. We have had our share of luck, and
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we owe a great deal to many different people over the years. We
know, too, that our success depended on the success of a
district-wide effort to create a whole network of alternative

schools. We are, in fact, just one of nearly 30 "options” that are

available to families in District #4, aside from the regular
neighborhood-zoned elementary schools.

In the fall of 1974, Anthony Alvarado, the new
superintendent of District #4, Inftiated just two such
alternatives: our elementary schooi and a middle school, the East
Harlem School for the Performing Arts. Each year thereafter, the
district supported the launching of several more alternative
schools - generally, at the junior high level. These schools were
rarely the result of a central plan from the district office, but
rather tended to be the braln children of particular indlviduals or
groups of teachers. They were Initiated by the people who
planned to teach in them.

It was the District's task to make such dreams come trﬁe.
The detalls differed in each case. Most of these schools were
designed around curricular themes - science, environmental
studies, performing arts, marine biology. But they also reflected
a style of pedagogy that sulted thelr founders. They were always
small, and, for the most part, staff members volunteered for duty
in them. Finally, when the alternative schools outnumbered the
‘regular,” Alvarado announced that henceforth all junior high
schools would be schools of “cholce.” By 1980, all 6-graders in
the District chose were they would go for 7th grade. No junior

high had a captlve population.
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On the elementary school level, neighborhood schools
remained the norm, though the district handled zoning rather
permissively. The only schools of choice on the elementary
level are the Central Park East Schools, the East Harlem Block
School (founded in the 1960s as a nonpubllc, parent-run ‘free’
schooi,) and a network of bllingual elementary schools.

Today. Central Park East is, in fact, not one school but a
network of four schools: Central Park East I, Central Park East II,
and Rlver East are elementary schools that feed nto Central Park
East Secondary School, which enrolls students from grades 7
through 12 and is afflliated wlth Theodore Sizer's Coalition of
Essential Schools.

The Central Park East Schools were founded in 1974,

during a tlme of great educatlonal grlef In New York City just

before the schools were forced to lay off more than 15 thousand
teachers and close elementary school libraries and at a time
when the spirit of hope was crushed out of the parent movement
and out of the struggles tfor decentralization, for teacher power.
and for structurai change. Progressive educators suffered
particularly, both because people began to ciaim that ‘6penness'
was ‘through® (and discredited) and because many of the young
teachers and programs that had carried the progressive message
were hardest hit by the layoffs.

In the spring of 1974 when Alvarado invited me to build a
school In one wing of P.S. 171, It seemed a most unlikely offer.
School District #4 served a dismal, bitterly torn, largely

Hispanic community. Stlll, I accepted. Who could refuse such an
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offer? After struggling for years to0 make my bellefs ‘fit* into a
system that was organized on quite different principles, after
spending considerable energy looking for cracks, operating on
the margins, ‘compromising® at every turn, the prospect that the
district bureaucracy wduld organize itself to support alternative
ldeas and practices was irresistible. I was being offered a chance
to focus not on bureaucratic red tape. but on the intractable
issues of education - the ones that really excited me and many of
the teachers I knew.

But this was not a time for having large vislons, and |
didn't want to be disappointed. I met with Alvarado, began to
collect some experienced teachers to help launch our effort, and
gradually began to believe that he meant what he sald. He

offered to let us build a school just the way we wanted. The total

allocatlon of funds (per-pupil costs) would have to be comparable

to what was spent on any other school. and our teachers would
have to meet the usual requirements of the city. state and unlon
contract. Nor could we be exempt from any city or state
regulations. Beyond that, however, the dlstrict would support us
In doing things our own way.

We began very small and very carefully. First, there was
the questlon of 'we.' Creatlng a democratic community was both
an operational and an Inspiratlonal goal. While we were in part
the products of what was called ‘open’ education, our roots went
back to early progressive tradltlons, with thelr focus on the
building of a democratic communlty, on education for full

citlzenship and for egalltarlan ldeals. We looked upon dolng,
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perhaps more than peonage, as our mentor.
Virtually all of us had been educated in part at City
College’s Workshop Center under Lillilan Weber. We came out of a
tradition that was increasingly uneasy about the strictly
individualistic focus of much of what was being called "open.”
We were also unhappy about the focus on skills rather

than content in many of the "'modern,” innovative schools - even

those that did not embrace the *back-to-basics® philosophy. Many
‘open’ classrooms had themselves falien prey to the
contemporary mode of breaking everything down into discrete
bits and pieces - skills - that children could acquire at their own

pace and in their own style. In contrast, we were looking for a

way to build a school that could offer youngsters a deep and rich

curriculum that would inspire them with the desire to know: that
would cause them to fall in love with books and with stories of
the past; that would evoke In them a sense of wonder at how
much there is to learn. Building such a school required strong
and Interesting aduit models - at home and at school - who could
exercise their own curiosity and judgment.

We also saw schools as models of the possibllities of
democratic llife. Although classroom life could certainly be made
more democratic than traditlonal schools ~‘lowed., we saw It as
equally Important that the school life of adults be made more
democratic. It seemed unlikely that we could foster democratlc
values in our classrooms unless the adults in the school also had
significant rights over their work place.

We knew that we were tackling many difficult issues at
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once. Because of political considerations, planning time was
insufficlent, but the district tried to make up for this by being
extra supportive. Looking back, we were so euphoric that we had
the energy of twice our numbers.

We purposely started our school with fewer than 100
students - in Kindergarten, 1st grade, and 2nd grade only. At the
superintendent's request, we recruited outside of the usual
district channels, in part so that we wouldn't threaten other
schoois in the district and in part because one of Alvarado's
goals was to increase the pupii population of the district and
thus guard against schooi ciosings.

Famiiles came to us then, as they stiii do today, for many
reasons. Philosophical agreement on pedagogy was probably was
the least important. Many families came because they were toid

by Head Start teachers or principais that their chiidren needed

something different, something special. in short, many families

came to us because experts ciaimed that their children would
have troublie in traditionai schoois. Some came because their
children were already having trouble in other schools or because
older siblings had had trouble In neighborhood schools in the
past.

Some famliles came to us because they had heard us speak
and just liked the way we sounded - caring (they told us later),
open, frlendly, committed. Some came because they had friends
who knew us professionally, and some came because they were
looking for a different kind of schooi for philosophical reasons.

Yet even among those who chose us because of our presumed

127




beliefs, there was often confusion about what those beliefs

were. Some thought, for example, that this would be a parent-run
school, and some thought we didn't believe In any restrictions on
children's freedom.

In fact, one of our primary reasons for starting the school
- although we didn't often say it - was our personal desire for
greater autonomy as teachers. We spoke a lot about democracy,
but we were also just plain sick and tired of having to negotiate
with others, worry about rules and regulations, and so on. We all
came together with our own visions - some collective and some
indlvidual - of what teaching could be like if only we had
control. Ours was to be a teacher-run school. We belleved that
parents should have a voice in their chlldren's schooling. and we
thought that "choice" itself was a form of power. We ailso
belleved that we could be professionally responslve to parents
and that, since the school would be open to parents at all times
and the staff would be receptive, there would be plenty of
opportunity to demonstrate our responsiveness.

Good early childhood education, we belleved, requlred
collaboration between the school and the family. This was a
matter not only of poiitical principle but aiso of educational
principle, and it motivated us from the start to work hard to buiid
a family-orientated school. We wanted a schooi In which chiidren
could feel safe. Intellectual risk-taklng requires safety, and
children who are suspicious of a school's agenda cannot work up
to their potential. To create a safe school, we needed to have the

confidence of parents, and children needed to know that their
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parenis trusted us. It was that simple. Hard to create, perhaps, but
essential.
We stumbled a lot In those early years. We fought among

ourseives. We discovered that remaining committed to staff

decision making was not easy. It was hard, too, to engage in
arguments among ourselves without frightening parents and
raising doubts about our professionalism. We were often
exhausted - sometimes by things that mattered least to us.

By the end of the second year, I had made some crucial
decislons regarding the organization and structure of Central
Park East. These invoived my leaving the classroom to become a
somewhat more traditionai principal. We have never entirely
resolved the tensions over who makes which decisions and how.
But the staff continues to piay a central role in all decisions, big
and small. Nothing is "undiscussible,” though we have learned
not to discuss everything - at least not ail the time. This has
actually meant more time for discussing those issues that
concern us most: how children learn, how our classes really
work, what changes we ought to be making, and on what bases.
We have also become better observers of our own practice. as
well as more open and aware of alternative practices.

As we have grown In our understanding and impractical
skills, we have also reexamined the relatlonships between
school and family. Today, we understand better the many. often
trivial ways in which schoois undermline famlly support systems,
undercut chlldren's faith In their parents as educators. and crode

parents willingness to assume thelr responsibillties as their
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children's most important entertainers.
Although we have not changed our beliefs about the

value of "naturalistic® and ‘whole-language” approaches to

teaching reading, we have become more supportive of parents

whose *home Instruction® differs from ours. We give less advice
on such topics as how not to teach arithmetic or how to be a good
parent. We iisten with a more critical ear to what we say to
parents, wondering how we would hear it as parents and how
children may interpret it as well.

As we became more secure with ourseives and our
program, the district was expanding its network of alternative
schools. In the fall of 1974, we were one of two. Withln a haif-
dozen years, there were about 15 "alternatlve concept® schools,
mostly on the junlor hlgh level, were schoollng had most
blaringly broken down.

The district also dispensed with the assumptlon that one
building equals one schooli. Instead. every building in the
district was soon housing several distinct schools - each with its
own leadershlp, parent bedy, curricular focus, organization, and
philosophy. Most of the new junior highs were located In
elementary school builidings. Former junlor high bulldings were
gradually turned to multiple uses, as well. Sometimes three or
more schools shared a single bullding. As a resuit, the schoolis
were all small, and thelir staffs and parents were assoclated with
them largely by choice.

By the late Seventies, Central Park East was so Inundated

wlth applicants that the district decided to start a small annex at
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P.S. 109. The district's decision was probably also motivated by
the availability of federal funds for the purpose of school
integratlon. While Central Park East has always had a
predominantly black (45%) and Hispanic (30%) student
population, it is one of the few district schools that has also
maintained a steady white population, as large as about 25%. (The
population of District #4 is about 60% Hispanic, 35% black, and
5% white.)

In the beglnning, thls ratio came about largely by chance,
but the 25% white population in the school has been maintained
by choice. In general, the school has sought to malntain as much
heterogeneity as possible, without having too many fixed rules
and complex'machlnery. The school accepts all siblings, as part
of its family orlentation. After sibllngs, prlority goes to
nelghborhood familles. In other cases. the school trles to be
nonselectlve, taking in most of its population at age 5 strictly on
the basis of parental choice, with an eye to malntaining a
balanced student body. Well over half of the students have
always quallfied for free or reduced-price lunches, and some {5
percent to 20 percent meet the state requirements for receiving
special educatlon funds.

In 1980, the annex opened In P.S. 109 and served the same
purposes and the same population as Central Park East I. although
the new school was a mlle and a half southeast of Central Park
East I, It began as an "annex,’ serving two classes of 5- and 6-year
olds. Wlthin « few years, It was big enough to be designated a

separate school. The parents and staff members selected thelr
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own director, Esther Rosenfeld, but they decided to continue to
proclaim their connection to Central Park East I by calling their
school Central Park East 1I. And the two schools continued to
handle recruitment decisions jointly, to share staff retreats, to
plan their budgets jointly, and sometimes to share specialists.
The demand for spaces still far outstripped available
seats, and a few years iater, the dlstrict declded to start a third

school. This time the new director, Sheiley Price., and her staff

decided to call themselves by a new name: River East. They
opened in the old Benjamin Franklin High Schooli buiiding
beside the East River. The old high school had been closed,
largely because of district pressure. It reopened as the
Manhattan Center for Math and Science, and it housed, in
addlition to River East, a smail junior high school and a new high
school.

Thus by 1984, Central Park East had become three
schools. each designed for about 250 students. each with its own
Individual styie and character, yet united in basic ways.

Then, in 1984, at the 10th graduation of our founding,
Theodore Sizer congratulated the school for its impressive
history and asked, "Why not a Central Park East secondary
school? Why not keep the good things going through the 12th
grade?” We agreed. Our own study of our 6th grade graduates had
persuaded us starting a secondary school was a good idea. Some
of our critics had said that a secure and supportive elementary
school would not prepare students to cope with the ‘reai worid.”

Our study of our graduates had proved them wrong. Regardless of
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race or soclial class, our graduates had handled the real world
well. They had coped. The statistics we compiied amazed even
us. Only one of our graduates, who were hardly an academic elite,

had left school prior to earning a high school diploma.

Furthermore, half of our graduates had gone on to college.

But our graduates had stories to tell. And their stories
were not stories about being educated, but about survival. They
told us stories that confirmed what Slzer had written about U.S.
high schools in Horace's Compromise. But the stories our
graduates told us were generally far worse than those Sizer
chronicled. since he was often describing wealthy or middle-
class schools.

We began negotiations with the district and with the city.
In the fall of 1985 we opened the doors to Central Park East
Secondary School, which serves grades 7 through 12. We are now
back where we began, starting something entirely new. However,
clrcimstances are not exactly the same as they were when we
began Central Park East 1. For one thing, we cannot avold public
exposure even as we muddle through our first years. Then, too.
the obstacles that block the path of reforming a high school are
harder to budge than those that face elementary schools.

For instance, the idea that an "alternative” high school
means a school for “difficult” klds Is flrmly entrenched in the
traditlon of New York City high schools, and the anxiety about
preparing students for the ‘real world" is more pressing than in
elementary schools. Moreover, the Regents exams, course

requirements, college pressures, and the usual panic about
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dealing with adolescents and their problems combined to make
the task even more complex especially in light of New York's
recently adopted Regents Action Plan., which runs counter to
everything we and the Coalition of Essentlal Schools believe.
With Its increased number of required courses and standardized
examinations and its greater specificity about course content,
the Regents Actlon Plan leaves far less room for initiative and
Innovatlon at the school ievel. Another barrier is the dearth of
experience with progressive education at the secondary school
level. There Is little for us to iearn from and not much of a
network of teachers or teacher education Institutions that can
provide us with support, ideas, and examples.

But we have a iot going for us, too. We have our three

sister elementary schools to iean on and draw support from. We

have the Coalition of Essentlal Schools and a growing national
interest in doing something about the appalling quality of many
pubilc secondary schoois. And, under its current superintendent,
Carios Medina, the district continues to support the idea of
alternative "schools of choice’ for all children, all parents, and
all staff rnembers. We have aiso been receiving Invaluable
support from the cltywide high schoo! division and the
alternative high school superintendent, who oversees a dlsparate
collection of small high schools throughout New York Clty.

The oddest thing of all Is that the incredible experience
of District #4 has had so littie impact on the rest of New York
Clty. Here and there. another dlstrict will experiment with one or

another of our Innovated practices. But few are wllling to break
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out of the traditional mold. Generally, their alternative programs

are minl-schools, with relatively little real power as separate

institutions and without their own leadership. Often they are

open to only a select few students and thus, are resented by the

majority. Sometimes they are only for the "gifted" (often

wealthier and whiter) or only for those having troubie with

school.

There are many possible explanations for this state of

affairs, and we keep hoping that *next year® our ideas will finally

catch on. Perhaps the fact that next year keeps moving one year

further away suggests that many parents and teachers are

satisfied with the status quo at their iocal elementary schools or

that junior high passes so quickly that a stable constituency of

parents cannot be bulit.

But the high schools, which remain the responsibiiity of

the central board in New York City, are clearly in a state of

crisis. The drop-out rate is appalling, the fate of many who do not

drop out offlcially is equally devastating, and the decline in

college attendance by black and Hispanic students is

frightening. Perhaps the time has come for progressive education

to tackle the high school again, to demonstrate that giving

adoiescents, and thelr teachers greater responsibility for the

development of educational modelis is the key ingredient.

The notion of respect, which lies at the heart of

democratlc practice, runs counter to almost everything In our

current high schools. Today's urban high schools express

disrespect for teachers and students in myriad ways in ithe

[
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physical decay of the buildings, in their size, in the anonymity
of their students, and in the lack of control over decisions by
those who live and work In them.

Although the reasons for the recent national concern over
high schools may have littie to do with democracy, the current
reform mood offers an important opening - if we can resist the
desire for a new "one best way.” We cannot achieve true reform
by feral. Giving wider choices and more power to those who are
closest to the classroom are not the kinds of reforms that appeal

to busy legislators, politicians, and central board officials. They

cannot be mandated, only facilitated. Such reforms require fewer

constraints, fewer ruies - not more of them. They require
watchfuiness and continuous documenting and recording, not a
whole slew of accountability schemes tied to a mandated list of
measurable outcomes.

Do we have the collective will to take such risks? Only if
we recognize that the other paths are actually far riskier and have
long falled to lead us out of the woods. Llke democratic
societies, successful schools can't be guaranteed. The merits of
letting schools try to be successful are significant. But allowing
them to try requires boldness and patience - not a combination

that is politically easy to maintain .

Deborah Meler is the principal and one of the founders of
Central Park East Schooi, In East Harlem, New York City.

Reprinted from PHI DELTA KAPPAN, June 1987,




ARINICILIES .

“TO LIVE (AND THUS TO LEARN) THESE TRUTHS)":
TEACHING THE AMERICAN CONSTITUTION
by Dave Lehman

The bicentennial of the United States Coalition has just
passed, and as we enter the gate of this new year, there is no
more cruclal charge In the next 200 years to us educators, who
are the torchbearers for each new generation, than to see to the
full bloomling of the democratic potential envisioned by our
founding fathers. but yet to be realized. In Mortlmer Adler's
artlcle In the December 1987 Phi Delta Kappan °‘We Hold These
Truths", excerpted from his recent book by the same title - he
urges our schools to guarantee that all future students will at
least have read and understood the U.S. Constitution as well as
the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights (Adler,
271). Although Adier states this Is the ‘least to be expected® and
that "'much more might be expected,” I share the concerns stated
by Associate Editor Bruce Smith in nis introductory editorial
(Smith. 250) when he states hls fear that °... we will be satisfied
with knowing only the bare facts and strutting the trappings of
our knowledge in parlor games, even as we advocate our
responsibilities as citlzens and let others shape the future of our
nation.®

It is well past time in our schools simply to expect more
‘reading® and ‘understanding® of our democratic processes -
hasn't virtually every state in the unlon had this as a requirement

for high school graduation aiready? No, we must actively and




meaningfully engage our students in direct, participatory
democracy In their schools. But, before going into the specifics
of such a proposal for making our schcols and our society as a
whole fully democratic, let us at least correct some of the
crucial errors stiil being taught (or by omission, not being

taught) about the origins of our Constitution.

Iroquois Indians and “Forgotten” Roots of our Constitution

In September of 1987, being a two-day conference on
*The Iroquols Great Law of Peace and the United States
Constitution® was held at Cornell University which brought
together constitutional scholars, fawyers, and traditional
Iroquois leaders from across the country. (note - the fuil
proceedings of the conference, entltled Indian Roots of
American Democracy are avaliable from Cornell University's
Amerlcan Indian Program. Professor Donald Grinde, author of The
Iroquois and the Foundlng of the American Nation and a professor
at Gettysburg College reported that his research into the origins
of our Constitution reveal that the Albany Plan of Union
{forerunner to the Constitution) may welii have been a copy of the
Iroquois Confederacy, and that such concepts as the union of the
13 original states, federalism, ‘decorum and democratic councll’
were all borrowed from the Iroquois, but for which they are yet
to receive due credit. Grinde also *brought a major new
revelation to the Cornell conference, one that for the first time
placed the Great Law of Peace (of the Iroquols League of Nations)

within the constitutional convention® when he stated: “'One of
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the framers, John Rutledge, of South Caroiina, who was chair of

the drafting committee read portions of the Iroquols Law to the

other members of the committee” (Johnson, 5 and 6).

Such revelations at the conference confirmed what had
appeared eariier in the Northeast Indian Quarteriy, where Bruce
Burton had stated:

The modern age of democracy had its origin in the vast
recesses of this continent, and from here its principles
and examples spread throughout the world to other
nations. In its very essence it is an ‘International' form of
government based on the principles of natural equality
among the races, the individual's right to property, and
the mutual defense of those rights. The ‘great experiment’
as it has been called, was no 'experiment’ at all - but a
practicing, working system of pure democracy, stronger
and more resilient in pursuit of its interests than any
government created from the genius of humans. (Burton, 9)

And In the September 1987 issue of National Geographic
where the editors had stated:

Could it be that the U.S. Constitution owes a debt to the
Iroquolis? Benjamin Franklin cited their powerful
confederacy as an example for a successful union of
sovereign states., and contemporary accounts of the
American ‘'noble savage' ilving In 'naturai freedom’
inspired European theorists such as John Locke and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau to expound the philosophical
principies that helped ignite the Revolution and shape
the Constitution. (Nat'l. Geo., 370-371)

Again in the Fall 1987 issue cf the Northeast Indian
Quarterly several articles appeared on the subject and the list
of.'Selected Readlngs on Iroquols Contributlons to the United
States Constltution® was provided including the book - Forgotten
Ffounders: How the American Indian Helped Shape Democracy by

Bruce Johansen who also particlpated In the Cornell conference.
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Upon reading the book, | was more convinced than ever of this
giaring error in my own understanding of the roots of our
Constitution. Johansen cited literally hundreds of documents in
his research Iincluding the eariy writings of Franklin, Jefferson,
Hamilton, Paine and others, as well as the Iroquois Great Law of
Peace. He referred to such recent American historians as Fellx

Cohen, who wrote in 1952 - "... in their rush to 'Americanize’ the

Indian, Euro-Americans had forgotten or chosen to ignore, that

they had themseives been infiuenced by Indian thought and
action® (Johansen, 13). And to the ciassic 18th century work of
early American historilan Cadwaliader Colden, the first to write,

in English, first-hand accounts of lroquois society -

The present state of the Indian Nations exactly shows the
most Anclent and Original Condition of almost every
Nation; so, | believe that here we may with more certainty
see the original form of all government, than in the most
curious Specuiations of the Learned; and that the
Patriarchal and other Schemes In Politicks are no better
than Hypotheses in Philosophy, and as prejudiciai to real
Knowledge. (Johansen, 38).

Johansen referred to the original speeches of the Iroquois
themseives at various treaty councliis, such as that of
Canassdtego, speaker of the Gray Councii of the Iroquolis when he

addressed the Colonial delegates in 17394, saying:

Our wise forefathers established union and amity
between the Five Nations. This has made us formidabie.
This has glven us great weight and authority with our
neighboring Nations. We are a powerful Confederacy and
by your observing the same methods our wise forefathers
have taken, you will acquire much strength and power;
therefore, whatever befalls you, do not fall out with one
another. (Johansen, 62-63).
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He referred to Benjamin Franklin's close study of the

Iroquois and his admiration for their government:

Indlan leaders study oratory, and the best speaker had the
most influence, Franklin observed. In words that would
be echoed by Jefferson, Franklln used the Indian model
as an exemplar of government wlth a minimum of
governments. This sort of democracy was governed not by
feat, but by public opinion and consensus-creating
custom ... (Johansen, 87).

And Thomas Jeffers »n -

Having admired Franklin so, it was not surprising that
where Franklin faid down an Intellectual thread, Jefferson
often picked it up. Jefferson’s writings clearly show that
he shared Franklin's respect for Indian thought. Both men
represented the Enlightenment frame of mind of which
the American Indian seemed a practical example. both
knew firsthand the Indian way of life ... it was impossible
that that experience should not have become woven into
the debates and philosophical new things that gave the
nation's founding instruments their distinctive character”
{Johansen,101).

Johansen's research led him to the following summary state-

ment:

The United States was born during an era of
Enlightenment that recognized the universality of human
kind, a time in which minds and borders were opened to
the new wondrous,and the unexpected. It was a time when
the creators of a nation fused the traditions of Europe and
America, appreciating things that many people are only
now rediscovering - the value of imagery and tradition
shaped by oral cultures that honed memory and
emphasized eloquence, that made practica} realities of
democratic principles that were still the substance of
debate (and, to some, heresy) in Europe. In its zest for
discovery, the Enlightenment mind absorbed Indian
traditions and myth, and refashioned it, just as Indians
adopted the ways of European man. In this sense, we are
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all heirs to America's rich Indian heritage. (Johansen,
125).

Thus, let us at the outset at least correct this aspect of
the history of our U.S. Constitution, a history which Mortimer
Adier does not mention, at least in the major excerpt taken from

his recent book.

How Should We Teach the Constitution and the Bill of
Rights?

I propose that If we are really serious about teaching

future generations not only to *understand” the Constitution,
Declaration of Independence, and the Bill of Rigi:ts, but to put
such understanding actively to use as fully participating citizens
In a democratic soclety, then we must go beyond requiring ali of
our high school students simply to read these documents and
pass a test about thelr main Ideas. We must actively engage our
students, school staffs (teachers, administrators, paraprofes-
sonals, support personnel, secretarial and custodial staff), and
parents in the democratic running of our schoois. Students must
be immersed in a living democracy In smalil learning
communities (schools). They must be engaged In making real .
decisions not only about their own individuai education based
on a variety of real choices. but about the collective life of their
school community administrative, judicial, financial, all aspects.
This approach s not necessarily new, but has yet to be
fully realized in our educational system as a whole. As John

Dewey said in 1915:

The conventional type of education which trains
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children to docility and obedience, to the careful
performance of imposed tasks because they are imposed,
regardless of where they lead, is suited to an autocratic
society. These are the traits needed in a state where there
is cne head to plan and care for the lives and institutions
of the peopie. But in a democracy they interfere with the
successful conduct of soclety and government ...
Responsibility for the conduct of society and government
rests on every member of society. Therefore, everyone
must recelve A training that wiil enable him to meet this
responsibility, giving him just ideas of the condition and
needs of the people collectively, and developing those
qualities which will ensure his doing a fair share of the
work of government.

Children in school must be allowed freedom so that they
will know what its use means when they become the
controlling body. and they must be allcwed to develop
active quallties of inltlative, Independence, and
resourcefulness, before the abuses and failures of
democracy will disappear. (Dewey, 303-304).

Mortimer Adlers recommendation that

. they (future citizens) will have read the three
documents that are our political testament’ sounds too

much like the more-cf-the-same mentality that seems so
rampant in most of the current....educational ‘reform*
movement.

Edward Deci. professor of psychology at the University of
Rochester, recently voiced his concern about this giant step

backwards:

There is no doubt that our educational system has
problems, but many of the proposed solutions are likely
to exacerbate them. Initiatives that establish stronger
controls In education will result in poorer education ...
When teachers are pressured and controlled to provide
results, they respond with rigid, controelling behavior.
This, in turn, lessens the students’ intrinsic motivation
and impairs their creative performance ... [ think we need
to support systems that ¢ne¢’ ragc teachers to be
innovative and self-determining and to promotc
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innovation and self-determination in their puplls. By
pushing harder with procedures such as standardized
curriculums and competency tests, we are likeiy to end
with less excellence. (Deci, 52-53).

. as professor Patricia Cross of Harvard University stated:

The school reform movement of the 1980s focuses
primarily on mechanical solutions that are imposed from
the top and that can be implemented quickly. Tight
control and careful specifications may define minimal
standards, but they also stifle the spirit of innovation and
experimentation that researchers are finding so essential
to excellent organizations. (Cross 170)

and to a democratlc society!

The reality is that our schools continue to be
fundamentally flawed in that they begin with a denial of our most
basic democratic freedom, that of the freedom of choice. Thus,
the primary living lessons, aithough not in any textbooks, of all

who experience our education system are from the beginning, in

fact, undemocratic. This situation Is described by Smith Burke

and Barr as follows:

For nearly 90 percent of the families in this country,
there are no cholces in elementary or secondary
education. Without choice.without parental consent,
children and you (parents) are assigned to specific
schools and to specific classes within these schools. The
same situation exists for some teachers and administrators
who are assigned to specific schools within a
district.This situation is both undemocratic and
unAmerican... (emphasls mine] (Smith, Burke. and Barr,5).

Thus, we must begin to teach the truths of our Constitution
from the very way in which students, parents, teachers. and
administrators are Initlally involved in their schools. As New
Orleans teacher/administrator Robert Ferris has put it: "It is a

very important democratic right that parents have all Kinds of




cholces and options In which to educate their chiidren® (Ferris,

8). But we must go beyond this simple beginning democratization

of our schools less this individualizing and privatizing of
educational cholce miss the heart of democracy which iIs the
collective dialogue of the community. Again, as Dewey pointed

out:

| believe that education Is the fundamental method of
soctial progress and reform ... that education is a
regulation of the process of coming to share In the social
consclousness; and that the adjustment of Individual
activity on the basis of this soclal consclousness Is the
only sure method of social reconstruction. (Dworkin, 30).

Schools must therefore be a living democratic
experlence for our future generations if they are to fearn the
Constitution. Making such changes as this wlll not be easy, but
fortunately there are working modeis already available
throughout the country. There is the work of the late Larry
Kohiberg and hls colieagues at Harvard with their efforts in
‘moral development” and "Just Community Schools’.

Secondly, as Thomas Gregory of Indiana University stated

recently:

Changing high schools will not be easy under the best of
clrcumstances. But, thanks to alternative schools, we
aiready know most of what we need to know to do it,
working modeis of publlc high schools that have
successfully made the transition exist. We call them
alternative schools. Because they have been developed
for this generation of students, they more naturally fit
thelr needs rather than those of thelr parents or
grandparents. Emulating these existing schools
represents the high school’s best hope of once again
becoming a viable social institution. {emphasis mine)
{(Gregory, 33).
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And one of the key features frequently found in such
alternative school models is that they are run democratically. As
the founder and principal of one such school - the 14-year old
Alternative Community School in Ithaca. New York {(a public
middle school and high school of 215 students) - we have taught
democracy directly through the day to day experiences of our
staff, students, and parents. We hold weekly All Schools Town

Meetings.” planned and run by a student Agenda Committee - one

of more than a dozen standing committees dealing with

everything from running the iunchroom and budget to a student
Review Board (a type of student court) and Curriculum
Committee. Our weekly staff meetings are organized and run by a
staff Agenda Committee, and our monthly meetings of the Parent
Steering Committee as well as the representative. overseeing
Advisory Board {(made up of students. staff, parents. and
representatives from other district schools and community
agencles) provides everyone directly affected by any decision In
our school with an opportunity to participate in the making and
implementing of that decision. This is where future generations
can learn direct, participatory and representative democracy. and
acquire the specific skilis needed to be a fully functioning
citizen in our democratic soclety. As Tom Gregory sald, there is
no lack of models of things for educators to try. But. If we are

successful, what changes might this bring about in our soclety?

Toward Fulfiiling Our Democratic Promise

Mortimer Adler's article on "We Hold These Truths.® closes
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with a section on *"What Remains to be Done?’; suggestions about
*... steps that should be taken to Improve the Constitution®
{Adler, 273-274). 1 agree with many of these 14 suggestions
(actually posed as questions), and it is the elghth that is the heart
of what 1 feel is so cruclally needed in our next 200 years of

striving to live the Constlitution - *... to Increase the

participatory, as contrasted with the representative, aspect of our

democracy’ (Adler, 274).
In his excellent book, Strong Democracy: Participatory
Politics for a New Age, Rutgers Unlversity professor, Benjamin

Barber states:

it Is one of the Ironies of the American form of
government that no uniform nationwide system of local
participation has ever been Instituted or even
considered. Jefferson outlined a plan for ward government
throughout the ycung nation that might have given it a
participatory Infrastructure from the onset....But most of
the founders concurred with Madison in his distrust of
direct participation and hastened to insuiate the
republics agalinst its tumultuous populists by means of
representation. (Barber, 268)

He goes on to make a strong cwse for finally overcoming
the Madisonlan mentaiity and adopting a Jeffersonian approach,
offering several suggestions including a "national system of
neighborhood assemblies.” a ‘national Initiative and referendum
process permitting popular Initiatives and referenda on

congresslional legislation,® and ‘the civic use of
teilecommunications for debate and discussion of referendum
fssues,” as well as nine other concrete recommendations for

revitalizing our democratic citizenship. (Barber, 307)
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Benjamin Barber, like Mortimer Adler, polnts out several

things that could be done to correct some of the processes of our
democratic system, such as ... removing certain liberal
obstacles; representation, the party system, single-member
legislative districts, and the separation of powers® (Barber, 308).
And here again, the Iroquols can stiii instruct us as noted in the
National Geographic articie - "Though seemingly eclipsed by
history. the confederacy and its form of government continued to
function to this day, maintained by fervent Iroquois
traditionalists, who adhere to the same Great Law of Peace that
sustained their ancestors® (Nat'l. Geo. 373). In the words of

Lahoia (Sioux) Chief Luther Standing Bear, "America can be

revived, rejuvenated, by recognizing a Native School of thought"
(Johansen, xv).

Finally, Barber ciearly states the chalienge for democracy
in our society in the 21st century in the preface of his book,

"To restore democracy to America - or to create it where it
has never existed Is a cosmopolitan project even if It is
constrained by American parochialism. When Langston Hughes
pleads for liberty in his impassioned poem 'Let America Be

America Again,’ he pleads on behalf of the human race:

{ am the poor white, fooled and pushed apan,

| am the Negro bearing siavery's scars.

i am the redman driven from the iand.

I am the immigrant clutching the hope | seek -

And finding only the same oid stupid pian

Of dog eat dog. of mighty crush the weak

Oh, let America be America again -

The land that has never been yet -

And yet must be - the land where everyone Is free.
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The land that's mine - the poor man's, Indian’s,
Negro's, ME -

There is one road to freedom: it lies through democracy.

The last best hope now, as 200 years ago. is that America can be

America: truly self-governing and democratic, thus truly free-

(emphasis mine) (Barber, xvl).

We educators must get about this duel task of (1)
correcting our teaching about the origins of our U.S.
Constitution., and (2) making our schools genuine democratic
institutions in order that today's youth, the very young peopie

who are to become our democratic citizens.
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LEARNING, RELATIONSHIPS AND ‘BURNOUT'
A Personal Report by Rosaile Bianchi

I knew something very different was happening at the

Free School when I came here to teach in 1973. It had to do with

the quality of the relationships | saw between teachers and

children. There was an openness, a sense of trust and mutual
respect. The relationships were very alive and so. different from
the distancing I was accustomed to in public schoois. In the
interactions there was an acknowledgement of each person's role
(adult/child, teacher/student) and a respect for these roles.
Adults were clear and direct in their expectations of the children
and I saw chi!dren respond with acceptance. I didn't see much
whining or a barrage of questions like, "Why do you want me to
do that?" And I dldn't see kids just obeying blindly. If the child
felt that the adult's expectations were unjust, there was room for
dlscussion, but it depended on the childl Some children have
the hablt of questloning everything in a way that seems like a
distancing device or reluctance to accept the adult's natural role.
Other children may need to say no. So | am descrlbing
reiationships that took each chiid's individual self into account
and the adult's seif also. There was an element of truth in the
reiatlonships, an acknowledgment of two indlviduals working
together on the exciting process of iearning. There was no
technlque | could plug into for handiing a situation - all children

are different, all situations are different.
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Too often in alternatlve schools I've seen teachers
behaving as peers with children, being almost being child-like
themselves. Whlle thls seemed satlsfying to the adults, the
chiidren were acting-out. There was something dishonest in
these relationships, something unsald. Maybe it's, 'I'li let you
have fun and i won't set iimits and you'll be nice to me and we'll

have a fun time". Children need to know what the limits are; they

can have plenty of friends their own age. | felt basic needs

weren't being met, especially the need for guidance from a
strong supportive adult.

In the kind of relationships | see at the Free School, both
adults and chlldren are wllling to learn from each other. The
relationships are not static but growing, evolving. The persons
involved are wllling to take the risk of losing the relationshlp
altogether. It takes openness and emotional maturity for an adult
to have relationships like this.

When I first came to the Free School. | could see and
appreciate the interactions but they were beyond me. It was as
if | was asking myseif to "be spontaneous.” | had no experience
with honest relationships. | had developed habits of suppressing
emotlons Indlscriminately, of manlpulating instead of being
direct. Simply put. I didn't love myself enough to let others in. |
preferred the distancing and the technlques of traditlonal school.
This block toward intimacy extended to other parts of my life as
weli. But | knew instinctlvely that I had something to learn by

staying in the Free School Community.
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So my years at The Free School have been a turning

within and an opening out. a journey of ietting go of old negative

behaviors (this {s workl) and trying new behaviors and new ways

of thinking in the context of relationship and in the context of
community. The adults are actively working on being
emotionaily honest with themseives and each other. There is no
divisive gossip of the kind that occurs in most institutions. At
first the honesty seemed harsh to me. [ think there is an impilicit
agreement in our society to be indirect, to express alil the
feelings to someone eise and in many instances never
communicate directly. It is as If we don't have the skilis needed
for intimacy. We have iearned ailenation as a way of life -
alienation from our seives and from others. Children iearn
emotlonal distancing very young and the learning is compounded
in school when they are with aduits in an Institution where the
reiationships are not honest.

I learned (and [ am still iearning) that when someone is
angry, it I1s not my fault. I don't need to feei attacked and [ am
able to hear what s/he has to say. This allows me to be with that
person. | have learned that when [ want to communicate
something important, 1 can do this in a way that wiil work. It
takes knowing myseif. This iIs not just the realm of the therapist
but is the stuff of lifel I belleve this way of being Is currently
only being written about in the context of "humanistic
psychoiogy.” whereas pubiications about "education” never
touch it. But my experience tells me that emotional and

cognitive growth are connected. I see a reiationship between the
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kind of learniag | have seen and experienced at the Free School-
a combination of emotional and intellectual growth - and the

learning and education that both John Dewey and Plaget write

about. I see this connection every day In the practice of

teaching and learning. John Dewey has sald that theory needs to
be developed out of practice. This article deals with a theory
that | have developed from practice which has been clarified for
me by the works of Plaget and Dewey.

Jean Plaget described two kinds of learning: one is
learning in the strict sense in which knowiedge is gained
through direct experience, the iearning of information and skilis.
The other is learning in the broad sense which is related to the
deep kind of learning that 1 am writing about. This learning in
the broad sense is an internal process of construction. Within
each of us there Is a system integrating incoming data with
existing structures and ideas. This system assimiiates new
information and accommodates the existing structures according
to the new information. It modifies itseif in relation to events
but it does not iose continuity.

A baby recelving her first toy tries to put it in her mouth,
accommodating to it by adjusting her mouth to its size. She
learns that It can't be swallowed, and modifies her understanding
of objects to inciude edible and non-edible. She has assimilated
the information and accommodated it to her inner idea of how
things are. This baby, according to Piaget, is aiso seeking ways
to achieve a balance between incoming data and ideas based on

previous experience. He calls this balance which the child

156




naturalily seeks, equilibrium. This cognitive equilibrium Is not a

state of rest but °...a dynamic state with exchanges capable of

buiiding and maintaining structural order in an open system."

(Pilaget. The Development of Thought, Equilbration of Cognitive
Structures) A child goes from one state of equilibrium to a
higher state through a self-regulating process caiied
equiilbration. It is the process of assimliiating and
accommodating.

When a person experiences something which does not fit
in with his ideas about the world, he goes Into a state of
unbalance -disequiiibrium. The person, naturally seeking
equilibrium, can do either of two things. He can return to a
former equilibrium, in which case there is no cognitive growth,
or he can assimilate/accommodate and reach a higher ievel of
equilibrium. Plaget says that non-baiance might be the driving
force of cognitive growth; without it knowledge remains static. |
have a hunch that sometimes adults get stuck In ideas about the
way things are and do not experience the imbalance necessary to
move to a higher level. They get stuck in doing the same things
over an- over again even though it is obvious that what they are
doing isn't working. They often revert to a previous equillbrl‘um,
rather than try a new strategy and experience disequilibrium.
Often, when kids get ‘stuck® in iearning, they seern unwiliing to
feel the imbalance. Littie chiildren growing up experience this
all the time: they need to ¢ this in order to learn survivai skilis.
When we grow up, we seem to .nse this abliity to assimilate and

accommodate. We don't seem to be able to toierate the mystery
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of life as small children de so easily.

One needs to be able to see the conflict and look for new
solutions, try them out and experience imbalance. This inner
confllct - imbalance - this rlsk-taking, is what 1 see us trying to
do at the Free School. It Is an opportunlty for learning in the
broad sense, and it's a major Internai process that takes place In
the school.

I am not describlng @ smooth and trouble-free process.
When I flrst came, | had wanted to control Interactions ana make
them flt my idea of how things should be, but I was in an
atmosphere where imbalance was encouraged. | have gradually
become more able to tolerate the variatlons. The process Is a

challenge: a challenge to be emotlonally honest and accept the

joy of relationship. In some way a deep kind of learning has

taken place that is both emotional and intellectual, perhaps a
learning in the broad sen-<e that Is fostered by the environment.
| see the results of this learning In the adults and children
around me. We are all on this journey together.

The external workings of the Free School are very much
like other "alternatlve communlty schools.” We have regular
classes and the acquis‘tion of skllls Is given high priority.
Chlidren become self-reinforcing learners. We have a monthly
newspaper managed by the third, fourth and flfth graders. We go
on week-long trips to a farm in the Berkshires and to a seacoast
farm In Maine. Governance on a daily level includes a counc.’
meeting system where children can call a meeting to solve a

problem. The dfternoons are spent with children actively
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involved In music, carpentry, creative dramatics, story-telling,
pottery etc. Because the aduits are actively growing and
changing . the chiidren thrive In the resulting atmosphere. 1
have seen “turned-off,” angry chlidren turn themselives around
and start enjoying school and life. They learn that they have a
cholice about thelr behavlor, just as the adults are fearning this
also.

Learning that one has a cholce Involves healing the hurt
that keeps the negative behavior going. How does one heal?
Acknowledgement of the hurt is the beginning. the turning
within. Chiidren are abie 0 to do this because the teachers are
acknowledging their own hurt. The openness of teachers shows
kids how to do this. Everyone has his own way. When this
learning/heaiing begins, children who have beeu "stuck® begin
acquiring skiils rapidly. They are more open to life. Teaching Is
no longer a struggle. 1 belleve that teachers experience
‘burnout’ when they try tc force someone to learn. What an
Impossibie task. It deadens the relationship and creates
alienation. When a child Is open to being with people and
enjoying life, learning then is as inevitable as growing.

This Is education based on llving experience, and It is
made possibie by adults who are willing to live with iife's
uncertainties, take risks, and see life In its actuality and
potentiality: by adults who are willing to stav centered; by
adulits who are abie to experience group and Individual tensions
and accept them as life - joyous and exciting. | belleve this is

whal John Dewey meant in Democracy in Education when he sald
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that schools are not a preparation for life; they are life, the kind
of life where one is open to having c¢xperiences which are rich,
and full of *'wonder, chance and uncertalnty.” In John Dewey's
words, we can experience the wholeness of life when we have
accepted °...the oscillation between the surrender to the
externa! and the assertlon of the inner.” It is through relatlonship
that we can do this, that we can dance between the inner and
outer worlds. How can there be *burnout’ when something thils

dynamic is happenlng?

Rosalie Bianchi was a teacher at The Free School In Albany from
1973 until 1987. Her Master's thesis, a study of Piaget, Skinner
and Dewey In the light of her experience at The Free School, Is
also Included in this collectlon.
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ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS IN EARLY AMERICA
by Ron Miller

The struggle to make education democratic and responsive

to chiidren’s developmental needs is aimost as old as America

itself. The hopes - and frustrations - of today's dlternatlive

educators were shared by previous generations, and it may be
helpful to reflect on their experience.

Afthough America was born amidst a great burst of
egalitarian idealism, social history teaches us that underneath
the slogans and hooplc, there was from the start an elite class -
merchants and later industrialists in the north, land- (and. at one
time, slave-) owners in the south - with a vested interest in
keeping democratic enthusiasm within manageabie bounds. This
group has been served by its lawyers and politicians, by its
religious authoritles, and. we must realize, by Its educators.

Still, class analysis by itself does not explaln the origins
of our public schools and their alternatives. There was, and still
is to an alarming extent, a deep-seated belief that children must
be forced to grow up properly. The idea that childhood is a
distinct stage of human life with its own rhythms and needs was
only beginning to emerge at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Children were considered to be small adults (notice how they
were depicted in contemporary portraits). Schooling. except for
the tiny minority who were groomed for the professions, was an
insignificant part of soclalizatlon in agrarian societv. Its only
purpose vias to driii students in rudimentary skills and relfgious

and patriotic catechisms. If children couldn't sit still and learn,
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they were simply beaten.
The first educator to significantly chailenge this

prevailing belief was Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827) in

Switzeriand. He recognized that children iearn through activity

rather than abstraction, that the school must be a carefully
planned, nurturing environment, and that it can pldy an important
roie In improving children's aduit lives. Pestalozzi's schools
were visited by hundreds of observers. Including a Scottish-
American phllanthropist named Wiliiam Maclure. Deeply
impressed, Maclure invited one of Pestalozzi's assoclates, Joseph
Neef, to come to the U.S.

Both Maclure and Neef had high hopes that Pestalozzi's
Ideas would catch on more rapldly in republican America than In
Napolecnic Europe. in 1808 Neef published Sketch of a Plan and
Method of Education (the flrst pedagogical work in English in
the new world)., and in 1819 opened a school in Phiiadeiphla
under Maclure's sponsorship. He introduced Pestalozzi's radical
innovations: Instead of the accepted authoritarian approach.
Neef saw himseif as a friend and fellow learner of his pupils. He
led them on fleld trips, encouraged them to think and question
for themselves, and abhorred corporal punishment. He sought to
make education reievant to the students' lives; he consldered
Greek and Latin to be a waste of time, but taught them, since
they were essential for coliege admisslon.

Neef had Initial success, but eventually his zealous
egalltarianism and freethinking rellgious views tarnished his

reputation. He went west to Kentucky In 1813 but failed. By
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1816, Maciure wrote to Neef that he had lost his optimism about
America’s ripeness for Pestalozzlanism.

In 1825, though. Maclure joined Robert Owen's utopian
comrmunity of New Harmony. Indiana. Neef came in 1826, and
along with two other Pestalozzians Maciure had brought over,

conducted what must have been the most stimulating educational

environment in America of its time. But the New Harmony

fdeology, which Neef shared, was socialist, atheist and
abolitionist. On all three counts, Neef was disqualified from
serious consideration by the public. Although he continued to
teach in Ohio for six years after New Harmony's collapse in 1828,
his ideas had little impact.

In rural Connecticut, however., a young schoolmaster
named Bronson Alcott, already intuitively sensitive to children’s
ways of thinklng and learning, came across Pestmlozzi's ideas and
heard of the New Harmony school. In 1827, Alcott’'s own school
was acclaimed as one of the best in the country, and a libe:al
minister, Samuel J. May (later a leading abolitionist and Alcott's
brother-In-law), was impressed with his method, which, said May.
served “to invite rather than compel attention. to awaken thought
rather than to load the memory, and in one word to develop the
whole mind and heart. rather than some of either."t.

But the parents in Alcott's town were not so pleased; why
weren't their children being drilled and disciplined? Why did
they Ilike thelr teacher so much that they visited him for further
discussions in the evenings? The parents opened rival schools

1[)()1’()lhy MeCuskev, Bronrvon Voot Teacher INY 19000 p o aY
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which drained Alcott's. So in 1828 he went to Boston, where he -
along with a whole generation of reformers - came under the
inspiring Influence of tie Unitarian leader William Ellery
Channing. In 1830 Alcott left for Philadeiphia, where he studied
European Romanticism and idealism, and in 1834 returned to
Boston a fuil-fledged Transcendentalist.

Under Channing's sponsorship, Alcott opened the Temple
School and attracted children from some of the leading families
of the city. He was assisted by Elizabeth Peabody, Channing's
secretary and a gifted teacher in her own right (after 1860 she

was the leader of the kindergarten movement in the U.S.). Alcott

used conversations and journal writing; he admired Socrates and

Jesus, who taught by evoking the intellectual and moral qualities
aiready inherent In the person. To Aicott, education meant the
cultivation of the spiritual essence of every individual. Like
FPestalozzi, Alcott provided a loving, accepting environment. and
maintained discipiine through hls own fatherly presence and by
cuitivating in the students a sense of responsibility for the
classroom community.

For a few months in 1835-36. the schooli flourished.
Peabody's Record of Mr. Alcott's School attracted favorable
attention (and introduced Alcott to Emerson, who became his
lifelong friend). But Alcott was on a spirituai pilgrimage of his
own. and seeing the uncorrupted chiidren as his teachers, he led
them on explorations of Biblical passages and theological
themes. In December 1836 and February 1837, he published -

over Peabody's objections - his two volumes of Conversations
164




with Children on the Gospels. Joining the barrage of
Transcendentalist literature which was just then emerging.
Conversations was perceived as a threat to ecclesiasticai
authority and conventlonal morality. Whiie Neef's mistake was to
be Irreiigious, Alcott's was to be too religious! Newspapers
ridiculed him. Peabody resigned. Even Channing was critical.
Parents withdrew their children, and Temple School closed in
1838.

Alcott tried to organize another school, but when he
admitted a black girl, and refused to dismiss her when white
parents compiained, he 1ost most of his other students. By 1839
he was down to flve pupils - three were his own daughiers,
Inctuding six-year-old Loulsa May. So Alcott learned what

rudence Crandall had found In 1833 when she tried to run an
Integrated - and then an all-black - schoo! in Connecticut: New
England was not ready for raclal equality.

Other Transcendentalists conducted schools that were
Innovative but less threatening to the communlity. Henry
Thoreau. with his brother John, ran one in Concord from 1839 to
1841. Although classroom instruction was rigorous enough to
prepare the older boys for college, there was no corporal
punishment (Henry had resigned from the town school over this
Issue). and there were regular field trips into the town and
countryside; Transcendentailsm always encouraged direct
education - or inspiration - from life. This school was popular,
but closed because of John's failing health.

In the same year - 1841 - the Transcendentallst commune
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Brook Farm was established by George Rlpley (who, llke Alcott,
had read Pestalozzi and been encouraged by Channing). The
school was the most successful element of the experiment. A
skiiled and beloved faculty comblned solid academlc tralning
with a varlety of experiences on and off the farm. By all
accounts, it was Idyllic. But Transcendentalist idealism waned
in the face of the muscle-flexing America that was emerging.
Commerce, industry and westward expansion were booming. In
1846 the U.S. Invaded Mexlco. In i850 the Fugitive Slave Law
would be passed. In this atmosphere, Brook Farm seemed
hopelessly romantic, and It flnally closed In 1847.

So It was not a Neef or an Alcott. a New Harmony or a
Brook Farm that would set the course for public educatlon in
Amerlca. [t was a crusading lawyer/politician named Horace
Mann. lIronically, Mann himself was influenced by Pestalozzi's
work and Channing's moral fervor. He was even a quiet
abolitlonlst. But he recognized that most Americans were not
Interested in having education cultivate the latent human
quallties of every chlld. Schooling at the public's expense
could only be sold as soclal insurance: with the country
becomling urban and Industrial, with large numbers of
workingmen and then Immigrants clustering In the cities, schools
were needed to Instlil a sense of patriotlc duty, a respect for
authorlty. and habits of punctuality and thriftiness. In contract
to Mann's sober, moralistic program, radlcals such as Neef and
Alcott seemed dangerously subversive.

Thus, In 1847, when Aicott offered to le<ture at one of
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Mann's teachers’' institutes, Mann turned him down, because
Alcott's views were "hostiie to the state.” Think about it] The
most talented teacher, and most provocative conversationalist. of

his generation was not allowed to contribute to public education

in this supposedly democratic society, because his ideas were

too democratic. Here, In microcosm, is the entire history of

alternative schooling in America.
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FROM THE VIEWPQINT OF A USER
by Sam McPheeters

I have attended a wlde and varled range of schools during
my now almost compiete high schooi years. Having moved from
alternative to military, from pubiic to *prep.* I find myself in a
posltion to draw some tentative conciusions from these
experiences. There are definlte differences, beyond the obvilous
ones, In aspects of the varlous educational systems. What
interested me most were the contrasting attitudes of alternative
school students and private school students.

My own feellngs about learning also fluctuated durlng my
schoollng. As a chlld in my first school, which happened to be
alternative (The Free School, In Albany, New York, from 1974 to
1979). | had almost no knowledge that any other form of
education existed. However, in many ways it was this aimost
total assimilation into a less structured iearning environment
which later helped me to galn a good perspectlve on things.

When | left that school for the public (and iater mliitary)
school system, | became very screwed up, and thus, when |
attended my second alternative school (Shaker Mountain, in
Buriington, Vermont, during 1983 and 1984). | became
‘disillusioned” with a structureiess environment and yearned for
the "discipline” of a *normal’ school. When | finally made It back
to the world of textbooks and lectures, 1 agaln grew weary of the
system | was in and re-adopted my “iiberal’ views on education.

I have finally found stabllity In my present position, and,

looking back on the zlgzags of my schoollng, I notlced that
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aithough most of my changes had been brought on by my
immedlate dissatisfaction (a ionging for some utopia always
Hround the corner), I had been offered a rare opportunity to
witness a wide cross-section of schools.

The most noticeable of these dlfferent attitudes deals
wlth the student's social and sex roles. | am dealing only with
the alternatlve and “prep® schools, where the environment Is, at
least outwardly, relaxed. At the other high schools which I have
attended, the students were too preoccupled with tenslon and
violence (overt, llke the clty gangs of ‘tough® publlc schools, or

covert, llke the mllltarlstic phllosophy of the boys' academy |

attended for a year) to notlce any social pattern.

How people look at these spheres of education, and the
students typlcal to those types of schools, are largely stereo-
typed. My present school, a prlvate religlous establlshment, has
a reputation (not altogether undeserved) for breeding "snobbish*
and elltist students. My previlous alternatlve school has had
many reputations, some complilmentary, some not so nice. The
polnt, even If no other conclusion can be drawn, Is that general
hypocrisy (applying a standard to one school and not to another)
exlsts concerning the public's attltude toward the student's
behavior In the two types of schools.

All too often the alternative schools are blained for the
student's ‘rudeness’ and poor attltude, whereas many of the
private schools aren't held accountable In the least when thelr
students develop into closed-minded soclalites, Interested only

in whatever small group of frlends they are involved with.




Obviously this Is a vast simpiification: many private school
students are perfectiy normal people. However, it is true that
there is a certain percentage of kids In any private school who fit
the "prep” school student stereotype perfectly: rich, spoiled kids
not caring about the world, and not caring about their fellow
students except In the basest. most artificially social way
possible. By remalning silent when students spread gossip. pass
notes and stab each other in the back. private administrations are
giving the go ahead for kids, unequipped even to deal with each
other (let alone the rest of the universe) on an honest basis. to
continue to lead confused llves. By organizing artificial social
events, needless rules, and restrictive dress codes, these
schools are furthering the causes of dlscrimination. By limiting
the student's ability to experience different ways of solving
problems, education and lifestyies, ignorance and hatred are
easlly bred. Klds who exclude ugly and poor people can be
easlly taught to exciude on racist, sexist or religious grounds.
When presented with these probiems, people at my school
have asked me, "What can be done? After all,” as they state, "This
type of phoniness is only human nature. Why try and halt the
inevitable?® Well, flrst of all, there is an alternative. Although a
school government which relles as heavily on student input as
most alternative schools do may have their fair share of
problems,. at least the democratic schools have the capacity to
deal openly with soclallzation problems instead of repressing
them under a curtaln of ignorance. When faced with a student

who is hostile or ‘rude’ to the community, the alternative school

170



works enough In the open to be able to address the problem in a
reallstic manner. While a private school may be able to punish
{ts own ‘rude” students, who In a "prep” school ever addresses
the problems of destructive rumors and closed circles of
discriminatory friends?

There are many, many other differences between the two

types of Institutions, some of which I may yet have to plck up on,

some in faver of private schoois, some In favor of alternative
schoois. However, the problem of students' attitudes Is one of
the most noticeable and most important. Until many private
schools claim responsibility for the messed-up attitudes of thelr
students, or even acknowledge that this is a problem, they will
be unwlttingly releasing a lot of confused, repressed adults out

into the world.

SAM MCPHEETERS was a junior sixteen years of age in a local
private high schooli. at the time he wrote this article. During the
time of his stay at the Free Schooi he and another student
published a book on local folklore which is still being used in
the public schools. The summer after graduating from the Free
School he spent three weeks in Panama studying primates as part
of aresearch project of the School for Field Studies, a program of
the Smithsonian, for advance coliege credit. He did this on his
own initlative, one of only elght students in the program from all
over the country. He is currently engaged in desktop publishing,
and is working on writing another book.




COALITION AS COMMUNITY
by Chris Mercogliano

This article will be one long-time NCACS (National

Coalition of Alternative Community Schools, also referred to as

the Coalition}) member's attempt (I'm currently in my second year

on the Board) to come to some understanding of where the
Coalition has been, where it finds itself now, and perhaps to
come to a personal vision of where it could steer towards. To do
this, | will be drawing extensively from the work of M. Scott
Peck., particularly from his masterpiece on community, The
Different Drum, as weli as from Peck’s mentor, Wilfred Bion, who
did pioneering studies of group behavior at his Tavistock
Institute in London. From Wilhelm Reich, a predecessor of both
who made revolutionary discoveries about the nature of both
individual and group function in the 1930's, 40's, and '50's, | will
borrow the concepts, ‘contactiessness® and "the emotional
plague®, and | will be applying them to the recent, and to some
unknown extent current, state of polarization within NCACS
centered around the former executive director of the coalition..
I wilt also, where relevant, bring in the perspective of family
therapist Saivador Minuchin, who helped develop the notion in
the 70's that every family has a particular structure which
enables it to maintain automatically its internal patterns of
relating.

The scope of this article will be significant only if it is
placed in a historical perspective, To this end, I will be ‘aking

Avrich's. The Modern Schoo! Movement, for information on the
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Chris participating in morning warm-up exercises
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early history of alternatlve education, and then from interviews

viith Dave Lehman, currently Director of the Alternative
Community School In Ithaca, N.Y., whom [ have unofficially
appointed historian of the free school movement from the '60's
on. Interwoven throughout wili be my own personal
observations, recollections and conclusions based on my
attendance at recent board meetings and conferences,
particularly the April, 1989, national conference of the NCACS in
Oregon. My intention here will be only to make statements of my
own experience and not to judge, characterize, or violate the
confidentiaiity of others whom I may refer to in the course of
teiling the story from my point of view.

Finally, in iooking to the future. I find myself deeply
influenced by the words of quantum physicist David Bohm, who
is now applying his fifty years of exploration in theoretical
physics to the sociai and environmental problems which threaten
our continued presence on this earth. It is Bohm's conclusion
that our outdated western model of reality based on the
mechanistic science of the last several hundred years lies at the
heart of a deepening planetary crisis, and that reiying on it only
serves to keep both Individuals and groups of all kinds apatrt. |
share his conviction that our only hope is to continue to create
ways of coming together through what he terms, "group dlalogue.*

According to Webster's Collegiate Dictionary. Fifth
Edition. the word coalitlon means, ‘the act of coalescing:” with
coalesce defined as, ‘to grow together Into one body. to combine

together into one body or community.” In other words, a
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coalition is by definition an active process rather than a static
institution. It involves growing and changing - combining, The
importance of Webster's use of the word body must not be
overlooked. Coalitions are more than just conglomerations of

ideas or ideals. They invoive bodies, which means they involve

our feelings as welil as all of our "stuff* that we each and every

one of us bring to bear on our actions. Lastly. coalition means
community - again, by definition. All of which brings me to an
in-depth discussion of M. Scott Peck’'s, A Different Drum:
Community Making and Peace.
I found myselif moved to reread A Different Drum whiie
traveliing by train to the national conference in Oregon with a
group of Kids from our school (The Free School, in Albany. N.Y.)
in Aprii, 1989. It proved to be a powerful preparaticn for my
participation In the many board meetings as welii as for the five
day conference as a whole. | had been ali too aware of the
doubts and mixed feelings that I was bringing to Oregon with me
- not surprising, considering the painful and unresolved spiit
which had occurred within both the memtership and the board of
NCACS during the previous year over whether or not to remove
the member we had chosen for t. @ position of National Fieid
Coordinator. Peck's thoughts on community and peace seemed to
speak directly to the situation at hand
From the outset, it was ciear that | was not the only one
who brought anger, fear, or mistrust to that first conference
board meeting. The feeiing ir the room was charged and cut

right through the cold, clammy dampness that shrouded the first
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three days in Silver Falls. Fortunately, the NCACS president
opened the meeting with the insistence that everyone put their
hidden agendas on the table - an important piece of leadership

undoubtediy prompted by her having also found herself at the

center of the maeistrom for much of the past year - and everyone,

it seemed. responded in good falth. My own agenda included
anger towards all the key participants in the conflict for being
either unwilling or unabie to work the thing through, and toward
the coalition president In particular, because of my belief that
she had over time resorted to taking sides. By saying that to her
directly, along with apologizing for a very angry letter that I had
written her earlier, and then by being able to acknowiedge'to
her that I realized the impossible difficuity of the role she had
been asked to play, | was able to get clear with her and then
continue,

How had this group - whose iives were dedicated to
working with children In creative, compassionate, and humane
ways and which had developed such a ciose-knit organization for
mutual support - become so entangied in destructive and
sometimes outright vicious infighting? was the question I
wanted alil of us to look at together. I announced that | saw no
point in going ahead with any other coalition business until we
had addressed this question and then had done whatever was
possibie to resoive the concerns of those who had been willing
to attend the conference. 1 was absoluteiy steadfast in my
conviction that the problems we were faced with could not

possibly be charged to any one individual, but were instead the




responsibility of the eatire coalition, and indeed the result of
many unresoived areas - interpersonal, ideoclogicai, territorial,
and so on - within the organization as a whole as weil as a
statement of the coaiition's inability to deal with an Internal
ccnflict of such major proportions.

Peck begins The Different Drum with the statement that
community Is currently rare. On the other hand, it is a word that
is constantiy being devalued through its over-use in today's
language. It is a phenomenon, like electricity or love, which

defies z one-sentence definition. He compares genuine

community to a gem and says that it can be defined only by

describing its many facets, whiie sooner or later we get down to

a core of mystery.

if we are golng to use the word.meaningfully we must
restrict it to a group of Indivlduals who have iearned how
to communicate honestiy with each other, whose
relationships go deeper than their masks of composure,
and who have developed some significant commitment to
rejoice together, mourn together, and to delight in each
oth:~, maxing others' conditions our own.

Communities can have any number of forms and sizes,
some being iong-term and others only temporary in their
duration. They can be centered around a shared location, e.g. a
neighborhood or a dormitory; around a shared goal. e.g. a
political action or a professionai group; around a shared set of
ideas or ideals, e.g. a reiigious group - and perhaps NCACS wouid
fit in here - or around the desire simpiy to learn about
community, as is the case in the community-building workshops

which Peck ieads around the country. and so on. Uitimately,
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Peck concludes, the essence of community Is a shared spirit,

where a feeling of peace prevails, and yet where the members of

a group in community wlil from time to time struggle. The

struggles may become Intense, but they will have a productive

rather than a destructive effect.

Like true coalition, true community is extremely difflcult

to achleve today because of our relentless clinging to what Peck

terms a °tradltlon of rugged Indlviduallsm,” whereby we value

our independence above all else and are ioathe to reveal our

weaknesses, preferring Instead to project an image of having it

all together. The difflcuit reallty Is that there exists a constant

tenslon between what Carl Jung called "Indlviduatlon’ - the

result of a maturational process whereby we become our own
fully autonomous selves - and the interdependence wlth others

upon which our survlval depends.

So we are called to wholeness and silmultaneously to
recognitlon of our incompleteness; called to power and to
acknowledge our weakness, called to both individuation
and interdependence.

Thus the problem - Indeed the total failure - of the ethic
of rugged Indlviduallsm is that it runs wlth only one side of this
paradox, Incorporates only one half of our humanlty. It
recognizes that we are called to Indlvilduation, power, and
wholeness. But It denies entirely the other part of the human
story: that we can never fully get there and that we are, of
necessity in our uniqueness, weak and Imperfect creatures who

need each other.

Peck includes these qualltles In hls model of communlty:




emotional honesty, inclusivity (it's always easier for a group to

exclude), a commitment and a wiilingness to coexlst when the

going gets rough -‘communities are groups that learn to fight

gracefully,” - decision making by consensus, contemplation (each
member has a responsibility to "know thyself"), and healing
through the safety to reveal our vulnerability.

Certalnly no one was consciously trying to apply Peck's
model In that initlal board meeting that | began describing
eariler, and yet looking back It seems to me that we haltingly and
intultlvely covered the same ground. Qur presence in itself
Indlcated our commitment and as each of shared in turn what we
had brought with us to the conference, there was mentlon of
vulnerabllity in one form or another. We quickly laid down a set
of ground rules for resolving conflicts: one member, with the
support of the entlre group would serve as ‘vibes watcher’,
staying attuned to the feeling in the room especially durlng
perlods of intense struggle. When sensing that there was only
escalation on both sldes and that all ilstening had stopped, the
vibes watcher would call for a minute or two of silence, while
everyone would refiected on thelr own feelings and experience
of what had just happened. At the end of the "time out", rather
than launching headlong back Into the fray, the discussion would
begin with peopie sharing thelr reflections. There was also a
general agreement to speak only for oneself, not to carry
‘unfinished business’ out of the meeting and then engage in
private conversatlons as a way of avoiding completing th > issue,

and we agreed to reach all decisions by consensus.
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Interestingly enough, Peck states that genuine community
is often initiated in response to crisis. He attributes the growth
and success of Alcoholics Anonymous to their recognition of
members being in a state of continuing crisis. Alcoholics refer
to themselves as recovering, never as recovered. There was
never any doubt among us as to whether or not this was a criticai
moment in the life of the coalition. Would it Sp!lt into two or
more Separate organizations? Would iong-term relationships be
permanently severed? Was there any way to prevent the
polarization from spreading further, or any way to heal the
damage that had been suffered?

The words ‘community’ and ‘communicate” come from the
same root. Peck writes. The principles for good communication
are the same as the ones for community, and because human
beings have not yet learned how to talk to each other, we remain
ignorant of the ingredients of genuine community. It seemed so
evident to me that problems in communication, though certalnty
not the sole cause, were at the heart of the trouble between the
Natlonal Field Coordlnator and the NCACS members who had
called for hls dismissal. To avold generalizations, to speak
personally, and to listen wholehieartedly are three of Peck's rules
for communication, and ali three appeared absent to me during
the year or more of escalating anger and charges and counter-
charges. Seldom had anyone spoken dlrectly with the person
they were upset with; there had been a great deal of second and
third-hand message-carrying on both sides: and never had an

attempt been made at a face to face resolution of the conflict.
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Peck bellieves that in certain situations people may
unconsciously stumble onto the rufes of community, but since
they don't consciously fearn them, they tend to fail into and out
of community without any ccatroi over the process. Groups that
have fost the spirit of community sometimes try to regain it by
what Feck cails, ‘enemy formation,” engaging in mob psychology
and creating a threat that would otherwise not exist. It is
perhaps, he says, the most devastating form of human behavior.
Individuals as well as groups Induige in it, and it is a sign of
communlty decay and death. True community actually ceases at
this point. as the group graduailly becomes more and more
exclusive In order to deal with the supposed 'us agalnst them’
situation. Enemy formation Is invarlably a self-fulfilling
prophesy, and eventually the imaginary enemy becomes an actual
one. It is just such a process which [ belleve developed within
the coalition during the past year.

1t is not within the scope of this article, nor do | think it
possible here in any case, to unpack the detalls of what was done
and said by and between the Fieid Coordinator and the others
who became Increasingly angry with him and how he performed
hls job. That rather large suitcase couid only be handled by a
face to face meeting between all those Involved with the support
of a loving group and perhaps an objective medlator. My concern
Is with the effect of this year of deterlorating trust upon the
coalition itself. It is my belief that each of us who is concerned
about what has already happened, what may stlil be happening,

and what may well recur in the future If we fall to understand it,

181 o




could do well to locok at applying Peck's model to NCACS. And |
would Iike to go still deeper at this point by examining both
Wilhelm Reich's and Wilfred Blon's theories of group behavior as
additional models for understanding the dynamics of ours.

Reich was a radical student of Sigmund Freud In the
1920's who developed hls own school of psychotherapy based on
principles such as the observation that a healthy sexuallty Is
central to one's weli-being and that repressed emotions are
stored in the musculature of the body - which Relch called
‘armoring" - thereby placing far-reaching limitations on one's
abllity to llve fully. Modern society, belleved Reich, places
increasing demands on the Individual to deny his natural
impulses - particularly sexual or aggresslve ones - by suppress-
ing the flow of energy in the organism by means of a stiff body or
a rigld bellef system. with the end result being a feeling of inner
ionellness which he called ‘contactlessness.” On more than one
occaslon Relch was the object of a process where a group of
blocked or "armored” people become envious and then
destructlve towards someone who Is energetic and flows more
freely than themselves. After belng driven out of several
European countrles because of his attempts to change thelr
policies towards the sexuallty of adolescents in particular,
Relch named this phenomenon, ‘the emotional plague,® and sald
that It was unconsclous and highly rationalized.

Based on his model of the human psyche which held that
blocked natural sexual and aggressive impulses as well as

repressed emotional expresslon resulted in the formation of a
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destructive "middle layer,” he theorized that in groups,

tontactiess people with potent middle iayers wouid have a

tendency towards banding together to act out their
destructiveness - the mob psychology tnat Peck warns that
groups are so prone to. Always there would be some form of
soclal allbl, with the rationalization of a group ideology, as In
the case of the Saiem witch trials, or In today's ‘rigat to life’
movement. In addition, and as was certainly true in his case,
Kelcn notlced that the emotional plague often takes the form of a
specificaily sexual defamation, with people prgjecting their fear
of their cwn sexuallty onto someone whom they Instinctively
percelve to be more ‘allve® - freer emotionally - than themselves.
Interestingly, Reich also noted that "plague reactions® often have
a distinctively political element where the specter of
communlism or Its opposite, McCarthylsm, are ralsed.

Reich spoke aimost excluslvely in a language that he
inherited from Freud; today perhaps the word creatlvity could be
Interchanged with the term sexuality. The paraliels that | see
between Relchlan theory and NCACS are these: an energetic and
creatlve leader, orlginally with the titie of Executive Director,
later redefined as Natlonal Fleld CoordInator, aggressively
encouraged the growth and development of the coalftion and was
then singled out for, among other things, ‘redbalting" other
coalltion members. The group of members who eventual'y called
for his resignation had a very ratlonai set of grlevances - many of
which 1 believed were of real substance - and yet in my mind,

behaved quite Irrationally - ultimately refusing to attempt a
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mediated settlement of the dispute. That this ts a gross
oversimplification of the situation shiould go without saying:
nonetheiess [ think that there is a point worth considering here.

The study of the potentlaily irrational behavior of groups
became the life work of Wilfred Bion, beginning with his service
as a British military psychiatrist during the second world war.
Within any group, according to Bion, two groups are actually
present, which he named the "work group® and the ‘basic
assumption group.® On the one hand, the work group iIs an
aggregation of individuals who come together to do something.
In order to accomplish the agreed upon task, cooperation - which
invoives thought, maturity, and organization - is required. On the
other hand, discovered Bion, in a group setting every aduit has a
tendency to regress to ‘'mechanisms typical of the earliest phases
of mental life.” Group members find themseives caught up In
‘emotional drives of obscure origins® which often get in the way
of reaching the desired goal. In other words, the group within
the group is represented by ail of the feelings and motives
exlsting outside of awareness that each member brings in with
them.

Bion noted that sooner or later every group attempts to
avoid its task by unconsclously agreeing on certain ‘basic
assumptions,* behaving as if they had a reason other than the
stated one for being together. He labeiled three different basic
assumption groups: the dependency, the pairing, and the
fight/flight group. ‘Alternative’ groups In general are most

prone to the latter, and it is that one which |1 think is most
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relevant to NCACS.

A fight/flight group Is one that has begun to act as though
its purpose Is to either oppose something or to get away from it,
or a combination of the two. The group depends on its leader fo
make sure there Is something to fight or flee, and if that leader
falls to do so, the group members may eventuaily turn on It as the

cause of their anxiety. When flight is the predominant

assumptlon, the group wiil tend to avoid troublesome issues and

probiems. When a group Is in a fight mode, it wlll automaticaily
assume that there must be either an external or an internal
enemy. According to Peck, there Is an inevitable stage In the
growth of communlty where a group will start behaving llke a
bunch of amateur ps«Chotherapists and preachers, all trying to
heai and convert the others, which invariably leads to a process
of internal fightlng, though individual members tend not to see it
as such.

In any case, claimed Bion, every Indlvidual has a
"valency" - the involuntary combination of one person with
another for sharing and acting on a basic assumptlon. The key is
for each of us to become aware of our particular valencles and
then find a way to use them posiltively In order to accomplish the
stated task. My most compelling vaiency Is certainly the
aforementioned healing and converting, arising from a childhood
deslre to be liked by everyone and have everyone around me be
happy. This vaiency has the potentiai to enable me to play a
valuabie role In the group because of my drlve to flnd a solution
to the conflict, as well as the danger of my wanting to avold the

£
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painful feelings involved, thereby preventing any true
resolution from occurring. Very tricky indeed.
Once again, the paraliels to NCACS are almost too

numerous to mention. It will be most useful here, 1 think, to

continue to look at the games that a group like NCACS can play

with its leader and vice versa. In consldering how it came to
pass that the coalition chose to hoid its national field
coordinator responsibie for its recent troubles, I am reminded of
a precept of structural family therapy which holds that a family
experiencing difficulty coping with its internal stress will tend
to focus on one member as the ‘identifled patient’ within the
therapy session. Hard as the therapist may try to shift the focus
to the family as a whole, there will always be a tendency for the
othuis to biame the problem individual. Matters are
complicated still further by the likelihood that the identified
patient will unknowingly act out the dysfunctional aspects of the
family as a whole. As 1 have sald throughout this artlcle, It is
time for the NCACS famlly to do some careful self-examinlng.
The hlstory of the alternativ~ school movement, golng
weil back into the nineteenth century, Is the story of a
succession of glfted and diverse individuals very few of whom
ever managed to live out their ideals with each other for
sustalned periods of time. Orlginators of anarchist Modern
Schools made numerous attempts to do this, organizing
themselves into ‘coionles® with their schools at the center, only
to see them dissolve - often sooner rather than later - because

hardened schisms developed over recurrent themes that can
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traced to the present day: over political ideology; over the

question of whether schools should be political and act as agents

of social change, or non-political and internally democratic,

controlled by the participants alone:; and over educational
philosophy - for example, a structured environment versus a non-
structured one, Intellectual learning versus experience-based
learning; or coerclon versus non-coercion. It should be noted
that the schools and collectives that were adamantly participant-
controlled like the Steiton School founded by Nellie DIck, who
insisted that her students not be indoctrinated poiitically, were
the longest llved. Nellie's school endured quietly Into the early
sixtles when as, Paul Avrich polnts out in The Modern School
Movement, a 'new” movement to create schools and communities
outside of the existing social order sprang up. largely unaware of
the rich history of its predecessors.

It didn't take long, according to Dave Lehman, an NCACS
adviscry board member and early leader in the sixtles' and
seventies' verslon of the alternatlve education movement, for the
various dichotomles to heat up anew. Lehman recalls a
‘gathering” - they wouldn't be called "conferences” until things
became more organized in the mid-seventles - in Northern
California in 19568 or '69 sponsored by the New Schools
Exchange Newsletter, at which John Holt and Jonathan Kozol
squared off In a debate over the Issue of whether or not
schooling should be pollticlzed. Kozol drew the line clearly In
hls book. Free Schools. Inslsting that schools become a means of

radlcal soclal change; whlle John Holt steadfastly maintained his
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belief that it was radical enough to teach kids non-coercively,

building Instead on their Innate creative potentlél and desire to

learn, and that education should not become Identified with any
political movement. The same debate raged on In similar
‘gatherings® on the East Coast in places like Bosten and Albany
in the early seventies. | remember one that took place at a
conference put on by The Free School at the State Unlversity of
New York at Albany principally between Kozol and Herb Snitzer
of the Lewls Wadhams School, which closely adhered to the
Summerhill model.

Finally, at *The Education for Change® conference held in
Chicago In 19735, the by-laws for an actuai alternative e ducation
organization, to be calied the Natlonal Coalition of Alternative
Community Schools, were wrltten. Dave Lehman was a member of
a small committee which worded the coalition's preamblie and
statement of purpose - currently a source of renewed debate - and
remembers that the setting, as well as the composition of that by-
laws committee, had a strong Influence on the phliosophy and
structure adopted by the group at that time. Apparently, while
the conference was proceeding, an event occurred which deeply
affected its tenor: police In Chicago killed a Puerto Rican youth
whose brother attended the aiternative school which was hosting
it. Lehman also reports that there was no representation on the
committee by anyone who believed that education should be
strictly non-political. The comblnation of these elements
resulted in NCACS adopting a decidedly political orientation

towards its function.




Lehman was abie to recount for me numerous other
examples of times and places where the many dichotomies of the
alternative school movement arose In one form or another. My
focus here, however, will remain on the polltical, since that is
the one that I think contained the most expiosive energy in the
recent conflict which has brought the coalition to the
spiintering point. Along these lines Lehman remeimbers that at
an MCACS board meeting In San Francisco eight or nine years
ago, whiie serving on a committee this time to rewrite the by-
laws, he came into a certain amount of disagreement with another
board member (who is currentiy NCACS president) over the
anarchlstic - "fet's change the ruies as the need
arises’/democratic - "how we define ourselves is important in
terms of the future’ dichotomy. Lehman points out that no
splitting occurred over the issue, everyone choosing Instead to
stay engaged in an on-going diaiogue anu - not without some
fairly heated struggie - arrive at a mutually acceptable
resolution, hugs and all. Such a scene as this brings me back to
Peck's principies for community-buiiding and community-
maintenance.

Community, states Peck, is an alchemlical process
whereby a group is able to transcend its individual differences
by acknowledging them and agreeing to accept them as they are,
and oniy then to transform them Into a powerful harmony . This
mutual transformation cannot take place untii the ground has
been prepared.

According to Peck, there are four stages In the
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development of genuine community (not that every group that

becomes a community follows this formula precisely): Pseudo-

community, Chaos, Emptying, and Community. Pseudo-

community refers to the initial response of the group to

unconsciousiy try to fake intimacy and minimize the potential for

conflict by speaking in generalities and concealiag feelings, and

by tacitly discouraging the expression of individual differences.

Chaos Is an intermediate step where-individual

differences come out into the open, and the group moves to

obliterate rather than continue to conceal them. Repeated

attempts are made to change and convert each other, to convince

the others of the right Idea or the right way. Chaotic fighting

Invariably breaks out as the healers and converters try harder to
heal and convert while thelr victims get their flil and begin
trying to heai and convert the healers and converters.
Everywhere members can be found attacking each other as well
as their ieader. Eventualiy the group will become uncomfortable
with this kind of unconstructive struggling and some form of
‘escape into organization® wili occur as a response to the feeling
of despair because the process seems to be getting nowhere.
The alternative to organizing into committees, activities, etc. is
the stage calied Emptiness where the group decides, again
unconsclously, that it is safe to iet down Individuai defenses and
reveal pain or anger as well as feeiings of vuinerability or
weakness. By emptiness, Peck means the removal of barriers to

true communication. It is often a painfui process - involving a

serles of little deaths or surrenders on the part of many




individuals as well as a feeling of the whole group together
approaching some kind of dying - and yet it Is an absolutely
necessary bridge between chaos and community.

It is Peck's profound beijlef, which | embrace
wholeheartediy, that in any group which has formed to
accomplish something together, community-bullding must
precede problem-solving, and once a state of true community has
been reached, it is Imperative that the group remain open to
continuing In a state of ongoing tenslon: over size, structure,
empowerment and leadership, inclusivity, Intensity, commitment,
individuallty, task definition, and ritual. In other words, once
created, a community needs to take on the additional
responsibility of maintaining Itself. Because of everyone's
opposing drives to both be Individuals and to belong, there will
always be divisive anti-communlty forces at work. Therefore
groups will naturally tend to flow into and out of states of real
community. While external service may be a group's uitimate
task, its first priority must be a shared awareness of its own state
of community health along with a commitment to deal with
problems as soon as they arise.

Refiecting agalin on the Oregon conference, | can see a
great many exampies of how we unknowingly and repeatediy
bounced back and forth through Peck's four stages of community,
sometimes skipping one or another of them. it seems to me that
we bypassed Pseudo-community in that initlal board meeting, in
response both to the percelved crisis and to the firm leadership

of tne NCACS president. [ wouid say that we then spent the next
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couple of days in a severe state of Chaos, breaking down Into
‘feeling meetings® and "heaiing meetings," or just joining into
conference activities like the trip to the hot springs at
Breitenbush. Over and over, when the needed ‘emptying” wouid
begin to occur, I observed the tendency of someone in the group
to insist that we get on wlth or back to the agenda of that
partlcular meeting, or announce that time was up, or If all else
failed, just change the subject altogether. QOne late-night sesslon
felt so deadening to me, with a core of people utterly determined
to grind their way through coalltion business, that I had tc leave.
The next mernlng. at the beglnning of the flnal meeting of the
outgolng board, 1 found myself muttering out loud that I thought

that the whole thing was entirely hopeless and that we should all

just go home. Once again, I found that I wasn't alone in my-

feeling.

Later that morning the emptying began again in earnest,
wlith support for the process rippling through the group like a
wave, and carrylng over into the evening sesslon as well. We
were able to mourn together with the outgolng National Fleld
Coordlnator; the conference coordinators felt safe to fully
express their frustratlon over what they felt to be a lack of
support for their efforis to put on a successful conference; a
former board member who Is no ionger associated with an
alternative school gave voice to his fear that he no longer had
any standlng wlthin the coalition, and even {eft In anger when he
felt that the group was only avoiding the issue that he repeatedly

ralsed regarding power and empowerment within the organizatlon
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- then returning to find that, much to his amazement, there was a
great deal of agreement for his position.

It was absolutely tangible when the emptying was
complete and we had reached the level of community: the
atmosphere in the room began to sparkle. When we finally agreed
as a group to "get back to business,” we cut clearnly through the
remaining agenda like a hot knife through butter. At the closing
membership meeting, one older coalition member noted aloud<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>