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Featured in this issue is Sylvia Ashton-Warner's 1968 teaching memoir
Teacher - a book that is now standard fare on educator bookshelves.
What sets Teacher apart from most pedagogical tomes is that it is so
eminently readable. No jargon, all heart - every bit as original and
fearless as its author. Even her worst critics could not dispute Ashton-
Warner's passion and creativity as a teacher. Or the fact that she
instinctively brought to her classroom something has since become
‘common sense” in teaching methodology (if not in practice): observation,
meticulous documentation, diagnosing the need of the individual, and
improvising to find the solution most relevant to a child. She remains a
beacon of hope for the unjaded teacher.

Also in this issue, a line-up of Mindfields people: Shaheen Mistri talking
about the inspiration behind Teach for India and Akanksha, ex-Motorola
exec Dhananjay Joshi on what its like to give up a corporate career 1o
teach highschool Math; author Mridula Koshy shares firsthand
experiences in how to start talking to young ones abour sexual abuse;
scientist-toymaker-educator Arvind Gupta explains why learning oughi
fo be open source; international best selling author Carl Honoré writes
on the virtues of slowness in a world obsessed with speed...
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Amruta Patil Luke Haokip

12 MINDFIELDS THIRD (RMATER 2009 WAL IINDHEELDS I



Mindfields aims at making the realm of
learming accessible-to everyone. Every
quarter, we bring you ideas and original
“writing from the world over, in a format
that is as compelfing as it is colourful and
easy 1o understand, '

For only Rs 200; you can geta | year
subscription and become a supporter of

— Mindfields. If you like what you read, why
_not gift a subscription to a friend!
You can also subscribe online at:
—www.mindfields.in

YES! PLEASE START MY SUBSCRIPTION TO MINDFIELDS FOR THE TERM INDICATED BELOW. (To subscribe online go to www.mindfields.in)
[ SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR 1 YEAR (4 ISSUES): RS 200  [_] SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR | YEAR (8 ISSUES): RS 400

[] SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR 1 YEAR OVERSEAS SUBSCRIPTION™ (4 1SSUES): $ 20

NAME: (MR./MS.)
ADDRESS: [ HOME [ OFFICE

POSTAL CODE TELEPHONE (LANDLINE):
(MOBILE): EMAIL
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HAVE A MINDFELDS STORY TO SHARE?

® Do you know a person whose work in the realm of education merits
celebration?
® Do you know a school that fosters individual thinking, that is unafraid of taking
the less beaten path?
® Do you know a teacher whose work and spirit make for sparkling classroom
interactions!
®  Are you a creative individual — scientist, histarian, artist, poet, musician, writer -
who knows how to cut through the jargon and talk about your work to lay
| people?
® [o you have an anecdote about an insightful, heartwarming interaction with a
‘ student or child?

If the answer to any of these questions is 'yes' — do write to us
‘ at editor@mindfields.in

We would be happy to have your suggestions and contributions translate
into interviews, features, comic strips in our future issues.

Contributors will receive a honorarium and a free
yearlong subscription to Mindfields.
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life with its lid off

THE PASSIONATE TEACHING LIFE OF SYLVIA ASHTON-WARNER

“I like the lid off. T like seeing what's there. I like unpredictability...evervthing life is,
uncovered. I hate covers of any kind. I like the true form of living, even in school, I'm in

love with the organic shape.” — Svivia Ashton-Warner

at andd lllustrator; Scodio Limbilical riter, poet and educator, Sylvia Ashton-Warner (1908-1984) was
Wont of New Zealand’s most colourful literary figures. Her

(6 MINDFIELDS THIRD QUAKTER 2049

childhood was spent in poverty; her father, disabled, in wheelchair
or bed; her mother, while bearing nine children, taught at an endless
succession of schools. It was a united family, sharing hardships and
domestic chores. Though Ashton-Warner's larger love was painting, writing
and the arts, she saw it as destiny that her life be one of a teacher.

Im 1932, she married Keith Henderson, also a student at the Teachers’

Training College she went to. The couple {ook on various assignments in

two-teacher schools in remote paris of New Zealand. This move was
generally considered quite undesirable professionally: unrewarding and
involving a high degree of isolation. In choosing this path, Ashton-Warner
may have been seeking to regain the rural freedom she enjoyed as a child,
or perhaps enjoyed a romantic image of hersell working tirelessly at the
frontier of civilization. She mentions Tolstoy's school and A.5. Neill's
school as influencing her vision of education. Other influences include
Dr.Erich Fromm, Bertrand Russell, Rousseau (prime mover of many an
educational innovater| and, of course, Freud and the psychiatrists, (the
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theary of the unconscious lay
behind nearly all progressive
thought in the inler-war years).

In 1938, Ashton-Warner had a
nervous breakdown: an event
that fed to her meeting Dr.
Donald Allen, the neurologist
who encouraged her to write as a
furm of therapy, Apart from her
teaching-related writing: Ashton-
Warner produced several novels
(ol which ‘Spinster’ [1958) was
made into a film starring Shirley
Maclaine). However, her muosi
acclaimed works remain the
classroom memaoir ‘Teacher'
(1963) and her autobiography ‘I
Passed this Way' (1979), It was
Dr, Allen, too, who introduced
Ashton-Warner to the idea that
there were two opposing forces
continually at work in the world
— survival of the individual and
survival of the species. Ashton-
Warner relabeled these lorces
Tear” and 'sex’,and the concept
was to be crucial in the
development of her ideas about
organic teaching and key
vocabulary,

It was in the Maari village
schools that Ashton-Warner
evolved her stimulating, often
pioneering, teaching technigues.
Her commitment was Lo
releasing native imagery and
using it for working material’
antd she was of the firm view that
communication must produce
mutual response in order o
effevt a lasting change, She
found the standard-issue infant
reading books, with their piciure-
perfect white children, sailboats
and manicured lawns, (oo far-
removed from the reality of the
brown children in her class, The
Maoris were a passionale, highly
social people who came from a
past that was as |cgend
dominated as it was violent, Ii
was Sylvia Ashton-Warner's
belief that it was the children's
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It was in the Maori village

schools that Ashton-Worner
evolved her stimolafing,
often pioneering, teaching

_ fﬁimiquas She was af the:

Sylvia sitting al her typewriter

personal storics that would
provide them with the impetus to
read. Slowly, there gathered
stories aboutl the Maori children's
waorld. Drunken fathers and
loving muothers; stillborn haby
brothers and gregarious tribal
gatherings at the pa. Ashton-
Warner used these as foundation
for special primer books she
crealed For the Maori
children,each copy painstakingly
typed, hand-coloured and bound.

However, she was never without
her share of critics — as much for
her experimental classroom
methodology as for her
unconventional, volatile

personality. Detractors drew
attention to Ashion-Warner's
absences from school and
excessive reliance on trainee
teachers, her emotional
breakdowns, her unpredictable
artistic temperament (lore has it
that she was once found dancing
naked in the moonlight), her
dependence on alcohol in later
lite, and what they felt was an
unwarranted persecution complex
against the ‘system

Her book "Teacher’ is passionate
and chaotic, as must have been
Ashton-Warner's classroom. Even
her casual comments go to the
heart of things. For example,
when she advocates the children
using blackboards and chalk,
their pictures and scribbles noy
made to last, she also deplores
the hoarding of muses of
carclully prepared classroom
material, suggests scrapping the
lot and stating anew. Learning to
live is more important than
acquiring knowledge, Indeed,
Ashton-Warner saw no divide
between Sylvia in the classroom
and Sylvia in her private space.
For her, it was a seamless part of
the whole that was life. And she
was determined to live
passionately, no mater where or
what. "Not just part of us
becomes a teacher™ she wrote in
"Mysell” *(Teaching) engages the
whole self — the woman, man,
wife or hushand, mother or
father, the lover. the scholar or
artist...a worthwhile teacher is
[one that) blooms from the
worthwhile person.”

“It is the contradictions in Sylvia
Ashton -Warner's nature that
puzzle and fascinate” observed
her biographer, Lynley Hood.
“How could such a scll-absorbed
woman develop a teaching
method that so radiates
understanding for children! For
that matter, how could anvone

MWW MINDFIELDS. IN



who claimed she never wanted 1o
be a teacher, that she hated
teaching and was never any good
a1 il, make any worthwhile
contribution to education at all!
Let alone write a book hailed as
pne of the great educational
works of the century.”

Upon ils release in New

Zealand, Teacher” was received
with skepticism because of
Ashton-Warner's hitter ¢laims of
heing persecuted by local
Education Department officials.
“We had our grading this week.
The men were well-marked...us
usual 1 was very low. Maybe it is
a distinction of some kind to be
unacceptable in New Zealand
teaching. [ walk alone. (People
like me are) "rogues”, the term
critliques give to people they
cannot classify” wroie a hitter
Ashton-Warmner in "Teacher® afier
being slighted hy inspectors
grading her performance as a
teacher. Howewver, proponents ol
alternative education in ather
parts of the world, particularly
the USA, saw the hook as
humane and crealive, and its
author as being a heroine, a
ficreely original and
misunderstood creative person in
a field dominated by fusty
academics.

Ashlon-Warner's observations
abour life and learning were
maile with trademark honesty
and a straightforward style that
was uncluttered by the
pretensions of academia. Indeed,
she strongly disliked the
language of late twenticth-
century educational writing -
“verbose manhandling” she
relerred to it - and she worried
about her own work falling “into
the jaws of academic analysis in
the unintelligible multisyllabic
Jargon” ("l Passed this Way']. Her
own teaching-related writing is
marked by refreshing simplicity

Wl MENDFELDS. I

_than o passive receiver of
restribed orthodoxy.”

Sylvia and her husband, Keith Henderson, ca 1932

and candour. 1t is half process

journal, half memoir, made up of

fragmented and deeply personal
musings on life, art and
sociology. Nothing was too facile
to be recorded, emotions were
not deemed un-academic, and
she was quick to admit to
mistakes and make amends in her
method. Ashton-Warner was
determined (o draw upon her
own ohservations and local
context to form the body and
bones of her teaching.

Ashton-Wamer was a feminist
voice ahead of her time;female
thinkers and writers in the ficld
ol education were few in her day.
Educators today sce her major
accomplishment as being that of
working with children who are
socially disadvantaged or [rom
vthnic minorities. Her findings,
for example, are strikingly
relevant while teaching non-

English-speaking students. Also
noteworthy is her development of
educational theory from
cxperience. The vision of a
'[Eﬂfhﬂ'l' A% dn avlor on 1|'|E
educational stage, as a creator of
new ideas, rather than a passive
receiver of prescribed orthodoxy,
“I'am,” Ashton-Warner once
declared, "my own university.”

VOLCAND WITH TWO VENTS

Sylvia Ashton-Warner believed
that she had discovered a methad
ol teaching that could make
human beings naturally and
spontaneously peaceable.
Aggressiveness, an "instinet”
without which wars could not
arise or be conducted, is the
name we give to mental or
emotional reactions caused by
the rusiration of the child’s
inherited drives: self-preservation
and sexual gratification.
Educalion, in the form that is
normally practised throughout
the world, ignores these main
interests. By recognizing [even
welcoming] their presence in a
child, Ashton-Warner tried to lay
the foundaiion ol what she called
an "organic” method of teaching,

This organic teaching allowed

expression of both these drives,
and moulded them into patterns
of constructive delight, “1 see the
mind of the 5-year-old as a
volcano with two vents:
destructivencss and creativeness”
wrote Ashton-Warner. To create
is 1o construct, and to construct
cooperatively is to lay the
foundations of a peaceful
community. As a prognosis of
social ills, this notion is not new.
Bul how does one begin fo cure
this universal neurosis? Tn Sylvia
Ashton-Warner's words: Begin in
the infant room.=
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