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Introduction

The time was 1967. A small group of parents living
in the Greater Framingham area had been hunting all
over the country for a school that met our
requirements. We had travelled far and wide, visited
and read about all sorts of places — and had come up
empty-handed.

The main thing we all had in common was a deep
conviction that the existing educational system would
do our children irreparable harm. We felt we had to do
whatever was necessary to provide the kind of
environment we wished our children to have,

So it was that Sudbury Valley School was founded
in 1968.

The starting point for all our thinking was the
apparently revolutionary idea that a child is a person,
worthy of full respect as a human being. These are
simple words with devastatingly complex
consequences, chief of which is that the child’s agenda
for its own life is as important as anyone else’s agenda
— parents, family, friends, or even the community. In
the school we wanted for our children, their inner
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needs would have to be given priority in their
education at every point.

As a practical matter, this meant that all of our
children’s activities at school would have to be
launched on their own initiative. There could be no
externally imposed curriculum, no arbitrary
requirements dictating what they should do with
themselves. The school had to be a nurturing
environment in which the children themselves choose
what they wish to do and schedule their time.

Personal respect also had to be the foundation of our
children’s process of socialization. This led us directly
to the concept of democracy as an institutional
imperative. Democracy alone is built on the solid
foundation of equal respect for all members of the
community, and for their ideas and hopes. And so it
became a cornerstone of our philosophy to give
everyone at school, without exception, a full and equal
voice in running the school.

An interesting feature of this respect, when
extended to all members of the school community, had
to do with out attitude toward parents. So many
educators viewed parents as a nuisance at best, a
downright menace at worst. This did not seem right to
us, mostly because we were founding a school
primarily as parents! Any way we looked at it, parents
definitely had a place in children’s education. From the
beginning, we held to this belief, and structured the
school accordingly.

This book is a collection of selected essays and short
pieces written about the school over the years. They
were chosen for their relevance to the current school
scene, and for their ability to convey an understanding
of what Sudbury Valley School is all about.
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The book was put together in response to a need,
frequently stated by visitors, prospective enrollees, and
educators. We have often been asked for more
background material on various aspects of the school.
Although the material was available, it was scattered
through dozens of publications, most of them issues of
our Newsletter, which is published approximately eight
times a year. Some minor editorial changes have been
made in transcribing these writings from their original
sources, in order to make the material more readable
and consistent with current school usage.

Perhaps the best way to open the book is with an
excerpt from a recent school catalog. Entitled "A
Typical Day...A Typical Year”, it says:

Even after reading and hearing about the
school, and often even after visiting, many
people still wonder and ask what a “"typical
day” is like at school, both for students and for
staff. It often comes as a surprise that we have
so much trouble responding to such a question.

Our problem is twofold: first, people at
school are so different from each other, that no
two of them ever do the same thing, at least not
for long. Second, there is such total freedom to
use time that each person often varies his
activities from day to day, or week to week, or
month to month.

The variety is truly amazing — until you
realize that in the world outside of schools,
chances are that any group of people not pre-
selected will show just as many differences. At
Sudbury Valley, we see just about everything.
One person will settle into a perfectly
predictable pattern for months on end, always
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ideals we have long struggled for. It is the stuff our

doing the same things in the same sequence at
dreams were made of, brought to life.

the same times — and then suddenly change to
another predictable pattern. Another person
will, at totally unpredictable times, be doing
something else each time. Another person will
go on a series of short term binges — a few
intensive weeks (or months) of this, followed by
a few intensive weeks (or months) of that.

Some people play all day. Some people
talk all day. Some people paint or study or
cook all day. Some people do a little of each of
these things, according to some schedule they
have for themselves. Some come early and
leave early, some come late and leave late.
One week you are likely to find many people at
school by opening time, and a bustling school
soon after. The next week the school may be
quiet until mid-morning.

Time assumes adifferent aspect at Sudbury
Valley. Here there are no bells, no periods, no
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terms, no grades, no ‘freshman,” no
“sophomores,” no “juniors,” no "seniors”; no
“preschoolers.” no "post-graduates.” Time

belongs to each student in a very personal
sense. Each student learns to understand and
work with his own unique internal rhythm,
pace, and speed. No one is a fast learner, no
one a slow learner. All have in common the
quest for a personal identity that is whole, and
individual, and that, once found, makes all
reference to time seem trivial.

And that is the heart of the matter. By combining
absolute respect for self with a deep sense of
community, Sudbury Valley has put into practice




Back to Basics

Daniel Greenberg

Why go to school?

For people who like to think through the important
questions in life for themselves, Sudbury Valley stands
as a challenge to the accepted answers.

Intellectual basics

The first phrase that pops into everyone’s mind is:
"We go to school to learn.” That's the intellectual goal.
It comes before all the others. So much so, that
"getting an education " has come to mean "learning” —
a bit narrow, to be sure, but it gets the priorities clear.

Then why don’t people learn more in schools today?
Why all the complaints? Why the seemingly limitless
expenditures just to tread water, let alone to progress?

The answer is embarrassingly simple. Schools
today are institutions in which "learning” is taken to
mean “being taught." You want people to learn?
Teach them! You want them to learn more? Teach
them more! And more! Work them harder. Drill
them longer.
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But learning is a process you do, not a process that
is done to you! That is true of everyone. It’s basic.

What makes people learn? Funny anyone should
ask. Over two thousand years ago, Aristotle started his
most important book with the universally accepted
answer: "Human beings are naturally curious.”
Descartes put it slightly differently, also at the
beginning of his major work: "I think, therefore I am.”
Learning, thinking, actively using your mind — it's the
essence of being human. It's natural.

More so even than the great drives — hunger, thirst,
sex. When you're engrossed in something — the key
word is "engrossed” — you forget about all the other
drives until they overwhelm you. Even rats do that, as
was shown a long time ago.

Who would think of forcing people to eat, or drink,
or have sex? (Of course, I'm not talking about people
who have a specific disability that affects their drives;
nor is anything I am writing here about education
meant to apply to people who have specific mental
impairments, which may need to be dealt with in
special, clinical ways.) No one sticks people’s faces in
bowls of food, every hour on the hour, to be sure they’ll
eat; no one closets people with mates, eight periods a
day, to make sure they’ll couple.

Does that sound ridiculous? How much more
ridiculous is it, then, to try to force people to do that
which above all else comes most naturally to them!
And everyone knows just how widespread this
overpowering curiosity is. All books on childrearing go
to great lengths to instruct parents on how to keep
their little children out of things — especially once they
are mobile, We don’t stand around pushing our one
year olds to explore. On the contrary, we tear our hair
out as they tear our house apart, we seek ways to
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harness them, imprison them in playpens. And the
older they get, the more "mischief” they get into. Did
you ever deal with a ten year old? A teenager?

People go to school to learn. To learn, they must be
left alone and given time. When they need help, it
should be given, if we want the learning to proceed at
its own natural pace. But make no mistake: if a person
is determined to learn, they will overcome every
obstacle and learn in spite of everything. So you don't
have to help; help just makes the process a little
quicker. Overcoming obstacles is one of the main
activities of learning. It does no harm to leave a few.

But if you bother the person, if you insist the person
stop his or her own natural learning and do instead
what you want, between 9:00 AM and 9:50, and
between 10:00 AM and 10:50 and so forth, not only
won’t the person learn what s/he has a passion to learn,
but s/he will also hate you, hate what you are forcing
upon them, and lose all taste for learning, at least
temporarily.

Every time you think of a class in one of those
schools out there, just imagine the teacher was forcing
spinach and milk and carrots and sprouts (all those
good things) down each student’s throat with a giant
ramrod.

Sudbury Valley leaves its students be. Period. No
maybes. No exceptions. We help if we can when we
are asked. We never get in the way. People come here
primarily to learn. And that’s what they all do, every
day, all day.

Vocational basics

The nitty-gritty of going to school always comes up
next, after "learning.” When it comes right down to it,
most people don't really give a damn what or how
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much they or their children learn at school, as long as
they are able to have a successful career — to get a
good job. That means money, status, advancement.
The better the job you get, the better was the school
you went to.

That’s why Phillips Andover, or Harvard, rank so
highly. Harvard grads start out way up the ladder in
every profession. They are grateful, and when they
grow up, they perpetuate this by bestowing the best
they have to offer on the new Harvard grads they hire;
and by giving big donations to Harvard. So it goes for
Yale, Dartmouth and all the others.

So what kind of a school is most likely today, at the
end of the twentieth century, to prepare a student best
for a good career?

We don't really have to struggle with the answer.
Everyone is writing about it. This is the post industrial
age. The age of information. The age of services. The
age of imagination, creativity, and entrepreneurialism.
The future belongs to people who can stretch their
minds to handle, mold, shape, organize, play with new
material, old material, new ideas, old ideas, new facts,
old facts.

These kind of activities don’t take place in the
average school even on an extra-curricular basis. Let
alone all day.

At Sudbury Valley, these activities are, in a sense,
the whole curriculum.

Does it sound far-fetched? Perhaps to an untrained
ear. But history and experience are on our side. How
else to explain that fact that all our graduates, barring
none, who wish to go on to college and graduate
school, always get in, usually to the schools of first
choice? With no transcripts, no records, no reports, no
oral or written school recommendations. What do
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college admissions officers see in these students? Why
do they accept them — often, grab them? Why do
these trained administrators, wallowing in’A’ averages,
glowing letters from teachers, high SAT scores — why
do they take Sudbury Valley grads?

Of course you know the answer, even if it is hard to
admit; it runs so against the grain. These trained
professionals saw in our students bright, alert,
confident, creative spirits. The dream of every
advanced school.

The record speaks for itself. Our students are in a
huge array of professions (or schools, in the case of
more recent graduates) and vocations. They are
doctors, dancers, musicians, businessmen, artists,
scientists, writers, auto mechanics, carpenters ... No
need to go on. You can meet them if you wish.

If a person came to me today and said, simply: "To
what school should I send my child if I want to be
assured that she will get the best opportunity for career
advancement in the field of her choice?" I would
answer without the least hesitation, "The best in the
country for that purpose is Sudbury Valley." Alas, at
present it is the only type of school in the country that
does the job, with an eye to the future.

As far as vocations are concerned, Sudbury Valley
has encountered Future Shock head on and overcome
it. No longer is there any need to be mired in the past.

Moral basics

Now we come to a touchy subject. Schools should
produce good people. That's as broad a platitude as —
mother and apple pie. Obviously, we don’'t want
schools to produce bad people.

How to produce good people? There's the rub. I
daresay no one really knows the answer, at least from
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what I see around me. But at least we know something
about the subject. We know, and have (once again)
known from ancient times, the absolutely essential
ingredient for moral action; the ingredient without
which action is at best amoral, at worst, immoral.

The ingredient is personal responsibility.

All ethical behavior presupposes it. To be ethical
you must be capable of choosing a path and accepting
full responsibility for the choice, and for the
consequences. You cannot claim to be a passive
instrument of fate, of God, of other men, of force
majeure; such a claim instantly renders all distinctions
between good and evil pointless and empty. The clay
that has been fashioned into the most beautiful pot in
the world can lay no claim to virtue.

Ethics begins from the proposition that a human
being is responsible for his or her acts. This is a given.
Schools cannot change this, or diminish it. Schools
can, however, either acknowledge it or deny it.

Unfortunately, virtually all schools today choose in
fact to deny that students are personally responsible for
their acts, even while the leaders of these schools pay
lip service to the concept. The denial is threefold:
schools do not permit students to choose their course
of action fully; they do not permit students to embark
on the course, once chosen; and they do not permit
students to suffer the consequences of the course, once
taken. Freedom of choice, freedom of action, freedom
to bear the results of action — these are the three great
freedoms that constitute personal responsibility.

1t is no news that schools restrict, as a matter of
fundamental policy, the freedoms of choice and action.
But does it surprise you that schools restrict freedom to
bear the consequences of one’s actions? It shouldn’t.
It has become a tenet of modern education that the
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psyche of a student suffers harm to the extent that it is
buffeted by the twin evils of adversity and failure.
"Success breeds success” is the password today;
encouragement, letting a person down easy, avoiding
disappointing setbacks, the list goes on.

Small wonder that our schools are not noted for
their ethical training. They excuse their failure by
saying that moral education belongs in the home. To
be sure, it does. But does that exclude it from school?

Back to basics. At Sudbury Valley, the three
freedoms flourish. The buck stops with each person.
Responsibility is universal, ever present, real. If you
have any doubts, come and look at the school. Watch
the students in action. Study the judicial system.
Attend a graduation, where a student must convince an
assemblage of peers that s/he is ready to be responsible
for himself or herself in the community at large, just as
the person has been at school.

Does Sudbury Valley produce good people? I think
it does. And bad people too. But the good and the bad
have exercised personal responsibility for their actions
at all times, and they realize that they are fully
accountable for their deeds. That’s what sets Sudbury
Valley apart.

Social basics

Some time ago it became fashionable to ask our
schools to look after the social acclimatization of
students. Teach them to get along. Rid our society of
social misfits by nipping the problem in the bud, at
school. Ambitious? Perhaps. But oh, how many
people have struggled with reports from school about
their own — or their child’s — social adaptations, or
lack of them! Strange, isn’t it, how badly people
sometimes screw up what they do? I mean, trying to
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socialize people is hard enough; but the schools seem
almost methodically to have created ways of defeating
this goal.

Take age segregation, for starters. What genius
looked around and got the idea that it was meaningful
to divide people sharply by age? Does such division
take place naturally anywhere? In industry, do all
twenty-one year old laborers work separately from
twenty years olds or twenty-three year olds? In
business, are there separate rooms for thirty year old
executives and thirty-one year old executives? Do two
year olds stay apart from one year olds and three year
olds in the playgrounds? Where, where on earth was
this idea conceived? Is anything more socially
damaging than segregating children by year for
fourteen — often eighteen — years.

Or take frequent segregation by sex, even in coed
schools, for varieties of activities.

Or the vast chasm between children and adults —
have you ever obseived how universal it is for children
not to look adults in the eye?

And now let’s peek into the social situation created
for children within their own age group. If the schools
make it almost impossible for a twelve year old to
relate in a normal human fashion to eleven year olds,
thirteen year olds, adults, etc., what about other twelve
year olds?

No such luck. The primary, almost exclusive mode
of relationship fostered by schools among children in
the same class is — competition! Cut-throat
competition. The pecking order is the all-in-all. Who
is better than whom, who smarter, faster, taller,
handsomer — and, of course, who is worse, stupider,
slower, shorter, uglier.
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If ever a system was designed effectively to produce
competitive, obnoxious, insecure, paranoid, social
misfits, the prevailing schools have managed it.

Back to basics.

In the real world, the most important social attribute
for a stable, healthy society is cooperation. In the real
world, the most important form of competition is
against oneself, against goals set for and by a person
for that person’s own achievement. In the real world,
interpersonal competition for its own sake is widely
recognized as pointless and destructive — yes, even in
large corporations and in sports.

In the real world, and in Sudbury Valley, which is a
school for the real world.

Political basics

We take it for granted that schools should foster
good citizenship. Universal education in this country
in particular always kept one eye sharply focused on
the goal of making good Americans out of us all.

We all know what America stands for. The guiding
principles were clearly laid down by our founding
fathers, and steadily elaborated ever since.

This country is a democratic republic. No king, no
royalty, no nobility, no inherent hierarchy, no dictator.
A government of the people, by the people, for the
people. In matters political, majority rule. No taxation
without representation.

This country is a nation of laws. No arbitrary
authority, no capricious government now giving, now
taking. Due process.

This country is a people with rights. Inherent
rights. Rights so dear to us that our forefathers refused
to ratify the constitution without a Bill of Rights added
in writing, immediately.
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Knowing all this, we would expect — nay, insist (one
would think) — that the schools, in training their
students to contribute productively to the political
stability and growth of America, would —

— be democratic and non-autocratic;

— be governed by clear rules and due process;

— be guardians of individual rights of students.

A student growing up in schools having these features
would be ready to move right into society at large.

But the schools, in fact, are distinguished by the
total absence of each of the three cardinal American
values listed.

They are autocratic — all of them, even
"progressive” schools.

They -are lacking in clear guidelines and totally
innocent of due process as it applies to alleged
disrupters.

They do not recognize the rights of minors.

All except Sudbury Valley, which was founded on
these three principles.

I think it is safe to say that the individual liberties
so cherished by our ancestors and by each succeeding
generation will never be really secure until our youth, .
throughout the crucial formative years of their minds
and spirits, are nurtured in a school environment that
embodies these basic American truths.

Back to basics

So you see, Sudbury Valley was started in 1968 by
people who thought very hard about schools, about
what schools should be and should do, about what
education is all about in America today.

We went back to basics. And we stayed there. And
we jealously guarded these basics against any attempts
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to compromise them. As we and our successors shall
surely continue to stand guard.

Intellectual creativity, professional excellence,
personal responsibility, social toleration, political
liberty — all these are the finest creations of the human
spirit. They are delicate blossoms that require constant
care,

All of us who are associated with Sudbury Valley are
proud to contribute to this care.

What Children Don’t Learn at SVS

Hanna Greenberg

Sometimes I wonder at our courage. For it does
take courage to believe that children who are allowed
to spend their schoal days without the guidance of a
prescribed curriculum will in the end be ready to enter
the adult world, function in it, and succeed. The truth
is that while I have always understood the
shortcomings of the prevalent educational system, and
felt that SVS would succeed where others failed, I often
don’t quite know exactly how we achieve our success.
Not that this lack of knowledge disturbs me. After all,
at the heart of our method is the assumption that one
person cannot know what is best for another, so it
follows that the children will find their way on their
own without our intervention, and often without our
comprehending how they did it. Nevertheless, it is
sometimes possible to gain insight into the way things
work around here, and thus gain more confidence in
what we are doing.

Let me give an example.

One of the most striking aspects of the school is the
way children play here. Visitors are amazed to see that
the school permits the children to play all day, week in
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week out, starting in the Fall through the Winter and
into the Spring, year after year. They wonder at the
“country-club atmosphere,” or at the "all-day recess."
But that is not what is really striking about the play at
SVS. What is essentially unique is the utter
seriousness, the concentration, even the passion with
which the children pursue their play. For years I
thought nothing of it. I attributed this to human
nature, to the fact that all of us, children and adults,
pursue our hobbies in this manner. It was also obvious
to me that activities which we dislike doing, but which
we must be engaged in out of a sense of duty, most of
us do in a lackluster way, with no enthusiasm, with
minirnal output of feeling and imagination, with a lack
of joy and, in general, in a manner calculated to
conserve our energy by avoiding work as much as
possible. We all know this and have always known
this.

One day, however, 1 noticed some specific kids
whom I have watched play for six years, or even
longer, suddenly (that's how it seemed to me) latch on
to some work with the same dedication that they
applied to their play. This got me to watch other
children, and I discovered this to be the case with
almost all of the people who have grown up at SVS.
They show a remarkable lack of skill in the art of
dodging and shirking. They seem to have transferred
their mode of behavior in play or fun activities to all
their activities. When questioned, they often admit to
lack of interest in certain activities they pursue because
they feel they must, either to learn skills such as math
or spelling, or whatever. In other instances, they take
on jobs that are boring when they need to earn money
and no better jobs are available. Most of the time, they
still apply themselves with energy and concentration to
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whatever they do. They persevere at their work, tak.e
on responsibilities and are esteemed by .theu-
employers. They are also diligent and intelligent
students.

Many learned papers have been written about the

connection between children’s games and learning.
What strikes me as interesting is how children’s play at
SVS is related to what they do not learn here. They do
not have to learn to adapt to activities that they do not
initiate. They are innocent of the techniques that every
child uses sooner or later in the average school
throughout the world. Children who are forced to
listen to teachings that don’t answer their quests, who
are forced to study material that does not seem
relevant to them, who are grouped together by others
who don't even know them and are forced to learn
together whether they are réady or not, all use similar
methods of coping. I do not have to enumerate them;
every reader knows some from personal experience.
Slowly the spark of life is diminished, the bright eye.s
dim, the questions are left unasked and the life force is
wasted on coping with a suffocating environment. Bad
work habits are internalized, character traits are
formed that later require much effort to undo. When
liberation arrives at graduation from high school it is
often too late. Many persons find it hard to get
enthusiastic, to galvanize their energy for work,. to
apply their imagination, to be creative in solving
problems.

Children are born with all these qualities that we all
value and reward in adults. Tragically, our schools
educate our young people to lose them. At SVS we
never do teach kids how to work hard, how to be
creative, how to think for themselves. What we do is
not rob them of what they knew when they were very
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yOung. We let them be, and they do the rest
exquisitely all by themselves.

How and What Do Children
Learn at SVS?

Daniel Greenberg

No question is raised more often about Sudbury
Valley School. Somehow it's easy to accept the fact
that the school is a house, or that there are no
classrooms. Everybody knows that some of the best
progressive schools have moved around the furniture
and tried to make things a little less formal, so the fact
that there aren’t formal study rooms may seem a little
peculiar, but it’'s not that bizarre. What is strange
indeed is that nobody seems to be "doing” anything.
The school seems to be in perpetual recess.

A little historical perspective can help in grappling
with this question. Before we started the school, every
discussion of our educational philosophy was a
presentation of a hypothetical idea. We would go
before a group and say this, that, and the other thing,
and people would listen skeptically and present us with
one unanswerable objection: "It won't work!" What
could we say? That it will work? We were sure that it
would work, but we couldn’t say it did work.

We know now that it does work. The problem we
have now is one not of proving that it will work, but of
trying somehow to explain why it works when it feels
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like it shouldn’t. That's a very different problem, a
nice kind of problem.

We've had a great many graduates since 1970, and
others who left for one reason or another without
graduating, so we have a lot of experience with
students who have been here and then gone on to the
"outside world.” They're in the professions, in the arts,
in business; they've gone to colleges and to trade
schools. Everyone who wanted to go to college got into
college. Most got into the college of their first choice.
People would ask, "How are you going to get them into
college? They have no grades, no recommendations.”
It's totally against our principles to write
recommendations. The college admissions applications
ask for an evaluation of the students: what percentile
of the class are they in, what their personal
characteristics are — pages and pages to fill out about
the student’s character, performance, and abilities and
so forth. Initially people would say, "If you don't fill
that out, how is the student ever going to get into
college?” We've never filled one out in all the years.
We have a form letter which explains the school and
our philosophy and why we don't fill out the forms.
Basically we say, "You people in the admissions office
are going to have to look at this student and figure out
for yourselves whether he or she is somebody who
ought to go to your school. We're not going to do the
work for you." '

As it turned out, what we predicted actually
happened. Admissions people in colleges are jaded.
They get a thousand applications, and every one of
them is the same. There is hardly a student who has
applied to college who isn’t "the best,” or who doesn’t
have twenty letters of recommendation from twenty
different teachers who say, "Johnny is absolutely the
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finest student I've ever had in my twenty years of
teaching.” What is one to do? So the admissions
people sit there, day in and day out, looking through all
kinds of garbage, and than all of a sudden somebody
applies who has none of these papers. The applicant
says, "I want to come here. [ know I'm the right
person for your $chool, and I know why I want to be
here." And the admissions people can hardly believe
their ears. Usually, the better the school, the better the
chances are of getting in.

That's just one experience we've had with our
graduates. There are a lot of things we can say now.
For example, we have never had a case of dyslexia.
You read that 10-15% of the population have dyslexia.
But we haven’t had one such instance. It could be an
accident. The students who attended SVS might just
happen not to be in that 10-15%. But it doesn’t work
that way. There’'s no pre-selection of non-dyslexic
people in this place. We haven'’t had dyslexia because
we haven’t brought it about.

What we have had is children who have started
reading at a very wide range of ages. We've had some
who started at four or five (that’s what everybody likes
to hear) and we've had others who started at nine, ten,
even later. - When you look at a person who isn’t
reading at the age of eight, you know that person in a
standard school setting would be put in a remedial
reading class and subjected to enormous pressures.
But if you stay your course, as we have stayed our
course over the years, and you leave that person alone
and let them develop at their own pace, the "miracle”
always seems to happen. By the time they leave, you
wouldn't know the difference between those who
started reading at four and those who started at eleven.
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The point is that today we can relax a little when we
talk about the subject of learning at SVS. Hundreds of
peoplée have been through the school, and it works —
despite the fact that it's a "perpetual recess.” They go
out into the real world. They make it. They do well.
They’re well-adjusted and they're not behind. With
that settled, we can examine a bit more closely what's
going on and why.

The real problem is that it's hard to tell what
learning is going on, or how it is happening. Learning
as a psychological activity is something truly difficult
to get a handle on. We know very little about the
process. There are a lot of theories, but none of them
have stood the test of time and few are based on hard
data or hypotheses that are supportable. Most
educators know this. In order to cover up for this, in
order to make up for the feeling of inadequacy in
confronting a process that we don’t really comprehend,
we do what modern man always does. We label
something "learning” and measure it. Then we're
comfortable, because at least then we have the feeling
that we have a grasp on the problem. We don’t really
follow the process, but in lieu of a profound
understanding of what's going on, we find something
and say, "Let's declare that to be learning, by
consensus. Then we can measure it and put it out of
our minds.” This is basically what the entire
educational system the world over has done: quantify
learning by breaking it up into measurable pieces —
curricula, courses, hours, tests, and grades. Take any
subject you want: for example, American history.
American history is a tremendous field. What does it
mean to learn American history? To deal with this,
educators get a book — Commager, Morrison,
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whatever, on the subject. Then they line up thirty
people, put them in a class, and declare, "You're now
going to learn American history. Every day you will
read a certain number of pages of the book, discuss
them, and then take tests on them to make sure you
know "what you've read.” In this way, they can
measure what is going on. They can say that during
the year, you read 450 pages of American history by an
eminent writer and historian, as a result of which you
"learned” American history. It feels so comfortable that
you never really want to stop to ask, "Is anybody in
this course learning American history? Does anybody
have an overview of the subject? Has anybody
internalized it? Does anybody remember three years
later what they've supposedly learned?”

The best example of this I ever saw was with one of
the most eminent physicists of our time, who taught
a course in a subject called Statistical Mechanics. He
was a Nobel Laureate who certainly knew his subject.
He walked into class the first day, walked up to the
blackboard, wrote the expression e-H/KT, and started
writing a mass of complex formulas. [ went to him
after class and said, "I understand the math and the
derivations, but tell me something. I've read a lot of
books on e-H/KT and I don't understand where it
comes from.” He looked at me and said, "I don’t want
to deal with that. For me it starts with the
mathematical expression e-H/KT and it goes from
there. That's all I want to know about.” Even though
he was teaching advanced graduate students, he wasin
the perfect tradition of education. He wanted
something he could put his hands on and not worry
about the rest, because the rest was too subtle and too
complex to handle and it didn’t have a place in any
organized, quantifiable system.
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How did we get to the point where it was so terribly
important for us to quantify learning? It wasn't always
that way. I think it’'s worth a thumbnail sketch of the
history of education to understand how we got there.

For most of history there were three quite distinct
forms of education. They had a great deal to do with
social class. There was education for a small cultural
elite, extremely stylized and formal. People made up
their minds what it meant to be a "cultured person.”
For example, in 19th century Europe, it was cultured
to know French, piano, singing, Latin, Greek, and so
on. There was a universal consensus. Thus it came
about that the entire cultural aristocracy of Russia
spoke French; many didn't even speak Russian. And
everybody learned the piano. It must have been
torture to go to somebody’s home for dinner, because
no matter where you went, after dinner someone would
sit at the piano and give a recital, and the guests might
be expected to join with them and sing. So, too, with
Greek and Latin. Utterly useless.

One of the best stories about this is told by Winston
Churchill, concerning his own childhood. He was a
total failure in school. To get into his exclusive high
school, he had to go through the formality of an
entrance exam. Of course, he knew (as did everybody
else) that it made no difference, since he’d end up being
accepted anyway, as one of the direct descendants of
the Duke of Marlborough. But there he was, faced with
an entrance exam in Greek and Latin. He looked at
the page for an hour and finally handed in an empty
paper with his signature on it and a big smudge of ink.
They gave up on him entirely and placed him in the
dummie’s class, which learned English! So it
. happened that Winston Churchill spent his entire high
school career studying English literature, whereas all
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the successful "cultured"” people learned Greek and
Latin. It hardly needs mention that Churchill ended up
being one of the finest stylists in the English language
in the twentieth century.

The moral is very simple. That type of education
was a sheer convention. Everybody knew it for what it
was. It was tailored for the elite, and one conformed to
it simply to look right. That's something that was
universal throughout history, and it all but died at the
end of the nineteenth century, with the death of the
elite aristocracy as a class. No matter how much they
might try to keep themselves going, they're gone, and
most of their forms are gone.

The second kind of education that prevailed
throughout history was one that applied to only a few
people: professional training for certain specific
professions. People who were destined to go into a
profession were taken at a young age and for several
years put through a rigorous training directed solely at
the accomplishment of that profession’s aims. An
example of this is the priesthood. In every religion,
people who were to be priests would study the
philosophy, theology. mysteries, the rituals of that
religion. It was a functional education and it was only
useful for a very small number of people at any time.

The greét majority of people were subject to a third
educational process, namely learning by
apprenticeship. This meant learning from the model of
accomplished people in the pursuit that they wanted to
follow. The nature of the pursuit made no difference.
If one wanted to be a carpenter, one was apprenticed to
a carpenter. If you wanted to be a doctor, you were

apprenticed to a doctor; if a lawyer, apprenticed to a
lawyer; if a farmer, one worked with a farmer. It
wasn’t always a formal apprenticeship, but it always

i
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involved learning by working side by side with more
advanced people. Often, there was a one-on-one
relationship between pupil and teacher.,

Good philosophers, good artisans, good musicians,
good everything came out of that type of education
throughout history. No doubt the world could have
gone on happily with that method of education had not
a striking shock intervened in the eighteenth century
which threw everything out of kilter — the shock of the
Industrial Revolution.

The Industrial Revolution required a mass of people
who were in tune with the machines they operated.
Today many people, especially younger ones, have no
idea what society was like two hundred, or a hundred,
years ago. They can’t imagine that it took a day and a
half to go from Framingham to Boston. They can't
comprehend how Andrew Jackson could have become
the hero of New Orleans in a battle that he won over
the British several weeks after the peace treaty had
been signed in London ending the War of 1812, It’s
the same with the Industrial Revolution. Very few
people realize that the kinds of machines that
dominated the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early
twentieth century were quite different from the
machines that prevail today. They were less
independent, more limited, and they needed machine-
like people to handle them. That was the essence of it.
They needed people to perform robot-like, monotonous
functions over and over again and be good at them.
This created a tremendous demand on the society
infrastructure for people to feed this industrial monster.
Everybody went along with this demand because the
end products were something everybody wanted. They
brought material prosperity and made life better. But
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they required a tremendous effort on the part of the
people.

Let me try to make this a little clearer. People who
have had experience with developing countries today
know that their biggest problem is to get the
infrastructure in tune with society’s needs. Itcan’t be
done overnight. It's a tremendous task. This was
brought home to me dramatically through an
experience in Israel in the late fifties. I was in Tel Aviv
having lunch at a fancy hotel. All of a sudden, there
emerged a bunch of waiters who looked like they were
lost. Upon inquiry, I found out that they were a group
from an African country who had been sent to Israel for
training in tourist industries. That country’s
government had sent twenty or so of their best high
school graduates, and in they trooped, into the dining
room. It was the most tortuous lunch I ever had,
because these people simply couldn’t take an order.
They had no idea how to do it. They weren't at all
stupid. They just weren’t "tuned in.” All of a sudden
I realized that no one stops to think abouit such things
until they have an experience like this. We can travel
from one end of the United States to the other, north,
south, east and west, and we can walk into any little
drug store, soda fountain, lunch room, McDonald’s,
anywhere in this country — there are tens of thousands
of them — and there’s basically the same menu on the
board everywhere. We can say, "I want a club
sandwich, or a BLT," and somebody stands behind the
counter and yells, "BLT down!" or whatever, and
somebody in the back makes it, and it comes out and
writes up a check. Think about it. All over a country
the size of a continent there are tens of thousands of
people for whom this is a totally natural activity. They
weren’t born with this. It didn’t come out of the blue.
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It's almost unbelievable. It's the product of the
infrastructure created by the Industrial Revolution. It
required people who were in a sense interchangeable,
just like the machines were. And it created great
mobility. Who ever heard of moving in the old days?
People were born in a place, and they died in the same
place. And their children. And their grandchildren.
Generations on end stayed in the same town. Today
we feel that we're stable if we don’t move for ten years.
You can take a person from Kansas and stick them in
Massachusetts, or from Massachusetts in Oregon — it's
mind-boggling to understand what this means. People
are interchangeable parts. And the Industrial
Revolution is what made them that way.

The educational system responded to the
requirements of the Industrial Revolution in a carefully
thought out manner. Nineteenth Century educators
knew what they were doing, and they were very clear
on their aims. They zeroed in on the "3R’s" — reading,
writing, and arithmetic — as the basic necessities of the
industrial machine. They needed people who could
read instructions, communicate with others in a
rudimentary fashion, and make the elementary
calculations required in everyday work. That's how
compulsory education was born, to fill a specific,
narrow need, for alimited age range of pupils (basically
aged six through twelve),

Within the limited goals of producing mechanical
people for the industrial era, the educational system
worked beautifully. Its needs and its outputs were
quantifiable and measurable, boring and routine. And
it had little to do with the subject of this essay,
namely, "learning”.

The tensions that arose between the requirements
of the Industrial Age and the aspirations of democracy
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and freedom were enormous. Nowhere are they better
expressed than in the writings of Jefferson, whose
heart ached as he watched the industrialization of this
country. Jefferson wished more than anything that
America would be and would remain a rural society,
because he was sure that was the only way we would
ever protect our freedoms. For him, industrialization
meant regimentation and autocracy. This tension
between our political and moral ideals — to be free,
responsible citizens, equal before the law, and equal
with each other — and the rigid requirements of an
economic system tore the country apart for over one
hundred fifty years and remains to this day a
contradictory element of our educational system. It is
simply impossible to handle the fact that we treat
children fundamentally as prisoners, in the fullest
sense of the term.

[ don’t mean this to be a polemic, or as an attack on
the schools. It is a plain political observation. Our
concept of a prison and our concept of a school are
analogous; in fact, almost identical. They involve
restraints on the freedom of movement. They involve
physical regimentation. They involve thought control.
They involve obedience and punishment for
disobedience. It is a commonplace that even the
architecture of modern prisons and modern schools has
much in common.

The great news is that these tensions don’t have to
exist anymore. We're now is the post-industrial era, an
age that has requirements diametrically opposed to
those of the earlier industrial age. Today the worry is
that our educational system is producing human
robots. People are trying to figure out what to do,
because they're not getting graduates out of the schools
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who wunderstand how to deal with problems
independently. What's happened is that the
fundamental nature of the economy has changed. Our
machines are smart enough not to need mechanical
people to run them. That simple fact is the essence of
the post-industrial era. It means that for the future,
what we need is a different educational product, almost
a throwback to the kind of educational product we’ve
had throughout history. We need people who are self-
driven, self-motivated, responsible on their own, able to
conduct themselves in an intelligent, creative,
imaginative way.

Within this context, I would like to examine how the
basic educational features of SVS fit a post-industrial
democratic civilization. Most important is the element
of freedom. Everyone knows coercion is
counterproductive to learning. We don’t really know
what enhances learning; we don’'t know the magic
button we can press to make a person learn quickly.
But we know the button we can press to prevent a
person from learning effectively: coercion. Most of the
people know this from their own experience, if they
face it squarely. For example, most adults have
hobbies and interests that are enormously varied, but
these rarely coincide with subject matter that they
learned in school. They spent twelve, sixteen, even
twenty years, ostensibly learning all sorts of stuff, but
their real interest lay in constructing harps, sailing
boats, building models, collecting stamps, anything,
but hardly ever reading great books! I remember how
shocked I was twenty years ago when the managing
editor of a large publishing company told me that a
very good seller was a book that sold 10,000 copies —
10,000 copies to 200,000,000 people! Most people
don’t read serious books. They'll read Field and
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Stream because they’re interested in fishing and
hunting, they’ll read just about anything in the areas
of their interest, but they never seem to be interested
in the stuff they learned in school.

The second element that’s important in this school
has to do with exposure. Children today are over-
exposed. With television, with what they see and hear
around them, they're exposed by the age of six to
things that their parents weren’t exposed to by late
adolescence. Exposure per se is the last thing to worry
about. Of more concern is how to get children away
from the relentless stimulation that is bombarding
them on every side. How are they going to get a chance
to sit back and think — to contemplate? For us at
Sudbury Valley the best weapon is time. The school is
set up in a way that encourages students to relax, to
look inward to their own internal time and rhythm, to "
nurture them. If that requires going through a period
of boredom, that's OK too. Boredom is a healthy
transition between being constantly assaulted by
external stimuli and getting to the point where you can
direct your own internal life. We have never worried
about exposure, and we have never flinched from
boredom, although I think these are among the hardest
things for parents to handle.

Another key aspect of the school is age mixing. The
students are not confined to classes or activities that
are prescribed by age groups. One of the most
incredible features of the prevailing school system is
how children are segregated by age. Even the so-called
open classrooms only allow a few grades to mix
occasionally. It is a fetish, based on a notion that all -
people develop in lock-step, in the same manner,
month by month, year by year — a theory that runs
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entirely contrary to all experience with children young
and old.

Age-mixing is our "secret weapon.” It's nothing
short of miraculous. The amount of learning and cross-
fertilization that takes place defies measurement. You
have to see adolescents explaining to six and seven-
year olds what the rules of the school are. You have to
watch children of all ages teaching each other how to
use the photolab, how to use the computer, how to
cook, to read, to skate, to play soccer, etc. Age-mixing
is the first step towards true apprenticeship.

Another key feature of SVS is its staff, whose
primary purpose is to serve the students’ needs from a
particularly close and vulnerable vantage point. We
don’'t have tenure. And we don’'t have any inherent
power in the school's administration. This is an
absolutely central element of the mutual respect that
develops between adults and students here. One of the
first things that strikes you when walking into SVS is
the warmth with which adults are greeted. It may take
you aback — it's almost brashness. It's rarely ever
rude. It's equality and openness. All this is an
important step towards learning from another person,
which can only take place in the absence of fear.

Another key aspect of the school is the judicial
system which is designed to give people the feeling,
and the reality, of justice for all. The fate of the school
is in the hands of the community as a whole, not of a
select group of enforcers. It’s one of the essential
kernels of the democratic process in the school,
creating a sense of fairness that has to permeate the
school in order for it to work. The minute that people
think that things aren’t fair, they’'re going to close
themselves off. When they think they’re in a fair
environment, they can respond openly to each other.
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The most important educational concept in the
school is that of responsibility. For each student, as
Harry Truman posted on his desk, "the buck stops
here." There is nobody in the school who will carry the
burden for your child and my child. They each carry
it for themselves. It is impossible to overstate how
important this is for the educational process here.

We saw this vividly when we first opened the
school. In those days, students didn’t believe us when
we said to them that they were fully and solely
responsible for their own education. We told them we
would respond to expressed needs, but we weren’'t
going to direct anyone. Several students thought we
didn’t really mean it. After all, we were good guys,
progressive educators who, when the chips were down,
were surely going to come through and bail them out.
We had a group of students who tested us for months.
They just wouldn’t get going. They hung around.
They listened torecords. But they carefully didn’t "do”
anything. They were terribly bored, but they waited.
They were testing us to find out the answer to a simple
question: when would one of us finally break down and
come into that room and put an arm around one of
them and say, "We understand. We know you're going
through hard times. Can we help you find something
interesting things to do?” That's what they were
waiting for, but it never happened.

One by one they had to break out of their stagnation
on their own. That’s the heart of the whole process.
The ability to carry the ball for yourself.

At the beginning, I said that we don't know how
children learn, at this school or anywhere else. All we
know is that given an environment in which learning
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can take place, it happens joyously, happens excitedly,
and happens rapidly.

I have taught elementary arithmetic at Sudbury
Valley. The first time I taught it I had a group come to
me, between the ages of nine and twelve, who didn’t
know any math at all. They were really hot to trot. So
I thought about it a lot. In the early Sixties I had been
involved in the development of the "new math,” and I
concluded that the new math is the worst thing that
ever happened to teaching. Before teaching a kid that
one plus one equals two, the new math has to explain
the set theory background of what this means. What
the kid wants to know is what one plus one is! SoI got
a textbook out of our library written in 1898 and went
through it with them. We used to meet for twenty or
twenty-five minutes at a stretch twice a week. In a
grand total of twenty hours of instruction, they went
from not knowing how to add to the end of sixth grade
arithmetic, including fractions, and percentages, and
decimals and the whole bit. Twenty hours. Because
they wanted to learn. [ mentioned this to an
experienced educator whose field was elementary
math. He was not in the least surprised. "We have
always known," he said, "that the math that we teach
an hour a day every day for six years can be learned in
a few hours altogether. We all know that. But the
children hate it, so that there’s no way to do it except
to shove it down their throat day in and day out and
hope that over a six year period some of it will stick.”

Houw they learn is a mystery. It happens in different
ways for different people. The best we can do it give a
surrounding that will encourage it to happen. What
they learn at SVS is another story. We don't really
care what they learn. We haven't pre-judged any
particular area as being better to know than another
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area. Again, in the early years of the school, we were
put to the test. We would say all fields are equal, but
when we were faced with the reality, we were shaken.
One student wanted to be a mortician. How many
times do you get an adolescent in high school saying he
wants to be a mortician? Can you imagine what a
public school advisor would do with that? "I want to
be a scientist” — yes. But "I want to be a mortician"?!
Now he’s become a very successful mortician. At the
age of sixteen he was doing autopsies in an
apprenticeship program.

Another student that same year told us his ambition
was to be arailroad switchman. That’s all he dreamed
about. And he became a railroad switchman. The
point is, when the atmosphere is free enough that a
person can come up to us and say, "I want to be a
railroad switchman,” or “I want to be a mortician,” we
suddenly realize that it really is important for us to
stick to our guns; that we're really not going to pre-
judge their interest, because we never can know what
the human mind is going to encompass. What may
look off the beaten track to us may be hailed as a work
of genius five years from now by an admiring public
who cry out, "Look at this daring person who went off
and did something new and exciting!”



What do Students Choose?

Hanna Greenberg

In the days when Sudbury Valley was a dream
about to be realized, I was often asked how we would
deal with students who would choose to do only the
things that they could do easily, and avoid learning
subjects that they would find difficult. In those early
days, when theory and not actual experience governed
our thinking, I would reply that at SVS we would go
along with the students’ decision no matter what. We
believed that if students were forced to study subjects
that they hated or felt inadequate to tackle, then they
would probably fail to learn them anyway. We
preferred to teach things that were of interest to
students rather than coerce them to study material
they hated. I do not need to recapitulate -here the
experiences of educators which attest to the enormous
effort it takes to teach an uninterested person material
that should be easy to grasp, an effort that in most
cases bears no fruit.

That was our situation in 1968. Today we need not
theorize in a vacuum. We have experience, and our
experience has shown us that our theories were valid
although our initial expectations vastly underestimated
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the results we were to observe. We learned that not
coercing students into learning had more far-reaching
consequences than we had anticipated. We found over
the years that many students not only devote time to
learning what they love but choose to learn subjects
that they find distasteful or boring. They not only do
not choose the path of least resistance, but actually
seek out the path that is most difficult for them. This
phenomenon is widespread through all age groups, but
manifests itself only after the students realize that their
destiny is in their own hands and that their direction in
life depends on their own actions.

This amazed us years ago when we first understood
what was happening; by now, it has become common
place. Students tell us often that they are studying
algebra because they failed to learn it in their previous
school. Or they need to do well in the SAT’s to
improve their chances of getting into the college of
their choice, so they study material they find dreadfully
boring for months on end. Others force themselves to
play outside in order to overcome timidity, physical
weakness, or social shyness. Others become active in
the administration of the school in order to overcome
their inability to organize themselves. The actual
activities may vary but the underlying common
denominator is conscious and purposeful choice to do
what is conceived as most difficult.

Adultslove to challenge themselves, and children do
so even more. It is human nature to test one's mettle,
to seek excitement in exploring the unknown and to
enjoy solving problems. The children at SVS have time
to do all that and more. They climb their personal
Everests every day with courage and vitality. We often
are awed by their actions and wonder how such young
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people possess so much wisdom and foresight to
choose the difficult way in order to better their lives.

A New Look at Learning

Daniel Greenberg

At the Sudbury Valley School we have encountered
a new version of the old story of the parent-child
dialogue: "Where did you go?" "Out.” "What did you
do?" "Nothing.” Our version is: “Where do you go?"
“Sudbury Valley.” What do youlearn?" "Nothing." All
too often that seems to be the refrain associated with
the school by parents and by people in the community.
When the school opened, there was a whole catalogue
of objections to what we were doing; as the years have
passed most of them have slowly faded away. In the
beginning, we were told that the problem was that we
were new, and people didn't want to try out a new
school before they knew whether it would work or
survive, or be accredited. Of course now we're not new
anymore, and we have survived, and we have long
been accredited. Earlier, there was always the question
of how our students could get into college without
courses, grades, or transcripts. We had to try to
convince people on the basis of abstractions. Now
there isn't any question anymore, because any
graduate who has wanted to go to college has been
admitted. In fact, many of our students have been
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getting in without our high school diploma. Then there
was the question of how students would be able to
transfer to other schools, in case their families moved,
or they wanted to leave for other reasons. That too was
an objection that people used as a reason for not
enrolling their children — because perhaps at some
later time they might have to go to a "regular” school,
and then they wouldn’t be able to get back to "reality."
Now that argument has gone, because there are lots of
former students who have gone from SVS to "regular”
schools and have done excellently, without losing time
at all. There were so many objections in the early
years! People said the school would be chaotic; it
would be undisciplined; it would be rowdy:; it would be
a fiscal nightmare because so many people have access
to money; and on and on. We used to think that when
people finally saw that the objections were groundless,
slowly but surely they would come around to our way
of looking at things, or at least accept us and think that
ours was a pretty reasonable kind of educational
system for their children and/or themselves. Alas, how
wrong we were! Because there is one fundamental
objection that will probably stay with us for the
foreseeable future: namely, that this is a place where
children don’t learn anything. It is as simple as that.
People say, "Whatever they do there — they may be
happy, read, work, whatever — one thing is sure: they
don’t learn anything.” This is something that the
students enrolled at the school hear from their friends,
and often from their parents. They hear it from
grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins. We
get it from all kinds of incredulous outsiders who walk
into the school and say that it’s very impressive, but
then end with the view that students don’t learn
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anything here. I think that this is probably the major
factor that keeps new people from enrolling in droves.

What is really at the heart of the objection? It’s not
enough to answer by saying, "Yes, they do learn.” We
never really know how to handle it. The proposition
seems so ridiculous, that we often end up saying, in
effect, "What do you mean they don’t learn anything?
Look at A — he’s learned this. Or look at B. She’s
learned this. Or look at this student sitting and
reading.” We respond with a flood of ad-hoc and ad-
hominem counter-examples, with no real effect. But
such answers don’t really relate to the objectors. They
look at A reading a book, and that doesn’t satisfy them
either. So he’s reading a book! So what? That isn’t
learning. Nothing seems to satisfy them.

What, then, is the heart of this objection? Is it
actually true that students don’t learn anything at the
school? If not, why do people think it is true? And
what do students learn here? I'm going to address
each of these questions in turn.

In order to get a handle on the whole problem, we
have to analyze fairly closely the generally accepted
view of learning. In this culture, the meaning of the
word ‘“learning” is closely determined by four
fundamental assumptions. The first assumption is that
one knows what ought to be learned by people. The
second assumption is that one knows when it ought to
be learned. The third assumption is that one knows
how it ought to be learned. And the fourth assumption
is that one knows by whom each thing ought to be
learned. These four assumptions in essence determine
the meaning of the concept "learning” for this culture.
Let’s look at them one by one.
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The first assumption is that we know what ought
to be learned. That is to say, the prevailing view is that
there-is a basic body of knowledge that every human
being should know.

It is important to realize that this assumption is not
an objective reality. Rather, it is completely
determined by the time and the place and the nature of
the culture that makes it. In other words, far from
being a general truth about knowledge and about
learning, it is an assumption that is completely
dependent on the state of the culture that makes it. In
different eras and in different places, various societies
have made — and still make — catalogs of what has to
be learned. For example, not too long ago, in American
culture, there was the simple tenet that the "three R’s"
were the basics. During the twentieth century,
education in this country has been "modernized,” and
to that list of three R’s have been added successively
other subjects that were considered equally important.
Consider the 19th century in Great Britain: then it was
felt that an educated person has to know Greek and
Latin literature. In the Middle Ages the "basics"
consisted of a course in natural philosophy, speculative
philosophy, rhetoric, and so forth, and a very clear
avoidance of practical subjects. I don’t want to go into
a comprehensive history of this subject. I only want to
make the simple point that the assumption that we
know what ought to be learned is determined
completely by the cultural environment, and changes
with time. Unfortunately, the one we're stuck with
right now in this country was determined by an
industrial technological view of our culture that is
obsolete.

Indeed, two of the three R’s are demonstrably
obsolete. Nobody really needs to know arithmetic.
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Everybody uses pocket calculators, or calculating
machines, or computers, or adding machines. No
accountant will sit and add long columns of figures by
hand, or multiply by long multiplication, or divide by
long division. Even the best will make more mistakes
by hand than by machine. I can’t think of anybody
professional who uses arithmetic now. Even people
who go out shopping take along their little pocket
calculators on which they tote up their expenditures.
As far as writing is concerned, that word has many
meanings, but certainly two of the main meanings were
penmanship and spelling, which were considered very
important because people communicated either orally
or through writing longhand letters. Today, anybody
who's foolish enough to use handwriting is really at a
disadvantage in any practical situation. Many schools
and colleges don’t even accept handwritten papers.
Your average letter of application for a job, or your
average business correspondence, would never be done
longhand. In fact, it’'s considered an almost esoteric
phenomenon if a person drops somebody a handwritten
note. And it's equally unimportant to know how to
spell. An awful lot of people I know, some of whom are
very famous people, don’t have the foggiest notion how
to spell. Omne of the things any good secretary is
expected to do is to correct all the boss’s spelling, and
even secretaries don’t have to know how to spell: all
they have to do is get paid for the time it takes to look
up words in the dictionary, or use a word-processing
spell-checker.

The point is simply that the concept of curriculum
that prevails right through college was determined by
the industrial society that this country had in the
nineteenth century. There were certain fundamental
skills, methods, procedures, and technologies that were
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needed in order to keep the industrial machine going.
And I don’t mean on the blue collar level alone, not
only for the people who worked the assembly lines, but
also for the secretaries, the accountants, the
bookkeepers, and even the executives. The whole
industrial machine operated according to some
relatively simple robot-like functions that enormous
numbers of people had to perform, and for which it was
indeed necessary to have a basic, universal common
curriculum for everybody. Of course, even then it was
a question of whether or not a culture opted to have an
industrial economy at all. The large agrarian
economies didn’t bother with these things. For
example, Russia at the time of the revolution was just
beginning to decide that it wanted to get into the
industrial era, and the illiteracy rate was something
like 95%. It just wasn't important for a mass rural
culture to know the three R’s. In fact, in the entire
society there was only a small cadre of people who
could write. Everyone else would go to these scribes to
have all their letters and documents written or read for
them. But for the population at large, it wasn't
essential to know how to read or write or calculate or
do any such thing in order to till the land or build the
houses or do the kinds of activities that were central to
an agrarian society.

Times change. In this country, we have come to the
point where most routine tasks do not have to be
performed by people, even though often they still are.
We have the inherent capability to eliminate from the
humanly-operated domain the entire body of
automatic, robot-like operations that had to be done by
enormous numbers of people. Indeed, the revolution
that the modern communications industry has brought
about in society is quite as profound as the revolution
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that mechanization achieved a century or two ago,
when it simply did away with the need for vast
numbers of physical laborers to do heavy work. (That
revolution, too, was not universal; and there are some
societies today where heavy mass labor is still used.)
The new information-processing technology is now
doing away with the need for droves of workers in
industrial plants, or bookkeepers, or purchasers, or
secretaries. Nowadays, once an industry is
computerized, most of the operations are untouched by
human hands. For example, when you place an order
for a book with a major publisher, virtually everything
is handled by computer. And when the inventory
drops, and they need to order a new printing, the
computer tells the presses to do it. You can imagine
how many thousands of clerks have been replaced. I
was in the publishing industry when this transition
took place, and I worked for two companies, one of
which was automated, and the other still had all its
accounting done by bookkeepers standing behind tall
desks just like you see in old movies — standing and
writing longhand all the thousands of entries that had
to be made day by day. Those bookkeepers don’t work
there anymore; even that old-fashioned company has
entered the computer era.

The point is that robot-like individuals are not
needed any longer in large numbers to man the
industrial machine, and this fact has, at a stroke,
rendered obsolete the entire pedagogical conception of
a basic set of things that have to be known by
everybody. Now we are faced with a completely
different educational problem. I'm not talking about
the Sudbury Valley School, or about our particular
philosophy. What I'm saying applies to anybody
planning an educational system for the modern era in
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this country. Nowadays, instead of preparing a list of
subjects that are necessary for everybody to know, all
you can do is draw up an enormous catalogue of
different subjects and activities that are available in the
culture, and then proceed from that point. If you
believe in a planned society, you can try to apportion
a certain number of people to each of these various
fields for the good of society as a whole. That’s a
political decision, one which still doesn’t mean, of
course, that everybody is going to learn the same thing.
It implies a complete lack of freedom of choice on the
part of the students, but at least it’s modern, and it
doesn't make the basic mistake of thinking that
everybody ought to be trained in the same way. The
other major political philosophy that is prevalent in the
world today is that of personal freedom. In that
system, it seems to me that you have to end up saying
that each person should be able to decide what that
person wants to do. But the chief point I want to make
is that regardless of political philosophy, the idea that
there is a basic curriculum that everybody ought to
know is gone.

Let us return now to the original question, and let
me bring it down to specifics. Say we have a twelve-
year old in the school and somebody asks, "Is that
student learning anything?” What they mean is that
they know that every twelve-year-old should be
studying social studies, advanced arithmetic, and
English grammar. This is the assumption that
underlies the question. So if we answer, "This person
is not learning social studies, but is learning
photography, or music, or Greek history” — indeed, if
we answer that the student is learning anything else
but social studies, English grammar, and advanced
arithmetic, the questioners will not be satisfied. As far
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as they are concerned, as long as the students in this
school who are twelve years old aren’t learning what
the society today thinks every twelve-year-old ought to
be learning, they are not learning. And it’s only when
people realize that it's a mistake, no matter what your
philosophy of education is, to think in the late
twentieth century that all twelve-year-olds ought to be
learning a specific set of subjects — only when people
realize that this just isn't a viable educational view
anymore for modern American society, only then will
they be able to say, “Well, I don't have to insist that
they learn social studies, arithmetic, and English
grammar when they are twelve. I can accept other
subjects, other activities, as valid learning for a
twelve-year-old.”

The second underlying assumption is that one
knows when a subject ought to be learned. This has a
more modern origin that the first assumption. It's only
been recently that people have become arrogant
enough to think that they understand the human mind
well enough to know in detail how and when it absorbs
and handles knowledge. To be sure, people always
knew that little children don’t quite have the ability to
handle things as well as adults, overall. But people saw
that there was such a variety in how children develop
that no one dared become dogmatic. A Mozart might
play the piano at age three, and a John Stewart Mill
might speak a dozen languages when he was four; one
child would do one thing, another child did something
else. It was only when psychology became "modern”
that it got the idea that there is a specific, universal
track that every mind follows in its development, and
that all healthy minds proceed at pretty much the
same rate along this track. One of the consequences of
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this view is that it's bad to be learning the "wrong
thing” at the "wrong time.” For example, if you are
expecting somebody by age two to do a particular
thing, and you find that the child is not, then you
conclude that you have an incipient learning disability.
I'm not exaggerating when I say age two. It is
becoming much more common to extrapolate into
earlier years, and engage in what is called "early
detection” of alleged learning disabilities and
psychological problems.

It is considered a property of the human mind that
certain mathematical skills, certain scientific skills, and
certain skills of reasoning are acquired at certain ages.
As a result, it becomes important (according to this
view) that schools provide exactly the "right material”
at the right age. Also, it is considered bad to give third
grade work to first grade students, because this doesn’t
develop their minds along the proper track. I think
everybody is aware of these views.

One of the things that set me to thinking about this
whole subject was a nightmare I had one night. I
dreamt that just as we have schools now where all six-
year-olds are put through drills in reading, and are
drilled and drilled at it, whether or not they are
interested in it — and if they don’t achieve at the
proper rate, they are immediately tagged and put into
a special category and given special teachers — what I
dreamt was that the same thing was happening to one
and two-year-olds with regards to speaking. Isuddenly
saw a school for toddlers where they were all being
taught how to speak, just the way we teach how to
read, syllable by syllable, word by word. And if they
weren't proceeding at the programmed pace they were
going to be placed immediately into the "speaking
disability category,” and so forth. Perhaps this sounds
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ridiculous, but after all, we've totally accepted this
attitude when it comes to reading. Why not speaking?
And if you have a three-year-old who is speaking at a
"two-year-old level,” why not put that child in the
Special Ed. class? It's a nightmare, and I think it's well
on it's way to happening.

So again you ask yourself, where does this come
from? How do these psychologists pull it off? Why was
the society in general, and the professionals in
psychology in particular, so eager to accept this kind of
approach? Again, I think the answer goes back to my
old theme. The so called science of psychology today
is the natural child of the nineteenth century industrial
technological scientific world view, which insisted on
reducing everything in the world to a linear, tracked,
simple series of progressions. This was essentially the
definition of knowledge in any field. There was no
such thing as real, solid knowledge that was not
perfectly ordered, in an exact sequence of rational
steps. If it wasn't ordered in that way it was non-
scientific, it was "art,” and as art it was allegedly the
product of the emotions and of the feelings and not of
the mind. Products of the intellect, by contrast, had to
be "scientific.” I don’t think it's surprising people
reached this view, because they were living in an era
when everybody was drunk with the success of linear
technology in the material world. After all, the view
was appropriate to machines, to mass production, to
the assembly line, to industrialization, to any enormous
technological venture. It was true that those
enterprises were ordered in a precise, linear fashion.
So central was the industrial materialistic view of the
world, that it engulfed all of knowledge, and the
universal aspiration of the intellectual world was to be
included under the umbrella of "science,” in order to be
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legitimate. Indeed, if anybody came along and said,
"My field doesn’t want to be organized in a logical,
rational way,” they ran the risk of being told "If you
can't show us the track of knowledge in your field,
you're not really worthy of being a bona-fide subject.”
This approach was a perfectly natural product of the
enthusiasm with technology that gripped Western
society in the nineteenth century. People were
consumed with a passion to extrapolate the
technological world view to absolutely everything. And
the fields of social theory and psychology were swept
right along with all the others.

If you understand, then, that there is a deep
yearning on the part of social scientists and
psychologists to be "scientific" and along comes a
person who purports to give, on the basis of what looks
to be a very nice scientific work, a good linear theory of
the mind, you can see why they will jump at it. And it
comes then as no surprise that people like Piaget or
Skinner rapidly become widely accepted by their
colleagues, because they rescued the profession of
psychology from the oblivion of being an "art” and
turned it into a scientific discipline. I think that this
idea is going to fall by the wayside eventually, but it's
only going to happen when the whole culture begins
retracting from the technological world view. You can
see a trend in that direction in modern thinkers today.
There are books being published by very eminent
social scientists who are beginning to say, "This view
of human knowledge really isn’t valid. It doesn't take
into account the subtleties. It doesn't take into account
the complexities. It doesn’t take into account
innovation. It doesn’t take into account change. It
doesn’t take into account the emergence of new
theories, new ideas. It simply isn’t adequate to explain
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what the human mind has done with the world.” This
Is being said by more and more people who have a
name in their fields. Whether their voice is going to
prevail in the long run I don’t know, because certainly
in the short run the trend is toward a more feverish
technologization of the social sciences. I think we are
going to have a major struggle on this issue in this
country, although for the time being the forces of
technology are probably on top.

The third assumption generally made is that one
knows how any subject ought to be learned, that there
Is a "proper” approach, a "correct way" to study a
subject. Even if we have in our school a person who is
learning what "ought” to be learned — for example,
social studies — at the "right" time — namely, at age
twelve — if the person isn’t learning it in the "right”
manner from the "right" textbook, it’s not considered
valid. The extent to which this has taken over
education is astounding. It used to be widely accepted
that there were a tremendous variety of approaches to
any subject. One went to different schools, even
travelled to different countries, to hear different people
develop a specific subject in different ways. One went
lo a particular teacher because that teacher had a
fascinating way of presenting a certain subject. This
was an accepted feature of learning. Any subject was
thought to be varied, complex and intricate, and every
original mind was thought to have a different way of
looking at it. It was once considered the height of
absurdity to say that there is a "best™ way to teach
physics, or social studies, or anything. Alas, pedagogy,
too, wanted to become a science, no less than
psychology. Pedagogy too had to become an exact,
technological field. The obvious result was that
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everything had to be done in the same way or it wasn’t
valid. All textbooks in a given field have to be the
same. That’s almost an axiom of publishing today. If
you submit a textbook manuscript to a publisher that
deviates from the accepted way, you'll get a rejection
slip. It may be a great book, but if it is not the way the
subject is taught in schools, they won’t want to publish
it. Of course, in a sense publishers are just
representing the prevailing view. They are marketing
agents, and they don’t want to get stuck with a book
that won't sell. What they are saying is that nobody
out there in the educational world is going to use a
book that is any different from the book that is used by
everyone else.

I don’t have to belabor this. It's an exact
consequence of the kind of thinking that I was talking
about earlier with regard to psychology. And in order
to please somebody who is looking at Sudbury Valley
in terms of the prevailing educational atmosphere, our
shelves should be filled with the current editions of
textbooks in all fields that are being studied in other
schools. That would be a "good” library. Our library
has a lot of books in it, and they are very varied, but it
basically cannot be considered a "good" school library
as far as educators are concerned because in any given
subject they are going to look around here and not
going to find only the "right" book in most fields. And
the same applies to any student learning with the aid
of any of these books.

I think, again, that in this regard a lot of people who
stop to think about it realize that there is a basic flaw
in the idea, regardless of their philosophy of education.
The flaw is that it rules out completely any concept of
innovation in a field. What's missing is any reference
to how any one of the subjects being taught in school
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has ever changed or progressed. The textbooks always
deal with static subjects presented "correctly.” To me
this is an internal inconsistency that should be obvious
to anybody. 1 can only hope that eventually this
contradiction will come to somebody’s attention in
teachers’ colleges. Or perhaps this view will
disintegrate on its own. As long as you assume that
pedagogy is an art, or has variety, you are never under
pressure to be right. You only have to have your own
approach. You go to hear a teacher, and you either like
that person’s approach or you don't like it, but you
don’t ask whether that approach is "right.” You say
that it is self-consistent, or interesting, but it is not a
question of being right or not. But in the present
educational system people are constantly plagued with
the problem of finding the "right" approach, and each
time they find one they label it "right,” and it becomes
very embarrassing a year or two later to be faced with
a situation where it turns out that it wasn't right after
all. That leads to a lot of problems. There is always a
"new" reading program. Every two or three years there
is a whole new "right” way to teach reading, because
the last "right” way didn’t work. The educational
world is constantly being embarrassed, only they don't
ever seem to be ashamed of the fact that they were
wrong. I guess there is always a hope that between the
fact that they never seem to do the right thing, and the
fact that actually there is no right thing, it may dawn
on people eventually that the whole approach is invalid
from beginning to end.

The fourth assumption is that one knows how to
identify by whom any given subject ought to be
learned. In a way this is the most insidious of all
assumptions, but it follows directly from all the other
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points I have made. Our schools have a sophisticated
and ever-improving system for tracking people, and for
finding out at an ever earlier age what specific
"aptitudes” a person has, so that a precise, narrow
track can be determined for this person to follow
throughout life. In this society, such a process is
exceptionally subtle, because it involves an
authoritarian approach within a free culture. By
employing a variety of ruses the system produces a
process which allows it to inhibit personal freedom
without really feeling that this is what is going on. The
person doesn’t feel that something arbitrary is being
done — which is in fact what is happening. Instead,
the system creates the impression that it is simply
looking out for each person’s own best future, trying to
find out what the person’s needs are, and helping fulfill
them. The fact that others are deciding what the
person’'s needs and interests are, what the person is
going to do with his or her life, is covered over by the
illusion that really it is only that person’s needs that
are being considered. Now this is a combination of all
the evils we have talked about. The assumption is that
psychologically one knows enough about the mind to
identify aptitudes; and a further assumption is that
once one knows aptitudes, one also knows how to track
a person to ensure the person will in fact reach the goal
that is being set out. The whole approach is the
ultimate in pedagogical and psychological technology.
The only trouble is that it is humanly absurd. All you
have to do is read biographies to discover how, time
and again, attempts to identify a person's interests at
an early age failed. To be sure, sometimes a person of
three or four does give very definite indications of
where he is heading, but most of the time quite the
opposite is the case, and very often people show their
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true aptitudes only in their twenties and thirties and
sometimes much later.

I think that we can understand why people in this
society are going to feel, no matter what, that students
at Sudbury Valley don’t learn anything. They are
bound to feel that way. There is just no way out.
Because we are not fulfilling any of the four basic
assumptions that define the new meaning of "learning”
for our culture. And there is no way our philosophy
allows us to act on any of these assumptions. So there
is no point answering a person, "Look, A is reading a
book, and B is learning this and that." Our approach
just doesn’t fit the whole society’s frame of reference,
and it’s not going to fit until the outside world drops
the assumptions that underlie its view of education.

Still, the question remains: Do people learn anything
at Sudbury Valley? Obviously to us, the answer is
"yes,” from our perspective on the word "learning” —
a perspective that may not be currently popular, but is
nevertheless rooted in our culture’s history.

The kinds of learning processes that I see occurring
at the school all the time fall into four major categories.
First, I think we have learning going on here in the
development of personal character traits. Right off,
that doesn’t sound like "learning.” But actually,
character education has always historically been
considered an important part of education, and even
today gets a lot of lip service paid to it. Unfortunately,
in the current educational system, it’s talked about but
nobody has any idea what to do about it. I think that
we have developed a setting in which it can be shown
that certain character traits are enhanced — traits like
independence, self-reliance, confidence, open-
mindedness, tolerance of differences, the ability to



58 Sudbury Valley School Experience

concentrate, the ability to focus, and resilience in the
face of adversity. Every one of these traits tends to
thrive in people who stay here for any length of time.
Indeed, the society at large sees the opposite traits
being enhanced in their educational institutions and
they worry about it. They worry about the fact that
their settings seem to encourage dependence, a
"follower” mentality that relies on others’ judgments
rather than on one’s own. They worry about the fact
that such a high percentage of people are insecure,
intolerant, unable to concentrate on their work, and not
resilient to failure.

The second major type oflearning that goes on here
is in the domain of social etiquette. For example,
children in this school are at ease with people of all
ages and backgrounds and types (instead of the
widespread trait that you see among children of the
same age in public schools whose tendency is to turn
| aside, not to look an adult in the eyes, to be ill at ease,
to shuffle, and to mumble). There is the characteristic
of being considerate of other people’s needs — a trait
that I think is fostered mainly by our judicial system.
There is a fundamental acceptance that other people
have rights, that other people have needs, that other
people have domains of their own that have to be
respected. Then there is the trait of being articulate
(people are often so inarticulate in the outside world!).
And the traits of openness and trust — I' am very
reluctant to use those words, but not quite as much as
I was in 1968, when they were catchwords for a social
fad — as opposed to the suspicion and paranoia that
seem to be rampant in the society, especially among
teenagers. And also, there is a certain basic
friendliness and courtesy that pervades relationships in
the school.
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A third category of learning that goes on is in the
domain of academic subjects, where we not only see
the acquisition of knowledge occurring, but we also
find it taking place in ways that other schools would
find unusual. For example, people do learn how to
read in this school, sooner or later. It's intriguing to
watch closely how this happens in each case, because
it happens at different ages, and in completely different
ways. I don’t want to go into any details now, but just
by way of example: some learn how to read by being
read to over and over and practicing a book until they
learn it by heart and start memorizing the words;
others learn by piecing together syllables that they
have picked up one by one; others learn by trying to
associate letters with phonetic sounds. Each one does
it in their own way, and at their own initiative.

Substantive learning goes on here in the
fundamentals of arithmetic. It goes on in the principles
of democratic government, and in current events.
(This is actually rather interesting. The children in this
school are generally up to date on what's going on in
the world even though we don’t have "social studies”
classes.) There is substantive learning going on here in
the domestic arts, including money management,
laking care of yourself, survival, cooking, sewing,
childrearing — a whole group of subjects which in
other schools are relegated to a tertiary place, for poor
learners or for girls, though the subjects are clearly
central to living a good life. Here it goes on in ways
that have nothing to do with age or sex or even with
future career intentions. The list of different specific
subjects learned by different people goes on and on —
writing, management, painting, music, etc. — and it
covers a broad spectrum of conventional and
unconventional subjects.
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Finally, there is a fourth category of learning that
goes on here in a way that is not even remotely
matched by any other environment, and that is the
category of methodology. To be sure, there is a
tremendous amount of writing done, for example, on
the techniques of problem solving. But again, it's
assumed in the usual technological way that there is a
"method” for solving problems, and what one should do
in school is teach this method. The only trouble is, the
basic assumption is again false. If there was a method
for solving problems, we wouldn't have any problems
left. The whole point of a problem is that you don’t
know either its solution or the exact right method to
solve it — if there is one. The idea that there are
multiple approaches to problem solving, that there are
lots of parallel paths that can be explored, that some
are better than others, that they have to be compared,
that there are all kinds of consequences that have to be
followed out in order to make these comparisons — the
really complex notions of what problem solving entails
are an everyday feature of this school. Students have
to deal with them every minute of the day in different
areas. From small problems like how to get hold of a
piece of equipment, or what do next, to major problems
like what am [ going to do with my life, or how do I
study a certain field, or how do I answer the questions
posed in the book I am reading, and so forth. Sudbury
Valley does it better than anybody else. Students here
also learn how to use resources, both human and
archival. To be sure, in other schools somewhere
around fifth or sixth grade they take the children to the
library and describe the Dewey decimal system, and
the librarian gives a talk on how to use the library. We
all went through this, but most people never can figure
out how to use the library anyway, and don’t.

A New Look at Learning 61

Anybody who has taught in college or graduate school
knows that many graduate students have difficulty
using the resources at their disposal. It's something
that they have got to learn, and they have also got to
figure out how to find the people who can help them.
At Sudbury Valley we take all this for granted — the
idea that when you want to learn something you have
got to find someone who is an expert in it to help you,
and you have got to figure out where you can find the
resources in our library, or in an outside one. These
ideas, and how to implement them, are commonplace
around here.

Perhaps it is fitting to end with something that
Tolstoy wrote about 100 years ago. He wrote:

"Don’t be afraid! There will be Latin and
rhetoric, and they will exist in another hundred
years, simply because the medicine is bought,
so we must drink it (as a patient said). I doubt
whether the thoughts which I have expressed
perhaps indistinctly, awkwardly,
inconclusively, will become generally accepted
in another hundred years; it is not likely that
within a hundred years all those ready-made
institutions-schools, gymnasia, and universities
— will die, and that within that time there will
grow freely formed institutions, having for their
basis the freedom of the learning generation.”

Here was a great thinker writing in the 1860’s that
it would take another hundred years for these ideas to
come to fruition. A century later, we were founded.
It's uncanny. Will it take another hundred years to
catch on?



On the Nature of Sports at S.V.S.
and the Limitations of Language
in Describing S.V.S. to the World

Michael Greenberg

Have you ever noticed the uniqueness of the way
that sports are played at S.V.S.?7

The experience is a beautiful one which brings out
most of the noble characteristics which a person can
possess. It also illustrates a point about language and
the S.V.S. experience that is worth thinking about; for,
although we give our activities at the school the same
names as activities that take place elsewhere (for
instance, "soccer games" or "history class"), what is
actually happening during those activities at school is
so fundamentally different from what happens
elsewhere that the name becomes misleading. This is
why it seems impossible, at times, to explain the school
to people who haven’t actually seen it.

To describe the school, we must explain what
actually happens, mentally and physically, step by
step, because people have no direct experience that is
the same as ours. At best, their idealistic, utopian
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ideas may resemble our day to day experiences at
school. People can be reached by showing them how
their ideals of freedom and responsibility, of democracy
and fair justice, translate into day to day actions. We
know that people in other schools have no direct
experience of these things. What we forget is that,
even after school, most people don’'t have a direct
experience of true democracy, fair justice, freedom, and
responsibility in the full sense that we know them at
S.V.S., just as people in other countries have no idea of
what day to day life is like in the U.S.A. through
reading the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

Which brings me to how utterly incomplete and
misleading terms like "soccer game"” and "history class”
are in describing those activities at S.V.S. T will take
soccer as an example.

In other schools soccer is a game where all players
on a team are of a similar age, sex, and, if the school is
big enough, ability. It is played at designated times
selected by the school. It is highly competitive both as
regards an individual’s performance on the team and
the performance of team against team. There is a lot
of peer pressure and one’s status and sense of worth is
highly dependent on physical performance. The fact
that people. manage to have some fun in spite of all
these negative aspects says a lot about the deep human
satisfaction that arises out of physical exertion and
play.

This is what usually happens in other schools. The
players arrive at the designated time wearing their
uniforms. They are told by their coach how to improve
their performances (not how to have more fun). They
go to their designated positions. A team will always
have more players than are allowed on the field so the
people who don’t perform as well as others will not be
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allowed to spend as much time playing. They play the
game. “They 'work’ the game"” might be a more
appropriate phrase, because traditional, organized
amateur sport is almost as regimented as professional
sports.

People who are paid $200,000 a year to beat other
people in sports should be performance oriented. The
average person who simply wants to enjoy the physical
process of play, or who wants to improve their own
ability to kick a ball simply as an athletic challenge,
should be enjoyment oriented, not process oriented.

Here is what happens at an S.V.S. soccer game.
One person says, "Let’s play soccer” to some other
people. Whoever feels like playing at that moment
comes to the field. There are six year olds, ten year
olds, eighteen year olds, maybe a staff member or
parent who feels like joining in. There are boys and
girls. Teams are then chosen with a conscious effort at
creating evenly matched sides. Someone who hasn’t
been there would not believe the amount of effort that
goes into making the teams even. Given the diversity
of the players, this often consists of one team having an
extra "big kid” who can play well and the other team
getting a small army of six year olds to get in his way.
People want even teams because they are playing for
fun. It's no fun to play a game with lopsided teams.

After a game starts, someone will often come and
say, "Can I play too?" and the teams will be rearranged
to accommodate them, trading players back and forth.
If that proves impossible, they will be told "Get
someone equal to you to play also." The game is
played by whomever wants to play, for as long as they
feel like playing. There will always be certain people
who value winning, but there is little peer performance
pressure. Most people don't really care who wins.
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Now, you might get the impression that people are
not trying very hard to be good at the game, but that's
not true. Because the process of play is only fun if you
exert effort and challenge yourself. That is why people
developed the idea of games like soccer in the first
place. Running around for no reason gets boring, but
running around trying to kick a ball between two posts
that are guarded by people who are trying to stop you
— that’s exciting.

The people who play sports as we do at S.V.S. learn
far more profound lessons about life than those that
can be taught by regimented, performance-oriented
sports. They learn teamwork — not the "we against
them" type of teamwork, but the teamwork of a diverse
group of people of diverse talents organizing
themselves to pursue a common activity — the
teamwork of life. They learn excellence, not the "I'm
a star" type of excellence, but the type of excellence
that comes from setting a standard for yourself to live
up to and then trying your best to live up to it.

I'm twenty-three years old and I've played a lot of
soccer. It would be pretty silly for me to try to be
better than the three eight-year-olds who crowd around
my feet every time I try to kick the ball. I think that
the eight year olds are too busy running after kids who
are three feet taller than they are to worry about being
the best eight year old. In this game, as in real life, the
only standard that matters is one you set for yourself.
One of the profound truths you learn is that we are all
so different from each other that peer pressure and
comparisons of worth are meaningless. Ifyou're eleven
years old and you are only allowed to play with other

eleven year olds, it’s very hard to glimpse this profound
truth which unlocks the true meaning of excellence.
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They learn responsibility and restraint. In all the
years of playing very physical games like football,
soccer, and basketball, there has never been an injury
beyond a minor cut or bruise. People play all these
sports in their regular clothes without any of the
standard protective equipment that is normally
required. How can this be explained when people
wearing protective pads injure each other with
alarming frequency? Because in a regimented,
performance-oriented way of looking at sports (or life),
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making sure you don't hurt someone becomes less
important than winning. So it doesn’'t matter how
much you talk about "sportsmanship” or how many
safety pads you wear, people will get hurt. When you
approach sports (or life) as a fun, exciting process, as
something that is done for the sheer joy and beauty of
doing it, then not hurting someone, not impairing their
ability to enjoy the same process becomes a top
priority.

This whole experience of sports at the school is just
one of the many ways in which the kids answer the
question, "What activities produce a meaningful life?”
or, to put it more simply, "What is the meaning of life?"
For people at school, freedom is not just a tremendous
wonder, it is also a tremendous burden. This freedom
to do what you want forces you to decide what you
want. People play because they are free to, they want
to, and they are alive. At the school, sport and
physical play are magnificent expressions of the people
who play them.

To participate in an activity where the clash of
unequal bodies is transformed through teamwork,
pursuit of personal excellence, responsibility and
restraint into a common union of equal souls in pursuit
of meaningful experience has been one of the most
profound experiences of my life. I am sure it has had
a similar effect on others. This can be easy for anyone
to understand, but not if I simply tell them that I
"played a lot of soccer at school.”

When I was eight years old and people asked me
what I did with my time at S.V.S., I said, "Nothing." 1
now realize what I meant to say was "everything.”
Education is not so much a matter of learning facts as
it is a matter of learning how to think. What the school
teaches (or, rather, allows people to learn) is how to
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think. It does this by allowing people to talk, listen,
play and contemplate as they see fit. It is this rare and
wonderful privilege that colors and gives meaning to
every activity.

The language that we use to describe the school
must take into account the uniqueness of the context
within which things happen here. We must speak the
language of philosophy. We must talk about the
processes that occur when one of the deepest needs of
the human spirit, the need for freedom, is fulfilled: the
process that occurs when a young mind is forced by
that freedom to find activities which it considers
meaningful (because humans hate to be bored); the
process that occurs when you do things because you
want to, not because someone or something makes
you. This is not a school to be compared blandly with
other schools. It is a way of thinking and of living.

Reverence for all Life

Hanna Greenberg

What keeps me riveted to Sudbury Valley and its
philosophy are my interactions with the children there.
They challenge me and teach me and help me grow out
of the bonds that the pedagogy of my own childhood
put me in. Almost every day something beautiful
happens to me at school but the following story is
somewhat special because it took place in Portland
Oregon, at the Cascade Valley School (CVS). It is a new
school modeled after SVS and even though it is way on
the other side of this vast country the two schools are
linked in spirit. CVS invited me to spend a week there
and to share with them what we at SVS have learned
about running a free and democratic school.

As a treat for me the staff of CVS arranged a day
trip to the Columbia River Gorge, where many little
rivers cascade in numerous water falls into the
Columbia. The area is blessed with lots of rain as well
as with warmth and therefore the plants are plentiful
and lush. Giant trees are covered with mosses, and the
forest floor is green with many plants, flowers and
ferns. As it was springtime in Oregon, many wild
flowers were at the peak of their bloom. I don’t know
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their names but they were purple, white and yellow of
many hues. Notable among the flowers was the
Trillium which is rare and protected. People are told
not to pick it so as not to endanger its survival. As we
were hiking by several enchanting waterfalls the
children were frolicking in the pools around them,
picking up rocks, climbing and jumping. They were
enjoying themselves with their whole beings. It looked
to me as if they were inspired by the beauty of the
natural surroundings but I wondered to myself that I
might be putting my own notions on them. Then
something happened which not only proved to me that
the children were conscious of where we were but also
taught me a lesson about teaching and preaching.
One of the boys whom I shall call Saul is about eight
years old and is always playing outside with great
intensity. He loves to talk about his life in the outback
of Australia where he was born. Listening to him is as
informative as looking at a PBS nature show but is
more personal, of course, and therefore absolutely
fascinating. Its the kind of conversation that flows
easily but which later you wished that you had taped
so that you could recall it better. Well, little Saul was
exhilarated the whole time we spent at the gorge. As
we were walking he spotted a few Trillium in bloom
and showed them to me. He was about to pick one
when [, as a proper Nature-conserving adult, told him
not to do it. He asked me why and I explained and he
listened to me intently. However, later I saw that he
didn’t agree with me because he had made himself a
small bouquet consisting of one Trillium, some ferns,
and a purple lilac-like blossom. It was lovely. Saul
cradled it in his hands for hours. 1 watched him
playing with the flowers, rearranging them and
examining them closely. It was as if he was making
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love to these flowers. And then I understood. Saul was
learning to love and respect Nature precisely by having
picked the flowers and getting to know them so
intimately. Had he listened to my guidance he would
have learned an abstract lesson in conservation but he
would have missed an opportunity to fall in love with
the beauty of Nature. Who can tell what is more
beneficial to society in the long run — people who obey
us as children and grow up with sterile knowledge or
Saul who loves flowers so much that he will grow up to
want to keep-them around?

I was humbled by this little lesson. I learned how
ingrained it is in us to preach and interfere in
children’s lives without acknowledging that even when
we are teaching them an "important” lesson, as I was
trying to do when I told Saul not to pick the wild
flowers, the cost may be higher that the benefit. I don’t
think that adults should stop saying what they think,
| just believe that the children should have a choice
about listening and should make their own decisions.

When I came home from the Columbia River Gorge
that day I was overjoyed with its beauty, but I
treasured even more the lesson I learned from Saul’s
reverence for the flowers — to include children in my
reverence for life, for they are the epitome of life in its
full bloom of innocence.



Learning to Trust Oneself

Alan White

Life is a journey and upon reflection I realize that, in
my journey, I have been trying to recapture what was
mine as a young child.

The accomplishments of young children up to the
age of five are remarkable and have been
acknowledged by many before me. They learn to sit
up, to crawl, to stand up, to walk, to gain command of
spokenlanguage (even several languages), among other
things and since almost all babies accomplish these
enormously difficult tasks, we are not as awed by their
accomplishments as we should be. Rather than
recognizing how successful they have been at teaching
themselves tasks that would be very difficult for any
adult, we have gotten the idea that when they are four
or five we can now take over their education and really
teach them all the "important” things that they will
need to know to be a successful and productive adult.
We want to share what we know, offering them short
cuts to our hard earned knowledge, and save them
from making mistakes. Even if I were to concede that
our intentions were good, which is not at all a foregone
conclusion, I would argue that we have never been able
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to come close to doing as well for our children as they
have been able to do for themselves.

In 1967 a group came together to begin an
experiment in education, the Sudbury Valley Schoaol,
that recognized the remarkable achievements of early
childhood and created a setting that would allow
children to continue learning about the world without
interfering. Having had the opportunity to watch the
progress made by children in this unusual school, 1
have once again come to appreciate a lesson thatI have
had to learn over and over again,

Since life is extremely complex, even the most gifted
of observers can notice only a facet of reality. Even
then, some of the observations stand the test of time,
some are modified, and some are replaced by
observations made by gifted observers who follow
them. This is true for all aspects of knowledge. Itisin
recognition of this awareness that [ have come to reject
all religions and schools of thought that codify original
observations and will not allow them to change.

Perhaps the most important disservice adults make
in attempting to help children learn is to try to
substitute the adult’s knowledge for the child’'s own
feedback system which was so successful in the earliest
years. It takes away self-reliance and replaces it with
"expert” opinion. The child often becomes passive,
confused and even angry. From earliest infancy,
children develop their own criteria about what works
and what does not. They constantly test new input
against the feedback provided by their nervous system
in order to correct and transform their criteria until
they feel they have things right, at least for a time, at
their particular stage of development. For example,
their use of language in a family setting may need to be
transformed when they try to communicate to others
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as their circle of contacts expands into the larger
community, and the feedback they receive as the circle
expands helps them transform the language.

Take something as basic as eating. Even the
youngest of babies know when they are hungry and
will drink their mother’s milk until they have satisfied
their hunger. In experiments conducted over forty
years ago to find out what kind of diet young toddlers
would choose for themselves, a smorgasbord of dishes
were provided. This research concluded that, although
children would often eat bizarre meals at any one
occasion, over a month’s time their food intake was
well balanced. An adult population that is grossly
overweight, that has to resort to bypass surgery to try
to compensate for clogged arteries later in life; a
population where heart attacks are one of the leading
causes of early death, and where mobility is seriously
curtailed by deteriorating muscles, is hardly in a
position to substitute their knowledge of what is good
for anyone to eat or how to care for oneself. Even for
that minority of parents who are health conscious, it is
a mistake to rob children of the ability to develop their
own criteria for good eating and caring for themselves.
Normal, healthy children are not self-destructive. They
do not walk over cliffs or expose themselves to known
danger. Now it is true that they may, in their
inexperience, expose themselves to an ‘unknown
danger and we can not let them experiment by eating
poison or walking out in front of an oncoming car, but
it is the rule and not the exception that should be
followed. We should allow children to develop their
own criteria for what is right for them whenever
possible.

Like many of my contemporaries I have been
struggling with an overeating problem over the years,
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and I have become increasingly aware of the roots of
my dilemma. I am tempted to eat when I am anxious
or when I am restless. [ feel compelled to finish
whatever is served. 1 also feel "starved” when my
customary time of eating approaches. I have had a
sense for some time now that all of these feelings about
food are only partly related to any real need for
nourishment. Ialso know that people can fast for days,
or even weeks, without losing energy or feeling starved.
It is only recently that I have begun to focus in on the
problem. [ began by fasting for three days, paying
particular attention to my feelings of hunger and how
my body was responding. Once I had made up my
mind that I was going to start a fast I did not feel
particularly hungry at meal times, so I think that, like
Pavlov's dogs, [ have been conditioned to eat at certain
hours of the day. Parents tell us that eating at
scheduled times is for our own good, but it turns out it
is for their convenience. The one who has to prepare
food should be considered, but it should be stated that
way and not passed off as something that is good for
the child. When people we trust and depend on
deceive us, it teaches us to discredit the messages we
are receiving from our nervous system. Now thatlam
paying careful attention to when I am hungry, I am
finding out that I am much more relaxed, eat more
slowly, I am eating much less, and I am not eating just
because I am anxious or nervous.

Up until the age of fourteen, I, along with many of
my cousins, spent every summer with my
grandparents who lived on a farm. There were horses,
cows, pigs. chickens, cats and dogs, among other farm
animals. The birth of new animals was always an
exciting event in our young lives. These young
animals became our favorites and we would clean and
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pet them. It was a very traumatic event when these
pets were butchered and presented to us as part of our
meals. My grandfather’s response was that it was
necessary to our own survival. Had I been given the
choice I would never have killed my pets, but I trusted
my grandfather’'s wisdom and learned to enjoy the
taste of meat. Later in life I became aware that there
were people who did not eat meat and who seemed to
survive just fine, in good health. Moreover, there were
many warnings coming from the medical profession
about adverse side effects that came from eating meat.
I am now a vegetarian by choice and have been for the
past twenty years. I find that I am perfectly healthy, I
have plenty of energy, I have lost the taste for meat,
and I do not need to live with the idea that I am taking
the lives of animals for my own use. Had I had the
confidence in my own feelings I would have avoided
part of a serious trauma when I was young and I may
not have had to struggle with eating problems
throughout my life.

Once you begin to question the experts you realize
that there are no areas that you are willing to leave
unchallenged. We all know from personal experience
or from stories we have been told about the mistakes
that doctors make. I have come to look at them as
sources of information but to rely on my own intuition
and insights as well. A number of years ago I had a
severe rash on my leg that was very itchy. The more
I scratched the more inflamed it became and the more
it spread. I went to a dermatologist for help. He
prescribed an ointment which he said would alleviate
the problem but would not cure it. He told me I would
have to be on medication for the rest of my life. That
thought was a very difficult one for me and I was
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unwilling to accept it without looking for an alternative.
Since I was aware that scratching only exacerbated the
problem, I made up my mind that I would not scratch
no matter how much my skin itched. After about a
week of not scratching, the irritation and inflammation
subsided and eventually disappeared. After several
months went by, I scratched at my leg when I was
nervous to see if the reaction would reoccur and it did,
so that I was aware of the connection between my
anxiety and the inflammation to skin of my leg. ButlI
have never used the medication that the doctor
prescribed and that was over ten years ago. This
lesson taught me that a doctor is only a consultant and
not an all knowing sage.

It has been a great effort to try to undo the
education that was provided for my own good. Some
of it has stood the test of time, yet there are many
instances where the observations that were presented
to me as truth have not stood the test of time. When it
comes to my own body, I am trying to rely on the
feedback that I am getting from my heart, lungs, and
other organs. When it comes to information about the
world, I am much more skeptical about expert opinion
and always ask if these ideas really make sense based
upon my Own experience.



The Little Girl Who Taught Me
a Big Lesson

Hanna Greenberg

A young mother of a charming five year old girl
taught me a lesson recently. I complimented her on
her daughter’s intelligence. The woman smiled and
said to me:

"People often tell me that, but for me it doesn’t
matter. I accept her as she is and love her. Her being
smart has nothing to do with it.”

1 was a bit taken aback by the woman’s reply to my
well intentioned comment. However, upon reflection |
realized that she was putting into words what I have
believed in for years.

I too love my children unconditionally.

I certainly accept them as they are and delight in
them no matter what they do (as long as they are
decent human beings).

So why did my friend take offense at my
compliment?

The answer came to me many days later, and I
realized once again that even after being a parent for
quite a few years, and after more than twenty years as

The Little Girl Who Taught Me a Big Lesson 79

a staff member at SVS, I still have a lot to learn about
what the school really means.

All parents care for their children and feel
responsible for them. But understanding to what
extent parents should teach the children and when
they should let them make their own decisions is where
child-rearing becomes an art.

We start out sensibly with tiny children: babies are
guarded and attended to all their waking hours, and no
parent feels obliged to follow a developmental
curriculum prepared by experts. We let the babies
decide when to learn to crawl, talk, walk, feed
themselves and so on. And it works like a charm.
They do learn to master all these essential skills! As
Dr. Spock told us more that three decades ago, by the
time the baby gets married nobody will care when s/he
started to eat hamburgers.

Then why do we begin to worry and fret and hassle
our children until many lose their inborn faith in
themselves? Our teaching and guiding causes them to
become what we fear the most — dependent, insecure
followers with low self-esteem. Then we wonder why
such natively intelligent kids turn out to be so
disappointing. Our children are too precious for us to
dare raise them as our wise hearts urge us to, and
instead we follow the dictates of our fears and
anxieties. We act counter to what makes natural good
sense, and propelled (sometimes even compelled) by
our social mores we lose touch with our own children.
By interfering with the children’s innate drives to
understand their environment, to satisfy their curiosity
and to find their own path to truth, we stifle their life’s
force. What a pity! What a waste!

So when I told the young mother how intelligent her
daughter is she reminded me that it was not her or my



80 Sudbury Valley School Experience

business to evaluate the child. The child is blessed by
whatever she is and it is her own responsibility to
develop herself in a way that will make her life good
and meaningful.

Our job as parents and teachers is to respond to the
children’'s needs, to provide them with the
opportunities that the pursuit of their interests require
and above all to love them unconditionally. All the rest
the children will take care of on their own.

The Art of Doing Nothing

Hanna Greenberg

"Where do you work?"

"At Sudbury Valley School.”

"What do you do?"

"Nothing."

Doing nothing at Sudbury Valley requires a great
deal of energy and discipline, and many years of
experience. I get better at it every year, and it amuses
me to see how I and others struggle with the inner
conflict that arises in us inevitably. The conflict is
between wanting to do things for people, to impart your
knowledge and to pass on your hard earned wisdom,
and the realization that the children have to do their
learning under their own steam and at their own pace.
Their use of us is dictated by their wishes, not ours.
We have to be there when asked, not when we decide
we should be.

Teaching, inspiring, and giving advice are all
natural activities that adults of all cultures and places
seem to engage in around children. Without these
activities, each generation would have to invent
everything anew, from the wheel to the ten
commandments, metal working to farming. Man
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passes knowledge to the young from generation to
generation, at home, in the community, at the
workplace — and supposedly at school. Unfortunately,
the more today's schools endeavor to give individual
students guidance, the more they harm the children.
This statement requires explanation, since it seems to
contradict what I have just said, namely, that adults
always help children learn how to enter the world and
become useful in it. What I have learned, very slowly
and painfully over the years, is that children make vital
decisions for themselves in ways that no adults could
have anticipated or even imagined.

Consider the simple fact that at SVS, many students
have decided to tackle algebra not because they need
to know it, or even find it interesting, but because it is
hard for them, it's boring, and they are bad at it. They
need to overcome their fear, their feeling ofinadequacy,
their lack of discipline. Time and again, students who
have made this decision achieve their stated goal and
take a huge step in building their egos, their
confidence, and their character. So why does this not
happen when all children are required or encouraged to
take algebra in high school? The answer is simple. To
overcome a psychological hurdle one has to be ready to
make a personal commitment. Such a state of mind is
reached only after intense contemplation and self
analysis, and cannot be prescribed by others, nor can
it be created for a group. In every case it is an
individual struggle, and when it succeeds it is an
individual triumph. Teachers can only help when
asked, and their contribution to the process is slight
compared to the work that the student does.

The case of algebra is easy to grasp but not quite as
revealing as two examples that came to light at recent
thesis defenses. One person to whom I have been very
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close, and whom I could easily have deluded myself
into thinking that I had "guided" truly shocked me
when, contrary to my "wisdom,” she found it more
useful to use her time at school to concentrate on
socializing and organizing dances than to hone the
writing skills that she would need for her chosen career
as a journalist. It would not have occurred to any of
the adults involved with this particular student’s
education to advise or suggest the course of action that
she wisely charted for herself, guided only by inner
knowledge and instinct. She had problems which first
she realized and then she proceeded to solve in creative
and personal ways. By dealing with people directly
rather than observing them from the sidelines, she
learned more about them and consequently achieved
greater depth and insights, which in turn led to
improved writing. Would writing exercises in English
class have achieved that better for her? I doubt it.

Or what about the person who loved to read, and
lost that love after a while at SVS? For a long time she
felt that she had lost her ambition, her intellect, and
her love of learning because all she did was play
outdoors. After many years she realized that she had
buried herself in books as an escape from facing the
outside world. Only after she was able to overcome her
social problems, and only after she learned to enjoy the
outdoors and physical activities, did she return to her
beloved books. Now they are not an escape, but a
window to knowledge and new experience. Would I or
any other teacher have known how to guide her as
wisely as she had guided herself? I don’t think so.

As I was writing this another example from many
years ago came to mind. It illustrates how the usual
sort of positive encouragement and enrichment can be
counterproductive and highly limiting. The student in
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question was obviously intelligent, diligent and
studious. Early on, any test would have shown he had
a marked talent in mathematics. What he actually did
for most of his ten years at SVS was play sports, read
literature, and later in his teens, play classical music on
the piano. He studied algebra mostly on his own but
seemed to have devoted only a little of his time to
mathematics. Now, at the age of twenty-four, he is a
graduate student in abstract mathematics and doing
extremely well at one of the finest universities. I
shudder to think what would have happened to him
had we “helped” him during his years here to
accumulate more knowledge of math, at the expense of
the activities he chose to prefer. Would he have had
the inner strength, as a little boy, to withstand our
praise and flattery and stick to his guns and read
books, fool around with sports, and play music? Or
would he have opted for being an "excellent student” in
math and science and grown up with his quest for
knowledge in other fields unfulfilled? Or would he
have tried to do it all? And at what cost?

As a counterpoint to the previous example I would
like to cite another case which illustrates yet another
aspect of our approach. A few years ago a teenage girl
who had been a student at SVS since she was five told
me quite angrily that she had wasted two years and
learned nothing. I did not agree with her assessment
of herself, but I did not feel like arguing with her, so I
just said, "If you learned how bad it is to waste time,
why then you could not have learned a better lesson so
early in life, a lesson that will be of value for the rest of
your days." That reply calmed her, and I believe it is
a good illustration of the value of allowing young
people to make mistakes and learn from them, rather
than directing their lives in an effort to avoid mistakes.
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Why not let each person make their own decisions
about their use of their own time? This would increase
the likelihood of people growing up fulfilling their own
unique educational needs without being confused by us
adults who could never know enough or be wise
enough to advise them properly.

So I am teaching myself to do nothing, and the more
I am able to do it, the better is my work. Please don’t
draw the conclusion that the staff is superfluous. You
might say to yourself that the children almost run the
school themselves, so why have so many staff, just to
sit around and do nothing. The truth is that the school
and the students need us. We are there to watch and
nurture the school as an institution and the students as
individuals.

The process of self direction, or blazing your own
way, indeed of living your life rather than passing your
time, is natural but not self evident to children growing
up in our civilization. To reach that state of mind they
need an environment that is like a family, on a larger
scale than the nuclear family, but nonetheless
supportive and safe. The staff, by being attentive and
caring and at the same time not directive and coercive,
gives the children the courage and the impetus to listen
to their own inner selves. They know that we are
competent as any adult to guide them, but our refusal
to do so is a pedagogical tool actively used to teach
them to listen only to themselves and not to others
who, at best, know only half the facts about them.

Our abstaining from telling students what to do is
not perceived by them as a lack of something, an
emptiness. Rather it is the impetus for them to forge
their own way not under our guidance but under our
caring and supportive concern. For it takes work and
courage to do what they do for and by themselves. It
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cannot be done in a vacuum of isolation, but thrives in
a vital and complex community which the staff
stabilizes and perpetuates.

Wrong Questions, Wrong Answers

Daniel Greenberg

Everyone has heard the aphorism, "To get the right
answers, you have to ask the right questions.” Much
energy has been expended on trying to discover how to
formulate "right questions” in any field of endeavor.
But people seldom give much thought to the obverse
dictum. At Sudbury Valley, it has more significance
than the original.

No matter how much people read or hear about the
school, no matter how many thesis defenses they
attend, no matter how many graduates they encounter,
they inevitably come around to the same old query:
"What courses do you have?” In an era characterized
by the quest for simple, unambiguous solutions,
"courses” are thought to cure ignorance much as
penicillin cures bacterial disease. They are the magic
bullet, the universal panacea. In high school, a certain
specified number of courses means a diploma. In
college, the right mixture produces a degree. In the
professions, course credits mean financial and career
advancement. In business, they mark the road toward
the executive suites. Do you want your car repaired
properly? The TV ad tells you to go to the dealer
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whose servicemen have course certificates on the wall.
Courses are the rites of passage, everywhere. It hardly
makes a difference what the contents are, or whether
they are retained for any length of time. (When I was
teaching Physics at the university level, I remember
sitting around with colleagues on the faculty who
would laughingly admit that they couldn’t come close
to passing the courses that were being taught to their
students.)

To ask students at Sudbury Valley what courses
they are taking is to ask the wrong question. No
conceivable reply can be proper. If the students being
queried change the subject, they are being evasive. If
they say “none,” they are being outrageous (or
hopelessly anti-intellectual). Ifthey rattle off a list, they
are saying nothing meaningful, and they know it.

What is, after all, a "course”? The very narme is the
answer to the question. It is a designated path for the
flow of a selected collection of information. The
instructor, the person who determines the course, picks
the material, the method of presentation, the
connections, and the rate of progress. The instructor’s
path is not the only path, nor is there any reason to
believe that it is the best of the infinite number of paths
available. The "best" cannot even be said to exist at
all. More important, there is no possible way that any
two people’s paths for organizing a subject could
possibly be the same. No two minds work the same
way.

A course, then, is a glimpse into the instructor’s
way of organizing, and thinking about, a subject. As
such, it is a curio. For the most part, for the
overwhelming majority of instances, it is of no more
lasting value to the listeners than a glimpse of a
passing scene. At best, in some rare and lucky
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instances, it serves as a spark to provide insight, to
trigger another person’s own private train of thought.
When courses are given to willing participants, it is a
form of entertainment — like a movie, a play, a
reading, a concert, a show. When courses are given to
unwilling participants, it leaves behind scars of
hostility, anger, and apathy.

Sudbury Valley School was established not as yet
another institution to enshrine courses, but as its
antithesis, a place where the internal growth and
personal path of each student is sacrosanct. The
processes that have value at Sudbury Valley are the
private ones that take place within the minds and souls
of each student. To find out the real value of Sudbury
Valley, one has to ask personal questions; and to do
that, one has to first take the trouble to forge a
relationship that enables such questions to be
answered. Parents who have close personal bonds with
their children, peers who are friends, teachers who
have shown real caring, these people can ask, at our
school, "What is going on with you these days?” They
will be graced with real answers — not with course
lists, or with silence, or with anger, but with the flow of
internal revelation that constitutes truth.

Ask the wrong questions — get the wrong answers.



Do People Learn From Courses?

Daniel Greenberg

There is continuing pressure on the part of the
outside educational community to make people at the
school feel that there is something defective in a
person’s education if she or he hasn’t had certain
formal courses in certain subjects. This pressure plays
on the insecurity of many students who wonder, "Can
I really go into a certain field if I haven’t had courses in
it, if I haven’t had formal schooling in it and learned it
‘properly’?" An uneasy feeling is generated that a
person just can't do something right without an
"adequate” course background in it. In fact, it is
virtually universal that if you go to somebody and say,
"I want to become an X, or Y, or Z," the first kind of
advice you get is to take courses and get a formal
degree in the subject, because that way you will get the
knowledge you need to do the work, whether it is
laboratory work or history or English literature or
anything else. So I want to address myself to this
question, because a lot of times we are asked, "Do you
have courses?”. It is not so much that I want to
discuss whether or not we have courses, but I would
like to focus on the more basic gquestion of how one
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learns something, and in particular what relationship
does taking a course have to how one learns things.

As I see it, there are three levels of learning that
take place in every person. The first I would like to call
"curious probing." It consists of superficial attacks on
the environment, or on any particular subject. It is
something random, something accidental; it has to do
with a person reaching out to grapple with things that
happen or that comes up in the environment. It is
rapid, it is triggered by something that happens; it is
not the result of contemplation. You come across
something and you want to know more about it, so you
ask a question, or you are curious about it and you go
to the library and get a book about it and think about
it for a while. Most of this curious probing never leads
anywhere serious. It is filed away, it just becomes part
of the great reservoir of the subconscious that you may
call upon later to make some interesting associations
when you do some really important work. It has no
direct follow-up.

I think it is important to understand that the very
nature of curious probing is superficial. That's a
desirable characteristic in this case. The fact that you
don’t follow up isn’t a defect in this kind of learning; on
the contrary, it is the essence of this kind of learning,
because it is meant to be scatter-shot, it is meant to
introduce you to as many different things and stimuli
as possible. Our formal educational system has
emasculated curious probing terribly, because it has
made a virtue of "follow-up”, and thus has robbed the
probing of its most essential aspects, namely,
spontaneity and rapidity. If you want a vivid picture of
what I am talking about, look at any "progressive"
school. These schools pride themselves in being very
sensitive to the interests of children; they boast that
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they pick up all the leads provided by the children and
try to follow them out. A really good progressive
school teacher is one who watches a child closely, who
observes that first glimmer of interest in, say, a rock,
and who then promptly comes forward and tells the
child, "Oh, you are interested in rocks; we have a
wonderful collection of books on geology, etc." This
approach is a turn-off to curiosity. What the child
learns in an environment like that is that it doesn’t pay
to probe, and if you do, you have got to hide it like a
criminal activity, because if anybody ever catches you,
they will follow up on you and they will get you
involved to a degree that you just don’t want to be and
don’t feel you ought to be.

Personally, I think that schools respond this way to
initial curiosity as part of a calculated campaign by the
educational establishment to kill curiosity. You see,
there are two ways to kill curiosity — an efficient way
and an inefficient way. The inefficient way used to be
just to forbid people to do things. This was inefficient
because, while the teacher was standing up lecturing
and trying to keep discipline, somebody had another
book hidden under a school book or the desk, and was
curiously probing away. So modern man found a
better way to Kill curiosity: simply to nurture it to
death by the follow-up approach, to grab it, to "love” it,
to convert it to something that it isn’t and to make a
person feel guilty for not following up the first tentative
probes. I think that the modern day student who is in
a "progressive” environment has curiosity knocked out
quickly. The person learns that whenever s/he looks at
any kind of interesting thing s/he is going to be
pounced on. As a result, probing curiosity loses its
whole function as a learning mechanism.
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Now we turn to a second level of learning. When I
call it "second” I don’t mean to imply that it is in any
sense "between” the first and third. It is a different
kind oflearning, and happens to be number two on my
list. This kind of learning I call "entertainment-style."
The primary aim of the entertainment is having a good
time. That’s a perfectly legitimate primary aim: we all
like to go out and have a good time. The second kind
of learning is one that comes as a by-product of having
a good time. Everybody knows that if you go to Coney
Island you learn a lot; there are all sorts of things going
on, it is a fantastic experience. Or consider a movie:
you see a movie, and you may learn a moral message,
or you may learn some little trivia about camera
technique or something else. We know that all kinds
of learning can be picked up as a by-product while you
are having a good time. This is painless learning, and
it is in a category of its own because it is not to be
confused with learning as a primary goal. I'm all for
people having a good time, but if the primary emphasis
ison the entertainment and only the second by-product
is learning, then clearly, almost by definition, this is
not an efficient mechanism for conquering an area of
knowledge. You can get lots of secondary fallout, but
learning is not the primary goal. On the other hand, it
is a pleasant thing to be entertained. People like to be
entertained, people seek it. And it has been a fact
throughout history that people involved in the
entertainment profession have always sought to teach
something on the side. For example, political
movements always seized on the entertainment media
as a way to introduce their program, via ideological
literature, ideological theater and poetry and music and
so forth. The idea is to seize people’s desire at all ages
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to have a certain amount of fun, and to utilize that for
other purposes as well.

The third category of learning that I'd like to
distinguish is learning for the sake of mastering
something, for the sake of getting hold of a field or an
area or a subject. This kind of learning is the opposite
of curious probing. For some reason, a person feels
focussed; the scanning camera has stopped, and it has
focussed on a certain scene, and s/he really wants to
get a clear picture of it. There are many characteristics
of this third kind of learning that are worth noting.
Characteristic number one is that it is unstoppable. It
is something that wells up within a person and
becomes a preoccupation. Indeed, that is what it
means to "zero in" on something. That becomes the
only thing you want to do, it is what you are obsessed
with, what you are totally devoted to and involved
with. Itis an incredibly difficult thing to place effective
roadblocks in the path of a person who has really
focussed on something and wants to do it. You can’t
discourage them with any of the ordinary arguments,
such as "It’s too hard for you, it’s too expensive, it will
take you too long, it's too this or too that." None of
these things will work because the person shows an
exceptional degree of obstinacy and sheer orneriness in
pursing what they want. This is something that
happens all the time in the Sudbury Valley School.
When we first started the school, we used to have long
discussions on how we could tell when a student is
really interested in something. We finally realized that
it is really no problem at all. If a person is really
interested in something, they can’t be stopped. So if
you really want to find out, try and stop them. Of
course, usually you don’t have any need to find out, so
you just let them go for a while and their interest
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becomes evident anyway. You can see it in a whole
range of activities that have happened at school. Any
biography of a person whose achievements we respect
will usually stress this point, that the person got an
idea, clung to it, and nothing could stop him.
Biography after biography is just such a story of how
people overcame obstacle after obstacle to achieve their
goals. The hallmark of learning for the sake of
mastering is the enormously potent drive that yields to
nothing at all. Even normal, everyday life drives play
second fiddle. You don’t eat well for days on end, you
don't sleep enough, you don’t think of entertainment,
you don't think of sex, you just think about the thing
you want to do and you are totally taken up with
(inishing it.

Now from these observations there follows a second
important characteristic: there is no turning this drive
to learn on and off. Time plays a very important role,
in the sense that you can’t be relaxed about it. You
can’t be told, "Well, it is very nice that you are
interested in this, but if you come in every morning at
nine o’clock I'll give you fifteen minutes, or an hour."
This is just out of the question. The person wants to
know now. They are ready to sit down and talk twenty
hours in a row, and maybe that would satisfy them,
but stringing it out for months and months is out of the
question. They want to go to the library now, to read
every book on the shelf.

A third point about learning for mastery is that it
brings with it its own evaluation. It is an inherently
self-evaluative kind of learning, in the following sense.
When you set a goal to conquer a certain area you will
stop only when you have convinced yourself that you
have achieved your goal. No one else can convince you
that you have achieved it if you haven’t, and if you
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think you have, no one else can convince you that you
haven't. How many times have you seen someone
come over to a child and say, "It’s all right, you don't
have to go any further, go to sleep now,” or "It's time
to turn to something else, it's no good for you to do
nothing but this, you’ve done enough in this direction,
you're good enough at it." And the person will insist
on going further until convinced inside that the quest
is finished.

When I talk about self-evaluation I mean that people
set their own goals, and determine for themselves
whether they are really satisfied. In the course of their
activity, they will almost always turn to other people
for verification and for instruction. They will ask how
you do this, how you master this or that skill, does this
look right, does that? They will ask for a lot of input,
opinions and data from other people. But the ultimate
decisions as to whether or not they are satisfied is
theirs and theirs alone. Again, we know this to be true
in situations that have made history. Think of all the
people who have come up with new theories. We know
very well that the reactions are always negative
whenever a person comes up with anything new. The
standard reaction of the whole world is that this is not
good, it’s wrong, it's new, it is different from what we
have always done and from what is right. Innovators
use these reactions to sharpen their arguments, but
they are never a substitute for their own personal
determination that what they are doing feels right.

Having distinguished three types of learning, we can
now return to the question posed in the title: Do
people learn from courses? Reviewing the three basic
categories of learning outlined above, we can answer
the question rather quickly. Courses cannot play a
significant role in a person’s quest to master a field.
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The very word "course” tells you what the essence of a
course is. A course is something spread out in orderly
fashion, block by block over a period of time; it runs
along a set path. A course inherently contradicts the
immediacy of a drive toward mastery. And it just
won’'t do because by nature it derives from external
opinion, external evaluation and external authority.

Now, everyone accepts this viewpoint for people
over the age of twenty-five; this is just another example
of how our culture treats different ages in different
ways. Consider the following proposition. If a mature
adult — say, an academician — comes along and says,
“I want to switch fields. I have decided that I'm not
going to continue working in physics, I'm going into
history,” will their colleagues think they are going to
enroll in History I and then take a year of History II
then a year of History III, maybe get a B.A. in History,
and then maybe a year later an M.A.? Of course they
are not thinking that. They are thinking, "Old
professor so and so is going into history — that means
they are going to learn the field of History.” How it is
done in detail will not concern them, but one thing
nobody will assume is that courses will be involved,
because it is absurd. You don’t think a mature
professor is going to get anything out of a course. The
professor is obviously going to attack the material
directly.

The role of courses in curious probing has already
been discussed, and there is really nothing to add.
Courses simply have no relationship to curious probing.
We are thus left with the role of courses in
entertainment learning, where I think they have an
important function. Courses are the learning analogs
of the soap opera, or magazine serial, or anything like
that. They are a siretched out form of entertainment.
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After all, in our schools we’ve got to keep the students
entertained for eight to ten months, so naturally the
solution is similar to the one the television networks
adopt. They have to keep the viewers entertained, all
day long, month in and month out, and they would get
nowhere if they gave a complete show every day;
instead, they string out the story over weeks and
months. In the same way, schools devise a stretched
out entertainment mechanism to keep their clients
happy. The entire science of pedagogy from A to Z, on
the elementary and secondary and college level, is the
science of entertaining students with a hoped-for
educational by-product. A course is a way to ensure
that your entertainment will continue over a period of
time.

I wish to stress that I do not look down on
entertainment as a value in itself. But it is absurd for
people to confuse the entertainment with learning for
mastery. That's where the problems begin. For
example, I don’t think there has ever been anybody in
the Sudbury Valley School who opposed courses,
recognizing them for what they are, any more than
anyone opposed showing movies or anything like that.
But we have never made the mistake of confusing these
two functions.

I want to add a word on a related point. There is
one kind of lecture course that stands in marked
contrast to all the other kinds. Also, it’s relatively rare.
I am referring to a course that serves a primary
function for the lecturer rather than for the hearers.
There are times when people come up with new ideas,
and as part of developing a way to communicate with
the rest of the world, they may give a series of lectures
or a course, or engage in some other such interaction
with other parties. In that case, the course serves as
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the first communication of an original work to the
world. This serves a crucial role for the creator. It
helps clarify ideas, it provides feedback, etc. The only
question is, what good is it to the listener? And that’s
really a puzzling question. If the listener happens to be
zeroed in on the subject matter, which is very rare —
then an almost miraculous thing takes place; here is
the lucky listener, interested in a given subject, and all
of a sudden there just happens to be in the vicinity a
person who has just created some new thinking on the
subject. It is an exhilarating experience, but
unfortunately very rare. On the other hand, for most
of the hearers such lectures are just a very exceptional
form of entertainment — exceptional because in
addition to the usual entertainment value there is the
thrill of being among the first to hear the ideas being
expressed. | remember many such occasions in
physics in the fifty’s and early sixty’s. A person would
come up with a new theory, and when the first lectures
were given, the hall would be electric. The hearers
would respond to the burst of creativity, though they
couldn’t care less about the subject matter per se.

A school like ours has a place for that kind of lecture
course not because it is directly important to the
students for the subject matter — that is a rare
accident — but because it is important to maintaining
a vibrant intellectual atmosphere in the school. It
should be widely known that we always welcome
people who are willing to share with us the first fruits
of their creative thoughts.



A Moment of Insight

Hanna Greenberg

One of the most embarrassing questions I amn asked
by people who listen to my spiel about how children
learn most of what they need to know on their own is
this: "Let’s assume that what you say is true; then why
should they go to SVS at all? What do you as staff do
there for them?”

What am I supposed to say? That I am there to
answer the phone, drive to zoos, to museums, to
hardware stores, to fishing holes and such, and
sometimes to teach them some math or answer
questions about spelling, zoology. or whatever?

The truth is that as staff we do many things, and
one likes to feel that after all these years we need not
worry that students and parents don't realize what
they are. However, since some students who spend
years at SVS and never attend regular classes seem to
get as much out of their school years as those who do
have classes, ] have often wondered to myself about the
actual teaching that the staff does. How and when and
why do some children use us as teachers, while others
don’t seem to need or want us in that role?
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During a recent vacation I got a little insight to this
question. This is how.

Joan Rubin and I have been cross country skiing for
about fifteen years. We had both heard from friends
what fun it is, so we bought the skis, poles and boots
and when the snow fell, out we trudged. We had great
fun but we were awful skiers. We never seemed to
learn how to go up or down hill. The snow had to be
just perfect for us. Not too fluffy or too icy. We kept
going out five to ten times a year but we never made
real progress. Then during the vacation we went out
one lovely day and proceeded to fall and slip and slide
on the rather icy snow. On the spur of the moment, we
decided to take a lesson from an experienced teacher.
After a mere two hours we learned so much that hills
that had terrified us became our favorites, and places
that we had tried to avoid at all costs became our
playgrounds. Needless to say we were both elated.

AsI was mulling over this experience, it occurred to
me that here were some answers to the questions I
raised about teaching and learning at SVS. True,
many people can figure out how to ski (or do algebra or
read) all by themselves — but I didn’t. True also that
many people learn well from teachers, as I did with
skiing. It seems to me that people truly interested in a
certain subject or activity will work at it until they
master it, whether or not they are aided by others.
However, there are some things that people like or need
to know without a major commitment of effort. In such
cases, they can benefit from an expert because they are
unwilling to put in the time required to figure out the
problem on their own. So it seems that those students
who are crazy about algebra will sit with a book and
study it on their own. Others who want to learn it as
a challenge, or to pass the SAT’s, are apt to ask us to
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teach them. Both categories of students should have
the choice of how to pursue their learning, alone or
with a teacher. Often students will study some
subjects on their own and seek a teacher for other
subjects. I am glad that they can do both at SVS, and
thus in each instance find the best way to satisfy their
own learning needs.

When does a Person Make Good
Use of His Time?

Daniel Greenberg

I have become more convinced with each passing
year that even though a host of problems are raised in
connection with the Sudbury Valley School
educationally, the root problem people have with the
school is whether the people here are going to make
good use of their time. That is what really bugs people,
whether they are parents, or visitors, or educational
critics, or even potential enrollees. "Suppose [ send my
kid and she spends a year or so at the school. What's
she going to do with herself? Is she going to waste her
time there?” As a result, we find it necessary to get
into philosophical discussions on what’s a waste and
what’s a good use of time.

Even though a lot of other doubts are voiced with
respect to the school that have to do more specifically
with learning theory, I don’t think learning is the
primary problemn. By now people look around and see
that students who have been here for several years are
full of life and bright-eyed; that eventually they all
teach themselves how to read one way or another; that
all those who want to are able to get into college; that
they learn enough math to use if they need it; and so
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forth. But even when people concede that the learning
will be all right and the career advancement will not be
hindered, still there is something that really bugs them,
and that’s the use of time: are students going to make
good use of their time while they are going to school?

There are all kinds of peculiar fears lurking behind
that worry. Many a parent feels that even if a child
learns everything the parents want, and does
everything the parents want, somehow if that child
hasn’t "used his or her time well,” it's been a waste of
money. :

Often, we say in reply that one has got to respect
and trust people and that however they use their time
is their own business. That answer is right, but it only
goes part of the way. It doesn’t really address the
worry. It's sort of a moral or political answer: "What I
do with my time is my business, and it is an invasion

of my privacy for you to ask about it." That doesn’t’

answer the real concern of the parent who may even be
ready to concede the political question but still is
worried: "O.K., so I have faith in my kid, and I'm not
going to intervene in his life, but is he going to do
well?” So I think the time has come to grapple with
the question directly.

The answer isn’t simple. In fact, there are so many
versions of answers that you know you are in trouble
before you even start. You have people who say you
should never worry about time, time is just a terrible
imposition; you shouldn’t be uptight about it, you
should give a person all the time in the world. These
people have a perfectly relaxed attitude towards time.
The trouble is that these people run into one major
roadblock: if you have ever gone to a country where the
entire population has that attitude toward time, you go
crazy. It is all very nice to say, "Let people use their
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time any way they wish,"” until you visit the Caribbean,
for example, where the entire cultural milieu has that
framework. Everybody feels that there is no rush
about anything. And most Americans go crazy after a
while. It's nice for a vacation, but nothing that you
really want to get done gets done. If you want to build
yourself the simplest house, or get yourself outfitted, or
make use of something, you find the supplier is asleep
or the ship hasn't come in, or someone essential went
off to another island, and soon you get to realize that
precious little ever gets accomplished. What you
expect to take a month or two could take a year or two
or never happens at all. Time begins to loom very
large in your mind after exposure to this kind of
general atmosphere. So the simple, relaxed answer
which so many people want to give is really not
satisfactory at all.

On the other hand, the neurotic answer that we are
exposed to in this culture is just as clearly not the
answer. "You've always got to be doing something
useful. You have to account for every minute of the
day in a productive way. If, when you go to sleep at
night, you can't really say that you have used every
minute of your time productively, then a piece of your
life has flitted by, never to return again. You've just
squandered it." That approach may be effective in
producing all kinds of results, but the trouble with it is
that it calls forth a host of counter examples of all the
great things that we admire in our culture being the
result of a relaxed attitude. The frenzied approach
never created anything worthwhile. Great physicists,
for example, spend oodles of time climbing mountains
or sailing on yachts to get their ideas, etc.

In seeking some kind of a comprehensive picture
that makes sense, I've come to the conclusion that the
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basic need is to understand the unique amalgamation
that makes up Western Culture. It is only against that
background that any use of time makes sense. What
is unique about Western Culture is its subtle and artful
combination of technology and creativity. By
technology I mean all the aspects of the culture that
are methodical, routinized, go according to fixed rules.
These are the backbone of such activities as
engineering. The technological aspect of the culture is
the part that is rigorously determined within a strict
logical framework.

Every culture has a technological side to it. That is
an inherent part of controlling the environment: you
discover certain fixed relationships which enable you to
control your environment. No matter where you live,
whether in the most undeveloped part of the world or
in the most advanced, in order to give your life some
order you always manage to come up with some fixed
relationships that serve as guideposts. In our culture,
this trend came to be very highly developed in ancient
Greece. There is an historical record of every step of
the development. The Greeks seized on this aspect of
the culture, elevated it, and made a great art of it. In
particular, they developed the science of logic to an
extremely advanced state. Later, the Romans did the
same with engineering.

The key point about technology is the logically

rigorous aspect of it. You build a bridge on the basis of
relationships that you know are going to be valid. If it
collapses, you don't throw up your hands and say, "Oh,
well, it's some act of God." Instead, you make an
investigation to see if someone has altered the cement,
because you know that there is cause and effect
operating in bridge-building, and that if it had been
done right the bridge would have stood. The
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technological aspect of society is hard and fast, linear
and unique; you are dealing with a routine, a
prescription, a known way of doing things. This is the
basis for all of our industrial technology. The
technological side of the culture can — with a
considerable effort, to be sure — be reduced to sets of
routine operations that are very carefully defined; to
the extent that this can be done, we can eventually
reduce the entire technology to a completely
automated, mechanized procedure.

During the last two hundred years people got ever
more enmeshed in the technology, especially in mass
production industry. The recent development of
computers means that gradually people are going to be
moved out of the technological side as machines take
it over. Now my point here, in talking about time, is
that the greatness of Western Culture is heavily
dependent on technology. Even those who talk about
a "return to nature” depend heavily on the technology
to keep their dreams going.

Let’s look at the other strand in the culture briefly.
Creativity is an inherent human trait and is obviously
going to be found in every culture. But again, I think
in Western Culture it has been given tremendous
outlets it doesn’t have in other cultures. Consider how
we use the media. In the old days, or in other forms of
society, if a woman wrote great poetry maybe only her
neighbors would hear it, or maybe somebody would
reduce it to writing and it would be circulated among
a small number of readers. In our culture, it is not just
that we have printing, it is that we have an attitude
toward it, we want to distribute literary creations, we
want them widely known. There is a positive attitude
towards the distribution of the fruits of creativity in this
culture. Itis not enough to say that the printing press
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made it possible for people to read great poetry, or the
phonograph made everybody have access to great
musi¢. To be sure, the printing press made it possible,
but it was a positive attitude in the culture that made
it happen, because a printing press could print nothing
but nonsense and phonographs could play nothing but
junk. The culture itself has placed a high premium on
its creative people. It has done everything to make
heroes out of them and distribute the products of their
creativity. Somehow Western Culture has had the
inner security to encourage diversity and innovations
more than any other culture. After an initial burst of
creativity, most other cultures settle into a form that is
fairly stultified after a few centuries. It is a unique
feature with us that we continue to place a premium on
creativity, we continue to welcome innovation
generation after generation, after thousands of years:
we thrive on change.

That’s enough background to deal with the problem
of time. A "good use” of time is relative to what you're
using it for. It depends on which of the two strands of
our culture you are focussing on to answer the
question. A person who is involved in some way in the
technological aspect of the culture is making good use
of time when s/he tailors time carefully and rigorously
to the technological needs which are being called for.
This is the basis for our whole attitude towards
efficiency, towards deadlines, towards getting things
done. If you are going to get into the technological
side, you've got to make a technological use of time.
That's where we part company with the Caribbean
Islanders. Because even when they deal with
technology they take it easy. Even when they build a
road, they do not watch the clock. Now, if you are
going to build a road, if you are going to have to lay
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down a mile a week, everybody is going to have to do
a certain amount of work in a certain amount of time;
it is a technological demand that is being made. One
isn't saying, "Let’s sit down and create new ideas about
transportation.” One is saying, "Let’s build a piece of
asphalt road one mile long”; and there are specified
ways of doing it. It's not an unknown, it's not a
contest for creativity. It's something known, rigorous
and logical; there are clear specifications that you can
meet. You are making good use of your time when you
meet the technological specifications.

On the other hand, if your requirements are in the
creative, non-routine realm, then you are making good
use of your time when you do not impose any
technological limitations on your use of the time. All
the requirements are for freedom. You are by
definition in an area that is exploring the unknown.
And if you don’'t know the answers to the questions
you are dealing with, you obviously also don't know
the answer to how long it is going to take to deal with
them or how you can best use your time to get to the
solution. So when people make technological demands
on time in a creative milieu, it is terrible. In our
educational system we do it to an absurd degree. We
even have "creativity tests." They have become a
standard part of the educational testing repertoire.

With a dual concept of time, I think we can start
coming to grips with the anxieties of parents and
enrollees regarding the use of time in the school. The
point is this: to the extent that somebody in the school
seeks to do something that is known and well defined,
then this should be carried out with dispatch. We've
always stood for that. For example, consider the way
we have run our school. We have never allowed the
school to be run in a lackadaisical manner. We never






