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Editorial

Toward a Socially Engaged
Holistic Education

Jetfrey Kane and Dale Snauwaert

Holistic education must not
be concerned only with the
internal processes of a child’s
development; it must also
concern itself with the critical
evaluation of society’s
influence in shaping that
development.

Scholars and practitioners of holistic education

both propose and practice an approach to educa-
tion that aims at the complete and full development
of the child. From this perspective, the child is a
multidimensional being, with intellectual, emo-
tional, social, physical, aesthetic, and spiritual facets.
But, at the core of the child’s multi-dimensionality is
spirit — the authentic essence of the child that exists
prior to, but is influenced by, the socially construc-
tive influences of the environment into which he or
she is born. While addressing the intellectual, social,
emotional, and aesthetic development of the child,
holistic conceptions of education place particular
emphasis on the transpersonal spirit of the child and
attempt to provide an educational experience con-
ducive to the unfoldment and embodiment of the
child’s soul. This is a “coming home” to one’s “true
nature.”

This “coming home” is not a withdrawl from so-
cial action and responsibility. Rather, it is a process of
becoming who we are through responding to what is
asked of us with what is highest in us. Our develop-
ment as persons is not, in our view, a solitary exer-
cise. Ultimately, none of us is, or should be, a means,
but neither are we ends unto ourselves.

In America we have a tradition of viewing the self
as something distinct and completely autonomous.
The rugged individualistic images of earlier times
still hold sway culturally. The open ranges have been
replaced by fenceless intellectual territories where
there are no absolutes or standards of measure. In
one way or another, we often see our “true selves” as
unencumbered by notions of right or wrong, except
as we choose to define them.

Holism embraces a spiritual view of human exist-
ence — a sense that there is a sanctity and dignity to
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each of us and the natural world that is inviolable
irrespective of particular social interests or objec-
tives. This conviction lies at the heart of much of the
resistence to the national standards and testing
movements and the embrace of alternative forms of
education. Simply put, the mainstream educational
initiatives have virtually nothing to do with the
needs and interests of growing human beings. Their
aim is the cultivation of intellectual capital.

Our conception of the true nature of the human Self
is that it is relational and enmeshed in Being. Each of
us — all of us — exists in a dynamic, fluid set of
relations that shape the very foundations of our ex-
istence. Just as we see human evolution within the
context of varied and constantly changing environ-
ments, we hold the same to be true in the larger
domain of Being, some of which is physical and some
of which is not. While the nature and extent of the
relations within which we exist are far beyond the
scope of this editorial, our intention here is to suggest
that we need to adjust the way we think about an
education that is responsive to who we really are as
human beings. A purely transcendent view of human
nature that separates the spiritual from the social is a
product less of a perceptive imagination than of an
abstract intellect taking the concept of the divine as
its object.

Does a holistic perspective require that social edu-
cational issues yield to the personal? Quite simply,
“No.” On the contrary, social issues are important
precisely because they are perceived in the context of
our core humanity rather than any particular social
allegiance or identification.

We are born into families, cultures, societies,
economies, polities. A basis purpose of education,
common in fact to all cultures is the assimilation of
the next generation into the ways and beliefs of soci-
ety. Human society must not only reproduce itself
biologically; it must also reproduce itself culturally
through formal and informal socialization processes,
including schooling. The sociocultural environment,
including the intentional socialization implicit in for-
mal education, exerts a profound influence on the
child’s psyche, constructing the child’s identity. This
influence is so powerful that John Dewey, for exam-
ple, argues that the moral legitimacy of our social
institutions, including schools, should be evaluated

in terms of their influence on our all-around growth
as human beings.

From a holistic perspective, the legitimacy of any
social environment hinges on whether it fosters per-
sonal development that is in alignment with the
child’s authentic Self, or whether it impedes the
realization of his essence. A theory and practice of
holistic education must not be concerned only with
the internal processes of the child’s development but
must be equally concerned with the critical evalu-
ation of society’s influence in shaping that develop-
ment. Furthermore, it must be concerned with fun-
damental social considerations from poverty to envi-
ronmental sustainability.

In other words, holistic education must be “so-
cially engaged.” Holistic educators must be con-
cerned with the debilitating effect of social injustice
in all of its various dimensions: political, economic,
ecological, cultural, social. As Martin Buber deeply
understood, dialogical encounter — and a pedagogy
so based — is both intrapersonal and social.

ENCOUNTER, as a forum for the exploration of
holistic, spiritual, transformative, progressive con-
cept of education, asserts the importance of critical
social engagement as a central dimension of a holis-
tic education. The task we have chosen is difficult. It
requires that we speak of practical issues with a
primary sense of moral obligation. It requires that
we speak not only to the head but also to the heart.
Only when the writer and the reader are inwardly
active do concepts and ideas come alive and become
real as a source of volition. Abstract discussion of
social issues invariably frame themselves in terms of
power and control. For us, analyses of power and
control are not enough. The key lies in ideas living in
us and we in them. Our task is to provide a frame-
work of intellectually rich dialogue — a dialogue
that keeps us awake to who we are and to our re-
sponsibility as human beings.

VISIT ENCOUNTER ONLINE
AT

WWW.GREAT-IDEAS.ORG




Rallying “The Whole Village”

James P. Comer

An important function of
schools is the support and
(re)creation of a sense of
community that nurtures the
growth and development of

children.

Adapted from a presentation July 6, 1998, at the Long Island Univer-

sity~C. W, Post School of Education.

Dr. James P. Comer is the Maurice Falk Professor of Child
Psychiatry at the Yale Child Study Center. He is also the
founder of the Yale Child Study Center School Develop-
ment Program.

We are at the height of the controversy today on

how to improve education. There are groups
focused on vouchers, privatization, and charter
schools. Others are focused on children, how chil-
dren learn, how the school can help, how preservice
education can prepare people to help schools help
children learn and develop. They are concerned with
helping children learn to meet the standards re-
quired in our time and preparing them to meet life’s
tasks. To me, that is what education is really all
about. The outcome of the struggle that is taking
place right now will determine the face of education
over the next 30 to 50 years because once we put
money in, we're going to be locked into those posi-
tions. The poor and the marginalized, already vul-
nerable, will be more vulnerable if the nation focuses
on organizational changes that are meaningless
rather than changes that provide opportunities in
school, at home, and in the community that help
young people grow and develop.

I would like to make the case for a child-centered
approach and to begin by reflecting just a little bit on
my own background. My own background is the
source of my insight, understanding, and motivation
to focus, and get others focused, on child develop-
ment. Iwould then like to address the kind of change
that has taken place in society, that has changed the
nature of our economy, that has been driven by sci-
ence and technology, and that has challenged us to
educate more young people at a higher level than
ever before. I'll then describe our school develop-
ment program as a response to the change that has
taken place in society over the last 50 years and then
talk a little bit about what schools of education can,
and I think must, do to prepare more teachers to help
young people grow and develop.

Growing Up

My mother was born into rural poverty in 1904.
She was a child of a sharecropper who was a good



Volume 11, Number 2, Winter, 1998

man and cared about his family. But, when she was
about 6 years of age he was killed by lightning. Soon
a cruel stepfather came into their lives because there
were no support programs of any kind at that time.
He was abusive in every way. He felt the children
should not go to school and would not allow them to
go. But my mother, as a small 8-year-old child in the
cotton fields, decided that the way to a better life was
through education. She set out to try to get an edu-
cation, and eventually, at 16, ran away to a sister in
East Chicago, hoping to go to school. When she had
to drop out, she declared that if she ever had children
she was going to make certain that every one of them
would get a good education.

Then, she set out to very, very carefully find my
father. Now, as it worked out, my father had been
married once before so she wasn't sure he was the
right one. She insisted that he bring a letter of recom-
mendation from his ex-mother-in-law. It worked out
and my mother with no education at all, working as
a domestic, and my father with a rural sixth grade
education or so, working as a steel mill laborer, even-
tually sent the five children to school for a total of 13
college degrees. While that was happening in my
family, I had three friends who were just as bright,
just as able as anybody in my family and anybody in
the predominantly white middle, upper-middle in-
come school to which we went. Yet, all three of my
friends went on a downhill course: one died early
from alcoholism, one spent a good part of his life in
jail, and the other was in and out of mental institu-
tions until he died recently. What was the difference
between me, my friends, and our family? The only
difference was the quality of the developmental ex-
perience at home and the ability of my parents to
interact with the school and the mainstream system
in a way that that system embraced and supported
our development as well. It was the community of
the 1940s and 1950s that really supported our devel-
opment in a way not available in the vast majority of
communities today.

First of all, I grew up in a family where we were
wanted. Children were very important and rearing
children was very important. Second, my parents
had goals for all of us from the very beginning. It was
important for us to determine what we wanted for
ourselves, but we had to accomplish something first.

Third, they actively promoted our development and
exposed us to educational opportunities from the
very beginning. Life at home and in the family was
about growing up and being educated and develop-
ing. The aim was to expose us to things that were
educational. On Sundays in the evenings, we, the
four young children, all gathered around my mother.
While she could just barely read, she read the funny
paper. She would then read over this one’s favorite
column and that one’s favorite column until she’d
read the paper the second time. What was important
was not what was in the paper or how well she read
but the closeness, and the interaction, between the
children and my mother.

When I was four or five years of age, I said I
wanted to be a doctor like my family doctor, and my
parents bought me a doctor ‘s kit. People would come
around and say you know he’s not going to be a
doctor. Why would you support that? Why would
you tell him he’s going to be a doctor and disappoint
him? If you said that around my mother twice, you
had to leave the house. There was support for high
aspirations. In the evenings we would sit on the front
porch and have malted milk and popcorn and my
parents would take us to the lake front on Lake
Michigan. There, we did all kinds of things together.
When I wrote a book about my family, Maggie’s
American Dream, 1 asked my mother about those
times and she said, “We decided that the good times
that we had together as a family made it possible for
us to chastise you during the bad times, and you
could see that it was for your own good.”

Dinnertime was a very special time around the
kitchen table. There were discussions in which
everything imaginable could be discussed, but you
had to play by the rules. You had to listen. You had
to know when to talk. You had to know what was
appropriate and what was not appropriate. All of the
rules of social interaction were learned around that
dinner table, and in those discussions the values of
the family came out. All the things we were going to
do or try to do came out in those family discussions
and would spill over in the evening into debates. We
would debate everything and anything. My mother
at the end of the day would lie on the bed in an
adjoining room. She did not participate, but if she
heard something that wasn’t appropriate, she would



raise a question. One time I was arguing against
public welfare because public welfare forces depend-
ency and the like. Well, that wasn’t my usual posi-
tion, but my brother caught me in it and was really
blasting me for being not caring. My mother finally
said, “Jim, what would you do for the poor people?”
I said, “Well, there would be a government of last
resort, a job of last resort from the government.” She
said OK, and we kept going. She intervened to make
certain that we were compassionate, caring, and re-
sponsible even though it was our discussion and our
way of thinking. Learning to think was important. It
was important to make your argument well because
it was not good to lose in our family. The rule was no
matter how badly you lost the argument, you could
not fight. I found myself coming home from school
thinking and thinking about how to present my ar-
gument so I would not lose. The important thing was
learning and thinking and learning to present an
argument — all things needed for achievement in
. school.

They took every opportunity to educate us. When
President Roosevelt’s caravan came through our
hometown, my mother bundled us all up and had us
there to see. My mother worked on the polls during
the election. She worked at a voting booth and she
called me over (which was probably against the
rules), took me inside the voting place (which was
probably against the rules), and I actually pulled the
lever (which was against the rules). That experience
was so powerful and so important that I always vote.
Even when I'm out of town, I make certain that I vote.
There is great power in exposing young children
very early to things educational and things responsi-
ble.

Our family was enmeshed during my childhood
in a church community, and that church community
also was a very important source of support for our
development. My father was superintendent of the
Sunday School. He believed very much in being on
time. As he got close to the church, everybody would
start running to make certain that they got there on
time. We picked up values right there. He also was
head of the Baptist Young People’s Bible Drill and
my sister was in it. The way the drill worked is that
you looked for Bible verses. The first one who found
it won. My sister had found the verse and was about
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to give it when somebody else whispered. My father
disallowed her answer. My sister thought as a child
that her father should have given her a break. But not
my father. My father believed what is fair, is fair, is
fair.

We weren’t taught values, we caught values in an
environment in which desirable values were acted
out all the time. I remember on one occasion at
church, [ punched a kid. It was a defensive punch, of
course; he had punched me first. But, I remember
Mrs. Johnson saying, “I'm gonna tell your father
when he comes.” My father never spanked me, ever,
and yet the fact that she was going to tell my father
and that he was going to be disappointed by my
behavior had me fearful the entire time until he ar-
rived. I realized that she really didn’t tell him. It was
that kind of experience in which everybody at
church and everybody in the neighborhood could
“tell your mother” or “tell your father” that influ-
enced the way you behaved and lived. Also, the
neighborhood was such that you interacted with all
kinds of people. Parents, teachers, administrators,
choir members all shopped at the same A&P store.
On any Friday you might meet your minister or
teacher in the grocery store. There was always a
discussion about how you were doing and what to
do if you didn’t act as you were supposed to. Under
those circumstances it was difficult to act up and act
out.

Nonetheless, I was like most 11-year-olds. I was
curious about my environment and my curiosity
could get me into trouble. Once, when I was explor-
ing my environment in a troublesome situation, or
potentially troublesome situation, a sister from our
church called my father, and before I got home he
knew what I was up to. Now, I was fortunate and
didn't have one of those punitive fathers. He talked
to me and he said, “You know if you want to be
respected by the people in your church and the peo-
ple in your neighborhood, there are some things you
can do and there are some things you just cannot
do.” And so, I didn’t do those things ... at least where
anybody could see me! The point is that we were
caught in a seamless web of caring people from birth
through early childhood through full development.
We were locked in a conspiracy to support our devel-
opment and they (the larger community) were un-
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aware and weren’t even trying to do so. It was just
very natural. Some communities of the past were
structured in that way. They were natural communi-
ties of support. The teachers lived in the neighbor-
hood, and you would see them in a variety of places.
Some you would see at church. I used to walk to
school hand in hand with my third grade teacher.

I remember a racial incident with that teacher, but
I was prepared to manage it because my parents had
taught me how. The three friends I mentioned earlier,
who went on a downhill course, were in my class
when the teacher had a library exercise trying to
teach us how to use the library. We had a contest in
which we had to read books, and I had read the most.
My three friends, who were the only other black
youngsters, had not read a single book. My teacher
said, “If you three little colored boys don’t want to be
like the rest of us, you should not come to our
school.” My teacher was not a die-hard racist. The
problem was that she didn’t understand that these
were the kids of sharecroppers and tenant farmers,
who were frightened by mainstream institutions,
and did not interact well with them. If she had
known that, she would have taken them by the hand
to the library, helped them get the card and helped
them learn to manage that entire system. But nobody
had helped her understand the setting that she was
in and how to respond to that situation. I must hasten
to add that most of my teachers, Mrs. McCallum,
Murphy, Walsh, and the like, were very supportive of
me, my family, and all the youngsters.

Many years later, Ms. Walsh confirmed my under-
standing of the importance of the interaction be-
tween home and school. She was a volunteer when
my mother was in the hospital. Ms. Walsh at that
point was eighty-plus spry years when I came to visit
my mother and she threw her arms around me and
said, “My little James!” I was probably fifty-six, but
you're always “my little James” with your first grade
teacher. Then she stood, stepped back and looked.
She said, “Look at you. We all loved the Comer
children. They were bright-eyed and eager to learn.”
It was critically important that we had been prepared
for school in a way that we were able to elicit a
positive response and support for our development
from school people. But, it didn't stop there.

In college, my sense of belonging was really chal-
lenged for the first time. There were many situations
the first year, as I made the adjustment from high
school, where I had been involved in everything and
had a good sense of self. I wasn’t doing as well as I
could, but I had an English composition class in

e weren’t taught values,
we caught values in an
environment in which

desirable values were acted
out all the time.

which I was beginning to come out of it. I had been
warned not to take the professor of that class, but I
couldn’t imagine the professor being prejudiced, at
least to the point that it would effect your grade. He
graded the papers anonymously and read the best
paper at the beginning of the class. He was reading
mine, and he got halfway through and he said he had
question. When he asked who had written the paper,
and I raised my hand, the only black kid in the class,
and from that point on he ripped it apart, line by line.
What should have been a good experience turned
out to be devastating. I went home that summer after
a mediocre first year and tapped all of those sources
of support — all of the sisters in our church, all of the
people in the neighborhood who made me feel good
as a child. They made me feel good again, and I went
back and I was able to be on the honor roll from that
point on.

But, we lost many young people at every stage
because many of the kids dropped out. Many
dropped out in high school, but many in college
played cards the entire time rather than study, rather
than engage with the school setting. The point I'm
making is the importance of belonging and the
power of community. The family, the church, the
school have to support the development of the whole
child; they have to help all children feel that they
belong and have a right to be there. I'm also saying
that you can be poor and privileged and you can be
wealthy and not privileged. I was poor and privi-
leged because I had a family, a neighborhood, and a
community that provided the support that was im-



portant. Now, that kind of a community existed in
many places across this country right up until a few
years ago. In some cases such communities still ex-
ist. However change, dramatic change, took place
forty or fifty years ago.

Changes

Science and technology have changed the nature
of the economy, changed the nature of the commu-
nity, and created the challenge to development that
we now have. Human beings have been on this earth
for five maybe six million years, and during all that
time lived almost the same from one generation to
the next. Change was slow. Dramatic change, genera-
tion to generation, began only about 150 years ago.
One hundred years ago, we were at the horse and
buggy level of technology and we’ve raced to auto-
mobiles, to jets, to rockets, to interplanetary rockets.
Most of that change occurred in the last 50 years, and
there is the promise of much more rapid change in
the future.

Despite the rapid, massive change that has taken
place, the needs of children have changed very little.
They still need protection, guidance, support for de-
velopment and preparation for adult life, and, in fact,
they need a higher level of development than ever
before. In the past, we only needed to educate about
20% of the children to a high level and the rest go to
the farm, the factory, the waterfront, a variety of
places. They could take care of themselves, earn a
living, take care of their families and carry out all of
their adult tasks and responsibilities. But today, to
get a job, we must educate 90% of the population to
a high level so that they can carry out their adult
tasks. The problem we are faced with is that we have
not adjusted our institutions, any of them — family,
schools, schools of education — fast enough or well
enough to prepare people for the demands of the
present age. I first began to realize the level and the
nature of the problem when my daughter was four
years of age. My wife and I were both working, and
we had a housekeeper who liked to watch the
“soaps” with my daughter. As I was preparing to go
away on a trip my daughter very solemnly shook her
finger at me and she said, “Now don'’t you have an
affair!” I was sixteen before I knew what an affair
was.

8
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The problem is that this is the first time in the
history of the world that information goes directly to
children. Before, it went through the important
adults in their lives who could censor that informa-
tion, who could censure them for acting inappropri-
ately on it, or give them training and guidance about
how to manage what they were observing. No more.
It goes directly to children. A higher level of devel-
opment is needed in order to handle today’s infor-
mation, and children need more support for that
higher level of development.

Yet, stresses that exist in our society today have
caused the family to break down. Too many children
are not receiving the kind of development they need
to go to school, and too many go to school underde-
veloped, alienated, and psychologically hurt. On the
other side, too many schools are unprepared to sup-
port the development of these children or how to
bring.them to a level of necessary development. It is
not the fault of any one institution, but I want to
stress here that teacher preparatory institutions can
help. They need to change focus and begin to under-
stand that we have to prepare people to support the
development of all children. It's not only low in-
come, marginalized children; all children today need
much more support because the world is much more
complicated than the one in which we grew up.

The School Development Program

Let me turn to our School Development Program
and describe it very briefly because it was really a
response to the changes that we observed. The Yale
Child Study Center, School Development Program
which Idirected, was also a response to my watching
my own friends go on a downhill course. As I
thought about them, I changed my plan of becoming
a general practitioner to becoming a psychiatrist, to
becoming a child psychiatrist, and a professional in
public health in schools.

In 1968, in a joint effort with the New Haven
School System, we went into the two most difficult
schools. They were 99% black and almost all of the
children were poor. The schools were ranked 32™
and 33" out of 33 schools in achievement, atten-
dance, and behavior. Interaction between the parents
and the children and the teachers was difficult, and
they were all defensive. Parents, teachers, adminis-
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trators, and students all acted up or acted out in one
way or another, and they all were on a downhill
course. Those schools were terrible. The children
were under economic and social stress and were
underdeveloped. The schools were underprepared
to help them grow.

What we did, very simply, was to recreate commu-
nity. We didn’t go in understanding that off the bat
but that's what we eventually figured the children
were missing: the kind of community that I grew up
in. I think that’s where we’re going to go in education
after this phase of structural changes, high account-
ability, and the like. We're going to come back to
creating the kinds of communities that we need.
When we recreated a community, those schools that
we went into went from 32" and 33™ in achievement
to tie for 3™ and 4™ highest levels of achievement in
the city with the best attendance and few serious
behavior problems.

We did it by creating a collaborative community
rather than an adversarial community. The govern-
ance and management team was made up of all the
stakeholders in the schools. The school planning and
management teams developed a comprehensive
school plan that focused both on the academic and
the social program of the schools with staff develop-
ment, assessment, and modification on an on-going
basis.

We had to create a culture to be able to make those
changes. We couldn’t just go in and say, work in this
way. The culture was made possible by having an
agreement that we would have no-fault, consensus
decision making and no paralysis. We could not
paralyze the principal and the principal could not
ignore the people serving on the school planning and
management team and the input from all involved.
The parents supported the comprehensive school
plan and the work of the staff. The mental health
team really helped staff think about children and
think about how to create a good climate.

We did it by responding to every incident that
occurred in the school. We had a child who was in
rural North Carolina, a tight knit supportive commu-
nity, on a Friday. Over the weekend, a visiting aunt
brought him up to New Haven and dropped him off
on a Monday on her way to work. The child went to
the classroom. The teacher who had had three trans-

fers the week before, nodded her head in frustration
and the child read rejection. The child looked at all
those strange people and had no support. This eight-
year-old panicked, kicked the teacher in the leg, and
ran out. We thought that was a fairly healthy re-
sponse for an eight-year-old. But it’s the kind of
response that gets a child sent to the principal, pun-
ished, and sent back to the classroom. Somebody
laughs; he punches them in the mouth and gets sent
back to the principal. It goes around and around and

Despite the rapid, massive

change that has taken
place in our society,

the real needs of children

have changed very little.

around, until he’s labeled “disturbed.” Then he’s
sent off to somebody like me to get his head fixed.
Instead of doing that, we talked with the staff. We
talked about what it must be like to be eight years old
and to have your entire support system removed, to
find yourself in a strange place with a relative you
just barely know. Teachers began to think about that,
and more generally about what children need to be
able to function in the classroom and in the school.
Now, when children come, teachers have welcome
signs and give them opportunities to tell where he’s
from. Children are assigned to some youngster who
is successful and his job is to help the kid make it in
the classroom. No longer can you bring your child in
and dump him in the classroom. We think about
what children need to be able to make it in the class-
room and schools. We had to create, and what we
eventually did create, was a community in which
children over and over can experience support and
belonging. In such a community, teachers can teach
and children can learn. We have children and fami-
lies who are disconnected from the economic and
social mainstream or who had never been connected
to the social and economic mainstream in the first
place. The question was what can we do to help
them, and the answer was to connect them.
Recently, I was on Martha’s Vineyard at a restau-
rant where they had a buffet. A well-educated



mother was helping her child get his plate. She ex-
plained to her son that he couldn’t get in front of me,
that he had to wait until I got my plate, that he
couldn’t put his hands in the food, and that he had to
use the utensils. As she went on and on, that child
was learning many of the skills necessary to make it
in the mainstream of society. He was being educated
and he was learning.

Where there is training and learning the child
gains confidence. The child begins to see himself or
herself as an able person. Understanding this, we
created what we call a Social Skills curriculum for
inner city children. I won’t go into the details but in
politics and government, business and economics,
health and nutrition, spiritual life and leisure time,
all of the areas where children are expected to have
skills and function as adults, we developed many
units in which we integrated the teaching of basic
academic skills, social skills, and appreciation of the
arts in those schools. That was when we got the first
dramatic jump in academic performance. We got a
seven-month jump that first year and it continued to
go up every year until the children were a year above
grade level in one school and seven months in the
other.

Yet, we lose many children who are bright enough
at about the third or fourth grade. It's more compli-
cated than just social development, as important as it
is. We believe that by giving the children the experi-
ences they need in pre-K and in the early childhood
years (the socialization experiences) academic
achievement will follow. That is what happens. I am
not saying that we should not have rigorous, chal-
lenging, academic learning experiences. We must.
But it is the socialization that makes that challenging
experience possible and makes it possible for the
children to learn from experience.

Educating Educators

Let me begin to conclude by describing what staff
preparation needs to be if teachers and administra-
tors are to work differently and to make learning
possible for all — not just the children who are al-
ready prepared for school, but those children who
are underdeveloped, or differently developed. In
some schools of education across the country, child
development isn’t discussed at all. In many where it
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is discussed, it is theoretical and abstract. It's in a
college classroom somewhere far removed from the
real world. I asked my three sisters-in-law and sister,
who are teachers who went to good schools of edu-
cation, if anyone ever talked to them about what
might be involved in a fight in first grade on the
playground. They all looked at each other and said,
“No.” Yet, what do we often see in kindergarten or
the first grade or second grade on the playground?
Kids fighting. Sometimes they fight because of im-
pulse-control problems, and sometimes they fight
because they haven't learned to negotiate. There are
a whole variety of things involved in fighting —
managing your aggression and the like. All of those
things ought to be discussed with teachers and ad-
ministrators so that we just don’t punish kids but see
those activities as opportunities for helping them
grow.

Also, in many schools of education, it is possible
to become a reading teacher with one reading course.
What is it that we do 70% of the time in first grade?
We teach children to read, and we socialize them. We
don’t prepare teachers well enough to be able to do
that. Furthermore, in order to make schools work,
teachers and administrators have to understand or-
ganization and management and their impact on the
climate of the school as well as academic interaction
and social interaction. In pre-service courses, we
have to prepare teachers to engage in school organi-
zation and management. In the first schools where
we worked, the teachers told us that was not their
job. They said, “What happens in the rest of the
school is not important to me. It's my classroom
that’s important.” That’s not true. What happens in
the rest of the school impacts what happens in your
classroom. We need to help them understand that
and how to work with parents, mental health re-
sources, psychologists, social workers, nurses, and
others. Many places do not prepare teachers and
administrators to work with those professionals un-
til they’re all thrown together on the front line. They
don’t know how to work with one another and they
don’t know what each other is talking about. It’s like
the Tower of Babble. Very often they are talking a
different language with different ideas and different
values. Training that prepares people to work to-
gether is important. All of this collaboration is im-
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portant in order to create a climate of adult relation-
ships that will allow the children to imitate, identify,
and internalize the attitudes, values, and ways of the
adults around them. That’s the way children learn.

A transfer student came into one of our schools
and somebody stepped on his foot. He had been
transferred three times before that year. He under-
stood that if you're a transfer student you had to
fight or get “picked on.” He was ready to fight. But,
in our school, one of the youngsters said “Hey Man,
we don’t do that in this school.” The kid looked
around because he had never been in a school like
that before and sure enough, the expression on eve-
ryone’s face said, “We don't do that in this school.”
He dropped his dukes and he didn’t have to fight his
way in.

My point is that the climate of the school sets the
tone that then goes to the children. They internalize
it. The children themselves then become the carriers
of the new values, new attitudes, and ways of work-
ing and behaving. Children will live up to a demand-
ing academic program if they are guided by caring
people. If we create a climate in which there is caring,
kids can develop all of the social skills necessary to
function well and meet the academic requirements.

There are a lot of non-believers. I remember an
incident in Benton Harbor, Michigan, when I gave a
talk when we first started working there. The teacher
didn’t believe me. They had this nice project of
Adopt-a-School, and a junior college was going to
adopt their school. The kids were from housing pro-
jects and this junior college was on a bucolic campus
with streams flowing down and ducks and swans
and so on. The people were looking forward to help-
ing these children. One teacher did not prepare the
children for the trip to the campus because he did not
believe it necessary. The kids jumped off the bus, and
the boys grabbed rocks and threw them at the swans
and the ducks. The ducks were squawking and the
people at the college looked on in horror. The teacher
put them back on the bus and took them back to the
school. He then taught them all the social skills they
needed to make it in that setting and a good relation-
ship developed. My point is that the social develop-
ment of the children is critically important, and psy-
cho-emotional development of the children is criti-
cally important if we are to prepare them for all kinds
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of interactions with people and with the academic
program that we want them to learn.

Another thing that’s important is field supervi-
sion. I remember when as a young child psychiatrist,
I had a patient that we called “the wild child.” She
was absolutely wild and was threatening to throw
paint at me. I only had one suit when I was in train-
ing, and I had to protect it, so I got out of there. My
supervisor said, “She likes you.” I thought that’s a
strange way of showing that she likes me. He sug-
gested to me that the next time she threatened to
throw the paint that I say something like, “You know,
if you throw that paint at me, I will be so angry that
I won’t want to play with you.” I could not imagine
that that would effect “the wild child,” but I had to
save my suit. The next time she threatened to throw
that paint, I said it. Sure enough, that paint can
slowly came down, and she never tried it again. We
were able to establish a relationship. I'm not saying
that the training of teachers needs to be the same as
the training of psychiatrists or that teachers should
be child psychiatrists. I am saying that teachers
ought to have enough exposure before they go to the
front lines and enough support once they get there,
so that there’s somebody they can turn to to help
them understand what behavior means and what
they can do to help that young person grow and
develop.

Field work also is important in terms of the selec-
tion and counseling of prospective teachers. There
are some people who simply should not be teachers.
They don’t like kids; they don't like themselves.
They should be counseled out of education some-
where in the second year or so. Both of my kids are
in the arts, and in the arts, they tell you at the end of
the second year that you either have it or you don't
have it so you can go do something else. We allow
prospective teachers to go through entire programs
and some shouldn’t be in education. We allow failure
all over the place for the individuals involved, for the
children, for the parents, for the schools. That
shouldn’t take place.

Finally, I think that schools of education are in a
position to influence practice, to be influenced by
practice, and finally and maybe most importantly, to
influence legislation. What worries me is that some
of the people who know the least about children are



making very important decisions about what our
children should be doing, what’s good for children
and how children should learn. I was in Missouri
and listened to a feisty principal describe how she
had changed the climate of the school by engaging
the parents and the teachers. She brought the school
around and made it a very supportive place. In
passing she said that the school has a flag raising
ceremony every morning. There was a legislator who
was in the audience, and at the end he jumped up
and he said, “That’s exactly what we need. We need
legislation to have flag raising ceremonies every
morning and we’ll end these problems.” He was a
good man because he wanted to do the right thing,
but he didn’t know anything about children. He’s in
the position to make decisions about the way schools
should run. I don’t think he should, educators
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should. We, all of us, should be advising him and
other legislators. It is schools of education and the
expertise of educators that should inform policy that
then effects the way schools are organized and man-
aged.

Let me end by saying that I don’t want to point the
finger at anybody. Children and schools pose com-
plex problems that have developed because of the
speed of change. What is important is to recognize
that everybody is a part of the problem and every-
body is a part of the solution. Schools of education
can play a key role by getting us to focus on children,
childhood, and how we change schools so that they
work hand in hand with families to support the
development of children so they can become respon-
sible disciplined citizens, workers, and, most of all,
good people. ‘
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Rooting Children in Place

Gregory A. Smith

The lessons learned from
places like the Tibetan
province of Ladakh can help
inform our efforts and ground
our own experience in what
Huston Smith has called the
perennial wisdom of our
species — a wisdom that
highlights the nature of
interconnectedness to all things
and our fundamental need for
mutual support.

Gregory Smith is an Associate Professor of Education at Le-
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of Education and the Environment: Learning to Live with
Limits (SUNY, 1992), editor of Public Schools that Work:
Creating Community (Routledge, 1993), and co-editor with
Dilafruz Williams of Ecological Education in Action: On
Weaving Education, Culture, and the Environment (SUNY,
1998).

Rootedness was once the common experience of

most human beings. Certainly, some popula-
tions migrated over long distances, but anthropo-
logical and archeological records suggest that the
experience of being settled in one region has been
more the norm than not. I recall hearing a story from
anthropologist George Spindler a number of years
ago about how residents of a traditional Indonesian
village became physically ill when they left their
own valley to visit another. They were so disoriented
that they experienced a form of vertigo. Homesick-
ness may be our version of the same ailment; al-
though as we grow older, the mobility of our lives in
modern society has diminished our susceptibility to
the personal and psychic disruption that can accom-
pany movement from one place to another. In the
United States, the persistence of ties to a particular
place and people is often seen as a form of weakness
and dependency. Appalachian residents in the com-
munities of Dayton and Cincinnati in Ohio, for ex-
ample, make regular trips to their former homes in
Kentucky and Tennessee, pulling their kids out of
school for recurrent long weekends much to the dis-
may of teachers and school administrators. Rooted
deeply in the mountains of their childhoods, they
never give themselves to the cities they have sought
out for employment. As a result they remain margi-
nalized and discriminated against in their tempo-
rary homes, “guest workers” even though they are
USS. citizens. What they possess, however, is a deep
sense of connection to place and people that has
become increasingly vestigial in mainstream Ameri-
can society.

If this sense of connection to place has become so
rare and so marginalized, why should we worry
about reclaiming something that is going the way of
the outhouse and horse-drawn carriage? For me, the
answer can be seen in the growing alienation of
youth, the diminished importance of civil society,
and the disregard for the natural environment dem-
onstrated by an economy bent on growth despite its



ecological or social consequences. People who are
well rooted often display a deep connection to their
neighbors and the land that informs their identities.
They are not isolated, but instead experience a kind
of intimacy and wholeness that is expressed in a level
of fulfillment and sense of meaning that has become
absent in a culture driven by the desire to consume.
I once had the privilege of spending three days with
a handful of Athabascan elders on the Koyokuk
River in northwestern Alaska. What struck me when
I was with them was their ease with the land and one
another and the way in which the stories of their lives
informed what to me would have been unpeopled
wilderness if Thad been exploring this country alone.
Tony and Wilson Sam, two of the elders who hosted
us, possess the capacity to support their lives along
the Koyokuk River and its tributaries, knowing its
resources and how to husband them well. They do
not need to look elsewhere for their security but find
their wealth in the land and their relationships to one
another. It is this kind of wealth that is becoming rare
in our own society as we have been taken in by the
illusions of monetary and material well-being. By
seeking this other form of wealth, we have laid waste
the planet, turning it into a resource mine rather than
making it our home, as Barry Lopez (1992) has sug-
gested in The Rediscovery of North America. If we and
our children were to become rooted in place, we
might have less need for the illusory wealth held out
to us by our society and seek instead the relation-
ships that have traditionally held together human
communities and given meaning to our lives.

Lopez centers his essay around the Spanish word,
querencia, which refers to that place on earth from
which we gain our strength and support. Lopez ar-
gues that the creation of an ecologically sane and
sustainable culture — a culture that sees this conti-
nent as our home for generations to come rather than
as the basis for our momentary enrichment — will
depend on our becoming intimate with our regions
and desirous of their protection. In The Big Rock
Candy Mountain (1943), Wallace Stegner draws a dis-
tinction between two American types he calls the
“boomers” and the “stickers.” For Stegner, the boom-
ers are those Americans who are always looking for
a way to get rich fast and retire on easy street; the
stickers, in contrast, seek to put down roots. Both
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types can be seen throughout our history, but it is the
boomers who have made the greatest impact on the
landscape and our communities. Both Stegner and
Lopez argue that it is time for a different response.
More of us need to call forth the “sticker” in our own
personalities and demonstrate a willingness to stay
put — one of the most radical things any of us could
do, according to poet Gary Snyder (1987). More of us
need to teach our children to do the same.

The challenge will be that most of us have not
been educated in this way. Schools are aimed at free-
ing us from the restriction of our local communities
and giving us the capacity to participate in what is
now a highly competitive global market. To root
ourselves and our children in place may require
looking to other societies to guide us in our efforts,
societies that have demonstrated their capacity to
raise young people who, like the Sams, experience
their identities as intimately linked to others and the
land, people who possess the capacity to support
themselves where they are. In a course I teach on
issues related to ecological sustainability, I draw on
the work of Helena Norberg-Hodge (1991), a linguist
and social activist who has devoted much of her
energies to the people who live in Ladakh, a prov-
ince of northern India located on the Tibetan plateau.
Her films and writings about this region present a
culture that has demonstrated its long-term sustain-
ability in a challenging physical environment; it is a
culture, however, that is now being threatened by the
advent of the global economy and the forces of mod-
ernization. In the class, we attempt to identify gener-
alizations about aspects of the Ladakhi culture that
contribute to its sustainability and seem potentially
applicable to us. Doing so is part of Norberg-
Hodge’s intent as she believes that the practices she
has observed in Ladakh could inform the future evo-
lution of our own society. She does not suggest that
this evolution must abandon all that is modern, but
that elements of Ladakhi culture have much to teach
us about the sources of human fulfillment and mean-
ing. In what follows, I will present a brief description
of Ladakh, focusing on those aspects that seem to
contribute most directly to the development of chil-
dren whose identities and sense of obligation are
grounded in a deeply felt relatedness to others and
the non-human beings and land around them. I will
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then consider some possible implications of these
cultural practices for the upbringing and education
of children in our own society.

Ladakh:
A Culture that Roots Children
in Community and Place

The Tibetan plateau is perhaps one of the more
inhospitable places where human beings have cho-
sen to live. Its growing season is short, its winters
harsh, and its rainfall measures approximately three
to four inches annually. The advantage of these harsh
conditions is that human beings have a relatively
narrow margin of error with regard to the impact of
cultural decisions on the viability of Ladakhi com-
munities. Unlike Easter Island, for example, where
abundant resources lulled its residents into a false
complacency about the long-term availability of the
palm trees and dolphins upon which their material
security was based, the inhabitants of the Tibetan
plateau have no choice but to acknowledge the fra-
gility of their lives and the need to interact with the
natural environment in a conscious and respectful
manner.’ The feedback system is rapid and unavoid-
able. The result has been a culture that has sustained
itself for several centuries as opposed to one that
precipitated a devastating and irreversible ecological
collapse. Despite the land’s and climate’s harshness,
people in Ladakh have been able to create a way of
life that is culturally rich and materially secure. They
live in substantial homes, generally produce a small
agricultural surplus, and are able to spend much of
their time each year in cultural and social activities
that link their communities together. Although
monetarily poor, the residents of Ladakh are rich in
terms of social relations, cultural life, and access to
the necessities required for physical well being. This
is not to say that the absence of modern medicine, the
impact of hard winters, and climatic vagaries do not
take their toll on the human population. Overall,
however, the impression gained from living with and
interviewing these people is that they possess a level
of contentment, happiness, and fulfillment that point
to our species’ capacity to live lives characterized by
grace, civility, cooperation, and non-violence — lives
that furthermore have few long-term negative conse-
quences for the lands that we inhabit. How have the

Ladakhis achieved this desirable end and what can
we learn from them?

To begin with, children are born into families and
communities where ties to others are inescapable. In
rural sections of Ladakh, it is not unusual for several
generations to live in the same household, a phe-
nomenon more common than not in indigenous so-
cieties around the world. Great-grandparents care
for the offspring of their grandchildren in an unbro-
ken sequence of support and love. When inter-
viewed by Norberg-Hodge, an elderly man spoke of
seeing seven generations pass through the home he
had lived in since he was a child. This kind of conti-
nuity inevitably contributes to a child’s sense of be-
longing and place. Because landholdings in Ladakh
are not divided from one generation to the next,
families remain able to support themselves on the
same land for generations. Children are also born
into an extended family of non-relatives where infor-
mal social organizations such as the paspun, com-
posed of neighbors and friends, stand in readiness to
help members when the need arises.

Not only are children drawn into a supportive
social community, they are also brought into a mean-
ing and belief system that focuses on the intercon-
nectedness of life. In the Buddhist communities of
Ladakh, this perspective is especially dominant.
From it emerges a value system that emphasizes
sharing, kindness, the non-violent resolution of dis-
putes, responsibility toward family and community,
and care for the environment. The continuity that
children encounter in their extended families is mir-
rored in the vision of continuity and interrelation-
ship that suffuses the philosophical and spiritual
beliefs of the community as a whole. Religious cere-
monies are tied into seasonal realities and provide
the opportunity for communities to gather and share
their common understandings in a spirit of celebra-
tion and gaiety. The essence of those understandings
has been embodied in stories, dramatization, and
visual art. While the more abstract and arcane as-
pects of Buddhist philosophy form the basis of the
education of monks and nuns, their representation in
public art and drama creates a strong link between
monasteries and the community as a whole. Central
to these beliefs is a recognition of the transitory na-
ture of life. Rather than avoiding death and hard-



ship, people of Ladakh view suffering and their own
mortality as part and parcel of the human experi-
ence. Much of their equanimity may be ascribed to
their acceptance of events that are fled from or de-
nied in many human cultures.

Tied to this understanding of the interconnected-
ness of all things is the Ladakhi approach to the
natural world. The surrounding environment is not
treated as an inviolable wilderness area; almost
everything that grows within Ladakh is put to some
human purpose. These resources, however, are used
with both care and restraint. Water, for example, is
available but must be rationed and protected. Irriga-
tion channels direct glacial melt into fields of barley
and rye and occasional orchards of apples and apri-
cots. Informal procedures govern its distribution,
and children are taught from an early age not to
pollute or abuse this vital resource. Everything in the
environment is used and reused, and there is virtu-
ally no waste. Under the pressures of modernization,
cultural practices that preserved this land have in
places been set aside in favor of approaches brought
in from the outside. Land degradation, pollution,
and litter have been the result. But until the introduc-
tion of modern ideas, products, and desires, the
Ladakhis had established a way of life that merged
culture and ecology in a manner that benefited both
human beings and the land.

Within the context of this interlinked human and
natural environment, Ladakhis learn the skills
needed to feed, clothe, and house themselves. Practi-
cal knowledge that in industrialized societies has
become specialized is held in common by the com-
munity as a whole. People in Ladakh are not depend-
ent on distant farmers or expensive contractors for
their basic needs. They instead provide for one an-
other. Similarly, basic ritual knowledge is shared,
allowing members of the paspun to chant the appro-
priate prayers following the death of a neighbor and
to support their religious leaders in the carrying out
of necessary ceremonies. These forms of social ex-
change free people from the necessity of seeking paid
employment. They are in possession of what David
Korten (1994) has called sustainable livelihoods,
work that is part of the social as opposed to a wage
economy. The return of labor shared with one’s fam-
ily and neighbors is food and shelter and the knowl-
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edge that one’s basic needs will always be met by the
community. In a monetized economy, the individual
is left to fend for himself or herself or rely upon the
fickle and generally inadequate support offered by
public welfare agencies.

One of the characteristics of the social exchange of
labor as its occurs in Ladakh is that the boundary
between work and leisure becomes blurred. There
are periods when people join together to provide for
their physical support, and others when they partici-
pate in celebrations that sometimes go on for days
and even weeks. What characterizes both sets of
activities is the opportunity to engage in conversa-
tion and social interaction with others. Labor is not
engaged in for employers and stockholders but for
and with the people one loves. During required ac-
tivities such as grain harvesting, the spinning of
wool, or the making of cheese, people sing or talk
with one another in a relaxed manner. The work is
done, but there is no exacting schedule or demand-
ing supervisor. They labor at their own pace and in a
manner that suggests that work is something not to
be avoided but to be entered into with the same spirit
of delight and sociality they bring to any other do-
main of their lives.

Traditionally, villages in Ladakh governed their
own affairs. People, together, constructed the irriga-
tion canals that are essential to the region’s agricul-
ture. When roads need to be repaired, members of
the village organize themselves to accomplish this
task. Conflicts are referred to a council of elders who
mediate between disputing parties and attempt to
prevent neighborly arguments from becoming
sources of social division. Through this process of
self-governance, people in Ladakh experience their
own capacity to deal with the exigencies of political
life. Their actions belie the assumptions purveyed by
the political philosophers whose ideas have given
rise to modern states. Thomas Hobbes (1962), for
example, believed that in the state of nature human
beings were inevitably self-serving, grasping, and
contentious. Only an autocratic and all-powerful
authority, whom Hobbes called the “Leviathan,”
was capable of reducing strife between individuals.
The experience of the Ladakhis suggests otherwise.

The final element of Ladakhi life that demands the
consideration of people concerned about rearing
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children who possess a sense of rootedness to place
and community is the way this culture has been
transmitted to the young. What is striking to an ob-
server from industrialized societies is that schools
have played little if any role in the maintenance of
Ladakhi culture. Children have learned primarily
through observation and their interaction with
adults who are closest to them. This kind of experi-
ential and informal education is the way that most
children have been acculturated until the past cen-
tury. Certainly, some formal instruction in literacy
and numeracy has been provided to a varying pro-
portion of the population, and members of religious
organizations have participated in more formal
learning environments for hundreds of years. This is
true of Ladakh as well. But for the majority, learning
primarily occurred in context — through living
shoulder to shoulder with one’s family members and
neighbors. And such learning was substantial. All
one has to do to become convinced of this fact is to
observe the knowledge of natural history or weather
and the art and music of land-based cultures any-
where.

In summary, Ladakhi children have traditionally
grown up in small communities where social ties
with others are highly supportive and long-lasting.
Through their participation in family and village life,
they are inducted into a way of viewing the world
that emphasizes interconnectedness to others and
the world. They see adults make full use of available
natural resources but in a manner that is charac-
terized by an understanding of limits. As they grow
older, children learn all they need to know to address
their physical needs and join in the artistic and ritual
endeavors of their neighbors. These activities —
both labor and celebrations — are approached as op-
portunities for interaction and reciprocity. Work is
not avoided; nor does it become the sole focus of
their lives. Children, finally, have the opportunity to
see adults govern their own affairs, deal with con-
flicts, and coordinate public works projects. Until the
introduction of the global economy and modern me-
dia, this cultural apprenticeship prepared them to
perpetuate a way of life well-suited to the require-
ments of their region. Although distant in space and
time from our own civilization, their experience con-
tains important clues about what adults and educa-

tors in the United States and other industrialized
nations may need to do to revive in our own children
a sense of place and responsibility to others and the
Earth.

Educational Lessons from the Ladakhi Experience

The education and socialization of the young has
increasingly come under the purview of the state.
With the exception of parents who homeschool their
children, education tends to be seen as the obligation
of paid professionals. Now, in the late-twentieth cen-
tury, if children’s academic achievement does not
reach expected levels, schools have been assigned
the blame for their failure. To some extent, this is a
legitimate response. The tendency to ascribe that
failure to “cultural deficiencies” is reprehensible, but
we fool ourselves if we do not acknowledge the
extraordinarily powerful role that home and the
neighboring community have on the shaping of chil-
dren’s consciousness, values, and intellectual predis-
positions. For this reason, it is imperative that people
concerned about bringing up children in ways that
emphasize their membership in specific human and
land-based communities understand that the learn-
ing youngsters encounter at home is necessarily as or
more important than the learning they encounter in
school. I will therefore initially speculate on what
implications aspects of Ladakhi life have for parents,
children, and community members. I will then move
on to a consideration of the educational experiences
schools might provide.

Perhaps the most significant lesson to be learned
from Ladakh is related to the critical role that long-
term and stable communal ties have on the develop-
ment of the young. Children there are raised in an
environment in which they are continuously sur-
rounded by family members and neighbors who re-
main constant figures in their lives. Not only do
these people remain with them over time, they are
present to each other on a much more recurrent basis
than is now commonly experienced in the United
States. Children in our own society, like those in
Ladakh, can count on regular visits with parents and
siblings and grandparents and oftentimes aunts and
uncles and cousins over their lifetime. These interac-
tions, however, are often based on little more than a
shallow acquaintance with the people they call fam-



ily. In the United States, for example, a recent study
has suggested that outside of mealtimes, parents on
average spend no more than 2% minutes of “quality
time” a day with their children (Pipher 1996). The
generational divisions that have become so pro-
nounced in the second half of the twentieth century
should not surprise us. In a fundamental way, the
cultural transmission that needs to happen in fami-
lies has been truncated by a market economy that
requires both parents to seek employment outside
the home and an entertainment industry that has
supplemented human interaction with sitcoms and
police dramas. Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam
(1996) argues that the declining participation of U.S.
citizens in civic life and their growing distrust of
strangers are similarly related to diminished human
contact linked to television viewing habits. If we
want to establish meaningful connections with our
kids and hope to connect them to their neighbors, the
solution is a simple one: Turn off the TV and then
reach out to the people who live around us.

Schools tend to disregard students’ need for social
support. Although elementary schools strive to pro-
vide a friendly and family-like environment, espe-
cially in the earliest grades, as children grow older
they find themselves in classrooms where teachers
often interpret a child’s desire for personal contact
and support as a sign of dependency and immatur-
ity. In middle school and high school, the sheer teach-
ing load prevents adults from establishing meaning-
ful relationships with more than a handful of stu-
dents. The extraordinary success of small high
schools such as Central Park East Secondary School
in New York City’s East Harlem speaks to the fact
that adolescents — like kindergartners and 30-year-
olds — thrive best when they are able to work and
live in an environment where people are allowed to
know one another well. At Central Park East, teach-
ers work with no more than 40-50 students over a
two-year period. In this kind of environment, they
are able to gain some understanding about the way
their students learn and their characteristics as peo-
ple. Average kids thrive in this school, enough so that
over 90% graduate; of this group, 95% go on to
higher education (Meier 1995). If more schools were
to cultivate the positive social relationships encoun-
tered at Central Park East and others schools like it,
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adolescents would be more likely to grow up with a
sense of belonging rather than the experience of ali-
enation and disenfranchisement — themes that re-
main dominant in the music that gains the allegiance
of many American youth.

One of the things that can be talked about among
parents, children, and teachers is how we make
sense of the world and our place in it. In the past, this
sense-making occurred largely through the telling of
significant cultural stories, stories that often had a
strong religious or spiritual component. From these
central, orienting tales — some true and some
mythological — children were able to gain an image
of what it means to be a good man or woman and to
grasp what their culture viewed as the purpose, or
telos, of human life. Recurrent in such cultural tales
are plot lines that point to the dangerous conse-
quences of selfishness, greed, anger, and pride, and
the benefits of self-sacrifice, generosity, and compas-
sion. As religious institutions have come to play a
diminished role in the lives of the general public,
adults need to find ways at home to explore these
issues with the young, for it is from these meaning
systems that moral perspectives emerge. In Ladakh,
for example, cultural tales linked to Buddhist per-
spectives point to the unavoidable interconnection
of all phenomena and underline the integration of
human experience into the whole of existence. Chil-
dren’s behavior toward one another and the natural
environment is necessarily affected by the stories
they have learned. Although environmentalists have
rightly expressed concern about the way Western
religious traditions have tended to elevate the hu-
man species above the natural world, both Christian-
ity and Judaism have at different times brought forth
schools of thought that also emphasize the interrela-
tionship between human beings and the environ-
ment.” As parents, we need to convey to our children
understandings and narratives that will enable them
to experience their lives as part of a broader contin-
uum and to understand that they have an obligation
to care for both the human and non-human commu-
nities of which they are a part.

In a diverse society, public schools should not
attempt to convey a single religious perspective.
This does not mean, however, that issues of morality
should be left at the classroom door. To some extent,
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this has been one of the aims of contemporary edu-
cation, and the result has been an emphasis on the
teaching of functional skills as opposed to expressive
understandings. A consequence of this emphasis is
that children are receiving little guidance from
adults about the big questions of human existence.
Their response, in turn, is to create their own cultural
understandings that increasingly express a deep
sense of nihilism and despair.®> To counter this ten-
dency, teachers, as well as parents, have an obliga-
tion to help the young grasp the way their lives are
linked to the lives of others. From an intellectual
standpoint, the science of ecology emphasizes those
linkages, pointing to the nature of interdependence,
the importance of cooperation, the critical role of
diversity, and the danger of pursuing individual de-
sires at the expense of the whole. In essence, all of the
communities in which we live are governed by the
principles of ecology. If schools were to embrace this
understanding, they would become places where
care, respect, compassion, and an understanding of
interdependence are demonstrated and learned.
Without aligning themselves with a specific spiritual
tradition, public school educators, too, could tell
tales about what it means to live lives that are in-
formed with a desire to benefit rather than exploit
others.

From the Ladakhi understanding of the intercon-
nectedness of all things comes a set of responses to
the natural world that exemplify what it means to
care for our place on the planet. As parents, we need
to model that care and provide informal instruction
about why it is important to do so. Creating oppor-
tunities for children to become responsible for the
well-being of pets or house plants or gardens taps
into their affinity for other beings and their desire to
be of service to others. It is also important for them
to become acquainted with the consequences of re-
source use. Members of the Northwest Earth Insti-
tute based in Portland, Oregon, now provide energy
audit parties to interested people in an effort to help
them and their neighbors learn more about ways
they can reduce their use of electricity, fossil fuels,
water, and other resources. Young people, as well as
well as adults, need to know about such practices
and how they can reduce their impact on the local
environment by taking shorter showers, living in

cooler homes, turning off the lights, and learning
techniques for increasing the energy efficiency of the
structures in which they live.

Schools can further knowledge about wise re-
source use as well. Many children first become ac-
quainted with the value of recycling in elementary
school, and these messages then spill over into their
homes. Teachers can also provide experiences that
stimulate children’s desire to reduce waste and care-
lessness toward the natural environment. A few
years ago at a primary school in a Portland suburb,
a teacher had her students conduct a survey of what
was left in the cafeteria garbage cans after lunch.
Children were shocked to find 72 unopened sand-
wiches, some with their crusts neatly removed, sev-
eral pieces of uneaten fruit, and cans or boxes of
unopened juice. They wrote a letter that was sub-
sequently published in the school newsletter to alert
parents to the fact that large amounts of food were
being placed in the trash each day and that adults
needed to be more conscious of what their kids were
or were not eating. When this teacher’s class began
to flag in their own recycling efforts later in the year,
all that was required to get them back on track was
for one of their members to shout out, “Remember
the 72 sandwiches.”

This teacher has also sought to deepen students’
understanding of their membership in a particular
watershed. She and her class obtained salmon eggs
from a local hatchery and raised them until they
were ready to be released into the confluence of the
Tualatin and Willamette Rivers, just a few blocks
from the school. The project was accompanied by a
unit designed to acquaint students with what hap-
pens to rainwater and other materials left on city
streets or poured into storm sewers. Students sten-
ciled “Don’t Dump/Drains to Stream” on manhole
covers in the neighborhood around the school. And
because their “babies” were in the rivers below, they
had developed an emotional understanding about
why polluting water was to be avoided. For these
children, being rooted to place is beginning to carry
with it a strong understanding of their responsibility
to protect it and treat it well.

Central to the sustainability of the Ladakhi culture
is the self-sufficiency of the people who are brought
up to live in this way. A similar self-sufficiency was



once more common in our own culture. In the past,
the transmission of skills related to food gathering
and growing, hunting, animal husbandry, house
building, cooking, weaving, sewing, etc. was much
more common. When children are separated from
older family members to attend school, however, the
time needed to acquire the knowledge that allows for
the development of self-sufficient skills is not avail-
able. An Inupiat friend of mine from northwest
Alaska once observed that his seal-hunting abilities
had remained frozen where they had been when he
was seventeen because it was at that point that he left
Alaska to attend college. What this suggests is that as
parents we need to consciously attend to teaching
our children the basic survival skills we do possess,
even if at the outset our kids are not especially inter-
ested in doing so. We could, for example, bring them
into the kitchen and make them responsible for cook-
ing meals, give them part of the garden to plant,
engage them in house painting and construction ac-
tivities, teach them to sew or weave, and instruct
them in the knowledge we possess about native
plants and animals.

In response to diminished agricultural knowledge
among Vermont citizens, a number of public schools
in this New England state have begun to put agricul-
tural and environmental studies at the center of an
integrated elementary school curriculum (Kiefer and
Kemple 1998). By the time children have completed
the sixth grade in one of these institutions, they have
learned how to grow a Native American garden pri-
marily consisting of beans, squash, and corn; a tradi-
tional New England garden; and a contemporary
French intensive garden aimed at increasing produc-
tivity on small plots of ground. The schools that have
embraced this program become community centers
— drawing in elders who are willing to share their
own food growing skills with the young and inviting
the community as a whole to harvest festivals and
meals during which students serve the products of
their labor to family members and neighbors.
Smaller projects can contribute to similar forms of
learning.

At my children’s elementary school in West Linn,
Oregon, two classes took responsibility for the reno-
vation of a neglected greenspace. In the process, they
learned the names of native plants, important infor-
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mation about different plants’ requirements for sun-
light and soil type, techniques of soil preparation,
and skills related to the transplanting and care of
native flowers, shrubs, and trees. This is knowledge
they will possess for the rest of their lives. Other
schools I have visited over the years have engaged
students in the building of small hydroelectric
plants, the installation and maintenance of solar pan-
els, the restoration of degraded riparian zones or
clearcut slopes, as well as the more common voca-
tional skills of auto mechanics, construction, and
food preparation. When many adults no longer pos-
sess such knowledge and skills, schools can provide
a vital service to the young by making sure that all
students — and not only those who show interest in
working with their hands — acquire practical as
well as academic knowledge. To achieve this educa-
tional goal, courses that focus on the practical need
to be valued as much as calculus, physics, and hon-
ors English.

When the possession of such skills is general, peo-
ple are better able to help one another with common
tasks. The barn raisings of the past were possible
because many of the people in a community were
able to contribute their well-honed carpentry abili-
ties to such projects. The revival of the social econ-
omy encountered in our own towns and cities will
depend to some extent on the revival of the practical
skills associated with providing for our basic physi-
cal needs. It will also depend on the desire to partici-
pate in non-monetized forms of exchange. Inducting
children into this kind of economy will not be easy
because this previously dominant form of human
interaction has become so vestigial. Children witness
gift exchanges during some major holidays, but they
rarely witness the exchanges of labor (with the ex-
ception of shared childcare) that once created the
patterns of obligation and support that were essen-
tial to the maintenance of human communities.
Some members of Portland’s Northwest Earth Insti-
tute are taking steps to rectify this situation. Partici-
pants in a voluntary simplicity study group spon-
sored by this organization are creating longer-lasting
support groups whose members get together so-
cially and help one another with larger home pro-
jects such as house painting, building a stone retain-
ing wall, or constructing a fence. Children who have
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seen their parents engage in such activities will at the
minimum possess an understanding that this kind of
sharing is both possible and satisfying. Families
might also consider participating in volunteer activi-
ties with local organizations that involve the contri-
bution of shared labor. Serving food together in shel-
ters for the homeless or participating in local stream
and river clean-ups provide valuable opportunities
to join with others in non-paid forms of labor that
benefit the broader community.

Over the past decade, many schools have taken
steps to engage their students in similar forms of
community service. These experiences can instill in
young people the habit of working without paid
compensation and a taste for the experience of fulfill-
ment tied into such labor. A decade ago, I studied a
program for students at risk of dropping out in a
Wisconsin high school that cycled its eleventh grad-
ers through a series of volunteer activities in Madi-
son, the state’s capital (Wehlage et al. 1989). After a
morning of academic course work, students would
spend their afternoons renovating houses to be later
sold to low-income families, working in daycare cen-
ters, and helping out in retirement homes or other
health care facilities. These experiences had a pro-
found impact on many of these young people, allow-
ing them to experience what it means to be a valued
member of a community where mutual support is
not an abstraction but a lived reality. These experi-
ences helped them move beyond the sense of aliena-
tion and worthlessness that had previously inhibited
their learning and commitment to education.

One of the side benefits of this kind of activity is
that the integration of work and leisure encountered
in Ladakh becomes available to us, as well. When
labor is situated in a social context where people are
able to govern their own pace, enjoy one another’s
company, and not have to worry about being super-
vised by superiors, the distinction between work and
play begins to break down. Shared human labor sim-
ply becomes activity. Teaching this lesson to our our
children will not be easy given the degree to which
our lives are fragmented into paid employment and
non-paid time. Still, I wonder what might happen in
our homes if we took a lesson from Ladakh and
made sure that when we ask our children to do
chores, we share this labor with them. When meals

are cooked with another person, for example, this
task becomes less a burden and more a form of social
expression. Similarly, instead of sending our kids out
to clean the garage, wash the car, or rake the leaves
by themselves, we might work together. In this way
we could reduce the social isolation that so com-
monly accompanies work and turn it into an oppor-
tunity to teach new skills, engage in chit chat, and
have the joint experience of pleasure that accompa-
nies the accomplishment of a needed task.

Schools are notorious for turning what would be
play in any other setting into work. As a species, one
of our primary traits is that we are learners. Outside
of school, we often transform the work of learning
into play. Schools could actively strive to offer chil-
dren learning experiences that are characterized by
both rigor and enjoyment. To some extent, this al-
ready happens in elective courses such as music, art,
and drama, as well as during extra-curricular activi-
ties. Educational reformers such as Ted Sizer (1992)
of the Coalition of Essential Schools argue that aca-
demic classes need to be taught in a way that embod-
ies the kind of student participation, coaching, and
performance encountered in the arts and athletics.
Much of the pleasure associated with such activities
is derived from their social context and and their
broader meaning for the communities of which we
are a part. Translating what works in elective and
extra-curricular elements of the school program into
required courses entails providing more opportu-
nity for student choice, group work, and public pres-
entations of extended projects. Children who grow
up with this orientation seem less likely to become
one of Wallace Stegner’s boomers — seeking to
strike it rich and gain liberation from the obligation
to work. They might instead seek to put down roots
where they are and find pleasure in the labor and the
play that are available to them in what is near at
hand rather than “on the other side of the moun-
tain.”

Although the growing centralization of economic
and political power in industrial growth societies
limits the degree to which we can govern our own
affairs, there are still many venues in which we can
exercise some control over events and decisions in
our local communities. As parents, we need to model
involvement in these affairs. This can happen



through participation in neighborhood and school
associations, non-profit organizations, and stream
councils. Our children need to see us as active and
committed citizens. If issues arise within our neigh-
borhood that require some kind of organized re-
sponse, we should strive to join with our neighbors
to affect the outcome of public decisions. Adults who
become involved in public life are often those whose
parents demonstrated such involvement when they
were young.

Schools, too, can do much to encourage thought-
ful participation in the institutions of civil society. In
the past, when more people belonged to churches
and fraternal organizations and shared in their gov-
ernance, the skills associated with democratic deci-
sion making could be learned in a less contrived and
more organic manner. Today, many people are unfa-
miliar with the give and take and the forms of dis-
course and argument that are likely to influence pub-
lic decisions. Their presentations in public hearings
often are presented in combative language that
harms rather than helps their cause. Schools could
devote more energy to preparing students for set-
tings in which group decision making occurs. Class-
rooms, for example, could be run as small demo-
cratic communities where basic decisions regarding
rules and curriculum could be made. Some schools
give students the opportunity to participate regu-
larly in school-wide decisions. At the Jefferson
County Open School in Evergreen, Colorado, gov-
ernance meetings are held every Monday morning
(Gregory and Sweeney 1993). Students and faculty
jointly make decisions about a wide range of issues,
including the hiring of new staff. These meetings are
facilitated by adolescents who enroll in a class that
focuses on the development of leadership skills and
group process. Young people who have experienced
this kind of authority and have seen the process by
which individuals come to a shared understanding
of common issues will be better able to negotiate the
political terrain of the communities they live in as
adults. They also may be more likely to value the
political process rather than fear it and take steps to
protect the rights of citizens in this country to be
active participants in our common life.

Being educated in this way has unfortunately not
inoculated the residents of Ladakh against the tech-
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nological and economic attractions of modern-
ization. Some Ladakhi, like members of many non-
industrialized cultures around the globe, have be-
come disenchanted when they compare their own
experience with what appears to be the limitless
wealth and ease of the inhabitants of the modern
world. In Ladakh the media and attractions of con-
sumer society have caught the imagination of the
young. State-run schools have also contributed to the
devaluation of local knowledge and culture by di-
recting children’s attention to the language, litera-
ture, social practices, and technological prowess of
India, Europe, and the United States. Because chil-
dren in industrial growth societies know little other
than the messages they receive from the media, the
market, and state-supported schools, the challenge
faced by parents and educators concerned about
moving our society in the direction of ecological
sustainability is even more daunting. If we hope to
root children in place in our own social context, we
may need to engage in two additional domains of
activity not encountered in Ladakh.

- First, we need to make sure that young people are
able to develop direct knowledge about the environ-
ment in which they are growing up. Because so much
of life is lived out-of-doors in Ladakh, this occurs as
a matter of course. The affinity with place encoun-
tered there is not being replicated in industrial coun-
tries. Recent surveys suggest that most Americans
spend less than five percent of their lives outside.* It
is not surprising that as a culture we have become
increasingly disconnected from the places where we
live when we have so little personal knowledge of
them. Athome, we need to insist that our kids get out
of the house more than they do, urging them to go
bike riding and exploring. Gary Nabhan and Steve
Trimble (1994) have written persuasively about the
importance of children’s spending time in nature
alone, developing a sense of safety in the world as
well as a sense of wonder. Given the schedules adults
impose on children’s lives, as well as our anxiety
about letting them range far from their homes, these
experiences are becoming increasingly rare. We must
change this. At school, more learning needs to take
place beyond classroom walls. At the Environmental
Middle School in Portland, Tuesdays and Thursdays
are devoted to field studies and community service.
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Using the city’s public transportation system, stu-
dents go to the banks of the Willamette River to take
water samples or travel to Forest Park to remove the
English ivy that is choking stands of Douglas fir.
Natural historian Robert Pyle (1993) has argued that
if children do not encounter such experiences when
they are growing up, they will have little inclination
to respect or protect the land and natural resources
that support them. If print literacy depends upon
adults reading to children, then ecological literacy
may well be dependent on children having access to
natural places as part of their experience during the
years they live with their parents and attend school.
As adults we need to assure that there are places for
them to explore, time to do so, and permission to
encounter the world on their own terms in their own
ways.

Second, beyond adopting learning experiences
that allow the young to develop a sense of affinity
with the natural world, parents and teachers must
find ways to develop in children a critical under-
standing of the ecologically and socially destructive
characteristics of industrial growth society and the
ability to resist its attractions. Accomplishing this
task will be very difficult, although the growing in-
terest in the United States in the movement to reduce
consumption and adopt a simpler and more commu-
nity-oriented lifestyle suggests that a significant pro-
portion of the population is skeptical about the val-
ues of a culture premised on unending economic
growth and the relinquishment of more elements of
life to the demands of the market (Calente 1997).
Young people need to be exposed to these alternative
perspectives and the forms of social experimentation
that have arisen in response to them. They could
learn, for example, about Community Supported
Agriculture, the co-housing movement in the United
States and Europe, efforts to develop timber harvest
practices that preserve the integrity of forests, the
work in a number of northern European countries to
develop governmental policies that support ecologi-
cal sustainability, and the cultural revival being
sponsored by indigenous cultures around the world
aimed at creating a viable alternative to industrial-
ism and post-industrialism. If these young people
have also developed a deep sense of regard for local
communities and the land, they may become more

likely to support political leaders who demonstrate
environmental values. They may also make con-
sumer decisions that will influence market forces. At
the heart of this process must be Gandhi’s injunction
that there are enough resources on the planet to
supply everyone’s needs, but not enough to supply
a single person’s greed. Instead of celebrating the
sins of avariciousness and over-consumption as a
vehicle for increasing material wealth, we need to
find ways to once more value the virtues of generos-
ity, thrift, and sufficiency.

Conclusion

The idea of rooting children in their home com-
munities and regions is at variance with many of the
dominant trends in the contemporary world. When
observing the development of a market society in the
19th century, Karl Marx (1954) wrote that “all that is
solid melts into air.” He was referring to the social
and political relationships that then characterized
bourgeois society and was anticipating the funda-
mental shifts he believed must accompany the con-
tinued evolution of the forces of production. In many
respects, what has happened to Ladakh and to our
own society since the efflorescence of the industrial
and now post-industrial revolutions reflects this
process of vast social disruption and change. As the
solid has melted into air, so have we lost our footing
inlifeways that offered stability, security, and rooted-
ness. Most people until recently have seen this proc-
ess of change as both necessary and inevitable, part
of the cost of achieving higher levels of material
comfort and security. Those who still argue that the
principles of the marketplace provide the surest
guidelines for the betterment of human existence
continue to espouse a process that is leading to the
commodification of all relationships and now, with
the advent of cloning, the potential manufacture and
buying and selling of life. The “law” of supply and
demand and the anticipated efficiencies associated
with it have become the new orthodoxy. In the Feb-
ruary 1997 Atlantic Monthly, financier and philan-
thropist George Soros (1997) points to the dangerous
consequences of this orthodoxy for the forms of civil-
ity that provide the foundation upon which the mar-
ket exists. That foundation embodies many of the
characteristics of social and ecological rootedness



encountered in indigenous, premodern societies like
Ladakh.

For people concerned about the long-term social
and ecological viability of U.S. society, finding ways
to reverse this trend is critical. Children, marginal-
ized by a global economy and educated by schools
and the media to become rootless members of a com-
mercial monoculture, will be ill-prepared to con-
struct institutions capable of equitably providing for
human needs in ways that do not compromise the
long-term health of natural systems. The creation of
an ecologically sustainable society will require peo-
ple who share a deep commitment to the social and
natural milieus in which they live as well as a knowl-
edge base that is sensitive to the dynamics and needs
of these environments. Without such knowledge and
the moral capacity to care, we run the risk of failing
to respond to the feedback the world and our own
social institutions are giving us about the unsustain-
ability of our current practices. Like the former in-
habitants of Easter Island, we are in danger of over-
stepping the social and natural limits that necessarily
impinge upon the quality of our lives. Parents and
teachers must play central roles in helping the young
acquire a new understanding of their place in the
world, and a new vision of what it means to experi-
ence fulfillment. Lessons learned from places like
Ladakh can help inform our efforts and ground our
own experience in what Huston Smith (1982) has
called the perennial wisdom of our species — a wis-
dom that highlights the nature of interconnectedness
to all things and our fundamental need for mutual
support. With this understanding, the young may be
able to extend their roots into the habits of mind and
heart that have traditionally grounded our species in
place and community, and by so doing withstand the
powerful winds of a society driven by the desire for
growth and profits regardless of the natural and hu-
man costs of this quest.

Notes

1. See Jared Diamond’s “Easter’s End” in Discover, August, 1995,
pp- 63-69 for a description of current theories about factors that led to
the disruption of the Polynesian civilization that had colonized Easter
Island.

2. The writings of St. Francis are among the most obvious examples
of Christian thought that touch on these issues. Contemporary Chris-
tian theologians such as Thomas Berry and Matthew Fox also demon-
strate ways that ecological concerns can be linked to the Christian
tradition. See Berry’s The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club
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Books, 1988) and Fox’s work in creation spirituality. Cabalistic and
Hasidic thought that emphasizes perceiving the divine in the phenom-
ena of everyday life exemplifies the way some strands of Judaism are
congruent with a more earth-centered orientation.

3. Basil Bernstein, the British sociologist, has described the way in
which a focus on instrumental concerns in schools has left youth with
little guidance in determining the broader moral purposes or mean-
ings their lives might assume. See his chapter entitled “Ritual in
Education” in Class, Codes and Control: Volume 3, Towards a Theory of
Educational Transmissions (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975).

4, See Gary Nabhan and Sara St. Antoine, “The Loss of Floral and
Faunal Story: The Extinction of Experience,” in S. R. Kellert and E. O.
Wilson (Editors), The Biophilia Hypothesis (Washington, D.C.: Island
Press, 1993).
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“Pedagogy of Place” in a Southern
Black Rural School

Laureen A. Fregeau and Robert D. Leier

Early findings from the first six
months of research in an
isolated Southern Black rural
school and community reveal a
rich tradition of community
culture-related pedagogy.
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his ethnography examines an isolated Southern

Black rural school and community to describe
how the community’s culture and cultural history is
embedded in the pedagogy of the community’s
school. The study of place is important for educators
in understanding the dynamics of school and com-
munity in rural settings (Orr, 1992).

Understanding how education is embedded in
“place” is the first step in maintaining strong rural
schools that can provide settings for constructive
change (Kemmis 1990). Until the interrelationship
between rural communities and their schools are
thoroughly understood by decision makers, racial
prejudice and school consolidation efforts will con-
tinue to demolish these valuable learning environ-
ments (DeYoung and Howley 1990).

Black Schooling, White Racism, and
School Reform: Historical Perspectives

The Industrial Revolution of the late 1800s stimu-
lated a general movement towards urbanization in
the United States. Education in this era followed the
tenets that “bigger is better” and “urban is better.”
Schools of this era came to be viewed as locales to
produce the human capital needed for a changing
economy. Instilling good work habits and skills, re-
spect for authority, appropriate work behaviors, and
the ability to work in an organized setting became
the objectives of the new urban “factory model”
schools.

The small eclectic community-based school of the
1700s and 1800s came to be viewed as archaic and
inefficient in the new economic order. This perspec-
tive in part brought about the school consolidation
movement, which the Southern states adopted
“wholesale” after 1900. Small school districts were
replaced with larger county-wide administrative



units (Maxcy 1981). For Blacks in the South this
movement meant rural school consolidation, but
there was little change in the domestic and agricul-
tural labor skills vocational curriculum already in
place.

Movement to develop Southern public secondary
education continued during the early 1910s. By 1930
most districts had secondary education in place,
along with reforms in curriculum and teacher prepa-
ration. Designed to prepare Black youth for their
subordinate place in Southern society, Black secon-
dary education, like all education for Blacks, contin-
ued to be inferior to that of Whites (Maxcy 1981).
Intelligence testing and related counseling was em-
ployed to justify racist and classist agendas for the
placement of Black and White youth alike. Yet, as
Black educators moved into a Black middle class,
their protests lessened, and testing became the ac-
cepted practice with little regard to its inherent dis-
crimination (Thomas 1981).

The United States has passed beyond the Indus-
trial Revolution and has entered the technological
era. Service and technological knowledge may now
be our greatest needs. Educational theorists and re-
searchers agree that factory model schooling must be
replaced with a model that fits present and future
needs. What theorists and researchers cannot agree
upon is which model schools should move towards
and whether only one model is sufficient.

Educators in large urban and consolidated rural
schools are currently attempting to create “small-
ness” and “community” by teaming teachers and
implementing cooperative and collaborative ap-
proaches. Yet, small rural schools that epitomize
“smallness” and “community” continue to be
viewed as inefficient and in need of consolidation.

Theobald and Nachtigal (1995) suggest that peda-
gogy of place fits the model of school reform needed
in small rural schools. They contend that “[r]edes-
igning education for the purpose of re-creating com-
munity ... may well be one of the most critical needs
of today’s society” (p. 135). It is important that edu-
cators and policy makers recognize the value of the
rural school to the nation; to our current vision of a
more collaborative and cooperative citizenry, work
force, and society; and to the very existence of rural
communities.

ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice

Racism has determined the existence and directed
the lack of development in rural Black schools in
Southern communities for decades. School boards
controlled by the “White” mentalities of power con-
sidered it their first duty to educate White children
at the expense of the Black children. Where school
boards were represented by mixed race members,
the Black community interests were limited by
Whites and dictated by a community of White val-
ues, i.e., “the American Creed, the Christian ethic,
and even the majority prejudice against their own
kind” (Powell 1973, 270).

Rural Black communities and schools reflect the
solidarity of their Baptist origins, which emphasizes
the preservation of local autonomy, and the experi-
ence of African Americans who had watched the
White graded schools advance at the expense of their
own children’s education. Despite repeated set-
backs, the localism and solidarity that was generated
was in many respects an overly simple response to
feelings of powerless and dislocation, yet their vi-
sion did hold out the possibility of more equitable
schooling in a society of unyielding racial segrega-
tion (Leloudis 1996, xiii).

According to Prather (1979), “the Negro schools in
the Black Belt were irretrievably doomed to inferior-
ity” (p. 252). Black schools were relegated to inferior,
“vocational” education, which was also true of Black
teacher preparation. This followed the legacy of
Booker T. Washington’s agenda for the education
and socialization of Black people in the South (Grant
1981; Spring 1994). What was acceptable practice for
educating Black children has not necessarily been
acceptable for the education of Whites. School Board
members saw no conflict in this conduct; they tar-
geted educational funding to schools that were con-
sidered successful either they achieved high stand-
ardized test scores or because they illustrated the
proper social behaviors. It was also generally ac-
cepted that the closing of a school in a rural commu-
nity would be the closing of the community (Prather
1979).

Inequity in school funding for Black schools has
been a perennial problem. Swanson and Griffin
(1955) documented this phenomenon over extended
periods of years since the turn of the century. Black
schools consistently received less operational fund-
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ing than White schools. Per student expenditures
also reflected these inequities as Black communities
request equal funding to improve their educational
environments — and receive excuses instead.

Understanding the meaningful relationship be-
tween community and school provides the educator
and policy maker with insights that support a thriv-
ing and inspiring educational experience (Kemmis
1990). Though community components may differ
regionally, their deep structural characteristics are
analogous. Schools cannot stand alone without the
community for guidance and support (Peshkin
1978).

Pedagogy of Place: Preservation of Possibility

Findings from the first six months of research in
Rivers Bend, Alabama, show that isolation, religion,
race, community member participation in school
events and local historic elements emerge as influ-
ences in the creation and practice of a pedagogy of
place.

Pedagogy of place seeks to affirm the value of place
through an “intense knowledge of place ... an in-
tense consciousness of land” (Orr 1992, 131).

Orr writes that

Critics might argue that the study of place would
be inherently parochial and narrowing. If place
were the entire focus of education, it certainly
would be. But the study of place would be only
a part of a larger curriculum which would in-
clude the study of the relationship between
places as well. For Mumford, place was simply
the most immediate of a series of layers leading
to the entire region as a system of small places.
But parochialism is not the result of what is
studied as much as how it is studied. Lewis
Thomas, after all, was able to observe the planet
in the workings of a single cell.

Pedagogy of place includes “[i]ntegrating school-
ing with the day-to-day life of the community, pro-
viding students with an opportunity to be a part of
society now rather than at some time in the distant
future, and involving students in the struggle to
solve complex issues that are important to their com-
munity” (Theobald and Nachtigal 1995, 135). School
reforms centered on pedagogy of place will recog-
nize that education is “not just about improving
standardized test scores or being first in the world in

math and science,” but also “about learning to live
wellin a community” (Theobald and Nachtigal 1995,
135).

Rivers Bend’s Madison High School (MHS) is part
of the PACERS small school cooperative and the
focus of this study. PACERS small school cooperative
projects focus on the improvement of small rural
schools through a pedagogy of place. PACERS Better
Schools approach is “built on the faith that all stu-
dents are valuable resources who not only can learn
but can accomplish needed and important work in
their communities. Better schools seeks to blend the
academic and personal skills essential for all young
people with the knowledge and capacities needed to
live well in rural communities.” Within the Better
Schools components students gain and apply aca-
demic skills by doing community work that requires
them to be researchers, writers, publishers, histori-
ans, scientists and artists.

Five categories of pedagogy of place have
emerged from data collected during the first year of
this ethnography: bookshows; celebrations of com-
munity and place; dramas; a school/community
newspaper; and the school reform and development
project. Bookshows are a combination of the reading
of books, dramas in which the book story is per-
formed as the children interpret it, the production of
student books relating the original book’s topic to
the children’s reality and imagination. Celebrations
of community and place combine the stories and
talents of community elders and groups with stu-
dent interpretations in a performance which tells the
story of the community and people. Dramas bring
the stories, beliefs and lives of students to the stage.
The school/community newspaper publishes com-
munity and school news. The school reform and
development project is the community’s and
school’s vision of what each can become.

Bookshows

Mrs. Pillans, first and second grade teacher at
MHS, has had an eight-year association with the
bookshow project, the first project that PACERS initi-
ated at MHS. Each year the school has a public pres-
entation to display the work of the children. Stu-
dents read thematic tradebooks and then write their
own books on the same theme, such as “Reaching for



the Stars.” Other themes have included the senses,
Africa, and themes important to the community cul-
ture and history of Rivers Bend.

The class’s favorite theme, “Grandparents,” be-
came the bookshow incorporated into the Celebra-
tion of Community and Place. In this project, the
class interviewed their grandparents and later in-
vited them to a reception at which the students per-
formed interpretations of the books they read and
presented their “grans” with a class-illustrated thank
you card.

The Christmas drama included a bookshow pres-
entation by the first and second graders. Dressed in
costumes made by the students with community vol-
unteer help, the children performed “Christmas
Around the World,” which was based on the chil-
dren’s interpretation of various books on world cul-
tures that they had read in class. A version of this
show was later performed for the PTA, when the
books were put on display for parents to examine.

Tied to bookshows are student portfolios in which
students express the relationship between their reali-
ties and dreams to the books in the program. Student
portfolios demonstrate community attitudes, such as
the view that multistory houses are culturally valu-
able, and the importance of familial love and local
cross-generational activities like hunting and fish-

ing.
Celebration of Community and Place

Larry Long puts these musical celebrations to-
gether for the PACERS schools and communities. In
one week he organizes the students and teachers to
gather historical information from community
elders and write songs describing cultural and his-
torical aspects of the community that are performed
at the end of the week-long celebration.

Larry incorporated the entire school and inter-
ested community members in the MHS celebration.
Each class had a part in the celebration. Mrs. Collins’
kindergarten performed a poem about elders’” wis-
dom teaching children. Then Mrs. Pillans’ combined
first and second grade, dressed as characters from
historical periods of the community, performed “At
Grandma’s House,” one of the community celebra-
tion songs.
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Elders from the community were special guests of
honor who told their stories of community life and
history through interviews conducted by the middle
and high school students. Students inquired about
good times and bad, and family and community
culture and values. The students performed the sto-
ries they collected in song and dance. The song enti-
tled What Is it Like to Grow Up In a Town that Doesn’t
Have a Town to Grow Up In refers to the lack of infra-
structure, the need to leave town to find employ-
ment, and hopes for the future of the community. On
the Banks of the Alabama River tells of the integral and
historical importance of the river to the community,
the difficulties of ferry crossings, and the fun of fish-
ing or swimming. Wasn'’t We Blest is an expression of
the importance of religion in Rivers Bend, and praise
for the simple pleasures — fresh butter, healthy chil-
dren, walking to church along peaceful roads — that
are found in the community.

Choirs from the seven churches in the community
performed Black gospel music. Elders performed
traditional music on harmonica and spoons, while
they retold stories from their lives in Rivers Bend.
Tales of riverboats, isolation, and economic struggle
unfolded between musical interludes. Larry Long
tied everything together through joint performances
by the children, elders and the audience.

Drama

At the end of April, more than 30 MHS students
from grades 7 through 12 participated in the musical
drama production titled Time Brings About a Change.
The production was a half-hour adaptation from a
famous musical about Black struggles in American
society. Students created all the costumes, sang, and
danced. Costumes illustrated social class and occu-
pation, religion, and racial identity. Students
brought their own personal and community experi-
ences and cultural interpretations into the perform-
ances, especially in the dance sequences. The entire
school attended as well as numerous community
members. The teachers commented on how they saw
another side of students. Students who were quiet in
class became assertive and vocal on the stage.

The second performance of Time Brings About a
Change was rewritten to include the story of the
attempted school closing. It “razzed” the new prin-
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cipal and satirized her unpredictable behaviors and
disciplinary policies. Students expressed emotions
ranging from frustration and anger to joyful silliness.

School-Community Newspaper

MHS began producing its first school-community
monthly newspaper in February 1997. This is the
only local paper in the Rivers Bend area. The news-
paper covers community issues, such as the newly
paved road, the new water system, honoring war
veterans, 50 wedding anniversaries, community
events, and church news. It features articles on fa-
mous African-Americans such as Harriet Tubman
and Martin Luther King, Jr., as well as stories of local
historical interest, such as the origin of Damian’s
Ferry. School news, entertainment, editorials, and
graduation highlights are also included. The Rivers
Bend Times school-community newspaper is the only
local paper and the community has received its pub-
lication with great enthusiasm.

The Rivers Bend Times won the 1997 award for the
best first-year community newspaper at the PACERS
annual workshop /conference in Tuscaloosa. The pa-
per’s major difficulty in the first year was locating
enough advertisers to fund the project. The staff can-
not afford to have more than 100 copies of each issue
and must charge 50¢ a copy. The biggest obstacle in
the 1997-1998 school year has been the principal’s
mandate not to allow students to work on anything
that is not preparation for the Stanford-9. In her view,
The Rivers Bend Times does not contribute to increas-
ing test scores and so has no place in the school
curriculum.

School Reform and Development Project

PACERS and MHS plan to collaborate on a school
reform and community development project based
on the specific rural values, characteristics, and re-
sources of the community. PACERS will be remodel-
ing and renovating the library/resource room, which
will be available to the entire community. In 1997, the
library contained mostly old and worn books, except
for the five hundred new titles PACERS donated.
Bookshelves will be built against the wall to allow
more room for furniture and study areas. A portion
of the library will contain computers geared to online
research and teaching. Distance education technol-
ogy installed in the library will be used to improve

educational outcomes and provide a site for an ex-
change of ideas. PACERS will implement a multiage
approach for the elementary grades. The entire
school will be wired for a computer network by a
PACERS-trained MHS student team led by one of the
secondary teachers. These students will be among
the few in Alabama with experience in setting up a
network. The intent is that MHS will, with PACERS
assistance, become a model rural school for the Small
Schools Cooperative.

Conclusions

The first year of this project demonstrates the
value of rural schools and pedagogy of place in the
preservation of community and its values of collabo-
ration and cooperation both within the school and
between the school and community.

MHS’s school-community newspaper provides
students the opportunity to contribute something of
real value to their community and “to be part of
society now” (Theobald and Nachtigal 1995). It pro-
vides students the opportunity to discover history,
politics, art, and to create literature. Students who
participate in the community-school newspaper see
their education as connected to the community and
the community views the school as more connected
to it.

The drama and music for the community celebra-
tion come directly from the community itself and its
unique Black, rural cultural base.

The value of the community school is clear at
MHS. The long history the community’s struggle to
provide education for its children, the faith that God
will see it through each crisis, and the close commu-
nity ties to MHS indicate that the school is the com-
munity and the community /s the school.
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Integrating Humanistic and
Social Justice Education

A Sequenced Approach for
Teaching About Diversity

Ellen Davidson and Nancy Schniedewind

Teachers can help their
students appreciate diversity
by creating an inclusive
classroom community and by
incorporating a systematic
diversity awareness program in
their classroom activities.

We are grateful to Allyn & Bacon for their permission to reprint por-

tions of Open Minds to Equality as an appendix to this article.
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lock Colleges in Boston and in a professional development
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stand diversity issues, writes geography and history curric-
ula, and helps teachers explore their teaching of
mathematics.

s we celebrate the publication of the second edi-

tion of Open Minds to Equality (Schniedewind
and Davidson 1997), we cannot help but think back
to the difference in the national climate when the
first edition of that book was published in 1983. Then
young people came into school from a society that
was significantly more accepting of efforts to foster
social justice; today bigotry is more socially con-
doned and economic inequality is increasing rap-
idly.

Over the past 15 years the gains that women,
people of color, and other oppressed groups made in
the 1960s and 1970s have been pushed back and, at
the same time, the economic situation of the average
person, generally, has worsened. The richest 1% of
the population now owns 37% of the wealth, more
wealth than that owned by the bottom 90% of the
people all together. Twenty percent of our children
live in poverty; five million children go hungry.
About two million Americans lack permanent shel-
ter. The CEOs of the Fortune 500 corporations earn
157 times more than their average worker (Sanders
1994).

Many of our students come from homes where
adults, less hopeful than 15 years ago, fear change,
feel alienated from their work, and are without a
sense of community. Concerned with their own sur-
vival, they don't see the connections between them-
selves and people different from themselves who
may, however, be oppressed in similar ways. Ideas
and organizations that provide certainty and simple
answers are appealing. Just as ideas that challenge a



person’s coherent worldview are feared, people per-
ceived as “other” are easily scapegoated for social
problems, problems that are often rooted in corpo-
rate or governmental policies.

In this context, to open people’s minds and hearts
to equity and social justice seems like a monumental
task. Young people absorb the ideas and feelings of
the adults and culture around them. This challenge
necessitates building classrooms and schools in
which community is genuine, work is meaningful,
diversity is appreciated, and change is empowering.
This, in turn, will enable educators and young peo-
ple alike to know, through lived experience, that
alternatives are possible to the social reality that they
endure day to day and that they can become active in
creating those alternatives.

A Humanistic, Social Justice Framework

What we find encouraging, despite this changed
social context, is that when given the opportunity to
address issues of diversity, equity, and social justice
in a supportive setting, young people and educators
are open and eager to think deeply and critically and
often become committed to fostering change. Fourth
grade teacher, Karen Cathers (1994), writes that

children understand injustice in our society.
They see it all the time, and I try to give them
vocabulary so they can discuss it. Then we have
some very sophisticated discussions.

The way we go about educating ourselves, our
peers, and young people is crucial to our effective-
ness. What we will describe here is an approach to
social justice education that underlies both our book
and our professional development work with teach-
ers.

Content and process are important when teaching
about issues of diversity and equity. Our approach
fosters the development of knowledge and skills for
both personal and social change. We draw on experi-
ential skills and personally reflective perspectives
from the field of humanistic education. The class-
room process is experiential; students explore their
own experience as a source of learning about equal-
ity. It is participatory in that students work with
others to share experiences, investigate problems,
and discuss issues. Since competition maintains in-
equality and cooperation fosters equity, classroom

ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice

norms are cooperative. We teach skills for communi-
cation, cooperation, and interpersonal under-
standing. The learning process is democratic; all
voices and ideas are encouraged and differences are
dealt with by listening and discussion. Young people
often use community meetings to solve problems.
With the sense of personal power and group support
that comes from a humanistically oriented class-
room, people are more willing and able to address
issues of diversity and social justice.

Going beyond the personal domain, we bring to
our work a social justice perspective, one that en-
courages the development of people’s critical con-
sciousness about inequality in their lives, schools,
and society and stimulates action to foster equity.
Given the ways distinct forms of oppression or privi-
lege integrally influence our experience, we address
a variety of forms of discrimination based on race,
gender, class, age, physical ability, learning ability,
sexual orientation, religion, language, among others.
Both young people and adults can reflect on how
institutional inequality has affected their own lives.

To this end, we encourage people to explore vari-
ous aspects of their social identities. Some aspects of
our social identity are typically constant, such as race
and gender. Others like class, religion, physical/
emotional/learning ability, and language may
change over our lives. Age is guaranteed to change.
Given institutional inequality in our society, we
sometimes get benefits and sometimes pay prices
because of aspects of our social identity. For exam-
ple, upper income people receive benefits based on
class status when tax policies enable wealthy people
to pay a lower proportion of their income in taxes
than poor, working class, and middle class people.

Our social identities and social group member-
ships are complex. Given the many aspects of each of
our social identities, most of us experience some
benefits and pay some prices because of institutional
inequality. While an affluent African-American
male, for example, will benefit from class and gender
privilege, he will still face discrimination because of
his race.

Various forms of discrimination combine to form
a system of oppression throughout our social institu-
tions. Since all are related, all must be dealt with in
order to create a truly just society. How effective
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would it be to try to change racism alone, for exam-
ple, when often it is class-based inequality that fuels
racist practices?

Oppression hurts us all — the privileged and
those discriminated against — although to different
degrees. While women are hurt most by sexism,
many men also suffer. Some lose touch with their
feelings, miss out on equal and intimate relation-
ships, and never develop skills that are stereotyped
as “feminine” because of sexist beliefs. We can
change inequality when those from privileged
groups work together as allies with those groups that
are oppressed to change a system that hurts us all.'

In a year-long classroom experience where a
teacher uses activities from Open Minds to Equality or
in a professional development course employing
comparable activities for adults, both students and
adults can develop a heightened critical conscious-
ness about racism, sexism, and other forms of in-
equality and their interrelationship. With this critical
awareness, people often take action to change the
inequities they see. This integration of the develop-
ment of personal power, group support, critical
awareness and action often fosters an ongoing proc-
ess of personal and social change (Bell and
Schniedewind 1987).

A Sequenced Approach for Teaching about Diversity

We introduce people to issues of inequality and
options for social justice in an accessible, carefully
sequenced, supportive way. For purposes of this ar-
ticle we will introduce the sequence in the context of
our book and use examples from it for illustration.
Geared for students in upper elementary and middle
school, lessons are easily adapted for high schools
students and adults. Some learning activities exam-
ine one form of discrimination, ableism, or het-
erosexism for example, while others address the in-
terconnection of various forms of oppression.

Step 1. Create an Inclusive, Trusting Community
Where Students Appreciate Diversity in the Classroom

It takes intentional work on the part of a teacher to
create an environment where students feel safe
enough to examine their attitudes and explore ideas
that may challenge their preconceived notions. En-
gaging students in activities that develop trust and
skills for cooperation, listening, problem solving, in-

terviewing, decision making, group work, and criti-
cal thinking facilitate this process. When students
feel comfortable with their teacher and peers have
developed the skills for democratic classroom proc-
ess, they will be more able to take risks to learn and
handle difficult feelings and issues in reflective and
fair ways.

A group problem-solving process called “We All
Own the Problem,” for example, enables students to
walk in another person’s shoes while, at the same
time, generating constructive solutions to problems.
Each student anonymously responds on a piece of
paper to the following question, “What is a way that
you are, or might be, treated unfairly in school by
your peers?” In groups of six, students fold their
papers, mix them in a container and draw one that is
not their own. Each silently reads and thinks about
the problem he drew.

The first person reads the problem as if it were her
own and spends a minute talking about how she will
deal with it. Then the group has two minutes to talk
about other ideas before going on to the next person.
After all have had their turns, students discuss how
they felt about the process, what ideas they felt were
useful, and ways they might use the process in class
during the year. As trust develops during the year,
often the anonymity is no longer necessary. The no-
tion of collective ownership of problems can be rein-
forced by using community meetings to solve class-
room problems. In this way students learn that they
are not alone and there are supportive ways to work
through problems with the help of others.

Step Two. Enable Students to Empathize with
Others’ Life Experiences and Explore Why and
How Inequality Based on Difference Exists

Students explore their own social identities and
then engage in activities to empathize with the life
experiences of people different from themselves.
Students define and recognize prejudice, stereo-
types, and the “isms.” They learn about the effects
that individual and institutional inequality have on
the lives and opportunities of people in various so-
cial groups.

“Left Out” encourages understanding of what it’s
like to feel excluded because of differences in relig-
ion, family structure, physical ability, learning abil-
ity, or language. Small groups of students each read



a different scenario describing a situation in which a
young person was left out. Group members discuss
how that person would feel, what kind of difference
was the basis for exclusion, and what they could do
“as a friend” of that student. Groups then report to
the class about, for example, Luis’s exclusion from a
skating party because he uses a wheel chair or Jami-
las’s feelings of exclusion, as a Muslim, when the
class sings Christmas songs. After discussing each of
five such situations, students compare the excluded
young person’s feelings. They discuss the common-
alities and differences in steps a friend might take to
address the situations. They share anything they
may have done in their own lives as a friend of
someone who has been excluded because of differ-
ence, what they learned from that, and what they
might do in the future.

We have found that in classes where teachers have
consistently taught about discrimination using a
combination of teachable moments, their own cur-
riculum, and activities from Open Minds to Equality,
students can then tackle activities that explore some
complex dynamics of oppression. Students have ex-
amined, for example, the difference in the impact of
ongoing or occasional bias on a person or group, and
the dynamic of blaming the victim.

In “Believing the Myths” (See Appendix for a sam-
ple of this lesson) students begin to explore internal-
ized oppression: the way people who experience in-
stitutional discrimination can believe stereotypes
and myths about themselves. This lesson enables
students to look at individual cases, as well as the
way internalized oppression affects many different
people similarly. Students consider how to respond
to it in themselves and others. We have found that as
early as in the fourth grade students understand
these dynamics and the effect on their lives.

Step 3: Help Students Examine
Discrimination in the Institutions in
Their Lives and See How it Has Affected Them

With their new consciousness, students explore
their environment — home, classroom, school, com-
munity, the media — for examples of ways inequal-
ity is institutionalized. Because it is often perpetu-
ated by people merely following habitual norms and
policies, students often raise others’ awareness of
unintentional ageism, anti-Semitism, classism, and
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so forth. Students may be quick to point out bias in
announcements. An announcement such as, “Dance
Club will be at 3:30 in the gym; girls should adjust
their after-school schedules accordingly,” reinforces
not only sexist norms, but heterosexist ones as well.
Its easy for young people to harass boys who take
dance as “sissies” and “faggots” if the school rein-
forces traditional gender-based roles for females and
males. However, when people become aware of dis-
crimination, change can occur.

An activity like “Fairness in Reporting” encour-
ages students to develop a critical awareness about
biases in media reporting. Students choose current
issues in the news related to equality. Small groups
analyze sources — T.V,, radio, newspapers, maga-
zines — representing as wide a range of perspectives
as possible using a set of criteria to analyze new
reports related to issues of inequality. Among other
things, they consider:

Who is interviewed? e.g., To what extent were

the voices of those affected by inequality — ra-
cism, classism, ageism, etc. — heard?

Where is the focus? What is omitted? e.g., To
what extent were a wide range of points of view
presented?

What are the reporting biases? e.g., Were stereo-
types present or reinforced? or From what per-
spective was the story framed? Was there a “me-
dia spin” to it, and if so, what was it?

Students report their data, reflect on what they’ve
learned about media bias and share their findings
with others through presentations to other classes,
letters to media sources, and so forth. Students con-
tinue to use the criteria as they talk about current
events related to issues of equity throughout the
year.

Step 4. Empower Students to Envision
and Create Change to Foster Greater Equality

People have more energy and commitment to
work for social justice when they know about others’
endeavors, both in the past and present. Particularly
empowering for students is exposure to examples of
young people their own age who have made a differ-
ence. With their heightened awareness and knowl-
edge of change strategies, students are often eager to
take action themselves to challenge unequal situ-
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ations and promote social justice. For example, stu-
dents who have identified classism in reading books,
write and illustrate non-biased stories and read them
to younger students. Through such initiatives, stu-
dents gain self-confidence, personal power, and ex-
perience in collective responsibility and action.

In “Facing Discrimination, Finding Courage” stu-
dents use high quality children’s literature to explore
alternative responses to situations where young peo-
ple experience or observe bias and to consider ap-
proaches for dealing with it in their own lives.
Groups of students each read a different book that
describe children’s varied positive responses to dis-
crimination based on either race and gender, nation-
ality, class, or anti-Semitism.?

Group members then discuss the character’s re-
sponse to discrimination, as well as the reaction of
other characters in the story. They consider what
others could have done that they didn’t do. Group
members share analyses of their book with the whole
class. Students see that, across different patterns of
oppression, there are common ways to understand
those experiences and approaches for dealing with
them. Subsequently they discuss these issues in their
own lives, paying particular attention to possibilities
for becoming an ally, a person who speaks up for
someone facing discrimination. Through such an ac-
tivity, student clearly recognize the linkages between
different forms of bias and the common ground they
share with others seeking to foster human dignity
and social justice.

Teachers, Students, and the Power to Change

It is our experience that through this process stu-
dents can develop perspectives that challenge those
perpetuated by the contemporary media and cul-
ture. Students cultivate a deeper understanding of
the effects of inequality on members of diverse social
groups, as well how common dynamics of oppres-
sion can unite people across differences. They under-
stand that the “other” may not be the source of their
family’s or their community’s pain, but they look for
the roots of problems in an inequitable society. They
know that grappling with issues of diversity, equity,
and social justice is complex and that there are no
easy answers.

If students have experienced a just, democratic
community in their classroom and school, they
know, both cognitively and affectively, that social
arrangements can be different than what exist. They
can envision how our communities and society
might be organized to be more fair for all. They can
also discover the nation’s powerful tradition of col-
lective action for social change.

What we do in schools alone won’t change society.
Yet by practicing democracy on a small scale, stu-
dents can experientally understand what democracy
and social justice are, develop insights about what
democracy and social justice can be when practiced
on a broader scale, become knowledgeable about the
sources of inequality and approaches to change, and
act to create those changes.

In this context of deepening students’ under-
standings of multiple forms of inequality, educators
can chose to focus particularly on ways in which
economic inequality and corporate priorities affect
their lives. While some lessons in Open Minds to
Equality address class discrimination, other re-
sources provide valuable information and ideas to
educate both ourselves and young people about eco-
nomic justice.?

The prospect of dealing forthrightly with young
people about diversity can raise fears for us as edu-
cators. It helps to let go of our expectations of having
all the answers and to trust the process. As long as
we maintain firm guidelines for respectful commu-
nication, the process of hearing the voices and life
experiences of young people can be very meaningful
for all of us.

Similarly, educators may become anxious about
resistance to diversity education from other educa-
tors, parents, or community members. If this occurs
we can speak clearly about the importance of public
schools in a democracy respecting the rights of all.
Bias or discrimination toward others because of their
social identities or toward any social group is incom-
patible with American values of justice and equality.

We can seek allies among other educators, par-
ents, and community members. Working together
with others with similar perspectives is valuable
practically and models for young people the impor-
tance of cooperative endeavors. If several teachers in
a school are engaging students in diversity educa-



tion, they can provide support, feedback, and ideas
for each other. Such groups can examine their schools
for practices and policies that may maintain dis-
crimination, such as tracking and hiring practices,
and they can work to change them. When educators
become involved in community-based projects and
national organizations committed to social justice,
they can share these efforts with students. Linking
students with community activists involved with is-
sues beyond the school is empowering, reinforcing
the collective nature of social change.

Alternative and diverse sources of information
can support both our critical consciousness and that
of students. Books like Howard Zinn's (1995) A Peo-
ple’s History of the United States, journals like Rethink-
fing Schools, and periodicals such as Extra from Fair-
ness and Accuracy in Reporting will keep us criti-
cally informed.* They also connect us to numerous
people who are working for similar changes. We are
fortunate as educators to be in a profession where we
can help shape a more just future.

What provides hope, too, are changes that come
from working with our students. Below are two ex-
amples of such changes that students who have ex-
perienced this sequenced approach for dealing with
diversity have brought about. An upper elementary
teacher recently related,

In math class boys were dominating. We dis-
cussed it and students came up with ideas for
dealing with it. I call on girl/boy, girl/boy now
and this carries over into all my teaching.

A fourth grade teacher reported how students
dealt with a situation of racism.

A student in another class was making a racist
remark on the playground. It was now a class-
room problem because everyone came in from
recess and was very upset about it. They felt
something had to be done. We held an emer-
gency community meeting.... The solution they
liked best was to send two representatives, one
African-American child and one white child, to
speak to the person in the hall and tell him how
they felt and that they were hurt by it and the
whole class was hurt by it. They told him about
the community meeting and how they were rep-
resenting the entire class.... It solved the prob-
lem.
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Even with hopeful examples of change like these,
the odds sometimes seem overwhelming. Yet there
are many historical examples of how education and
collective action have changed what seemed like
fixed realties. The following account related by
Marian Wright Edelman contains a hopeful meta-
phor to hold on to as we seek to educate for social
justice.

Sojourner Truth could not stand injustice; she
was an early feminist, and she constantly fought
against slavery; she couldn’t read or write but
she knew right from wrong. One day when it
was terrible unpopular to be speaking out
against slavery, Sojourner Truth stood up and
made one of her fiery speeches. A man stood up
in the audience and heckled her. “Old woman,
you think your talk does any good? Why I don’t
care anymore for it than for a flea bite.” “Maybe
not,” Sojourner snapped back at him, “the Lord
willing, I'll keep you scratching....” You dedi-
cate yourselves to becoming fleas for justice.5

Let us take up Marian Wright Edelman'’s chal-
lenge and as educators, parents, students, and com-
munity members use our collective power to educate
and act as “fleas for justice.”
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Notes

1. For a fuller discussion of these issues as it relates to teaching
adults, see Adams, Bell and Griffin (1997).
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2. The children’s books used in this lesson include Amazing Grace
by Mary Hoffmann (race and gender); The Rag Coat by Lauren Mills
(class); Friends from the Other Side/Amigos del orto lado by Gloria
Azaldua (nationality /immigration), and Make a Wish, Molly by Bar-
bara Cohen (religion).

2. Excellent resources for educators on economic inequality in-
clude Folbre (1995), Sklar (1995), and Molnar (1996). For material for
students see parts of Schniedewind and Davidson (1987). Also Educa-
tors for Social Responsibility (475 Riverside Dr., Rm. 554, New York
10115) is currently developing ideas and materials for teachers and
students to deal with economic justice.

4. Rethinking Schools (1001 Keefe St., Milwaukee, WI. 53212) and
Extra (113 W. 25th St., New York 10001) provide excellent critical
articles about education and the media that are valuable for educators
and students alike.

5. This account was published in Marian Wright Edelman’s col-
umn in A Voice for Children, a newsletter of the Children’s Defense
Fund.

Appendix:
Believing the Myths?

Objectives

+ To help students begin to understand internalized
oppression — how people who experience institu-
tional discrimination can come to believe the
stereotypes and myths about themselves.

» To have students think about ways to respond to
internalized oppression in themselves and others.

+ To help students consider how people would act
differently if they didn't internalize so many so-
cially-reinforced stereotypes and myths.

Materials

+ Worksheet: Believing the Myths. Lamar’s Survey

» Worksheet: Believing the Myths. Survey Quota-
tions, cut in strips

» Worksheet: Believing the Myths. Lamar’s Analy-
sis" (optional)

Implementation

Divide students into groups of 3, with a person a, b,
and c. Explain that they will be learning more about
how the institutional discrimination they’'ve been
studying about affects people’s beliefs about them-
selves. In groups, ask them to share responsibility for
reading “Worksheet: Lamar’s Survey.” After they've
done that as a class, discuss with them the idea of
internalized oppression. Be sure to warn students not to
blame people for internalizing oppression; the power of
institutional and cultural discrimination often keeps
people from seeing any alternatives to the prevailing
myths and stereotypes. Distribute quotations 1 and 2 to
person a, 3 and 4 to person b, and 5 and 6 to person c.

Each student is to:

1. Examine each quote and try to find why Lamar
thought it was an example of internalized oppression.

2. Try to decide what stereotype(s) or myth(s) the
young person might have believed about himself or
members of his group.

3. If the person hadn’t believed the myth, what might
have she done instead?

For example, Lamar’s uncle felt he wouldn’t want to
live in the neighborhood if there were too many blacks.
The stereotype he might have believed is that white
neighborhoods are better or that too many black people
spoil a neighborhood or that white people are some-
how superior to blacks. Any of these myths might in-
fluence his decision to move. If he hadn’t believed the
myths he might not have wanted to move.

Have each student first think about the two quota-
tions she is responsible for. After several minutes ask
person a to share her responses to the questions. After
she does that, others can discuss those ideas and/or
suggest new ones. Continue with person b and c.

If students are having trouble with these questions,
you can give them “Worksheet: Lamar’s Analysis” and
ask them to compare their ideas to Lamar’s. Then come
together as a class for discussion.

Class Discussion

For each quotation discuss the following;:

1. What stereotypes or myths reinforced in our cul-
ture might the person have believed about himself or
group?

2. How would the person have acted differently if he
didn’t believe the myth?

3.1f you read “Lamar’s Analysis,” to what extent do
you agree, disagree, with his ideas?

4. Have you noticed any examples like these in your
life? If so, which? Now that you have greater aware-
ness, look for examples and raise them in class as you
discover them.

Then broaden the discussion:

5. When have you seen young people or adults be-
lieve other oppressive ideas about themselves or mem-
bers of their group? How have they acted on those
beliefs?

6. What can we do when we notice ourselves doing
that? When we see it in others?

Talk with students about the idea of conscious
choices. Sometimes when people become aware of how
they’ve internalized a stereotype they still might
choose to act in a similar way. For example, after Chan-
telle realizes that the idea that straight hair is the only
“good hair” is a racist stereotype, she still may choose
to straighten her hair because she’s ready for a change



in how she looks. While internalizing a stereotype is not
a conscious choice in the first place, with new aware-
ness students have the power to address it intention-
ally.

Discuss with students the way oppressions overlap
in life. For example, Rodney might be in the resource
room not only because he learns differently, but be-
cause he s black or poor. Students of color and low-in-
come children are disproportionately referred to spe-
cial education. Ask students and teachers to look for
these overlaps. Also look for the ways the school or
other institutions perpetuate these myths and stereo-
types and how people can work together to change
those. For example, maybe the staff in Maria’s school
doesn’t talk with students about sexual harassment;
they could be encouraged to do so and request outside
resource people to help as needed.

7. How could those people benefiting from the
myths internalize a sense of false superiority? Try to
answer that for each of the survey situations.

Going Further

1. Ask students to keep watching for examples of
internalized oppression and discuss them in class as
they come up.

2. Read stories and books that deal with ways young
people who have stopped internalizing negative myths
and stereotypes about themselves that are perpetuated
by institutions in our society. Some examples include
Thank You Dr. Martin Luther King by Eleanor Tate and,
for younger children, Amazing Grace by Mary Hoffman.

3. Music often can reach young people in ways that
words don’t. Bob Blue’s excellent tape, Starting Small,
includes several songs that contribute to multicultural
understanding. Young people who understand how
institutional discrimination affects them are much less
likely to internalize oppressive ideas and values about
themselves.

Worksheet
Believing the Myths: Lamar’s Survey

Background

Lamar is a sixth grade student whose class had been
studying a lot about all kinds of discrimination. When
his uncle came to visit a few weeks ago Lamar got very
confused by something he said. He announced that he
was moving his family to a new neighborhood because
they were too many blacks moving into his. Lamar
couldn’t understand that because his uncle is black.

Lamar talked to his teacher about what his uncle

said. Mr. Lewis, also a black man, explained that some-
times people who are exposed to lots of stereotyped
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messages about their social group through society’s
institutions — like the media and schools — come to
believe the myths. He said he’s heard other blacks say
things that suggest that they believe that white people
are somehow belier than blacks.

Mr. Lewis explained that this is called internalized
oppression. People take into their minds ideas that
keep them feeling inferior to others, even though these
ideas aren’t usually true. Lamar wanted to learn more
about this so Mr. Lewis suggested that he do a survey
and then share it with the whole class.

Lamar listened to the conversations of friends,
classmates and relatives over the next week. He wrote
down examples of what he thought was internalized
oppression. Work on the quotations that Lamar noted.
Your teacher will give them to you.

Worksheet: Survey Questions
(Selected Items)

Sarah: “I had a good idea for our group science
project today. I explained it to my group members.
Next Ken gave his idea. His idea was interesting, but I
thought mine was more creative and exciting. My
group members just discussed his idea, and not mine,
and decided to take his idea for our project. I guess
Ken’s idea is really better.”

Chantelle: “I'm so happy. My mother’s going to let
me get my hair straightened tomorrow. She admitted
that I wasn't born with ‘good hair’ - hair that’s soft and
wavy. Mine is so kinky and rough, like lots of other
black people’s hair. I'll look so much better after tomor-
row.”

Rodney: “I got into trouble today when I went to Ms.
Wang’s resource room for reading. Whenever I make a
mistake [ say to myself, ‘you stupid jerk.” Whenever
Todd messes up I call him ‘doofus.” I did that three
times today. Ms. Wang got really annoyed and as-
signed me extra homework.”

Carlos: “I went to my guidance counselor, Mr.
Molina, to be interviewed to be an assistant in the
kindergarten after-school program. He’s bilingual. I
really wanted to speak to him in Spanish because I can
explain myself better, but I was afraid he’d think I
wasn’t smart. [ talked to him in English. I hope I get
chosen.”

Peter: “I'm sorry for getting mad at you, John, when
you cancelled out on the ride to the soccer game with
me and my uncle. Other people, too, have been afraid
to ride with my uncle because he’s gay. I guess I can
understand.”
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Worksheet
Believing the Myths - Lamar’s Analysis
(Selected Items)

Sarah

a. Sarah might believe a sexist stereotype. She might
believe that a boy’s ideas in science are better than those
of girls.

b. If Sarah hadn't believed the myth, she might have
encouraged the group to give serious consideration to
her idea as well as to Ken’s.

Chantelle

a. Chantelle might believe that her hair is not attrac-
tive or as good as soft, wavy hair. She might believe that
the more hair is like many white people’s hair, and the
less it is like many black people’s hair, the better it is.

b. If Chantelle didn’t believe those myths, she might
have left her hair the way it was naturally and not get it
straightened. She might feel attractive and proud as a
young black woman for being who she is and not com-
pare herself to a white image of beauty.

Rodney

a. Rodney might believe that because he goes to a
resource room for help with reading that he is “stupid.”

He might believe that about anybody who goes to the
resource room.

b. If Rodney didn’t believe those myths he might
not put himself and other students down whenever
they made a mistake. He might understand that people
have all kinds of minds and learn in different ways and
at different rates. He might know that lots of very
intelligent, capable people learn differently from most.

Carlos

a. Carlos might believe that English is a better lan-
guage than Spanish and to look smart a person should
use English.

b. If Carlos didn’t believe that, he might feel com-
fortable speaking in Spanish with anyone who under-
stood Spanish. He might feel that being bilingual is an
asset and not a problem.

Peter

a. Peter might believe a heterosexist stereotype. He
might believe that it’s not safe to be with people who
are gay. '

b. If Peter hadn’t believed that myth, he might have
worked harder to explain to John that he’d be safe with
his uncle and that gay people are as safe to be with as
other people.
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“My Dream Catcher is Tired”

The Importance of Visualization as a
Meditative Practice for Young Children

Marni Binder

Visualization can be a
powerful tool to help a
child “evoke the truth

the student holds within.”

Marni Binder is presently teaching a SK/I class at Lord Duf-
ferin Public School, an inner city school, in Toronto. She is
currently pursuing her Ed.D., parttime, at the Ontario Insti-
tute for Studies in Education. Her focus is in holistic and
aesthetic education.

Grandfather,
Look at our brokenness.

We know that in all creation
Only the human family
Has strayed from the Sacred Way.

We know that we are the ones
Who are divided

And we are the ones

Who must come back together
To walk the Sacred Way.

Grandfather, Sacred One,
Teach us love, compassion, and honor
That we may heal the earth
And heal each other.
— Prayer/QOjibwa

Education can be thought of as a spiritual disci-
pline and a spiritual practice. We may learn to
hew to the line of our destiny as human crea-
tures on this extraordinary planet, Earth.

— Mary Caroline Richards

The world, at present, is what Parker J. Palmer

calls “a cosmology of fragmentation” (1993, xiv).
Changes in society are occurring at such a rapid
pace, that we, as individuals, are perpetually losing
the ability to find “space” and “stillness” in our lives.
As organisms on this planet, our existence is often in
avacuum. Connections have become short-lived and
the essence of meaningful relationships, to our-
selves, others, and to the planet are often cast aside
by the imposition of immediate need and gratifica-
tion.

Educational institutions reflect a deficit-driven so-
ciety. We must make do with and do more without.
Curriculum is being put back into solitary units of
learning. The creative challenge to make integral
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connections between the learning strands is stunted
by the density of material that must be covered in the
school year. Each area of learning has its own crucial
agenda. Educators are being forced to teach to a
prescribed set of expectations.

The need for holistic education becomes more
critical. Children are being deprived of being able to
make connections in their learning, to themselves,
and to their world. Solitary confinement of educa-
tion can only lead to an incomplete mind, body, and
spirit. -

The term holistic education is often interchanged
with integrated curriculum. This is a philosophical
mistake. One can integrate the curriculum, but to
have a truly holistic philosophy, one critical variable
must exist: that of spirituality. In our present system,
the spirituality of the child is not acknowledged.

Miller (1992) asks the question: “Can there be a
‘spiritual’ education that allows teachers and stu-
dents to awaken to the connectedness of the uni-
verse?” (p. 44). I believe the answer is yes. Miller
defines that which is spiritual “as the life force within
us, or our deepest most fundamental nature” (1992,
44). Education must provide a way to tap into that
life force. Acquiring spiritual literacy is one way to
do this.

Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat (1996) define
spiritual literacy as “the ability to read the signs
written in the texts of our own experiences” (p. 15).
One must recognize these signs, explore them
through the inner self, and connect the experiences to
the outer world. The inner lives of children should be
nourished and attended to. The only way to achieve
this within an educational frame, is to allow for the
development of spiritual literacy. One way to start
this journey is through the use of visualization as a
meditative practice for young children.

Why Visualization as a Meditative Practice?

Garth (1994) states that “meditation is like open-
ing a door which has been closed. By opening the
door, we invite children to enter into a different way
of thought” (p. 4). Visualization is creating pictures
in the mind. It is listening to the words being spoken
and attending to them. Contemplation occurs when
the mind and body are still and receptive to the space

around us. There is an awareness that arises through
the images, resulting from a strong focus.

“The word meditation comes from a Sanskrit
word, medha, which means wisdom. Medha-tation
means doing the wisdom, getting in touch with the
wisdom inside oneself’” (Rozman 1989, 1). Miller
(1994) describes this as “deep listening” (p. 53).

Through this “deep listening,” children are able to
develop a sense of who they are by focusing on a
specific and translating it into terms they can under-
stand. The concept is not abstract for them. It is
something tangible and identifiable. However, this
form of spiritual literacy does take practice.

I have been exploring the use of visualization as a
meditative practice with young children for several
years. I am convinced that it is the path to take to
allow children to explore the nature of their inner
world. Itis a safe practice where children can find the
space and stillness needed in their lives. By provid-
ing time to center themselves, children are allowed
the joy of using their imaginative abilities to see deep
into themselves and relate the inner to the outer. This
is a crucial component of the educational process.

As an educator of SK/1/2 children (ages five, six
and seven) in the inner city, I observe them bringing
to school emotional baggage from home. Children
are struggling to make sense of their world. It is often
difficult for the them to articulate what creates dis-
tress in their lives. There are children who are happy
and adjusted, but I have observed more and more
children carrying burdens that take away from the
essence of their childhood.

I began to use visualization as a means of intro-
ducing themes and explaining concepts. I found the
response quite astounding. The children were able to
transfer their visions into words. There was an in-
nate knowledge emerging that was not from the
curriculum. Something else was happening.

I had been striving towards a holistic approach to
learning. I recognized the one area truly absent, was
attention to the spirituality of the child. Without it, I
was really only integrating the curriculum and pro-
viding the environment for children to make connec-
tions within the structures of learning expectations.
I began to use visualizations from Maureen Garth's
work (1991, 1994),



I observed that the children were beginning to
discuss issues of meaning to them (e.g., dreams, com-
munity, events, personal relationships). They were
relating their experiences to the visualization ses-
sions. Some of the children were opening up and
talking about their fears. These discussions were
spontaneous. Attention had to be given to what was
emerging. There was a need to further explore the
inner source.

One cannot just “do” visualization with the hopes
that something wonderful will emerge. One source
stems from the educator. A certain type of environ-
ment in the classroom must be created, with the
hopes that it will translate beyond.

The learning space must be redesigned internally.
The term “to educate” means “to draw out.” Palmer
(1993) suggests that the “teacher’s task is not to fill
the students with facts but to evoke the truth the
student holds within” (p. 43). As educators, we must
draw out the tacit knowledge the child holds within
and let it emerge externally. Redesigning the internal
learning space creates the environment for this to
happen.

Palmer identifies three major characteristics of an
authentic learning space: openings, boundaries, and
an air of hospitality. Visualization experiences pro-
vide all three.

Openings are the moments where the teacher can
provide stillness. With visualization there is stillness
of mind and body, as the child focuses internally and
is in the present. Though many of the images created
may relate to past or future, there is still the impor-
tance of the moment.

The boundaries provided are the external struc-
tures of the sessions themselves. Palmer defines the
use of boundaries as a way that the teacher can pro-
vide openness with care and firmness. The children
will not flee the space. In visualization, the bounda-
ries of the moment allow the child to remain present,
with the knowledge that there is a caring person
guiding them. :

“Hospitality means receiving each other, our
struggles, our newborn ideas with openness and
care” (Palmer 1993, 73). When discussing the images
and feelings that arise from a visualization session, it
becomes clear that there is a mutual sense of accep-
tance, respect, and honoring. As children learn to
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understand and honor themselves, they are able to

interpret their experiences into the external world.
Visualization helps unite the mind and body. Hen-

dricks and Wills (1975) describe this as centering.

“As we begin to integrate our bodies and minds, we

feel more responsive to our environment” (p. 5).

Through centering, the “inner eye” is awakened.
Rozman (1985) believes that

Children come to the world endowed with cer-
tain natural abilities to perceive clearly which
becomes clouded as interaction with external
environment (home, school, society) increases.
By keeping this spiritual eye of true perception
open the child is able to perceive life’s experi-
ences clearly and to extract wisdom and the
needed lessons from them without delay (p. 15).

Richards (1980) states that to “awaken the inner
eye is part of the task of education. To see with the
inner eye into the inner form is part of perception”
(p. 4). It is using the “context of our experiences” in
a connected way with the world.

I have always believed that children “see the un-
usualness of things.” Unusual to whom? Is it not
perhaps the filters that have clouded our vision as
adults that children see so clearly through? One only
has to watch children to see their joy in looking at a
blade of grass, a stick, or a stone. They relish in the
everyday. Education often takes that away. Visuali-
zation allows the child to reconnect with thatjoy and
explore within the educational frame.

Zaleski and Kaufman (1997) state

Children, most of us believe, have a special rela-
tionship to the divine. We see this in their spon-
taneity, their sense of awe, their very closeness in
years to the origin of life and thus to the Mystery
from which it springs. (p. 179)

Children must be given the opportunity to ex-
plore this relationship to the sacred. Visualization
provides the time to contemplate, to center, and to
see with the inner eye. Education can only be en-
hanced through the development of the inner source
of one’s nature. Authentic learning, where the child
can explore his/her relation to truth, can only nur-
ture the ability to deal with questions we often do
not listen to.

ENCOUNTER ONLINE
http://www.great-ideas.org
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Visualization in Practice

As mentioned earlier, I use the work of Maureen
Garth (1991, 1994). Her approach provides a safe
path for children to visualize. Prior to the actual
reading, I do a relaxation exercise to help them focus.
This involves slowing down the breath and relaxing
parts of the body. Gentle music plays throughout the
whole session.

The journey begins with seeing a beautiful star for
the children to hold and to cherish. The star is filled
with white light that pours through their bodies.
There is an image of love for people, animals, the
world. The heart gets bigger and bigger. A guardian
angel appears as the child’s protector. The guardian
angel takes the child to the Worry Tree.

The image of the Worry Tree is wondrous. The
Worry Tree is a place where the children can put their
problems and anxieties. “This tree accepts anything
that you would care to pin there” (Garth 1991, 20). By
placing issues or events of concern onto the tree, the
children are able to “let go.” There is an emotional
release that rids them of anything troublesome.

After the whole session, the group shares their
feelings and images. Speaking is voluntary. One ob-
servation was more children were eager to disclose
their “worries” once they realized it was safe and no
judgments were being made. The following are the
children’s responses from several sessions™

T: What did you leave on the Worry Tree?

VCR: this morning and afternoon.... T left my
hard work.... I put my not listening.... bad
dreams.... bad days.

CR: Bad feelings. When my mom had an opera-
tion, they were in my dreams of Valentine’s Day.
It was about my dad. He went somewhere. I said
something and people heard it and called the
police. Someone was dressed like my dad. This
guy [ didn’t like. He wasn’t my dad. My real dad
was in the store.

CR:Another worst nightmare. This guy makes
bad dreams. Him takes good dreams away. He
puts on bad dreams.

T: It sounds like you need a dream catcher.
CR: I do and sometimes it gets tired.

CR:I dreamt I went to sleep in my mom's room.
My mom had a dream catcher. Then I heard
something downstairs. It was a funny sound. I

had to go all the way downstairs. It looked like
a devil. I went back upstairs. I took the dream
catcher. I went to my room and closed the door.
The next moming it was gone.

VCR: I put a sad dream inside the Worry Tree....
I put my play fighting from outside.

CR:I put my really really bad dreams.

T: Do you have alot of bad dreams?

CR: Yeh.

T: Why are they bad?

CR: Because I watch Goosebumps.

CR: I put my worries from my mom and dad.
T: What are those?

CR: We live in the building. In the hallway there
is a drunk. At night she bangs on the door and
yells. In the morning we saw blood.

T: How does this make your parents feel?

CR: Sometimes my dad comes home early and
she is out there.

CR: I put me in the Worry tree.

T: Why?

CR: I don't like my feelings.

T: Why don't you like your feelings? (Silence)
T: Do you want to keep it a secret?

CR: Yes.

VCR: this morning when I hit Jack.... I hugged
it and thanked him for all he’s done for me.

CR: I put my bad feelings, myself in the Worry
Tree.

T: Why?
CR: I push everybody. After I come back good.

VCR: my bad afternoon and my day.... my bad
days so I can have good days.

CR: my room on the Worry Tree.
T: Why?

CR: Cuz my worst nightmares are cleaning up
my room.

CR: myself. To see how it feels to be in the Worry
Tree. It feels like more than one soul.

T: What does that mean?
CR: Two souls, three souls.

T: What do you mean by soul?



CR: A soul feels like ten souls mixed together.
T: What is a soul?

VCR: a spirit. It is important. It helps your brain
and heart.... the soul makes your body do what-
ever you have to do, like your homework.... a
soul is something inside of you and it makes you
move.... spirits help you move and breath.... see
a star in the sky. You are a shining star light.

The image of the Worry Tree opens the door for the
children to talk from deep inside. Sometimes imme-
diate issues such as fights in the day or bad feelings
come out. However, as the sessions progressed, the
Worry Tree became the trigger, opening up issues
and thoughts of deep importance: signs from the
texts of their own experiences.

Palmer (1993) discusses the significance of emo-
tional space as one “that allows feelings to arise and
be dealt with (p. 83). The emotions emerging, were
bursting to come out. By having the chance to talk
about them, a sense of closure and understanding
was achieved.

The children sense there is acceptance. They can
just “be.” Garth believes the children should “pin
their worries before entering the peace of the garden.
When they return from their garden, they will not
want to pick up their worries and bring them
back”(1991, 13).

The recurrent theme of dreams and nightmares
had often been discussed outside of the visualization
sessions. The children are earnest in their efforts to
unlock these mysteries. These are issues of impor-
tance to them.

The space for stillness and contemplation allows
the children to relax their bodies. There is a sense of
peace as one observes them relaxing to the words or
lifting their faces to the “white light.” The most
heart-felt moment was the child who hugged the
Worry Tree and thanked it.

The comments on soul and spirit were spontane-
ous. There had been discussions on soul and spirit
through sharing of the different religions in the class,
but this was more universal. Children are spiritual
creatures and given the “chance” and “time” will
unlock their perceptions to what appear to be mys-
teries. They do have a connection to the sacred. This
must be recognized and cherished.
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After the children leave the Worry Tree, the gate is
opened and the children enter the garden. The gar-
den takes on many forms, evolving into a variety of
scenarios. One particular journey involved meeting
“The Grandfather Tree” (Garth 1991).

The children enter the special garden and hear
trees beckoning to them. There is one tree that stands
out. He is very old and “full of knowledge and wis-
dom” (Garth 1991, 27). A vivid description of the tree
follows. The description of the tree and surround-
ings is sensual, allowing the children to use their
senses to experience nature around them.

At the end there is time for the children to explore
what they chose to. There is always this component
in the journeys. I leave the children there for awhile.
This is a time to “see” and to contemplate. After
sharing reflections from the Worry Tree portion of
the journey, the group expresses their visions from
the garden.

T: What did it feel like to walk up to a tree so old
and wise?

VCR: It was nice.
T: Why?

VCR: The tree was nice.... it makes you feel
happy.... it was sad to see an old tree.... it gives
you shade.... happy.

CR: It feels comfortable.
T: Why?

CR: I was sitting at the bottom. Leaves were
falling down because I sat on it.

CR: I hugged the tree. After I planted a friend
tree for it.

CR: It feels warm. He hugged me.

VCR: I like old trees.... I saw two trees helping
the old tree.... I put a string in it and attached it
to others so love can go after he dies.

What is interesting from this discussion is the
perception of “oldness” through the eyes of the chil-
dren. Though the journey spoke of wisdom, there
emerged a clear perception of old being something
close to death. For a young child, being old seems to
signify the need for help and the end of life. Still,
there arose feelings of love and happiness.

Other visualization experiences have been taken
from storybooks, where the story is read without
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showing the pictures. The process of the sessions
remains the same. Stories that involve transforma-
tion and universal images such as those from Joanne
Ryder’s Where butterflies go and Earthdance, provide
spiritual experiences for the children. Connections
from the inner self are able to unfold into a union
with the planet. It is the beginning of a cosmic under-
standing.
Roszak (1992) states that

Children’s innocence endows them with the pu-
rity of perception. They greet life, and especially
the natural world around them, with an instinc-
tively animist response. It is alive and personal
for them. It has a voice. In the lucidity of their
experience, something of the old sacramental
vision of nature is reborn. (p. 297)

The spiritual force that exists in human nature is
the essential quality of who we are. For children, this
force lives inside, struggling to come out. It is the
source of their wisdom. Spiritual literacy guides the
emergence of this wisdom. Education should be the
epistomological extension of what children are. The
union of the mind, body, and spirit allows for their
stories to come out; their voices to be heard.

Conclusion

Thomas Merton believed that “the purpose of
education is to show a person how to define himself
authentically and spontaneously in relation to his
world” (in Palmer 1993, 12). If a child can begin to
define his/herself authentically, then the inner
knowledge can be woven into a connected tapestry
that gives birth to a wholeness of mind, body, and
spirit. Young children must be given the opportunity
to delve deep inside and make sense of their world
at a spiritual level.

Visualization as a meditative practice provides
this opportunity. A nurturing learning space that al-
lows for stillness, contemplation, and awareness en-
ables the life force of young children to emerge. Ac-

quiring spiritual literacy not only opens the inner

door for the child, but for the educator as well.
Richards (1980) states that

The human individual is a spiritual being with a
destiny. We live in a continuum of spirit, a con-
tinuum from which we are born and to which we
die. Education helps us to get soul, body, and
spirit together. (p. 170)

This continuum of spirit is the source for learning,.
The classroom community is one place where this
source can be mutually explored by all its members.
This vision of education is the beginning of a journey
that can bring a sense of union to the planet and to
the universe.
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Book Reviews

Grassroots Post-Modernism:
Remaking the Soil of Cultures

by Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri Prakash
Reviewed by Robyn Opels and Bernhart Voetterl

We could write this book review similar to many
others we have read in the past. We could tell you
how intellectually stimulating the book is and how
adeptly it addresses pertinent theoretical and rele-
vant social issues; how great it would fit into an
existing curriculum or course; or how thoroughly
enjoyable it is to read. We could recommend it
wholeheartedly and without reservation to anyone
in the academy interested in social justice issues,
education, politics, social activism, economics, or liv-
ing a more thoughtful humane existence.

We could, but we won't.

Instead, and in keeping with the spirit of this dis-
tinguished publication, we will describe for you a
most remarkable journey — an undertaking hereto-
fore impossible sans this guide, this beautiful-ugly
looking glass to attend us on this most breathtaking
exploration of “Grassroots Post-Modernism.”

Like the authors’ profound “self-disclosure” of
authorship at the beginning of this book, we resonate
with their need to “weave the threads of our different
perceptions, emotions, and views into a common
fabric” (p. 15). The “we” writing this book review are
two: one a budding academic, a white middle-class
(by birth) American graduate student; the other, a
white middle-class (by birth) male “educated” Ger-
man immigrant community activist, who struggle to
find meaning and community both within and with-
out the academy’s hallowed halls.

Biologist Gregory Bateson once called for scholar
and schoolboy alike to explore with him the patterns
that connect. “Break the pattern which connects the
items of learning,” wrote Bateson, “and you neces-
sarily destroy all quality” (p. 8). Nearly two decades
later, Esteva and Suri Prakash echo Bateson’s plea
and ask “educator” as well as “educated” to join
forces with “real people” to end the destruction of
“quality” by escaping “from the opaque vision of
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conventional thinking and the frozen language of
modern ideologies and formal categories” (p. 200).

“..To find words, a language adequate to the
times we live in ... to keep us human. Without a
public language to help us find our own words, our
needs will dry up in silence” (p. 90). The quest for a
language which clearly articulates these times we
live in is the essence of Grassroots Post-Modernism:
Remaking the Soil of Cultures. Gustavo Esteva and
Madhu Suri Prakash have eloquently and passion-
ately taken upon themselves the arduous task of
exploring the depths of “real peoples’ ” struggles to
create a postmodern language to describe the
world’s present situation, and to reconcile their ex-
periences and knowledge of life at the grassroots.
Speaking with, rather than for, grassroots peoples
and cultures, Esteva and Suri Prakash examine “the
grassroots epic” as a challenge to the “three modern
sacred cows that still remain unchallenged”: global
thinking ( “the global project”), the universality of
human rights, and the myth of the individual self
(p. 9). Refusing to pray before these sacred cows,
they courageously chronicle an ongoing bovine de-
construction occurring before our very eyes in cor-
ners of the globe most would like to forget exist.
These struggling billions or “social majorities,” “or-
dinary men and women, who autonomously organ-
ize themselves to cope with their predicaments;”
who dare to live contextualized, cultured lives in
spite of the encroaching “improvements” dictated
by modernity, are more often than not perceived as
uneducated, underdeveloped, or backward to most
social planners, government officials, and educa-
tional researchers. Yet when viewed through the ex-
periences of Esteva and Suri Prakash these grassroot
lives take on hues and dimensions that up to now
have remained unarticulated and unexplored.

In the tradition of social critics and thinkers like
Wendell Berry, Ivan Illich, and Raimon Panikkar,
Esteva and Suri Prakash’s descriptions of ways in
which local communal cultures are “striving to grow
by escaping national and global ‘neoliberal” projects
and designs” and “learning from each other’s strug-
gles how to evolve their own cultural notions of a
‘good life’ lived in thriving local spaces” are striking
in their clarity (p. 46). They ask simply for the
world’s “social minorities” (modern peoples degen-
erated into consumers’ of the natural and cultural
spaces of the world) to end their assessment and
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judgment of the world’s “social majorities” and to
begin an earnest “cross-cultural” dialogue regarding
human rights, the global project, and the interde-
pendence of individuals.

Our journey with Esteva and Suri Prakash has
been at once exhilarating and disturbing: exhilarat-
ing in that most of the ideas presented here have
been felt, but up to now have remained unarticu-
lated. And disturbing in its profound thoroughness
and lucidity. Esteva and Suri Prakash dare to speak
“the peoples’ ” truth to modernity’s power and do so
in a most provocative way. Following in the footsteps
of elders like Mohandas Gandhi, they appeal to the
highest moral ideals of the worlds’ colonizers to criti-
cally examine and reflect on the latest incarnation of
colonialism: cultural imperialistic global develop-
ment and the education systems that propagate the
global project. Their descriptions of “the peoples” ”
struggles have animated our discussions with peers
and faculty, re-kindled our hope for and passions
with regard to a more humane existence, and deep-
ened our awareness of our own inter-related exist-
ences. We have taken to heart their warning that
“until the lions find their own historians, the histo-
ries of hunters will continue to celebrate hunting”
(p. 196); and hope that others will join us in “aban-
doning [our] certainties, going beyond the grave lim-
its of their hard print or electronic text in order to
enjoy the lived practices that constitute grassroots
post-modernism” (p. 197).

Tackling such provocative issues as universal hu-
man rights, the individualized self, and global think-
ing is not an easy task and this book is not for the
faint of heart. Their descriptions, drawn from the
everyday realities and experiences of life at the grass-
roots, of the abuses that “social minorities” either
consciously or unconsciously thrust upon “social
majorities” are jarring in their honesty. “At the risk of
being accused of parochialism, cultural relativism or,
worse yet, inhumane indifference to dowry deaths,
clitorectomies, gay bashing, and to the million other
ways in which people torment and torture each
other,” they write,

we want to explicitly reject all contemporary attempts
to globalize human rights. Their moral and philo-
sophical foundations are increasingly suspect to us.
Their negative impact cannot solely be attributed to
wrong interpretations or inappropriate enforcements;
the problems inherent in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights lie in the very nature of such ideals; in
their core and their essence. All of us interested in
struggling against injustices and power abuses will
enjoy greater freedoms once we learn to extend our-

selves beyond our own cultural context, enlarging our
understanding of the conceptions of violence, torture
and other evils that plague people in unique ways in
their own cultural contexts; as well as the varieties of
good they enjoy, in terms that make them singular,
unique and culturally distinct. (pp. 137-138)

As self-described “historians of the currently
hunted,” they ask the “social minorities” to revisit
the modern mantra of “most people want economic
development or progress,” and check it for signs of
vitality or truth. Are we (social minorities) sure all
human beings need or have a right to water closets
and modern sewage systems? Are we (social minori-
ties) certain that universal human rights which have
been sanitized of localized human responsibilities
and cultural traditions are desired or morally legiti-
mate? Are we (social minorities) confident that the
individual is the basic social unit of the “civilized”
and “cultured?” Are we (social minorities) secure in
our anti-communal communities and anti-tradition
traditions which keep us at arm’s length from hum-
ble and convivial relationships?

This is not the one best book or recipe for the
amelioration of cultural imperialistic practices, nor
does it claim to be. However, it offers an excellent
place to begin an honest conversation about issues
real people face everyday of their lives and a chance
to venture a peek behind the mask of the global
project. For anyone ready to move from the abstract
to the concrete, from the global to the local and from
their minds to their hearts; who relished the “weeds”
which grow from between the cracks in concrete,
read this book and enjoy your journey.
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Note

1. Consumer (from consumere, Latin: to consume): to destroy, do
away with, use up, spend wastefully, eat or drink up, devour, absorb
completely.

Looking Back and Thinking

Forward: Reexaminations of
Teaching and Schooling

by Lillian Weber, edited by Beth Alberty

Reviewed by Diane Mullins

With all its limitations, there is the school. We have it.
Without being the savior or the bulwark against the
community, school exists as a place that children in-
habit for a long time, and it exists in a way that, in the



past and today, poisons children’s feeling and causes
teachers’ feelings of despair and disappointment be-
cause it is not working as they imagine it might.... The
school exists and so one continues the effort to make
it better. The first principle of making it better is DO
NO HARM (p. 179)

Lillian Weber was a spokesperson for children,
teachers, and parents. Beginning her work in the
nursery school, where she spent twenty years. She
continued her engagement with children, parents,
and teachers in the New York City public schools for
another twenty years. Founder of The Workshop
Center for Open Education and Professor of Educa-
tion at City College of The City University of New
York, until her retirement in 1987, Weber was on and
at the forefront of education. Weber believed in the
inherent capacity of the person, in the educability of
all human beings. This trust in the capacity of chil-
dren, parents, and teachers was also a call to action.
Often Weber's voice was adamant: Contempt for the
world is contempt for content. Contempt for the
learner is contempt for humans (p. 127). Other words
I remember Weber so clearly speaking are: WITH-
OUT YOU, without you, without you, without you.
Without you this class wouldn’t work; without you
this school wouldn’t work; without you this world
wouldn’t work. I am brought back to my classroom.
Yes, Andrea has come to realize her own import, but
how does she come to understand that Carlos is
equally essential? How do I help make that happen?
In this book, Looking Back and Thinking Forward: Reex-
aminations of Teaching and Schooling, Weber is my
guide.

Weber had been working on an anthology of her
work until her death in 1994. Included is an introduc-
tory chapter by Weber as well as the organization for
this anticipated book in outline form. Alberty’s ar-
rangement of the book in four parts and the titles of
each of these, mirror main themes in Weber’s
thought: “The Context of Learning,” which centers
on the educative surround for the child; “Commit-
ment and Professionalism,” which addresses the
teacher’s capabilities and responsibilities; “Valuing
Human Intelligence and Capacity for Meaning,”
which establishes the positive base for educating;
and “The Status of the Vision,” which positions edu-
cation in the larger political context of democracy

Diane Mullins teaches 2nd/3rd grade children at PS 3, the
John Melser Charrette School, in Manhattan, New York City
born and a teacher for thirty years, she is committed to public
education. She is a member of the PS 3, City College, and Pros-
pect Center communities.
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and democratic aspirations. This arrangement and
Alberty’s introduction to the book invite the reader
to grapple with these fundamental ideas.

Across these headings, Weber speaks very par-
ticularly to the devaluing of our schools, the devalu-
ing of society. Looking towards what is possible,
Weber fosters a course. The writings include descrip-
tions of curriculum for student teachers, anecdotes
about Weber’s children and grandchildren, reference
to a film Weber made about separation (1959), and
racial tension felt at a North Dakota Study Group
meeting that demanded thoughtful response (1990-
1993). Weber was a woman of enormous strength,
wisdom, and courage. Weber 's language, descriptive
of actual situations, makes room for human variabil-
ity, for differences among people. Weber was com-
mitted to finding what she termed “cracks,” oppor-
tunities for making small changes, and using them
for making space for human expression. Sharing the
important work of colleagues, “joining with” others,
Weber made pathways wider. Taking an historical
perspective allowed Weber to anticipate clearings
ahead. Realizing the campaign of violations particu-
larly against young people in the schools and society,
Weber refocused her thought to “deschooling.” Her
concept of “deschooling” meant making room for
the human order of things and attending to the hu-
man scale. Restructuring, changing the rules and
content, was not enough.

Weber is clear about her beliefs and revisits them
over and over again. She tells us of the inherent
abilities and educability of all human beings. She
does not offer structures, she does not impose.
Rather, she provides questions to consider. Weber
reminds us of the primacy of relationships and relat-
edness. Through her stories she shows us how mak-
ing small changes provide opportunities.

Weber s extraordinary work is intimate and at the
same time international. She was recognized as a
moral voice and leader in education by all who knew
her.

Weber was a talker who came to understand her
thinking through talk. She tried things out. I remem-
ber the Chinese restaurant on 125th Street near
Broadway, the owner always welcoming the Profes-
sor. These meetings around food, like many other
social occasions, provided the context for releasing
Weber’s thought. Sometimes it was the two of us,
sometimes a group gathering. Always it was a gift.

The City College Workshop Center, renamed after
her death The Lillian Weber Workshop Center, pro-
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vided an incredibly rich surround filled with plants,
animals, batteries, bulbs, mirrors, weights, bicycles,
pendulums, materials without particular use, stu-
dents’ work, reference books, journals, artwork, mu-
sical instruments, photography equipment, and peo-
ple. Weber built and fostered community by intro-
ducing people to one another. Weber, as medium,
invited relationships. She made and maintained con-
nections and friendships and, by her example, taught
us how important it is to introduce one person to
another.

Weber was a remarkably well-read woman. She
read science, philosophy, education, poetry, novels,
history, biography. Weber had an account at Dillons’
of London, and would order and read books before
they came out in this country. She wrote letters to
people whose articles provoked her thinking. She
wrote proposals for grants. She used the necessity of
reporting to granting agencies as the occasion to
expand her own thought and communicate her
ideas. These reports she shared with colleagues. We-
ber set up Notes from The Workshop Center as a forum
where educators — teachers and parents — could ar-
ticulate their thinking and read about the current
struggles in education. For many, myself included,
this was a first place of publication..

My first encounter with Weber was in 1976 at the
Workshop Center at City College. I had gone there to
attend a workshop on mathematics. It was a very
crowded room on the main floor of Sheppard Hall. I
remember nothing of the workshop, just Lillian.

That summer I took the Summer Institute and
never left the Workshop Center. Weber gave me the
right book: Susan Isaacs’s Intellectual Growth of Young
Children. This work is filled with the voices of young
children, their conversations around natural phe-
nomena. This was the book that taught me to want to
read. The Workshop Center was a place where every-
one was welcoming and everyone was welcome. I
joined the Friday afternoon gatherings of experi-
enced teachers. I remember being part of the ritual of
grant submission. We would work through the night
making copies, collating, stapling, as well as running
after necessary signatures and letters. I became an
admirer, friend, and member of the Workshop Center
community. In 1977 Weber sent me to the The Pros-
pect Center and later to the North Dakota Study
Group on Evaluation. These continue to be growing
places for me.

Three members of that grant proposal group were
Beth Alberty, Ruth Dropkin, and Stan Chu. Alberty

worked alongside Weber for many years, as a friend,
colleague, and editor. This book, Looking Back and
Thinking Forward: Reexaminations of Teaching and
Schooling would not have happened without Alberty.
As literary executor, Alberty gathered Weber’s writ-
ings, talks, dictations, conversations, scribblings and
intertwined them into a coherent whole. Like Weber,
Alberty did not do this work in isolation. Alberty
sought the thinking of colleagues. She invited Patri-
cia Carini to write the foreword and Dropkin the
brief biography. Chu gathered the photos, which
bring Weber’s face to the fore of this extraordinary
work. The writings are written in the first person
plural: WE, US. Weber did her work “in relation to”
and envisioned herself as “among.” Weber cites
those who provoked her thought or helped her think
through. These thinkers made enormous contribu-
tion to Weber’s understanding and warrant investi-
gation themselves. I feel this particularly about
Elizabeth Newson, who wrote about the “unreason-
able care and irrational commitment” given children
by their families. The kind of commitment we adults
need to provide for all our children. The extended
references in the volume include Bussis, Cazden,
Delpit, Duckworth, Erickson, Gliedman, Kamii,
Marti, Morrison, Newson, Rosen, and Perrone. As a
help to the reader the book is also well indexed.

Weber continually prods us to observe, listen,
stand back, examine, reflect, remember, recollect,
and reexamine. Weber ‘s last work, anticipating a col-
lection of papers to be published, is phrased in ques-
tion form: “Reexaminations: What is the Teacher and
What is Teaching?” — certainly these are relevant
questions. To answer them, Weber revisits the Open
Corridor program, the Advisory Service and the
Workshop Center. Just as Weber noticed the small
accomplishment by the nursery school child holding
onto a fence, she recognized the value of small ac-
complishments of the institution or setting “because
they created some easement and space for the child’s
development” (p. 176).

Throughout the book, Weber keeps returning to
the home surround.

Out of the big buzzing swarm of speech going on
around the child, speech clots out like cream in
clumps around a content.... The mother responds to
all the gestural language that the child has, his eyes
looking, his nose pointing, everything pointing and
helps the child ‘clot out’ by accepting his or her
agenda, intent, and purpose. (p. 25)

WWW.GREAT-IDEAS.ORG




This message from the 1976 essay, “Comments on
Language by a Silent Child,” reverberates in her final
chapter.

One constant accompaniment to human growth is the
presence of people of many generations creating an
unevenness in both the child’s human and material
surround. (p. 158)

The family from whom we emerge has a major func-
tion in carrying the memory of who we are. Before we
could remember and when we can’t remember, the
family reminiscences keep us whole.... and even larger
condition .... the acceptance of the child’s own iden-
tity.... the unconditional acceptance of the child's ‘is-
ness’.... the continuities in the surround of others.
(p. 159)

A bit later in the chapter Weber writes:

Teaching is also present in the context that allows or
fosters noticing, following-after, and joining-with, as
well as providing support for the child’s independent
inquiries.... The teacher is not just assisting the child.
The teacher is present as adult and adds to the educa-
tive context of the school by that presence.( p. 174)

Weber raises large questions, each one helping her
grapple, and each one taking her to a new place. This
questioning, reconsidering, reexamining, reflecting,
recollecting, reformulating is the process through
which Weber becomes, as Maxine Greene might say,
“who she is not yet.” This thinking through is in
collaboration; looking back and thinking forward is
a constant for Weber.

How do human beings take in from the neighbor-
hood, the street, the home, the community? In each
educative setting what are the modes of learning? (p.
177)

I thought of the teacher as being engaged with where
the child was going anyway, as enabling the child to
get there, to fulfill what was already existent and
pushing forward in the child. (p. 161)

The question of difference and unevenness in chil-
dren’s growth was enormously important to me. The
teacher had to understand that what was set up to
foster the child’s development had to be responsive to
this difference and unevenness without predictive
conclusions.... Let’s wait and see... Whatever you
were not seeing in the child was encouraged to
emerge. (p. 161)

Weber’s thoughts have enormous implication.
Her ideas and questions are complex, although
stated in simple language. What follows are ques-
tions teachers, parents, administrators, and commu-
nity members need to address — questions teacher
education programs need to address.

Was this context various enough, dense enough, to be
responsive to and supportive of all the particular chil-
dren and children? Was there a sufficient mesh with
the child’s interests? Were the children’s contributions
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to context encouraged? Were the child’s interests even
understood? (p. 165)

What was an educative context...? Was school such a
context? What would it take to make school more so?
For this child, or that one? (p. 166-167)

Dare we not recognize the import of these settings

Weber proposes
that there is no way to relate to children as though
they must be protected from their homes and commu-
nity context. There may be enormous negative factors
in the community, but the elements that can rebuild
the community are also situated within the commu-
nity (p. 179).

This book is not one to be read quickly. There is a
command for reflection and an invitation to unsur-
face one’s own questions about family, classroom,
school, community. A close reading of Weber’s book
in collaboration with members of a school commu-
nity, may well be the impetus for an ongoing reex-
amination of learning and teaching. This book has
already served as text in many teacher education
institutions. It would be valuable for public educa-
tion policy makers to read. The book has made me
think about my practice. What could I have done to
deepen the art experience for Robeson, a child in my
mixed age class? How could I soften the social con-
nections for Jorge and better support Sita, who dur-
ing these last months came to class at a loss of some
zest for life? I am in the classroom to better support
these children and their lives.

This powerful volume makes Weber’s voice and
mission clear. Looking Back and Thinking Forward:
Reexaminations of Teaching and Schooling is about heart
and love, but it is also about action. In the foreword
to this volume Patricia Carini refers to love as a
calling. Weber used “love” as a term of endearment.
Lillian Weber’s life work was an expression of lov-
ing. This book is a critical directive to make the
world better. The demand on all of us to use our-
selves intelligently, to consider respect for each and
all persons an imperative on our actions, is perhaps
the moral statement for educators, one we reflect on,
consider, and reconsider; one we try and try again to
realize (p. 127).

Educational Freedom for a Democratic Society
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Beyond Heroes and Holidays:

A Practical Guide to K-12
Anti-Racist, Muiticultural Education
and Staff Development

Edited by Enid Lee, Deborah Menkart, and Margo
Okazawa-Rey

Published by Network of Educators on the Americas,
Washington, D.C., 1998.

Reviewed by Janet R. Price

This “guidebook” is really two books in one. Part
of it is a varied, if uneven, collection of curricular
materials for classrooms on a wide range of topics.
Although the book is billed as a K- 12 guide, most of
the curricular materials are geared to secondary
school classrooms. I plan to incorporate quite a bit of
it this coming year in my high school American stud-
ies classes and to pass on other parts to colleagues
who teach math and science.

The curriculum guide is sandwiched between a
set of readings for adults to use in staff, family and
community development sessions and a final sec-
tion, entitled “Talking Back,” which includes some
examples of grassroots activism by young people.
The book is replete with thought-provoking essays
that caused me to test and rethink my own teaching
practices and philosophy of education. As a result of
this reflection, I conclude that the basic premise of
this book is somewhat flawed or, more precisely,
incomplete.

This book is much more about anti-racist educa-
tion than about multicultural education. The editors
note that they are guided by the work of the late
Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, who argued that the
purpose of education in an unjust society is to bring
about justice. Thus, the main thrust of the book is
social change, not the study of many cultures. In-
deed, the most common topic in the readings and
classroom materials is the harm that dominant or
mainstream American culture does to outsiders. The
problem is, the outsiders, be they Native Americans,
African Americans, immigrants or women tend to

Janet Price teaches American history and literature at the Inter-
national High School at LaGuardia Community College in
Queens, New York, and serves on the National Teacher Policy
Institute, She previously served as Executive Vice President of
New Visions for Public Schools, a school reform group, and as
managing attorney at Advocates for Children of New York,
Inc. She is the co-author of the third edition of ACLU Rights of
Students and has written a number of reports and articles on
school reform issues.

emerge as more acted upon than acting, particularly
in the classroom materials. That is the danger inher-
ent in the editors’ choice to stress the causes, nature,
and effects of oppression over the cultures of the
oppressed.

The title of the book comes from a selection by
James A. Banks, “Approaches to Multicultural Cur-
riculum Reform” which sets up a hierarchy of ap-
proaches. Least favored is the “Contributions” or
“Heroes and Holidays” approach, with its danger of
trivializing ethnic cultures and reinforcing stereo-
types and its relegation of ethnic content to special
days or events outside the main curriculum. The
next step up for Banks is the “Ethnic Additive Ap-
proach” which integrates ethnic content and per-
spective into an unrestructured “mainstream-cen-
tric” curriculum. The preferred approach is “Trans-
formative,” which restructures the curriculum to
emphasize “how the common U.S. culture and soci-
ety emerged from a complex synthesis and interac-
tion of the diverse cultural elements that originated
with the various groups that make up American
society.” Banks observes: “When the focus is on the
contributions and unique aspects of ethnic cultures,
students are not helped to understand them as com-
plete and dynamic wholes.” True, but when the fo-
cus is on synthesis and interaction, will students still
have the opportunity to enjoy the uniqueness and
vitality of specific cultures for their own sake, in-
cluding their own home cultures and those of their
classmates?

As Americans, we are constantly balancing our
individual characters and values with the teachings
and examples of our home cultures and with main-
stream culture. This is a particularly daunting task
for those disadvantaged by the mainstream culture,
political system, and economy. For the students I
teach, teenagers recently arrived from non-English
speaking countries, it is a Herculean effort. Students
need to reflect on and take control over the interplay
of “diverse cultural elements” in their own lives as
much as they need to understand the interplay of
these forces in the larger world. Most enjoy sharing
their home culture with others — be it through tell-
ing their own immigration stories, interviewing
their families about their economic choices or shar-
ing and comparing traditional music. Many also
seek out opportunities to explore other cultures in
depth.Iwould argue that these “micro” explorations
are as important as the “macro” study of Banks’s
“complete and dynamic whole” and that the two can



complement each other in the restructured, transfor-
mative, constructivist curriculum this guide envi-
sions and contributes to but does not (how could it?)
fully exemplify.

To illustrate my argument, consider my students’
choices when asked to write reports and give group
presentations on Chinese immigration. Jaime, an
Ecuadorian, chose to dwell on the culture Chinese
immigrants brought with them: their religious be-
liefs, their art forms, the significance of certain col-
ors. When an Iranian student then talked about the
Chinese Exclusion Act and widespread violence
against Chinese, the rest of the class could more fully
appreciate the humanity of the persecuted Chinese
workers and the philistinism of their oppressors. The
Ecuadorian and Iranian also walked the streets of
Manhattan’s Chinatown creating a witty photo essay
juxtaposing mainstream cultural icons — a McDon-
ald’s arch, a luxury car — with pagodas and signs in
Chinese lettering. It was as much about their own
immigrant lives and about the “complete and dy-
namic whole” of New York City as it was about a
particular ethnic enclave.

In another class, Kam, a Chinese student, chose to
concentrate, in an impassioned and riveting presen-
tation, on the contributions Chinese made by build-
ing the nation’s railroad system under incredibly
dangerous and depriving conditions. That made his
Peruvian teammate’s painstaking analysis of Ameri-
can immigration policy towards the Chinese much
more meaningful to their classmates. They could see
why other laborers resented the willingness of the
Chinese to work under such conditions but they also
could feelin their guts the appalling unfairness of the
government’s response. It was not much of a stretch
to explore the role of business interests in this sce-
nario or to compare it to immigration policy and
politics today. But the students’ initial explorations
of the specific qualities of Chinese culture and contri-
butions proved to be important building blocks.

I expect next year’s exploration of this topic to be
enhanced by a particularly good curriculum unit by
Debbie Wei, entitled “Exclusion: Chinese in 19th
Century America.” It exemplifies what is most useful
about this guidebook, as well as its limitations. The
objectives of the unit are “to know about the lives
and contributions of Chinese immigrants to the
United States in the nineteenth century” and “to
analyze the roots of anti-immigrant sentiment which
led to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Acts.”
The suggested activities promise to be engaging and
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empowering for students and the materials are ideal
for achieving the second objective. However, Chi-
nese immigrant culture and life are seen almost ex-
clusively through anti-immigrant rhetoric and min-
ing songs and accounts of violence and discrimina-
tion. The voices of the immigrants themselves are
only heard in the very moving selection of poems
carved in the walls of Angel Island by detainees. It’s
a great unit, but it will still need the additions of
students like Jaime and Kam to be complete.

This is an anthology with some 75 different con-
tributors and so, not surprisingly, the entries vary
widely in style, format, and purpose. The math sec-
tion, for instance, includes a simple one-page de-
scription of the Algebra Project with a contact for
further information, but without any sample cur-
ricular activities. (A shame, because a fully devel-
oped example would help illustrate how it is possi-
ble to teach math by building on what students al-
ready know from everyday life.) Another entry, by a
college professor, is a painstakingly detailed descrip-
tion of what she has done in class, including an
analysis of the underlying theoretical basis of her
work and many scholarly cites. A third entry in-
cludes very specific, simple instructions for the class-
room teacher and graphs and charts in a convenient
format to duplicate and hand out to students.

As in most curriculum guides, the “handouts” for
students are usually more important and useful than
the directions that go with them. Most people aware
enough to consider using these materials can figure
out what to do with them. When they are used in a
staff development setting, the participants would be
best off brainstorming together how they could be
used. In fact, in some cases, the instructions for using
them should be disregarded because they amount to
teacher-centered pedagogy, far removed from
Freire’s premise, adopted by the editors in their in-
troduction, that students must play an active part in
the learning process and that teachers and students
are both simultaneously learners and producers of
knowledge. In other cases, the instructions come
close to insulting the reader s intelligence, a common
problem in curriculum guides.

For instance, one curriculum writer, after help-
fully suggesting a well-chosen poem by Langston
Hughes be taught in tandem with a fascinating inter-
view with an ex-Klansman, then finds it necessary to
advise: “Point out to students that the poem was
written many years ago and that the poet used the
term ‘man’ in the generic sense to mean all people,
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female and male.” Duh! And by the way, wouldn't a
better approach be to ask the students what Hughes
meant when he used the word “man” and what
words a poet writing today might choose instead?
On the other hand, perhaps I shouldn't bite the hand
that has fed me excellent material I will certainly use

is the advice I would give to others.

If I had a second copy of this book, I would put it
in a time capsule for historians of American culture
and education in the next millennium. What about
life and schooling in America in 1998, I would have
them ask, made this particular book so necessary?

in class. I will use it, but I will use it my way. And that
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Questions Worth Arguing About

Edward T. Clark, Jr.

Enthusiasm for real learning
builds when an integrated
curriculum is built around
questions that are significant
in themselves and are
important to students.

This article is the fifth chapter in Clark’s Designing and Implementing
an Integrated Curriculum: A Student-Centered Approach, published by
Holistic Education Press. The first four chapters were printed in
prior issues of ENCOUNTER. Readers interested in purchasing the
full bound edition at $18.95 per copy are invited to do so by phoning
the Press toll-free at 1-800-639-4122.

The references to “Thompson” are to the Thompson Middle School
in St. Charles, Illinois.

Edward T. Clark, Jr., specializes in integrated curriculum de-
sign and site-based educational change. He has been in-
volved in teacher education for over 30 years — as Director
of Teacher Education at Webster University, as Professor of
Environmental Education at George Williams College, and
as an independent educational consultant for the last fif-
teen years.

If they can keep you from asking the right ques-
tions they don’t have to be concerned about your
answers. (Thomas Pynchon)

One of the methodological foundations of sci-
ence lies in the avoidance of the most fundamen-
tal questions. It is characteristic of physics to
never really ask what matter is, biology not to
really ask what life is, or for psychology not to
ask what the soul is. (C. F. Von Weizsaecker)

During my first workshop at Thompson Middle
School in the summer of 1991, I asked the teachers to
identify the real-life questions that their students
were asking. After some discussion they agreed on
the following seven: Who am I? What are my legal
rights? Why must I learn this? How will I be graded
and why are grades important? How do I relate to
my peers? How do I juggle the expectations of so
many teachers?

I then asked, “How does what you are currently
teaching address these questions?” The silence that
followed was, as they say, deafening!

Later a colleague, Carole Cooper, visited a number
of classrooms where she asked students to write
down some of the questions that they were most
concerned about. It is significant that none were triv-
ial questions. What is even more significant is that
their concerns are both personal and social, local and
global. This is just a sampling of students’ responses:
“What will I be when I grow up?” “What will the
next war be about?” “Is there going to be enough
room for landfills?” “Why am I here?” “Will the
ozone layer get thinner?” “When will racism end?”
“Will there be another depression?” “Can we help all
of the suffering people?” “Can we save the rainfor-
est?” "Will I succeed?” “How can I get along with my
parents?” “What will the future be like?”

The late MIT physicist Jerrold Zaccharias once
defined education as “the raising of questions worth
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arguing about.” These students” questions certainly
fit this characterization. Any one of them could be
the starting point for a semester’s course of study. It
should be obvious that the most effective way to
educate anyone is to ask the kinds of provocative
questions that elicit the interests of the learner and
motivate them to seek answers that satisfy their
needs. This simple, yet profound truth may well lie
at the heart of what ails education today. In our
efforts to analyze, manipulate, and formalize the
teaching and learning processes, we have forgotten
that “Nothing shapes our lives so much as the questions
we ask — or refuse to ask” (Keen 1994). Perhaps the
reason is that in our product-oriented culture where
answers are so important, we have forgotten the art
of asking tough, sticky, value-laden questions.

Michael Ray and Michelle Myers, in their book
Creativity in Business (1986) based on their pioneering
course at Stanford’s distinguished Graduate School
of Business, devote an entire chapter to the topic,
” Ask Dumb Questions.”

You’ll soon become adept at knowing a dumb
question when you hear it. You'll recognize it by
the answers it generates. A dumb question cre-
ates explosions, concatenations, cascades of in-
sights ... a dumb question is not dead-ended, eti-
quette-oriented, accusatory, or shallow.

These are the questions that one Nobel laureate
called “jugular questions” that reach the essence of
things. They're the kind of off-the-wall questions
that a four-and-a half year-old named Scott asked in
less than an hour: What’s behind a rainbow? — What
color is the inside of my brain? — What’s inside of a
rock? Atree? Asausage? Bones? My throat? A spider?
— Does the sky have an end to it? If it doesn’t, how
come you can see it? — Why are my toes in front of
my feet?” (Ray and Myers 1986).

One example of a dumb question suggested by
Ray and Myers is pretty basic: “What is a question?”
Michelle Ray who has spent her life examining the
nature of questions, offers the following suggestions.

* A question is an opening to creation.

* A question is an unsettled and unsettling issue.

* A question is an invitation to creativity.

* A question is a beginning of adventure.

* A question is seductive foreplay.

* A question is a disguised answer.

* A question pokes and prods that which has not

yet been poked and prodded.

* A question is a point of departure.

* A question has no end and no beginning.

* A question wants a playmate.

It is clear that we are not discussing the kinds of
questions that one usually hears in school. Indeed, I
think it is safe to say that because of the linear, cause-
and-effect logic of our schooling, when we think of
questions, most of us immediately assume not only
that there is an answer — but a right answer. I think
there must be a correlation between the emphasis in
education on right answers and the fact that as a
society, we seem to have lost the art of asking open-
ended, provocative questions worth arguing about.
But as Robert Sternberg, IQ theorist of Yale Univer-
sity, points out, intelligence includes the ability to
ask appropriate questions, a capacity that is appar-
ently fundamental to higher-order thinking (Stern-
berg 1987).

It is sad but true that conventional wisdom at all
levels of our educational system from kindergarten
through graduate school holds that teachers never
ask questions they don’t know the answer to. The
result — as noted earlier — is that too many teachers
spend most of their time providing answers to ques-
tions students never ask.

I suspect that one reason elementary science has
been so poorly taught is the fear teachers have of
questions that they can’t answer. In an age of spe-
cialization, few elementary teachers consider them-
selves scientists. As a result, they teach only the most
elementary facts, which elicit few if any questions.
Of course, teachers may not always be able to control
the questions that pop into the minds of their stu-
dents. I often ask teachers how they handle off-the-
wall questions that seem to have little, if any, obvious
relevance to the topic being discussed. The truth is
that as kids get older, most learn very quickly the
kinds of questions that are allowed and those that
may elicit a response like: “Where in the world did
you think of that question?” — “We’re not talking
about rainbows — or trees — or sausages — or
bones —or ....”

And yet, one of the most endearing, and some-
times frustrating characteristics of little — and
sometimes not so little — children is their ability to
ask questions. Beginning at an early age, they are full



of questions about everything from “What makes
flowers yellow?” to “Where do the stars come from?”
“Where does God live?” Where did I come from?"
Ted Sizer calls these life’s “essential questions” and
argues that these are the grist for learning. However,
almost as soon as children begin formal schooling,
their questions cease and by the sixth grade, teachers
are convinced that their students don’t know enough
to ask intelligent questions. It is obvious that teach-
ers who disparage students like this are not ready to
design a curriculum around students’ questions and
concerns. But teachers can learn, as members of one
sixth grade team at Thompson discovered to their
surprise.

Having resisted curriculum changes for almost
three years, the team decided to invite me to help
plan their year-end program — the only all-team ac-
tivity of the year. Ostensibly, this was to be an inte-
grative, learner-centered endeavor. For two hours I
kept asking questions and suggesting alternative
ways of organizing the “content” of the activity —
apparently to no avail. Prodding for some glimmer
of flexibility was like pulling teeth. I left the room
feeling both frustrated and discouraged. Imagine my
surprise a few days later when the principal called to
tell me that the team had really enjoyed our time
together and felt it had been very worthwhile. I
heard nothing more until the following fall when one
of the team members stopped me in the hall and told
me that the activity had been the best and most
rewarding they had ever had. What amazed her most
were the questions the students had asked, their eagerness
and excitement about exploring those questions, and the
depth of learning that resulted.

Historically, education has reflected the agenda of
the adult world rather than the agenda of the child’s
world. And, perhaps to some degree, that is neces-
sary. But, as in most other cases, the issue is seldom
“either/or” but rather “both/and.” For example,
Jerome Bruner (1960) points out that most basic con-
cepts and general ideas can be made relevant to
children in some way at any age. The operative word
is relevance. Unless the content of the curriculum
matches the intent of the growing organism we call
the child, the results are unpredictable and can even
be chaotic, e.g., high school dropouts who complete
their schooling by earning what Bob Samples (1993)

ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice

calls a “Ph.D. in street smarts.” When there is an
appropriate “fit” between content and nature’s de-
velopmental plan, the child’s enthusiasm and capac-
ity for thinking and learning seems to know no
bounds. In short, while the content may be selected
by the adult, the clues as to its appropriateness not
only must, but I believe, can come from the child.
After all, in the final analysis, it is the child’s curios-
ity rather than the adult’s desire to provide answers
that will direct and shape the successful curriculum.

Learning to Ask Questions Worth Arguing About

In the absence of textbooks — except as possible
resources — and in light of the sheer amount of
knowledge and information available to teachers
and students alike, it may be difficult for teachers —
and, hopefully, students and teachers working to-
gether — to decide what knowledge and informa-
tion is most important to achieve the desired learn-
ing outcomes. The Contextual Matrix (See Figure 1)
helps teachers determine the relevant knowledge
and information appropriate to a given area of study.
At the same time, the Matrix is a powerful cognitive
model for organizing the curriculum to graphically
depict both the interrelatedness of these contextual
perspectives and the unique focus of each. The Ma-
trix can be used at any level in a single subject, or
with several subjects. It has also been used effec-
tively in both personal and organizational settings
where people wanted to create and explore their
own contexts of meaning.
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Figure 1. The Contextual Matrix
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In order to understand the relevance of these four
contextual relationships to a given topic or situation,
we need to ask the appropriate questions: questions
that are open-ended and have no absolute right or
wrong answers. These are not questions that invite
polarized, yes/no answers like the questions around
which academic debates are organized. Instead of
seeking factual answers, these questions reflect a
search for meaning. In short, they are contextual
questions.

Focus Questions

The first step in designing a program of study or
exploration — euphemistically called a curriculum
unit — is to select a Focus Question. As its name
implies, this question captures the essence of the
study, is necessarily broad in scope, and provides the
directions that will be pursued. Implicit in the Focus
Question are the anticipated outcomes. When the
Focus Question reflects a preestablished theme, e.g.,
the human body, it might be something like, “How
does the human body work?” When the Focus Question
reflects a proposed exploration of students’ real-life
experiences, it might be “What does it mean to grow up
in today’s world?”

In an inner-city district where I conducted work-
shops, the ninth grade students were required to
study John Steinbeck’s novel, The Red Pony, the story
of a boy growing up on a Montana ranch. Forced to
teach a novel that, based on her previous experience,
seemed to be totally irrelevant to the lives of her
predominately Black students, the teacher decided to
redesign the study using a Contextual Matrix. By
selecting as a Focus Question, “What does it mean to
grow up in today’s world?” and eliciting her students’
responses to this question, she created a context for
the novel that was relevant to their lives, and in
doing so, captured both their interest and their
imagination. Not only was it the first time everyone
had read the entire book without pressure from her,
they eagerly extended their study beyond the Mon-
tana ranch to other sections of the country as well, in
each case using an appropriate novel as the basis for
further exploration.

Focus questions can be used within a discipline to
turn what was once a content-centered unit into an
integrated one. For example, a high school science

teacher designed an entire semester’s class around
the question “How will genetic engineering affect hu-
man life in the future?” Students spent the first week
reading and discussing the science fiction novel
Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang by Kate Wilhelm
(1976). In addition, they read as much as they could
find about genetic engineering and biomedical tech-
nology in newspapers, magazines, and other materi-
als supplied by the teacher and the resource center.
By the end of the week, they had enough information
and knowledge to begin formulating the questions
that teams of students would explore during the
ensuing weeks. From time to time as appropriate, the
teacher presented mini-lectures, but always in re-
sponse to the readiness of the students. Periodically,
students would report on their findings to the class.
These reports were always followed by in-depth dis-
cussions in “jigsaw teams” — temporary dialogue
groups composed of one person from each of three
of four study teams. As students became more so-
phisticated in their insights and knowledge, deeper
and more “professional” questions began to emerge
— many of which focused on the social, economic,
political, and ecological ramifications of genetic en-
gineering. The open-ended essay on the final exam
(required by the district) provided ample opportu-
nity for students to summarize and synthesize what
they had learned during the semester. Needless to
say, the grades were the best she had ever seen in
what traditionally had been viewed as a tough class.

A ninth grade history teacher designed an intro-
ductory course on U.S. history around the question,
“How has the natural landscape shaped American
history?” Another high school teacher used as a Fo-
cus Question for an Introduction to World History,
“What makes a culture ‘civilized’?” A college profes-
sor used as a starting point for an Introduction to
Philosophy course the Focus Question, “What is phi-
losophy?” Social studies classes are ideal vehicles for
integrating the various subject areas into a single
focus. For example, another high school teacher de-
signed an interdisciplinary unit around the question,
“What do the various disciplines tell us about war?”
An eighth grade civics teacher designed an inte-
grated course on the U.S. Constitution around the
question, “How is the Constitution a systemic model
for a democratic society?”



When a teacher or a team of teachers wants to
design a fully integrated program of study that
ranges far and wide and incorporates several subject
areas, broader questions are more appropriate. The
following grade-level Focus Questions were used by
the United Catholic Parochial School in Beaver Dam,
Wisconsin, to design an integrated K-8 curriculum.

Grade One: How big is my neighborhood?

Grade Two: How am I a member of many families?

Grade Three: What makes communities work?

Grade Four: How does the world work?

Grade Five: What is culture?

Grade Six: What does it mean to be human?

Grade Seven: How do systems work? What is our
relationship to the Earth?

Grade Eight: How does one live responsibly in the
global community?

Contextual Questions

After the Focus Question has been identified, the
next step is to find Contextual Questions that focus
attention on the appropriate relationship. Sometimes
it may be useful to have more than one question for
a relationship. These questions focus and frame the
exploration, capture the essence of each contextual
relationship, and may serve to highlight one or more
aspects of that relationship. Some of the Contextual
Questions below were designed by the parochial
school faculty. The rest come from other sources. As
might be expected, there are obvious similarities
among questions at the different levels. However,
since the focus or context of each is different, e.g.,
family and community, essentially they are different
questions.

First Grade Focus Question:
How Big is My Neighborhood?

The Subjective Context: What is my neighborhood?
How many neighborhoods do I belong to?

The Time Context: How has my neighborhood
changed?

The Symbolic Context: Who are my neighbors and
how are their families like my family and different
from my family?

The Ecosystem Context: How does nature affect my
neighborhood?
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Second Grade Focus Question:
How Am I a Member of Many Families?

The Subjective Context: Who am I? How am I alike
and different from other children? How many fami-
lies do I belong to? How is my body like a family?

The Time Context: Where did I come from? How
does my body change? When will I become more
independent?

The Symbolic Context: What kinds of families are
there? In what ways are families alike? Different?

The Ecosystem Context: How do different families
relate to the Earth? How do families use the Earth’s
resources? How do plants and animals and people
live together?

Third Grade Focus Question:
What Makes Communities Work? (See Figure 2)

The Subjective Context: How is my life influenced
by my community? In what ways do I communicate
with others? What communities do I belong to?

The Time Context: How do human communities
grow and change? How do natural communities
grow and change? What can we learn from patterns
of change?

The Symbolic Context: What makes a community?
What kinds of communities are there? What are the
rules that communities live by?

The Ecosystem Context: What can we learn from
natural communities? How can communities pre-
serve natural resources?
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Fourth Grade Focus Question:
How Does the World Work?

The Subjective Context: What are the rules/limits I
have to live by? What kind of rules do I set for
myself? Why do different people have different
rules?

The Time Context: How have the rules/limits by
which humans live changed over time? What kind of
rules/limits will we need in the future?

The Symbolic Context: How have humans discov-
ered and created the rules/limits we live by? What
are the patterns to be found in human rules/limits?
In natural rules/limits?

The Ecosystem Context: What are the rules/limits
that make natural systems work? What happens
when we don’t follow nature’s rules/limits?

Fifth Grade Focus Question:
What is Culture?

The Subjective Context: How does my culture influ-
ence my life? What is my culture?

The Time Context: How have humans and cultures
changed over time? What will cultures look like in
the future?

The Symbolic Context: What is culture? How are
cultures similar and how are they different?

The Ecosystem Context: In what ways are cultures
and ecosystems interdependent? How have cultures
been influenced and shaped by their land?

Sixth Grade Focus Question:
What Does It Mean to be Human? (See Figure 3)

The Subjective Context: Who am I? Where do I be-
long? How do I relate to family, peers, strangers?
How am I star stuff? How do I know myself?

The Time Context: Where did I come from? Where
did humans come from? How did life begin? What is
the origin of the human species? What is my personal
history? Where am I going? What do I want to be/do
when I become an adult? What is the future of the
human species? What is time?

The Symbolic Context: How do humans communi-
cate with each other? How do humans know? How
do I think and learn? How does the human perceive
information? How does language influence and
shape the way we think? What is the effect of tech-
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nology on how we perceive, organize, and commu-
nicate information?

The Ecosystem Context: What is our relationship to
the planetary ecological systems? What is my per-
sonal relationship to these systems? How are we
responsible to and for living and non-living things?
How do human societies interact with living and
non-living things on the planet?

Seventh Grade Focus Questions:
How Do Systems Work?
What is Our Relationship to the Earth?

The Subjective Context: How does my body work as
a system? How do I depend on the Earth? What is
my relationship to the Earth? How do I use natural
resources?

The Time Context: How has human’s relationship
to the Earth changed over time? What will it be in the
future?

The Symbolic Context: How do natural systems
function? What are the patterns that are similar in
human and natural systems?

The Ecosystem Context: What can we learn from
natural systems? What are the natural constraints
that humans must learn to live with?

Order a printed copy of Ed Clark’s Designing and
Implementing an Integrated Curriculum. $18.95
from Holistic Education Press. 1-800-639-4122.
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Eighth Grade Focus Question:
How Does One Live Responsibly in the
Global Village? (See Figure 4)

The Subjective Context: In what ways am I a citizen
of the global village? How does living in a global
village influence my daily life? What are my obliga-
tions to other members of the global village?

The Time Context: What can we learn from our past
that will help us understand how to live peacefully
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in the global village? What kind of goals or rules
should exist for global citizens?

The Symbolic Context: In what ways is the global
community a village? What are the rules for village
and community living? How can we create global
channels of communication through which knowl-
edge and information can be shared freely? What are
the barriers that keep us from communicating with
each other? What role do other “languages” such as
mathematics, computer language, art, and music
play in shaping the ways we — as individual or na-
tions — relate to each other?

The Ecosystem Context. What are the ecological
constraints that must shape life in the global village?
What are the ecological principles that can guide
decision-making? What can we learn from ecological
communities that can help us create more effective
local and global communities?

Expanding the Contextual Matrix
with Perspective Questions

So far, all of the Contextual Matrixes have been the
simpler models that include only Focus and Contex-
tual Questions. The Matrix can also incorporate Per-
spective Questions. This expanded Matrix (See Fig-
ures 5 and 6) is particularly useful when the intent is
to explore a Focus Question from the perspective of
several academic disciplines. Initially, teachers at
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Thompson used this more inclusive, interdiscipli-
nary Matrix. However, they soon found that the
more questions they identified, the more they were
preempting students’ questions. The second year
they unanimously decided to use the simpler matrix,
which was in fact designed by Doug Thompson, an
eighth grade team leader. Figure 7 is an example of a
matrix created by the three eighth grade teams work-
ing cooperatively. In addition to the questions, this
matrix includes the concepts that are relevant to the
questions (See Chapter 6 which will appear in the
next issue of Encounter).

Several of the Focus Questions above could be
used at the high school level where departmentaliza-
tion makes most forms of an integrated curriculum
difficult if not impossible. For example, the Focus
Question, “What does it mean to be human?” has
been used to design an interdisciplinary curriculum
at several different grade levels and, in its expanded
form (Figure 5) could also be an effective organizing
question for an interdisciplinary high school curricu-
lum at any grade level. In the same way, an entire
high school curriculum could be organized around
the question, “How does one live responsibly in the
global community?” using questions such as those in
Figure 6.

Indeed, questions like these can be revisited peri-
odically through a student’s entire school career,
each time eliciting from students more penetrating

Systems

How do | interact
with the physical
environment?

our past

shaped our . How does
pres%nt andg | Whatismy 1} the Universe
how willcan universe?

our present
shape our
future?

How do my
experiences affect the
decisions/choices | make
and my role as a citizen
of the Universe?

Subjective conte™

patiern®
Figure 7. Eighth Grade Team Contextual Matrix and Concepts

questions and expanded sophistication of under-
standing.

Student Questions

One concern that has been raised is the degree to
which the curriculum is designed around teachers’
rather than students’ questions. As Bill O’'Hagan and
Sharon Mulcahy discovered (See Chapter 3 in En-
counter 11[2]}, the two are not mutually exclusive.
While one can make the case that in an ideal situ-
ation, all of the questions are generated by students,
realistically teachers are limited by the constraints of
content requirements and their own comfort levels.
However, when the initial Matrix is created by one or
more teachers, it is important that student questions
be elicited as soon as possible. It is also important for
the students to discuss the Focus and Contextual
Questions both as a whole class and in small teams.
This assures that everyone understands the ques-
tions; it also provides an opportunity to expand the
students’ horizons prior defining the specific ques-
tions they want to study. Then students are invited
to identify their own questions vis-a-vis the particu-
lar question that will be the next focus of study. After
all the student questions have been identified, the
whole class can participate in sorting and synthesiz-
ing the questions into a few general questions. These
then become the focus for cooperative team explora-
tion.

Once students become involved in exploring their
own questions, one of the not so surprising conse-
quences is noted by Resource Center Director, Chris
Sherman, “Kids are generating questions and then
staying on-task in the LRC. They aren’t just copying
from encyclopedias any more.”

Conclusion

My experience at Thompson has taught me that
major change is not easy and that most teachers can
apply these new ideas only incrementally. For exam-
ple, many teachers still prefer to organize curricu-
lum around topics and theme rather than questions.
As I noted above, this seems to reflect a still strong
attachment to a particular content that, for whatever
reason, the teacher considers to be important. They
are comfortable with themes — holiday, seasons,
countries — and it is difficult to wean them from



such seemingly innocuous habits. Does it really
make a difference?

This debate will continue because, like most other
ideas, there is no single right way for everyone.
However, I will continue to encourage the use of
questions for two reasons. First, questions reflect the
way we learn. By stimulating curiosity and interest,
they can be highly motivating. The second reason is
that the outcome is always implicit in the question.
Because they focus attention on the outcome, ques-
tions provide greater direction to a unit than a theme.
For example, it seems obvious that a thematic unit on
Thanksgiving could be more focused and more mo-
tivating if it were organized around the question,
“Why are the United States and Canada the only
countries in the world to celebrate Thanksgiving?”
Implicit in this question is the outcome — that stu-
dents will understand the uniqueness of Thanksgiv-
ing as a North American holiday. Or to take an exam-
ple from Donna Stockman’s seventh grade team,
which next year plans to integratively teach two
units sequentially — the first on Systems, which will
be followed by a unit on the Human Body. It seems
to me that a provocative question like “How is my
body like the Earth — or the Universe?” might inte-
grate both units more fully and simultaneously gen-
erate a much wider range of questions from students.
What would emerge in the process might be more
challenging for both students and the teachers.

However, it seems to me that the important thing
is not whether a given unit is designed around a
theme or a question, but rather that the content of the
unit reflects the questions students ask rather than
the prepackaged material written by someone else.
And, as we have seen, students can and, when given
the opportunity, do ask questions well worth argu-
ing about. And, as we have already seen, when they
feel that their questions are important, students have
no difficulty in identifying enough questions to fill
any curriculum.

I remember a discussion about the use of ques-
tions with one of the high school history teachers at
St. Charles High School. When I suggested that he
could design his class around students’ questions, he
insisted that his students didn’t even know enough
to ask questions about the Civil War. When I asked
what response he would receive if he asked his stu-
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dents what they wanted to know about the Civil War,
he said the first question would probably be, “What
was the Civil War?” My response was: “That’s a
good question to begin with, isn’t it.”

It seems to me that an astute teacher could well
begin a unit by having students research that very
basic question. As they began to get some insights,
the study could be expanded into a full-blown unit
that consisted only of student investigations, re-
search, reports, etc. I think it could become a very
exciting unit.

Good teaching is a matter of creating a context
that not only allows but vigorously encourages stu-
dents to become actively involved in their own learn-
ing. Good teaching is an art that requires sensitivity,
humility, and an infinite confidence in the innate
ability of kids to learn about the world in which they
live. It's a matter of pointing the direction, turning it
over to the learners and getting out of the way! Sam
Keen provides us with a healthy reminder that with
questions such as these, “in the beginning is the end”
— both the answer and the process are implicit in the
question.
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