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Possibilities Inherent in a
Learning-Centered Pedagogy

Accessing and Leveraging the
Richness of Human Capacities

Elite Ben-Yosef and Limor Pinhasi-Vittorio

Each of us inevitable, each of us limitless.
Each of us with his or her right upon the earth,

Each of us allow’d the eternal purports of the earth,
Each of us here as divinely as any is here.

Walt Whitman (2004, 177)

The immense power of human minds to deepen
understanding, grow knowledge, and create tech-
nology to benefit and enhance lives, is evident every-
where around us. Yet low achievement on the mar-
gins of classrooms and high dropout rates for spe-
cific social groups are still a disheartening reality.
One cannot escape noticing an enduring disconnect
between theory, praxis, and performance in our edu-
cation system. While the halls of academia are abuzz
with the latest research findings and new under-
standings regarding teaching and learning, we find
limited applications trickling down to the trenches
where teachers and learners struggle within dog-
matic curriculums and frustrating limitations. Even
with huge monetary investments to bolster the sys-
tem, the tenacious achievement gap for some groups
of students seems not to be budging.

As professors with teaching experience ranging
from elementary school all the way up to in-service
teachers, we are continually confronted with this ex-

Learning is optimized in an
emotionally, mentally, and
physically safe space where
everyone belongs, has a voice,
and is accepted as they are.
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asperation: teachers say that there is nothing they
can do in their classroom to make the learning more
engaging and relevant to the students’ lives because
of constraints imposed from above, while students
profess to being somewhere between boredom, dis-
regard, or hating school. Regardless of this state of
affairs, academic debates rage on, leaving teachers in
an ambiguous position, wavering between their own
understandings of what makes good teaching and
the demands of the system, between teaching for
learning and teaching for tests, between caring for
the wellbeing of their students and their obligation to
sort, compare, label, and exclude. Their authoritative
standing in the classroom has eroded and is often un-
dermined by anxiety about knowledge, evaluations,
and (im)possibilities for better teaching. At the same
time, students and parents are led to believe that
only school-sanctioned literacies are important and
imbued with social capital, while school-prescribed
curricula, focused as they are on college acceptance,
confer a deficit stigma on learners who can’t or don’t
do so. Our sociocultural institutions tend to depreci-
ate learners who have different ways of learning,
other-than-school-strengths/agendas in their lives
and different ideas about their future.

Years of reflection upon personal experiences and
professional work have made us aware that all peo-
ple can learn, desire to learn, and want to continue
learning to better their lives and opportunities. We
learn from the day we are born, yet we learn in differ-
ent ways and our learning diverges to accommodate
various needs, interests, and goals. This diversity is
considered problematic in schools and is, in general,
addressed negatively (e.g., special education label-
ing, dropping out, failing grades), but could other-
wise be seen as the amazing resource that it is.
Imagine the benefits that would ensue from embrac-
ing the profusion of ideas, talents, strengths, inter-
ests, paces, and passions of all the intriguingly di-
verse children in schools. Imagine the possibilities
that would open up for students if we could point
each one toward achieving success at something ac-
cessible and/or important to them. Imagine harness-
ing the multiplicity and range of human abilities to
leverage the reach of teaching and the scope of learn-
ing while exponentially expanding our understand-
ing of the multiple faces and functions of literacy.

Contingent to such an approach is a more self-confi-
dent, creative and diversely able workforce, more
fulfilled teachers and students in an energized and
satisfying school experience.

An Illustration

Hava was a dancer but had a difficult time in
school, finally graduating from an alternative
high school. All she really wanted to do was
dance so she tried a dance program at a state
college but after the first semester she was back
home because of the academic challenges and
she began waiting tables and bartending to sup-
port herself. She became depressed over her
failures to perform and for a year did nothing
but work and sleep. A friend coaxed her into an
exercise class where Hava found success and
trained to become an instructor. Today, at 23,
she is a generally satisfied, socially productive
aerobics and Zumba teacher.

This paper is addressed directly to teachers within
the system, offering them the space and tools for in-
troducing changes into their pedagogy to enhance
learning experiences across the board. We suggest a
personal change of perspective — shifting away
from an industrial, instruction-centered pedagogy
focused on the system itself, to a learning-centered
pedagogy focused on the learners and their learning.
By valuing the abilities of all students as necessary
for weaving the social fabric (we cannot live without
entertainers, drivers, astronomers, nutritionists, el-
der-care workers, nuclear physicists, gardeners, zoo
keepers, and all others), teachers can direct each stu-
dent towards personal possibilities of success within
the given curriculum, leading to higher motivation
and engagement in learning that, together with a
sense of empowerment, could lead learners to un-
dertake greater learning challenges.

“Train a child in the way he should go” is written in
the Bible (Proverbs 22:6), and while other ideas we
highlight are more recent, everything has been said be-
fore by greater scholars. In this paper we have culled
antecedent ideas and writings and have intertwined
these into an operational matrix that we believe gives
teachers the option to establish learning classrooms
within the current system, to the benefit of all.
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Learning

What Do We Mean by “Learning”?

Learning is the ongoing process of making mean-
ing of information leading to change in one’s con-
sciousness and behavior through participation and
interaction with the environment. Information,
when understood, becomes knowledge; learning is
the mindful acquisition of knowledge that is relevant
to our lives. This is a natural process occurring from
the moment we are born (maybe even before), con-
tinuously throughout our lives. It takes place in any
and every environment: at home, playgrounds,
clubs, organized activities, informal gatherings, on
the internet, at the zoo, museum, or alone in our
room. Archimedes is said to have had his proverbial
eureka moment in the bathtub.

Learning results from our active engagement with
the cultural, social, biological and physical worlds
around us, hence its strong correlation to move-
ment.1 Additionally, the deep changes in conscious-
ness and behavior that we expect to see in students
who learn take time and are predicated on achieving
success along the way (Shane & Wojnowsk 2005;
Shulman 2008).

An Illustration

Joshua Foer, a regular guy by his own descrip-
tion, covered the 2005 World Memory Champi-
onships as a journalist for Discover Magazine.
Realizing that the contestants used a specific
technique to memorize huge strings of informa-
tion, he decided to try it himself. For a year he
explored the meaning of memory while practic-
ing and mastering the technique. A year later he
won the U.S.A. Memory Championship. In an
article about his experience he wrote of his
learning process: “I’d learned firsthand that
with focus, motivation, and above all, time, the
mind can be trained to do extraordinary things”
(Foer 2011, 76).

We learn when we want to learn, when something
interests us and seems relevant to our lives and wellbeing,
when we think our lives or the lives of those impor-
tant to us will improve through the learning, when we
are intrinsically motivated to make the effort. Contrary
to what some educators think, learning is not an ac-

tivity that happens only in school and it cannot be
forced on students through rewards, raising one’s
voice, or punishment. We learn all the time, often, in
spite of school experiences.2

A Theoretical Compendium

Our education system was conceived around the
needs and interests of the new middle class and the
industrial society it was helping create in the 19th cen-
tury. Schools developed to deal with mass education
using ideas that would ultimately be aggregated un-
der the umbrella of behaviorism, subsuming such
concepts as the melting pot where differences are
erased and homogenized to produce “mental same-
ness” within a vision of standardization (i.e., stan-
dardized tests, language), centralization (i.e., the
teacher/curriculum as ultimate knowledge author-
ity), concentration (i.e., work was concentrated at the
office or factory, education in schools), and synchro-
nization (“time is money”) which produced a preoc-
cupation with linear time and precise measurements
(Glass 2005). To free up adults for work while prepar-
ing the future factory-centered workforce, children
were put in schools and taught reading, writing, and
arithmetic, with a covert curriculum of teaching
punctuality, obedience, and rote, repetitive work. To-
day, although public education strongly emphasizes
channeling “able” students into higher education, its
factory-based vision and practice still prevails.3

This pedagogy seems to be a fair and unbiased
practice due to its “color blindness” and its regard of
learning as universal and linear: an “average” child
given access to education should be able to learn, au-
tonomous of her own and the learning environment
(Street 1995, “autonomous” model of learning).
Teachers instruct by depositing knowledge in the
minds of mostly passive students (Freire 1993,
“banking model” of education) in a lecture-drill-re-
view format. Learning occurs through positive and
negative reinforcement of repetitive behaviors. This
approach usually does not work, however, for learn-
ers whose grades place them farther from the me-
dian of the normal curve.

An Illustration

Sara was in 2nd grade and couldn’t remember
the two’s multiplication table. An aide pushed in
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to help her and suggested the teacher tape a
times table to Sara’s desk because calculators are
available and Sara could lessen her anxiety and
free up her mind to other learning. The teacher
responded that it wouldn’t be fair to the rest of
the kids. “Why not put one on every desk?”
asked the aide. “It’s cheating” was the perfunc-
tory reply. So Sara stayed in special education,
slipping farther behind as she worked with par-
ents and tutors on memorizing the multiplica-
tion table and building a deep anxiety associated
with school, tests and, especially math.

At the intersection of the industrial and know-
ledge economies we find the advent of cognitivism,
propitiously adding the minds of the learners and
their social contexts to the teaching/learning equa-
tion, focusing on the content of learning. While the
individual brain is likened to a computer processing
incoming information, the human mind, conscious-
ness thoughts, meaning making, language use, and
educational pedagogies are understood to be ideo-
logical constructs situated in specific cultural and so-
cial contexts (Vygotsky 1986). According to the con-
cept of distributed cognition, knowledge construc-
tion is achieved through negotiation among and be-
tween the learners and their environments, texts and
artifacts, teachers, peers and classroom settings/con-
texts (Gomez et al. 2010). Teachers orchestrate the in-
structional setting and the multiple interactions
within it to elicit learning outcomes from the
students — outcomes that are mostly preconceived
(a “right” answer) and subjected to measurement by
standardized instruments.

The New Literacies approach holds that literacies
are multiple, contextual, inextricably connected to
learners’ circumstances, environment, sociocultural
experiences, ways of knowing, and embedded in so-
cial power hierarchies. Learners are affirmed in pur-
suing specific content/information, or not, accord-
ing to the fit and interaction between their personal
literacy constructs and interests to those of the learn-
ing environment (Barton & Hamilton 1998; Ogbu
1992; Street 1984, 1995; Vygotsky 1986).

An Illustration

The 7th grade teacher was teaching about the re-
pressive and inhuman conditions in Polish ghet-

tos in 1938. Interrupting her, Tanisha called out,
“Are you telling me that these people lived in
ghettos like us?” The teacher had to rethink her
script and augment it to include Tanisha’s expe-
rience, explaining that there are different ghettos
in different places and times in history, connot-
ing similar or diverse experiences. The lesson
continued with the teacher asking the students
to compare/ contrast the Polish and current ur-
ban ghettos in small group “think-tanks.”

Constructivist theories, firmly rooted in the
knowledge economy, endorse learning as an organic
(not mechanistic or linear), contextualized process of
evolving construction and reconstruction of knowl-
edge in relation to the interaction between embodied
individual experiences and socioculturally embed-
ded dynamics. Learning is an ongoing individual
process that we all engage in throughout our lives in
order to understand the world and help ourselves fit
into our specific environment (Clancey 2008; Hey-
lighen 2010).

Educational constructivists accept cognitivists’
understanding of the structures and functions of the
mind, but shift the focus to the process of learning
rather than the content by looking at: 1) the
contextualized, situated, individual learner/mind
and the diversity of motivation, attitude, contexts
and conditions of learning,4 and 2) the specific brain
functions through which information is transformed
into knowledge and the manipulation of this knowl-
edge for the manifold human needs (Harlow 2006).

Constructivist pedagogy embraces four key prin-
ciples: 1) Learning is a dynamic process of creating
changes in consciousness and behavior as learners
actively construct and reconstruct their knowledge
through interactions with and participation in their
environment. 2) Learners are co-producers and ac-
tive participants in planning, monitoring, and evalu-
ating their learning, and are responsible for self-mo-
tivation to learn. 3) Learning is based on processes of
distributed cognition in the interaction between two
or more people and/or the tools/artifacts available
to them. It is socially (i.e., schools, sports teams) and
culturally (i.e., literature or music) constructed in
collaborative experiences of thinking and action
where participants have a common goal and share
responsibilities of reaching understanding. 4)

5 ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice



Learning is situated and contextualized: the content
as well as the physical conditions and mental envi-
ronment of learning powerfully impact the individ-
ual’s learning process. What one already knows af-
fects and channels what is expected to be learned,
what will be learned, stored in memory and re-
trieved (Dolmans et al. 2005; Ormrod 2008). Going
back to Sara and the multiplication table, constructi-
vists would realize the need to use Sara’s strengths to
access her learning abilities while allowing her to
achieve small successes on the way.

Learning dynamics are complex and messy as
learners are challenged to think critically about the
world, struggle, take thinking risks, experiment, in-
vestigate, discover, and construct knowledge. The
knowledge base of disciplines cedes priority to “the
meta-skills that underlie knowledge acquisition and
application across disciplines: immersion, curiosity,
resilience, critical thinking, the embrace of complex-
ity, the persistent quest for converging evidence”
(Shpancer 2004, 27). Learning methods that are an-
chored in authentic situations to the point of “cogni-
tive apprenticeship” are a way of enculturating
learners in literacy practices through social interac-
tion (Mattar 2010). Teachers mindfully lead and scaf-
fold students’ learning as coaches, enablers, and sup-
porters in a polyvocal process that involves all as
both teachers and learners, because “[g]ood teachers
do not instruct pupils what to remember; instead
they help the pupils to construct their own under-
standing of a concept” (Heylighen 2010, 41).

An Illustration

The 4th graders were preparing for Columbus
Day. First introduced was the traditional narra-
tive focused mainly on the first voyage: Follow
the Dream: The story of Christopher Columbus by
Sis. The children learned the story from Colum-
bus’s perspective and developed empathy to-
ward him and his enterprise. Next, Encounter by
Yolen and Shannon was introduced, recounting
the same story from the perspective of a Taino
boy, native of Hispaniola where Columbus and
his people maimed, killed, infected, extorted,
and enslaved the population.
Adam was surprised to hear such a different
story about the same events and wondered

aloud whether this was the same Columbus.
Teacher and students began questioning the
texts, negotiating the seeming gaps between the
two stories in an attempt to understand what
actually happened. Teacher and students to-
gether and individually reconstructed new un-
derstandings of Columbus’s voyages.

The amount of knowledge available in the world
has doubled in the past ten years and keeps doubling
every 18 months in the present. While previous theo-
ries focus on knowledge as an objective or a state that
is attainable by a learner, connectivism focuses on the
networks in which human knowledge is stored and
the processes of accessing this knowledge by an in-
terested individual or organization. Learning can no
longer be based on one’s experiences alone and
needs to connect to experiences of many others, cre-
ating a network of up-to-date knowledge which re-
sides in human and non-human networks (i.e., a
community, a database). Knowing where to find
needed information and gaining access to it, is con-
sidered more important than the knowledge one al-
ready possesses (Siemens 2005).

So, rather than schools being about memorization
of content (7x9=?), in present global and local circum-
stances the focus must be on literacy of information
navigation, “…the ability to be your own reference li-
brarian — to know how to navigate through confus-
ing complex information spaces and feel comfortable
doing so” (Brown 2002, 5). The teachers’ role, in addi-
tion to being enablers, role models, and coaches, is to
offer a narrative of coherence for the deluge of infor-
mation about the topic being taught/learned.

Putting these ideas together allows us to envision
a different approach to schooling: a learning-cen-
tered pedagogy approach that provides all teachers
and learners the potential for self-empowerment
through success within the current system.

A Learning-Centered Pedagogy

To better function in the current and developing
work and living environments, we need less general-
ized content and more specialized knowledge, cre-
ativity and innovation, flexibility and adaptability to
changing circumstances. Educational objectives
need be fine-tuned to increase these skills, cultural
understanding and respect, communication, collab-
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oration, problem solving and ethics, and to work for
purposes beyond self-interest to improve the lot of
all (Gardner 2008; Kress 2010; Robinson 2011). Gen-
eral education should focus on

cultivating children’s building of repertoires of
cognitive and behavioral strategies and options,
helping them to recognize the complexity of sit-
uations and to respond in increasingly flexible,
sophisticated, and creative ways (Immordino-
Yang & Damasio 2007, 7).

A learning-centered pedagogy culled from exist-
ing educational theories and framed within the pre-
vailing system can facilitate reaching these goals.5

Two basic concepts underlie a learning-centered
pedagogy: Learning is both universal and personal.

Learning is universal. All people can learn, want to
learn and learn continuously. We learn mindfully, as
we construct and reconstruct our mental models
with new knowledge relevant to our lives, through
active, interactional experiences of experimentation,
investigation, and discovery. Our learning is optimal
when immersed in authentic situations and where
learners engage and take responsibility for co-pro-
ducing their own learning. Learning happens all the
time in all of our life situations, yet classrooms need
special attention to be become loci for actively pro-
ducing learning since they are traditionally arenas
for delivering instruction.

Learning is specific to each learner in context. A learn-
ing-centered pedagogy foregrounds the situated na-
ture of cognition embodied in our physical/biological
abilities and capacities, as well as in the external cul-
tural and social environments within which our
minds are embedded. Literacies are multiple and
their value varies according to every learner at a spe-
cific time and place (fixing cars, painting, cooking,
molecular biology, writing legal documents, teach-
ing pre-K, raising kids, reading the classics, etc.). We
can be intrinsically motivated to learn when our lives
and interests are included and when teaching ema-
nates from understandings regarding how/when/
why people learn best, supplying the necessary
skills/tools for learners’ to realize their own learning
potential. Teachers must leave the limelight to meta-
phorically become a hub and network administrator
initiating, facilitating, supporting, and bridging di-

verse students’ learning as they develop appropriate
mindful capacities. Student learning is assessed indi-
vidually through “tangible outcomes, changes in
students’ skills, values, understanding, propensities
or sensibilities,” rather than through tests and com-
parisons (Shulman 2001, 4).6

The Magic Toolbox

What does a learning-centered pedagogy look like
in practice? Mie Araki (2003) provides a glance at such
a process in The Magic Toolbox, a young children’s book
that reaches deep into the heart of the issue. The story
tells of Lulu the rhinoceros who repeatedly succeeds in
building with blocks while Fred the rabbit always fails,
until he loses his motivation and leaves the classroom.
Outside he finds a “magic” toolbox that provides him
with direction and (very regular) tools as well as physi-
cal and emotional support as Fred plans, draws, saws,
hammers, and builds a wonderful “real” house. When
Lulu sees the house, she is astonished and asks Fred
how he managed such a feat. Araki’s answer: “Noth-
ing to it when you have the right tools.” The last page
of the book shows Lulu and Fred dreaming of building
a huge castle together.

The Magic Toolbox abounds with insights about
learners, learning, and effective teaching. First and
foremost is the understanding that everyone can
learn, and that even if the traditional curriculum (e.g.,
building with blocks, which are available, considered
age-appropriate and the right stepping stone on the
way towards higher level learning) confounds some,
they can and will learn in other contexts and in other
ways, highlighting the understanding that much
learning happens outside the classroom and the sanc-
tioned curriculum. Second is the realization that the
teacher’s job is twofold: to enable the learning process
and to support the learners’ efforts. In the story, the
toolbox enabled Fred’s success by teaching him that
he must plan and draw his house before he could be-
gin building it, or when he was building the chimney,
for example, the toolbox supplied the bricks. When, at
times, the work seemed too difficult or painful for
Fred who banged his finger, became tired, dropped a
nail while standing on top of the ladder, the toolbox
provided a cherry lollipop, band aids, encourage-
ment, and a positive, lively attitude. (It juggled the
paint cans as Fred was painting the house.)

7 ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice



During the whole process the toolbox/teacher is
always there, but a bit to the side (in one scene it is
“napping” on the swing while Fred works, smiling)
and it never “tells” or corrects, only gently directs
Fred’s process. When Lulu marches in to give the fi-
nal judgment about the project, Fred is seen standing
tall and proud by the door of the house and the tool-
box/teacher is on his side deferring to him. This em-
phasizes the concept of teacher as coach and supplier
of tools to the learners’ learning processes and it in-
spires us to realize that it is the learners’ success that
is the teacher’s ultimate goal and reward.

Understanding the processes of learning in the
brain and mind can help us make informed pedagog-
ical decisions as foundations for lessons in which stu-
dents are empowered to learn and teachers are em-
powered by their students’ success.

Learning Processes in the Brain and in the Mind

Survival Mode or Learning Mode

The primary role of the brain is safeguarding one’s
survival by constantly scanning the environment for
signs of physical, cognitive, and emotional danger
and responding/correcting for problems (Wolfe
2001; Zull 2002). Input from our senses goes directly
to the amygdala, the emotion processing center in
the brain, and is evaluated for threats to our
wellbeing. If threats are detected, the amygdala liter-
ally hijacks the prefrontal cortex, which governs our
decision-making capabilities, and our “fight-or-
flight” system kicks in. The brain goes into “survival
mode” in which it is reactive, concentrating on re-
moving the physical and/or emotional danger while
becoming unavailable for learning, innovation, flexi-
bility, or for processing any incoming information
that is not directly relevant to the present crisis.

An Illustration

Danny wandered around the office aimlessly,
alternating seats between the principal’s room
and the secretary’s desk, receiving an occa-
sional pat and caring words from whoever
walked by. When asked why Danny wasn’t in
class, the principal answered: “He is unavail-
able for learning today. He is very agitated, very
anxious. Things are going on in his life that are
difficult for him to handle, so we let him be

where he feels comfortable. He can’t learn in
this condition anyway.”
Danny wasn’t speaking to anyone except for re-
peating in a low voice: “Tomorrow we are go-
ing.” At one point, the principal reacted to this
“chant”: “You’re moving to the new apartment
tomorrow, I know,” she said on her way out.
“We’re going on a plane” he replied quietly, but
she was out of earshot.
The next day Danny was gone. He was smug-
gled out of the country by a relative fighting the
state for custody over him and his two brothers.
It later turned out that Danny knew that they
were being kidnapped but was threatened with
death if he told anyone who could foil the trip.
No wonder Danny was unavailable for learning
at that time (Ben-Yosef 2003b, 105-106).

When people feel safe, when they realize that there
are no threatening situations close by, no immediate
major fears or stress, the brain changes into “learning
mode” where it is freed up, open, and available for at-
tending to learning. In this safe space the learner’s
brain is ready to lay down new networks and create
new neuronal connections for constructing new
knowledge. Importantly, the two modes of the brain,
survival and learning, are mutually exclusive so that
we can only be in one or the other at a time, hence the
primary objective of a learning-centered pedagogy is
the creation of safe classrooms where students’ brains
can be in learning mode.

In the Classroom

The most important implications for teaching/
learning is that students in survival mode due
to anxiety, fear, worries, depression, hunger,
lack of sleep, etc., are physically unable to learn
and nothing extrinsic can force them to. (There
might be rote compliance and/or memoriza-
tion, but not true learning). Teachers would be
most effective in such situations by allowing
these children to stay outside of the teaching/
learning circle for a while, as they attempt to
help with the issues the child is dealing with.
The tool to be used is patience based on the un-
derstanding that for learning, which is our goal,
time is not of the essence, the learner is.
The fundamental concept underlying a safe
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classroom is an ability approach to all learners,
the non-judgmental, honest belief in every stu-
dent’s desire and ability to learn and
succeed — at some times and some things
better than others — according to personal
goals and circumstances. Safe classrooms value
diversity and polyvocality, are experiential, fo-
cused on learning and learners, are respectful of
students’ needs, interests and passions, with
teachers leading as coaches and enablers of ev-
eryone’s learning.
Cultivating a sense of belonging to the class-
room community also engenders feelings of
safety, because inclusion gives us a feeling of
being worthy, protected, and powerful; we care
for other members rather than judge them, take
responsibility rather than try to disappear from
sight, and are motivated to participate because
we have a stake in the game. Think of sports
fans that go to games, root for “their” team, fol-
low the players’ lives and remember all the
stats. They tie the big story (of the specific sport)
to the little story (of their own lives) resulting in
a feeling of inclusion (VanDeWeghe 2011). In
the safe classroom we can create a sense of be-
longing by tying the big picture of dominant
literacies, curricula, and school culture to each
of the students’ little stories: their lives, inter-
ests, and proclivities.

To better understand how to facilitate such inclu-
sive experiences, we need to dig deeper into the
learning/brain connection.

Learning and the Brain7

The human brain is a dynamic organ that always
learns as it encodes information in response to our in-
teraction with the environment. Our brains develop
throughout our lifespan because of their plasticity, the
ability to change over time. Experience-expectant plas-
ticity is a general evolutionary expectancy of experi-
ences of human beings living in the world related to
universal basic needs such as food, shelter, and pro-
creation. We study, train, and search for a job that can
afford us these basic human needs as we go through
the lifecycle (Gruhn & Rausher 2007).

Experience-dependant plasticity is change in the
brain as a result of exposure to specific environmen-

tal stimuli that a specific individual experiences,
such as going to school, working in a coal mine, be-
ing a nurse, skateboarding, etc. (Gruhn & Rausher
2007). As we act and interact within our unique con-
texts, our senses input distinct information into our
brain where it can become knowledge. This leads to
the realization that every person will have very dif-
ferent contextually dependent knowledge, while our
experience-expected knowledge will be quite similar.

Learning transforms the existing networks of neu-
rons in our brains by either creating new connections
between neurons (synapses) when new information
comes in, or by strengthening existing connections
through experience and repetition (called Hebbian
learning). New neuronal connections must always at-
tach to already existing networks. For example, if we
were to address a person in a foreign language she
doesn’t know, the sounds would reach her brain, but
without finding any existing neuronal networks to
connect to, would not “stick” to become knowledge in
her mind. This learning dynamic was described by
Piaget metaphorically as processes of assimilation
and/or accommodation for restoring equilibrium in
the schema when it is disrupted by new information:
A learner who encounters and begins exploring an
object or idea, initially tries to assimilate this new in-
formation into her existing schema and if it matches
existing categories, it is assimilated. If the new infor-
mation does not match current schema, disequilib-
rium ensues. The learner is motivated to re-establish
equilibrium through accommodation, a process of re-
constructing the schema to fit the new information
(cited in Harlow et al. 2006, 45).

An Illustration

A child who is told not to touch the coffee cup
because it is “hot” may listen and learn or may
need to touch the hot item to experience the
feeling. In either case, through participation
and interaction with the environment (more ex-
perienced people, the hot item itself), the child
learns that hot things should not be touched
and will from then on, hopefully, change her
understanding of hot things and the behavior
towards them. If the child already has a cate-
gory of “don’t touch/pain” in her mind, it will
be easy to assimilate the new directive of “the
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coffee cup is hot so don’t touch it” into a prior
knowledge category. When the information
coming in is different from the existing schema
and there is not a clear category into which to fit
it, a new category is created to accommodate the
new concept. If “hot” is a new concept for the
young child, she will have to rearrange other
categories in her mind (i.e., “things that I can
touch,” “things that cause pain”) to make space
for the new category of things one should not
touch since they cause pain.

All this said, we must remember that there is di-
versity in mental functioning just as there is in any
other aspect of human life. The idea of neurodiver-
sity prompts us to apply an ability approach to dif-
ferent ways of knowing and learning and see these as
lying on a continuum, so “instead of regarding large
portions of the American public as suffering from
deficit, disease, or dysfunction in their mental pro-
cessing, neurodiversity suggests that we instead
speak about differences in cognitive functioning”
(Armstrong 2010, 1). As any other mindful activity,
our ways of knowing and learning are socially/cul-
turally/historically constructed and just as mental
capacities can adapt to environmental demands,
there is the possibility of adapting the environment
to the specific abilities of differently-functioning
brains of learners. And the more enriching the envi-
ronment, the more complex is the network of
neuronal connections that develop in the brain
which, in turn, has an easier time adapting to the
needs of the surrounding environment (Armstrong
2010; Ben-Yosef 2010, 2011; Bransford, Brown &
Cocking 2000; Massa & Pinhasi-Vittorio 2009,
Pinhasi-Vittorio & Martinsons 2008, 2009, 2011;
Wlodkowski & Ginsburg 1995).

In the Classroom

The dynamics described above provide us with
a vital tool for creating a productive lesson:
teaching that begins from where the students
are, from the history, stories, and experiences
they bring with them to the classroom, from
their existing funds of knowledge, interests and
diverse ways of knowing. Learners who find
connections between activities in the classroom
and the knowledge/concepts/associations/ex-

pectations/interests already in their own
minds, will be more motivated to engage with
this information.

A Working Example

When the curriculum directs us to teach biogra-
phy, rather than choosing a person for the
whole class to study (“Someone I think you will
all find interesting…”), the teacher can allow
every student to choose someone of interest to
them, be it a race car driver, rapper, female bas-
ketball player, or someone who grew up in their
neighborhood and wrote a memoir. The stu-
dents are encouraged to present their work to
the class in a format of their choice (technology,
music, art, etc.) which adds to their motivation
and enriches both the individual and the gen-
eral learning experiences.
The benefits here are at least threefold: 1) Self-
motivation and engagement in learning will be
strong, allowing the teacher a position of facili-
tator (rather than drill sergeant); 2) The presen-
tations and sharing of work lead to wider and
richer learning experiences for the whole class,
and most importantly; 3) Learning has great po-
tential of becoming a positive/successful expe-
rience, possibly even reaching Csikszent-
mihalyi’s (1996) “flow” where the learner is one
with the activity she enjoys doing — which, in
turn, leads to motivation for engaging in more
of the same.

Learning and the Mind

A person never steps in the same river twice,
because the river is different and the

person is different.
Heraclitus

Our minds are flexible structures/networks of ex-
isting knowledge that are construed metaphorically
as webs of belief (Quine 1960), mental models (origi-
nally coined by Craik, 1943/2010) or schema (Piaget
1953) that change and develop by attaching new in-
formation to the knowledge which is already there. In
an individual process of fitting incoming bits of infor-
mation from the world surrounding us to our minds,
we reconstruct and transform our existing schemas
time and again to assimilate, accommodate, or dis-
card information. Ultimately, information in and of it-
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self is meaningless until it is acquired by the mind of
an individual, connects to her existing schema, and
becomes useful knowledge to that specific person.

Mokyr (2003) differentiates between two kinds of
“useful” knowledge a person should aspire to attain:
propositional knowledge that describes and catalogs
natural phenomena and regularities, and prescriptive
knowledge that we call technology, which deals with
the use and manipulation of phenomena for human
needs. Teaching is a technology for use in promoting
student learning, which itself is a technology used
for growing one’s mind and knowledge. Mindful
teaching provides learners access to both kinds of
knowledge that they learn to transfer and use in fu-
ture situations.

Through learning we make sense of the complex
world, parceling, ordering, categorizing, and classi-
fying it into piles and groups, making distinctions
“for the same reasons we carve a turkey or write our
books in chapters — to make the world more man-
ageable” (Shulman 2008, 36). Shulman (2002) orga-
nized learning into a dynamic cyclical process that
proceeds through interaction with the environment
and leads learning from perception to participation
(although the cycle usually begins from engagement,
it can begin from any other point). (See Figure 1)

Learning begins with student engagement, which
in turn leads to knowledge and understanding. Once
someone understands, he or she becomes capable of
performance or action. Critical reflection on one’s
practice or understanding leads to higher-order
thinking in the form of a capacity to exercise judg-
ment in the face of uncertainty and to create designs
in the presence of constraints and unpredictability.
Ultimately, the exercise of judgment makes possible
the development of commitment. In commitment,
we become capable of professing our understand-
ings and our values, our faith and our love, our skep-
ticism and our doubts, internalizing those attributes
and making them integral to our identities. These
commitments, in turn, make new engagements pos-
sible (Shulman 2002, 39).

Cognition/knowing/learning is a continual, natu-
ral process of problem solving (Simon 2001). Couched
in thinking and action, it is partially a concrete and
partially an abstract process. Cognition is embodied
in our physical/biological being through which it in-

teracts with the environment, our senses through
which information enters our system (i.e., touch,
smell), our muscles and motor system through which
the cognitive system acts upon the environment (i.e.,
hands, vocal chords), and a feedback loop connecting
the two (i.e., a child learning to speak must be able to
hear her own voice) (Heylighen 2010).

Language connects abstract reasoning with con-
crete experiences to construct understanding in our
minds. An example is the analogous connection be-
tween the abstract concept of “boundless” to the con-
crete sensation of “sky” when we use the expression:
“the sky is the limit” (Heylighen 2010). In another ex-
ample five-year-old Alex’s grandmother asked him
what “cold” meant and he said it was a snowman. In
fact, the snowman was so cold that if he hugged him,
Alex would get cold and could get sick. A bigger
snowman was even colder and could kill Alex, he
said. Alex’s mental model which included the expe-
rience of playing in the snow, building a snowman
and feeling cold, connected to the grandmother’s
question, with which he engaged through metaphor,
allegory, and story (Fuchs 2009).

In addition, as the great educational pioneer
Comenius figured out in the 17th century, when con-
crete images are presented to the learner together
with abstract words, understanding is enhanced.8 We
too have realized the importance of concrete experi-
ence to instigate, motivate, and elucidate learning:
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making and experimenting with physical ob-
jects (including drawings and notations) facili-
tates the learning of abstract concepts, as well as
the generation of new insights that promote ab-
stract thinking (Clancey 2008, 27).

The concept of dual coding emphasizes the role of
the non-verbal, imagery subsystems (visual, audi-
tory, touch, and motor) for reinforcing the under-
standing of language, showing that non-verbal and
verbal codes in our minds have an additive effect on
understanding and recall. Concretization and imag-
ery enhance memory, so that “concrete memory ex-
ceeds abstract memory performance by a 2:1 ratio on
average” (Pavio 2006, 4).

Our own studies and practice have led us to the arts
as a vehicle for leveraging diversity in our classrooms
to enhance imagination, expression, and understand-
ing (Ben-Yosef 2009a, 2009b; Ben-Yosef & Pinhasi-
Vittorio 2008-9). Children who engaged with varied
arts experiences over time were found to be

more confident and willing to explore and take
risks, exert ownership over and pride in their
work, and show compassion and empathy to-
wards peers, families and communities. (Burton
et al. 2000, 248)

Learning through and in the arts according to
Fiske (1999, ix-xi) allows teachers to reach students
who are not otherwise being reached, especially
those who are disengaged and at greatest risk of
school failure, to engage students in ways that are
better suited to their learning styles and comfort
zones, and to provide multiple new challenges for
successful students who outgrow their established
learning environment.

Structures that exist in spoken languages also pro-
foundly impact the knowledge we acquire and the
ways in which we perceive reality. An example are
cultural concepts of gender characteristics given to
objects in some languages that exert a powerful hold
on speakers’ associations (Deutscher 2010). In Ger-
man a bridge is grammatically feminine and speak-
ers tend to describe bridges as “beautiful, elegant,
fragile, peaceful, slender,” while in Spanish bridges
are linguistically masculine and are described as
“big, dangerous, strong, sturdy, towering” (p. 210). It

is easy to imagine how such linguistic markers can
impact a learner’s understanding and expression.

On the abstract level, Weisberg (2006) outlined sev-
eral characteristics of thought important for under-
stand learning: Our thoughts follow one another in
the order of having been experienced; our thinking
processes are strongly rooted in past experiences and
they change/grow incrementally away from the past
toward the new (the concept of the Zone of Proximal
Development or ZPD); our existing knowledge/con-
cepts/expectations direct our thinking processes,
thus, familiar events will be processed in our minds
much more readily than unfamiliar events, which
brings us back to the idea that new knowledge must
connect to that which is already known.

In the Classroom

Learning is an individual feedback process of
connecting the concrete to the abstract using
knowledge embodied and embedded in the
learner and her environment. Bringing cogni-
tive awareness into our pedagogy means teach-
ing that is based on the way people learn best: 1)
realizing that it is the learners who learn, who
have to go through the cycle/process them-
selves (providing answers is not teaching) and
make meaning of information as it relates to
their existing schemas; 2) utilizing the concept
of the ZPD regarding the incremental growth of
knowledge from what one already knows to
new knowledge; and 3) incorporating non-ver-
bal elements and the arts can profoundly en-
hance imagination and possibilities in teaching
and learning.

A Working Example

Gallas (1991) incorporated arts into her 1st grade
pedagogy as “a methodology for acquiring
knowledge, as subject matter, and as an array of
expressive opportunities. Drawing and paint-
ing, music, movement, dramatic enactment, po-
etry, and storytelling: each domain, separately
and together, became part of [the students’] total
repertoire as learners” (p. 40). This worked espe-
cially well for Juan, a student who had just ar-
rived from Venezuela knowing no English.
Through painting, modeling and constructing,
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Juan expressed his existing knowledge, what he
desired to learn and what he actually learned,
circumventing the obstacle of not knowing the
language yet using it simultaneously. Gallas and
Juan “built a reading and speaking vocabulary
from his pictures, and that vocabulary, together
with his interest in representing science, also be-
came the subject matter of his writing” (p. 41)

Two issues come up at this point: representation
and motivation.

Representation (frames of reference). In his book Fish
is Fish Lionni (1970) tells the story of a fish and a frog
who grew up together as friends in a pond. One day
the frog jumped out of the water and lived on land
for a while until coming back to the pond and telling
his friend the fish about what he saw outside. He de-
scribed birds and cows and people. But the fish, who
had never been out of the pond, could only envision
these things as they related to himself. So the spotted
cow with four legs, horns and an udder, standing in
the meadow chewing grass looked in the fish’s mind
like a fish with added characteristics. (See Figure 2)

A learning process involves enriching and elabo-
rating our existing schema, or mental model, as we
try to understand new information by connecting
and relating it to the representation of knowledge al-
ready in our minds. When we encounter new infor-
mation, we first try to break it down into smaller,
knowable components (Simon 2001) that we can as-
similate/accommodate into our existing categories.
Lionni’s fish broke down the frog’s description of the

cow to its components of horns, spots, etc., and re-
lated it to the knowledge already in his mind regard-
ing “living creatures.” This newly constructed
knowledge, however, is misconceived.

Sometimes our frame of reference may lead us to
misconceptions. This happens when our mental
models are flawed: They may not conform to ac-
cepted models; they may not have an appropriate
level of complexity; or they may not have been in-
corporated correctly into the existing model (Modell,
Michael & Wenderoth 2005). Since there is little like-
lihood that the fish will ever encounter a cow, its
misconception may serve to enrich its imagination
but will not cause it other learning problems. How-
ever, for students in a classroom misconceptions can
interfere with understanding a topic and they pose
serious challenges for the teacher. Within an Instruc-
tional pedagogy, teachers tend to discount a student
who doesn’t get it, relegate her to the group on the
left side of the “normal” curve, and label her as in-
herently deficient. Within a Learning paradigm, the
teacher’s main concern is the student’s learning and
finding ways of recognizing the misconception and
helping her modify her mental model to appropri-
ately understand the issue at hand. It is important to
note here that only the individual can correct or
modify her own mental model, so passively provid-
ing “correct answers” does not solve the problem
(Modell et al., 2005).

An Illustration

An elementary school teacher was teaching frac-
tions by using, what she considered to be a com-
mon reference, “a Thanksgiving holiday favorite:
pumpkin pie.” Well into the lesson, an African
American boy asked: “What is pumpkin pie?”
Most African American families serve sweet
potato pie for holiday dinners, so it is their com-
mon referent. The young student who didn’t
know what pumpkin pie was, most probably
was preoccupied with trying to imagine what
the pie is like rather than focusing on the frac-
tion lesson, leading to this child “not getting it”
and beginning a slide in math (from Bransford,
Brown & Cocking 2000, 72).

It isn’t that some people don’t understand; they
simply understand differently. And while in some
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areas this doesn’t pose a problem, in schools it might.
Again, an example from a children’s book: It’s a Book
by L. Smith (2010) tells of two friends, a donkey and a
monkey, sitting together and reading; the donkey is
working on its laptop and the monkey is reading a
book. There is a culture/language gap between the
two readers with the donkey asking if monkey’s
book needs a password, can it blog? text? scroll
down? where’s the mouse? etc., and the monkey re-
peatedly responding “No, it’s a book,” which the
donkey, of course, doesn’t understand. Although
donkey ends up reading the monkey’s book, the
story of It’s a Book ends without mutual understand-
ing. The thrust of this tale are the misconceptions of
information and the barriers they present to commu-
nicating, understanding, and learning.

As a side note, the illustrator, Molly Leach, drew
the monkey much bigger than the donkey leading to
the inference that we have a generation gap here,
something teachers should be aware of as they assess
their own possible cultural misconceptions.

In the Classroom

In order to facilitate an inclusive discourse for
the various representations our students bring
to class, we need to begin by asking learners to
share their knowledge and thinking processes
while providing them common experiences of
moving from the concrete to the abstract so that
everyone is on the same page. Teachers must be
able to 1) determine whether their students
have misconceptions about the material; 2) en-
courage students to realize the need for chang-
ing their mental representations; and 3) support
the students as they make the necessary
changes to their mental models to promote suc-
cessful learning (Modell et al. 2005, 22).
Dealing with representation and misconcep-
tions is crucial for achieving success in teaching
and learning. No less crucial is engendering an
atmosphere within which the learners are moti-
vated to take up the challenges put before them,
risk making mistakes on the way, and feel
strong and confident enough about their learn-
ing abilities to become what Doherty and
Ketchner (2005) call “intentional learners”: em-
powered to be in control of their education,

owning their learning, and, ultimately, includ-
ing themselves in any learning discourse.

A Working Example

The physics teacher is introducing the concept
of momentum. He knows that in order to grasp
an abstract idea students will be helped by a
concrete experience which will also equalize the
starting point of learning for all students, so he
takes them to the monkey bars. First he asks the
students to hang motionless from one bar and
try moving to the next bar with one hand. When
they find this impossible, the teacher asks them
to suggest solutions. They experiment and real-
ize that they need to swing their body at the
same time as moving their hand toward the
next bar. This swinging push, the teacher ex-
plains, is called momentum.

Motivation is the natural capacity to direct energy
in the pursuit of a goal and it is expressed by engage-
ment with an activity. On the one hand, learning is a
personal process that takes place at a specific time in
a specific brain (no one can learn for us, correct our
misconceptions for us, or force us to learn), so in or-
der for someone to engage in learning, they must be
intrinsically motivated to do so (Massa & Pinhasi-
Vittorio 2009; Park 2006; Pinhasi-Vittorio 2009;
Wlodkowski & Ginsberg 1995; Zull 2002). On the
other hand, motivation to engage in learning is
strongly tied to the learner’s culture and life experi-
ences (Is the student available for learning, or are
there home/peer issues that are distracting her?), to
the learner’s interests and goals (Can schooling get
her where she wants to go?), to the learner’s emo-
tions (Is the material appropriately challenging? Ex-
citing? Is the classroom safe?), and to the learner’s
prior experiences of success. Research on motivation
and reading engagement recognizes the importance
of the social context of learning to increasing intrin-
sic motivation: social relationships, task values,
home–school partnerships, freedom to control one’s
learning, practicing real-world literacy tasks and
providing learning strategies (Rueda et al. 2007).
Above all, learning is energized by success or the
feeling of potential for achieving success.

Meltzoff et al. (2009) focus on the social nature of
informal learning venues which offer forms of
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mentoring, apprenticeship, and participation that
maximize motivation and engagement tied to the
learner’s developing sense of identity. When Sagor
(2002) wonders at the motivation of teenaged skate-
boarders who, with a success-to-failure ratio of 1/100
when learning new tricks, continue to struggle and
persevere at perfecting their art, he finds that motiva-
tion to learn emanates from attempts to satisfy five ba-
sic human needs: feeling competent, belonging, use-
fulness, feeling potent, and feeling optimistic. Smith
and Wilhelm (2006) added the need for immediate
feedback and the relevance of the material learned to
the learner’s life. Thus, learners will be motivated to
learn and be willing to persevere despite hardships
and setbacks if they feel that they can achieve success
and that the outcomes of the learning will be relevant
and useful to their lives and identities.

Motivation is associated with control. Our brains
work hard to stay in control of our body while feelings
of loss of control lead to anxiety and fear, sending the
brain into survival mode. Students who have no con-
trol over their learning in terms of content, style, time,
or pace will most likely lose motivation because their
own lives and interests are removed from the equa-
tion. But, if a “space of freedom opens before the per-
son moved to choose in the light of possibility, she or
he feels what it means to be an initiator and an agent,
existing among others but with the power to choose
for herself or himself” (Greene 1995, 22). The feeling
of control over their own learning empowers learn-
ers to challenge themselves in ways that outsiders
might not be able to, motivating them to keep trying.

Success, however, is the prime motivator. When
we succeed at something we are energized to repeat
the experience and to challenge ourselves even fur-
ther. This ties in to the fact that learning is steeped in
emotion since it is the emotion chemicals (adrena-
lin, serotonin, and dopamine) that modify the syn-
apses in our brains (Zull 2002). When we are emo-
tionally engaged we are motivated and vice versa.

An Illustration
(From the reading journal of an

ESL college undergraduate)

It was the first time in my life I read a book
that was written in English. I was always
afraid that will be too many words I would not

know…. Read an English book always seems
an invisible wall for me I never even try to
break through… But I tried. I did not give up
first this time. Then I realized this was not as
hard as I thought it was. I was able to get
meaning out of the book just like I was reading
a Chinese book. This is giving me so much
confidence in reading. It makes me believe
that reading English is something I can do.

Efficient learners integrate their emotional reac-
tions with their cognitive processing, constructing
relevant intuitions that guide their future learning
as it relates to basic survival instincts (Immordino-
Yang & Faeth 2007). A student who makes a mistake
and gets a big red X on her paper will in the future
tend to disassociate herself from such “dangerous”
activities both physically and mentally (stomach
ache on the day of the test…). A student who re-
ceives a good grade will in the future look forward
to more such challenges, improving her “survival”
possibilities. Likewise, the more emotion-laden the
stimulus, the more attention it gets from our brain,
so we can say that emotion drives attention (Wolfe
2001). Attention, when it is shared with others, facili-
tates learning, so in classrooms where there are
multifocal attention trajectories — teacher to stu-
dents, students to teacher, and students to each
other — engagement ensues (Meltzoff et al. 2009).

In the Classroom

A safe classroom where mistakes, misconcep-
tions, and misunderstandings are part of the
learning journey, can be seen in the documen-
tary film Teacher Irena (2010). The teacher asks a
3rd grader how much 70+10 is. His answer: 79.
She responds (something like this): Yes, you
thought I asked about 70+9 and your answer is
correct, but let us see if you can figure out
70+10….
A teacher who thinks that a failing grade, point-
ing out mistakes in front of the whole class (as
happens often while students read aloud), or
marking papers with powerful Xs, are all
motivators “to try harder next time,” must be-
come aware of the role of emotions in opening
or shutting down learning. Immordino-Yang &
Faeth (2010) suggest three strategies for teach-
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ers to cultivate and support the development of
strong learning: 1) Control: fostering emotional
connections to the material by allowing choices
in learning and expressing knowledge (a play, a
poem) and involving students in curricular de-
cisions. When they are involved in designing
the lesson, students are more emotionally in-
vested in and attached to the learning out-
comes. 2) Belonging: showing students respect
by relating the material to their lives and inter-
ests and hooking into their passions, allowing
them to identify with the material. 3) Success:
designing open-ended activities that allow
space for student creativity, risk taking, making
mistakes and learning from them; safe spaces
where emotional reactions tend to thrive and
drive engagement, and engender intrinsic moti-
vation to learn with pleasure and perseverance.

A Working Example

In a 12th grade history class the teacher had a
unit planned according to the curriculum, but
the students asked to learn about the approach-
ing Veterans’ Day. Realizing that there is no mo-
tivator as powerful as interest, this teacher
scrapped his planned unit and substituted it
with the topic the students requested. Students
were asked to bring in personal stories con-
nected to Veterans’ Day from family members
or acquaintances who were involved in current
or past wars. The teacher then hooked into their
ways of learning through media, putting to-
gether the lessons with film clips and YouTube
selections, poetry, and a short story.
To showcase students’ learning through learn-
ing outcomes the teacher encouraged them to
respond in any way they felt comfortable, pro-
viding several options they could consider (or
add to), such as writing up and presenting an
interview with a veteran (could be recorded),
presenting a photo gallery, conducting a poetry
read-aloud or poetry slam. The teacher also pro-
vided phone numbers and addresses of veter-
ans’ organizations in the area for students to
visit or contact in order to thank the veterans for
their service, which turned out to be an exciting
and emotional activity for the students.

Assessing the Efficacy of a
Learning-Centered Classroom

In a learning-centered classroom we want to con-
stantly assess our own work and that of our students
in order to inform teaching, learning, and curriculum
in real time. This assessment process should be func-
tional and continuous, regardless of outside tests that
are required. If necessary, criterion-referenced tests
work better because they are sensitive to content
learned, but if tests can be avoided, there are better al-
ternatives: ongoing dialogue with the learners, assess-
ing tasks within real world contexts, dynamic assess-
ments (interviews with students), creating short/long
term personal learning goals, assessing learning out-
comes (i.e., poems, paintings, music or plays written
or performed, presentations, etc.), portfolios, and the
ability of students to transfer knowledge from one sit-
uation to another. All of these provide important indi-
cators of learning that teachers can use to evaluate
and fine-tune instruction.

Students will learn how to monitor their own learn-
ing through instruction about the learning process
and by learning how to evaluate their own strategies
and levels of understanding (Bransford, Brown &
Cocking 2000). Teachers can assess their own teaching
and curriculum through feedback from the students
and by reflecting on their own work. Real time reflec-
tions can include a 2- to 3- minute writing exer-
cise — for students and teacher alike — at the end of
every class, listing things they learned during the les-
son and thoughts/questions they may have. This ac-
tivity is invaluable for its efficacy in pulling thoughts
together while they are still fresh in the mind and for
targeting misconceptions. For example, in one of our
graduate classes in the school of education, students
are asked to write a short reflection “What I learned in
school today” during the last three minutes of each
class. At the end of the semester they write a final (un-
graded) paper titled “A journey of my mind” outlin-
ing the cognitive journey throughout the semester.
This paper serves the students as a reflection on their
own learning process as well as important feedback
for the professor in learning what works and what
needs to be changed. Similarly, a portfolio final gives
graduate students the possibility of selecting papers,
original writing/poetry and ideas from other classes
and reflecting upon them. This requires students to
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think beyond the current classes and integrate infor-
mation and transfer knowledge.

Conclusion

There isn’t a human being who can’t succeed. If he can’t
succeed at one thing, he can at something else. If we

believe that every person has the right to succeed,
we will search every route to get there.

(Amira Yahalom, Principal, Tel Aviv School
[Ben-Yosef 2003b, 270])

Realizing that everyone is able and willing to
learn — be it the child from a foreign country or cul-
ture, a kid who refuses to look us in the eye, the class
clown, the dropped-out, or those whose parents
never come to the parent-teacher meetings — opens
possibilities for providing meaningful educational
experiences for our students. By constructing lessons
on the conceptual foundations of a learning-centered
pedagogy derived from the belief that all of us are
worthy, competent human beings, lessons emanat-
ing from knowledge about how we learn best and
predicated on active participation in learning, teach-
ers can create safe learning environments where all
students can achieve and succeed.

The most fundamental of our understandings is
that learning is optimized in an emotionally, men-
tally and physically safe space, where everyone be-
longs, has a voice, and is accepted as they are. This is
a space of dialogue and respect for outside knowl-
edge, where there is a fine balance of challenge for
the learners. It is a place where actions such as speak-
ing and movement are an integral part of learning,
and risk taking in thinking (making mistakes, uncov-
ering misconceptions, and airing misunderstand-
ings) is acknowledged as leading to understanding
and growing one’s mind. It is a space where teachers
make every effort to know who their students are,
their ways of knowing, and representation. It is a
space where a partnership for learning is cultivated
as teachers support and scaffold student learning
through achievable steps, bridging between student
knowledge and the curriculum.

Achieving success is the reward of teachers and
students alike. It is a unifying framework within
which feelings of safety are enhanced and motiva-
tion is engendered because when we succeed at
something it makes us happy and floods us with re-
ward chemicals and puts us in a mindset favorable to

continue trying for bigger and better goals — maybe
for building the castle together, as Fred and Lulu
imagined in The Magic Toolbox. Helping a learner
find and realize success, even in small or partial in-
stances, enhances intrinsic motivation. Compare the
different reaction of a student to a teacher saying
“The first half of your work is excellent, now we need
to fix and revise the second half” with “You received
a grade of 50%.”

When children were first put in schools, it was for
the purpose of teaching skills and information they
would find necessary to manage their lives as adults.
Today, in large measure, teaching has become both
the means and the ends of schooling, leaving many
students to find their own way as best they can once
they leave school. Obviously those whose parents
can afford better education, higher SAT scores, and
worldwide experiences for their children, have the
winning tickets. However, shifting to a learning-cen-
tered pedagogy, where learners and their learning
are both focus and agent, opens possibilities of en-
gendering learning for every student, regardless of
the resources at hand or the student’s perceived aca-
demic abilities, ensuring that all students have a
sense of belonging to the social fabric.
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Notes

1. Dr. Ratey (2008), a psychiatrist at Harvard Medical School,
equates exercise to Miracle-Gro for the brain. He describes an inten-
sive exercise program in Naperville, Illinois, School District 3, which
brought about significant changes in academic achievement for the
entire district, such as a 17% improvement in reading and comprehen-
sion at the end of the semester for students in the intensive exercise
program, compared with a 10.7% improvement in the control group.

2. The Life Center Lifelong and Lifewide diagram shows that about
95% of our learning is carried out in other than formal institutions, See
http://life-slc.org/about/citationdetails.html

3. For a fascinating audio-visual presentation of these isues by Sir
Ken Robinson, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U

4. For example, Reading don’t fix no Chevys is the title of Smith and
Willhelm’s 2006 book on adolescent literacies.

5. Attard et al. 2010; Barr & Tagg 1995; Ben-Yosef 2006, 2008; Heath
2001; Lave 1985; Mattar 2010; Rust 2002; Siemens 2008.

6. Although all regular, required testing is still administered,
teachers and students can cull information regarding individual
learning outcomes for personal development.

7. Recognizing all the while, however, that our knowledge of brain/
mind functioning at this point is rarely definitive or prescriptive.

8. Comenius published the first children’s textbook to teach Latin
in 1658 combining printed language and pictures.
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The Social Context of Bullying
Mimi Yahn

For the past decade or more, bullying has become
a major topic of discussion, research, and even
legislation across America. Social scientists who

research the subject agree that bullying is a subset of
aggression (e.g., Cowie & Jennifer 2008, 28-29;
Espelage, Bosworth, & Simon 2000, 326; Espelage &
Swearer 2003, 368; Farrington & Ttofi 2009, 2; Ham-
burger, Basile, & Vivolo 2011; Olweus 1995, 197; U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services 2004, Mod-
ule 2, 2; U.S. Department of Health & Human Ser-
vices 2009). However, there is little else in the current
research that offers a coherent, comprehensive, and
uniform understanding of the underlying dynamics,
the causes, and the societal influences of this unique
form of aggression. In fact, there is not even a univer-
sally accepted set of definitions or criteria for what
constitutes bullying.

The reason I began exploring this topic is because I
am currently conducting a study tracking levels of
bullying on primetime network television. In order
to measure bullying, I first needed to find a clear and
broadly accepted definition of what constitutes bul-
lying. Instead, I found no clear consensus in what is
still a developing field of study. Worse though, I
found the approach to studying this social phenome-
non was, for the most part, piecemeal and compart-
mentalized. Rather than studying bullying as a social
phenomenon, most mainstream researchers appear
to approach it as a finite, specific set of behaviors (for
example, hitting, name-calling, and spreading ru-
mors) with limited (if any) references to societal, cul-
tural, or popular influences. Rather than developing
a holistic understanding of this phenomenon as a dy-
namic continuum of aggression behaviors that inter-
act with social influences, what has developed is a
methodology that favors rigid, static definitions
which are primarily dependent on each researcher’s
own conceptualization of what constitutes bullying
and what can most easily be measured.

MIMI YAHN is a social scientist, writer, and
long-time social activist whose research
includes tracking levels of hate speech,
bias language, and gender changes in the
media that reflect wider societal changes
in the United States. She lives in Putney,
Vermont, and can be reached at
mimi.yahn@goddard.edu.

Bullying is an interconnected
continuum of behaviors linked
to societal attitudes and
expectations about aggression.



I should point out that there are certainly research-
ers and practitioners who do, in fact, approach bully-
ing with a more holistic conceptualization of bully-
ing placed squarely in the context of social attitudes
and influences. However, the purpose of this article
is to address the “mainstream”; that is, those re-
searchers whose work dominates the field. Because
these are the researchers who are cited by such influ-
ential bodies as the U.S. Department of Health & Hu-
man Services and the Department of Education, they
predominantly frame how schools, parents, practi-
tioners, other researchers, lawmakers, and govern-
mental agencies understand, address, and measure
bullying. As for the minority of researchers and prac-
titioners who are forging ahead with a broader, more
meaningful understanding of bullying, my hope is
that this article will help open the dialogue and space
for these innovators to become more prominent and
continue to make a difference.

Defining Bullying

Dorothy Espelage and Susan Swearer (2003, 367)
pointed out that “the exact prevalence of bullying is
difficult to generate as definitions and measures
used across studies vary tremendously.” Beyond
measuring and studying bullying, they noted that
“perhaps, the most challenging aspect of bullying
prevention programming is reaching a consensus on
a definition of bullying” (p. 368). Helen Cowie and
Dawn Jennifer (2008, 1) wrote that “while there has
been a growing worldwide interest in school bully-
ing among practitioners, researchers, and parents
and carers over the past 25 years, there is currently
no consensus regarding its definition.”

To further complicate matters, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health & Human Services (DHHS), through
its Center for Substance Abuse Prevention and
StopBullying.gov websites, offers oversimplified
definitions in its online training and educational ma-
terials:1

Bullying is generally defined as repeated physi-
cal, verbal, sexual, or psychological attacks or
intimidation by one individual who is per-
ceived as being physically or psychologically
stronger than another. In a general sense, a stu-
dent is being bullied or victimized when he or
she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to

negative actions on the part of one or more
other students. (DHHS 2004, Module 1, 2)

DHHS refers to a 2003 article by Dan Olweus,
whose seminal research on bullying began in the
1970s, as the source for their definition. In the article
cited, however, Olweus (2003, 12) describes the expo-
sure to “negative actions” over a period of time as be-
ing “one definition.” Since then, that fine point has
been lost to most and the criterion that bullying con-
sists of repeated actions carried out over a period of
time, rather than one of the definitions, is now accepted
by nearly everyone as a rigid determinant as to
whether a behavior can be considered bullying. But

what about bullying behaviors that only happen
once? And how long a period of time is necessary be-
fore the behavior is considered bullying? Suppose a
group of boys stuffs another boy into his locker, but it
only happens once because the victim does not return
to the school, does that mean the original act of ag-
gression wasn’t bullying? What about the person who
posts a compromising and damaging video on the in-
ternet in order to shame and taunt her schoolmate. If
the posting only happened once, does this mean the
act was not cyberbullying? Olweus (2003, 19) himself
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Definitions of and Criteria for Bullying:
A New Conceptualization

Definitions

Bullying is a form of aggression manifested
through a range of behaviors that include,
but are not limited to, physical, non-physi-
cal, sexual, verbal, visual, and relational
antisocial actions.
Bullying consists of the motivation (underly-
ing reason or catalyst) of the perpetrator to
overpower, control, subjugate, force into
submission or otherwise dominate the
victim coupled with the intent (purposeful
action) to harm, intimidate, humiliate,
terrorize or otherwise hurt the victim.

Criteria

Both the motivation for dominance and the
intent to hurt must be present to constitute
bullying.
Bullying need not involve repeated actions;
however, harassment, which is a form of
bullying, does involve repeated actions or
behaviors.
Whether or not a victim is able to fight back
does not determine whether a behavior or
action is considered bullying.
Bullying need not involve an imbalance of
(explicit) power between the victim and the
perpetrator.
Bullying behaviors can be either provoked
or unprovoked.



includes “attempts to inflict injury or discomfort” as a
definition of bullying; an attempt to bully that is im-
mediately prevented from continuing does not, ac-
cording to this definition, change the fact that the at-
tempted act was bullying. This obviously contradicts
the stipulation that bullying must be repeated.

Olweus also maintained that bullying “entails an
imbalance in strength (or an asymmetrical power rela-
tionship), meaning that students exposed to negative
actions have difficulty defending themselves”
(Olweus 2003, 19). This imbalance of power criterion
is widely accepted by nearly everyone and holds that
the perpetrator has more power than the victim, as
described in the DHHS definition of bullying above.
Researchers David Farrington and Maria Ttofi (2009,
8) go even further by stipulating that “it is not bully-
ing when two persons of the same strength (physical,
psychological, or verbal) victimize each other.
Bullying primarily involves imbalance of power and
repeated acts.”

This narrow criterion does not address the com-
plexities of the phenomenon. Like repeated actions
over a period of time, the imbalance of power crite-
rion ignores real-life experience. Not all bullying is
perpetrated by dominant aggressors and not all vic-
tims are subordinate. In fact, it’s becoming increas-
ingly apparent to bullying researchers that there is a
dynamic “diversity of experiences along the bully/
victim continuum” (Espelage & Swearer 2003, 371)
because bullies can also be victims and vice versa.

By focusing on rigid, compartmentalized criteria
rather than underlying dynamics, we are in danger of
losing sight of the bullying “forest.” I propose a more
holistic perspective that considers the power element,
not as a criterion of behavior, but as two distinct types
of influences: explicit power and implicit power.

Explicit power refers to the direct, overt relation-
ship between the bully and the victim, which is gen-
erally most apparent. Explicit power is the accepted
social dynamic between the bully and the victim: A
sixth grade student may beat up a fourth grade stu-
dent because age, size, and strength gives him the
prerogative and power; a heterosexual girl might
spread rumors about a classmate being a lesbian be-
cause heterosexuality gives the perpetrator the
power and advantage; a man may coerce a women
into a sexual act because gender gives him the power

and the privilege. However, not all relationships in-
volve explicit, overt imbalances of power nor does
the obvious display of explicit power explain why
bullying even occurs.

Implicit power, on the other hand, illuminates why
the bully has come to understand that he or she has
more privilege than the victim and the prerogative of
dominance. There’s no logical reason why age or
strength or race or gender or sexual preference
should be considered a reason to bully, hurt, subju-
gate, or otherwise presume power over another per-
son. How is being stronger a more desirable attrib-
ute? It is only because our society, which is based on
a dominance/submission paradigm of hierarchy,
teaches us which groups are dominant and which
are to be dominated. In other words, implicit power
refers to the cultural perceptions of power which
provide the conditions for explicit power by creating
a climate in which bullies perceive their actions to be
normal, acceptable social interactions or appropriate
responses to their own fears, perceived threats or
lack of understanding/empathy. Implicit power is
what allows the explicit power behaviors to occur.

For example, the recently prosecuted cyber-
bullying case involving a heterosexual college stu-
dent who recorded and posted to the internet his ho-
mosexual roommate engaging in sex with another
man and which resulted in the roommate commit-
ting suicide (Glaberson 2012) had to do with the
bully’s homophobia rather than an explicit imbal-
ance of power between the two men. The homopho-
bia itself exists because the heterosexual dominant
culture has deemed homosexuality a subordinate,
deviant characteristic, and so the bully perceived his
actions to be an appropriate response within the con-
text of the dominant culture’s marginalization of ho-
mosexuality. A great deal of bullying in schools tar-
gets children simply based on their differences from
the dominant culture, even differences that may
seem utterly inconsequential. There is no explicit im-
balance of power when a child bullies a classmate
with red hair; it is the implicit societal attitude that
difference itself is subordinate — and sometimes
threatening — to the dominant culture. So a child
who is bullied because she has bigger feet than her
peers is singled out not because of any explicit power
imbalance between her and her tormentor(s), but be-
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cause of the societal bias against difference which im-
plicitly places power in the hands of those who
match or conform to the dominant culture.

Treating the power element as a criterion of behav-
ior determined by a static definition of imbalance
rather than as an underlying social dynamic causes us
to overlook bullying behaviors, as well. For example,
in most cases, the bully does perceive himself or her-
self to be more powerful than the victim, which gives
the bully the perceived “right” (whether conscious or
subconscious) to intimidate or assault the victim.
However, bullying is also a behavior engaged in by
the less powerful as a way of competing with, coun-
tering or lashing out at the more powerful victim. For
example, trauma can cause children to engage in bul-
lying (as well as other aggressive) behaviors against
those with more power; in fact, the failure of parents
or teachers to give them the emotional/psychological
help they need can sometimes cause them to target
those authority figures. In addition, with the anonym-
ity of the internet, increasing numbers of children
(and adults) are engaging in cyberbullying against
those who they perceive as more powerful.

The importance of understanding implicit power
goes far beyond simply finding a more holistic defini-
tion of bullying; it goes to the heart of how we, as re-
searchers, counselors, teachers, parents, and citizens,
perceive bullying in relation to cultural norms. The
unfortunate reality is that implicit power can render a
class so invisible and normalized in their subordinate
position that the bullying perpetrated against them
goes unseen and unnoticed. This is very much the
case with sexually-based bullying against girls and
women. Notwithstanding the aforementioned DHHS
definition which does include sexual bullying, the re-
ality is that most bullying researchers do not include
sexual bullying in their studies, surveys, or defini-
tions. Yet evidence indicates this is probably the most
pervasive and prevalent form of bullying.

According to a study conducted by the American
Association of University Women (AAUW), “four
out of every five students personally experience”
sexual bullying (AAUW 2001, vi). Despite the fact
that boys as well as girls are victims of sexual bully-
ing, the social perception of sexually-based behavior
is that there is nothing out of the ordinary or socially
unacceptable: boys will be boys and girls will be vic-

tims. From a purely scientific view, this biased per-
ception throws much of the data on bullying out the
window. For example, DHHS reports that “between
15-25 percent of U.S. students are bullied with some
frequency” (U.S. Department of Health & Human
Services 2009), but how does that jibe with the
AAUW study in which 80% of the students reported
being sexually bullied?

Defining sexual harassment as a form of bullying
is probably the most controversial concept in this ar-
ticle, and there are likely some researchers who de-
liberately exclude it as a bullying behavior. For ex-
ample, Lyn Mikel Brown, Meda Chesney-Lind, and
Nan Stein (2004, 9) argue that the “popular frame-
work of bullying … both degenders harassment and
removes it from the discourse of rights by placing it
into a more psychological, pathologizing realm.” On
the other hand, British sociologists Wendy Parkin
and Jeff Hearn link sexual harassment to both bully-
ing and physical violence because of their shared at-
tributes as human rights abuses:

[W]e place the practices of sexual harassment
into the context of and in relation to bullying and
physical violence and to violation more gener-
ally…. Most literature and policy on harass-
ment, bullying, and violence at work tends to
compartmentalize each area … with little evi-
dence of insight from one area influencing an-
other. These three behaviors are still generally
perceived as separate and nongendered…. [W]e
view harassment, bullying, and physical vio-
lence as all violations to the person, with similar
processes of recognition, silencing, and their in-
terconnections. (Hearn & Parkin 2005, 92-93)

To separate sexual harassment from other forms
of bullying is to degender the broader social under-
standing of bullying as being intimately linked to
gender, not only in how the behaviors themselves
are gendered, but in how society cultivates male-
gendered behaviors of dominance, aggression, and
bullying. Moreover, by keeping sexual harassment
separate from the realm of bullying, by saying that
sexual harassment has nothing to do with bullying,
we reinforce not only the sanitized pathologizing of
bullying, but also the notion of sexual interactions
being a private matter rather than a social issue. If
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sexual harassment is not about a person using sex to
bully and subjugate another person, if it’s not about
wielding dominance in the most humiliating, dehu-
manizing way possible, then what is it about? The re-
sult of removing it from the continuum of bullying
behaviors and failing to acknowledge the pervasive
enculturation that engenders sexual harassment is
that we allow it to continue unmeasured, unchecked,
and invisible.

From a prosocial perspective, eliminating sexual
bullying from data gathering surveys of students can
be damaging. In a 2011 review of 33 bullying surveys
by Hamburger, Basile, and Vivolo, only four surveys
included questions related to sexual or gender-re-
lated harassment/bullying (one of which referred
only to homophobic harassment). If the researchers
themselves disregard such bullying, how are stu-
dents to report it? Worse, this omission normalizes
the behavior. For example, one of the surveys re-
viewed, the Gatehouse Bullying Scale (as cited in
Hamburger et al. 2011, 17), includes the question,
“Have you been threatened physically or actually
hurt by another student recently?” Like the majority
of the surveys, there is no suggestion or mention of
sexual harassment or bullying. The problem with
this omission is that children have been taught by
adults to view gender-specific, sexual-based behav-
iors as normal and separate from abnormal bullying
behaviors. As a result, a girl who’s been abused or co-
erced or threatened by her boyfriend will be unlikely
to report this because (1) she views this as just a nor-
mal relationship issue between herself and her boy-
friend; and/or (2) the relationship may be no differ-
ent from the (“normal”) reality of her parents’ rela-
tionship; and/or (3) she’s ashamed to tell anyone.

As long as researchers themselves fail to recognize
the full scope of the bullying phenomenon, they will
be unable to gather truly meaningful data. Worse, by
eliminating an entire category of bullying behaviors,
they reinforce acceptance of the aggression as “nor-
mal,” making it even more difficult for victims to rec-
ognize, name, and confront the abuse.

As the field has developed, so have the theories
and understandings of bullying. For example, Nicki
Crick and Jennifer Grotpeter (1995) challenged the
long-held notion that it is primarily boys who engage
in bullying. In a study of 491 elementary school

children, they introduced the concept of relational
aggression, which though non-physical, is simply
another form of bullying considered more likely to
be utilized by girls and involves using relationships
rather than physical aggression to bully others.
Though now widely accepted as a legitimate type of
bullying, relational aggression is also far more com-
plex, harder to recognize, and harder to untangle.

Once again, studies focusing on relational aggres-
sion fail to include bullying that has a sexual compo-
nent. Espelage and Swearer (2003, 371) cite various
studies showing that girls engage in relational ag-
gression at higher levels than do boys. However,
these studies only looked at behaviors that girls are
more likely to engage in with their peers (e.g.,
spreading lies or rumors and exclusion from social
groups). None of the definitions of relational aggres-
sion include the types of coercion, intimidation, and
other forms of non-physical bullying that boys en-
gage in with their girlfriends, including psychologi-
cal abuse, threats, withholding affection, and vari-
ous controlling behaviors. In fact, when behaviors
are seen as related to males’ sexual dominance of fe-
males, the behavior is no longer behavior, but rather
an invisible part of the social background.

Sadly, the bullying behaviors associated with
gendered interactions between girls and boys are so
much an implicit part of our society that most bully-
ing researchers can neither see that the behavior ex-
ists nor understand how implicit power engenders
bullying. In the context of a society that encourages
bullying behaviors as normal and even expected,
children (and adults) will engage in bullying, not
only as a normative social behavior, but as the only
way they’ve learned to interact with those whom our
society has implicitly deemed subordinate, includ-
ing females, Muslims, lesbians and gays, nonwhites,
those with red hair, small ears, big feet, glasses, ac-
cents, “strange names,” and all the others perceived
as different from the dominant social class.

The Holistic Approach to Bullying

The central problem with the current approaches
to bullying is that they are lacking social or cultural
context. Instead of understanding that the behaviors
arise from belonging to a society that cultivates and
shapes the behaviors, the focus has been on isolating
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and quantifying readily recognizable symptoms (i.e.,
behaviors) of the underlying problem. In fact, the be-
haviors themselves can be as varied and ever-evolv-
ing as the perpetrators (cyberbullying is an example
of evolving manifestations of aggression). The ten-
dency to compartmentalize, to discretely structure or
refer to a list of behaviors, in fact, prevents us from
comprehending the phenomenon constructively and
proactively.

This tendency has also resulted in bullying re-
searchers looking at the phenomenon as a static, con-
fined, and quite specific set of behaviors which has
had the effect of restricting data collection, as entire
categories of bullying are ignored and respondents
are offered no opportunity to volunteer experiences
beyond the researchers’ perspectives. Moreover,
there is no uniformity in the lists of behaviors, so
each researcher, each survey, and each study mea-
sures a different set of actions based on what each re-
searcher perceives as bullying behaviors. Most sur-
veys fail to ask the question that looks at bullying
from the child’s point of view: “What other ways
were you bullied?” How much more information
could be gathered, and what a more comprehensive
understanding of bullying we’d have, if all the re-
searchers included that one simple question.

This focus on a narrow set of behaviors has also
led to a commonly held assumption among bullying
researchers that bullying behaviors peak in middle
school, then decline in high school (Espelage &
Swearer 2003, 372-373; Bradshaw & Waasdorp 2011,
48; DHHS 2004, Module 2, 3; and Espelage & Swearer
also cite Nansel et al. 2001; Pellegrini & Bartini 2001;
and Smith, Madsen, & Moody 1999). Not only can I
find no evidence of this (in fact, the AAUW study
shows the opposite, while other studies lump ages
together in such a way as to make this determination
impossible), but what stands out is how the behav-
iors change according to age group. In other words,
bullying is not a static, finite set of behaviors; it is an
adaptive response to social influences and ecologies.

Children change their behaviors to adapt to what
is socially reinforced and what is socially unaccept-
able. But adapting is not the same as discontinuing,
particularly in the context of social attitudes and
pressures. In a society that validates aggression, ag-
gressive behaviors will simply adapt to what the so-

ciety teaches are the acceptable forms of aggression.
So the stereotypical behaviors attributed to toddlers
(e.g., hitting, biting, grabbing, and kicking) will
change to the stereotypical behaviors attributed to
grade school children (e.g., teasing, knocking over
someone’s lunch tray, hiding/breaking personal ob-
jects, exclusion from games or social groups, etc.).
Toddlers who behave aggressively do learn that
their purely physical aggressive behaviors are unac-
ceptable as they interact with more of the world, so
they adapt their aggression to more socially accept-
able aggression behaviors.

In middle school, children begin learning adult
social skills and replacing the physical aggressions
of childhood with more subtle forms of aggression.
Since middle school is considered the transition from
childhood to teenage, it’s no surprise that the aggres-
sive behaviors of childhood decline, but the aggres-
sion continues in the form of behaviors that most
bullying researchers are missing, particularly behav-
iors associated with sexual bullying. Society ostensi-
bly frowns on young adults engaging in physical ag-
gression (though it does so with a great deal of toler-
ance), but it does empower males to sexualize their
implicit power over females, while females adapt to
passivity expectations by adopting more covert bul-
lying behaviors. Aggression is considered a male
trait in our society, so the males simply adapt once
again to a new paradigm: dominance and control in
the form of sexualized, gender-dependent bullying.
For females, aggression (and bullying) is all too often
equated with power, and with power comes the
promise of equal status in the world, or at least a less-
ened state of submission. Sadly, bullying does not
taper off after middle school. From workplace bully-
ing to the acts of aggression that we take for granted
as unfortunate violence in our society, including
stalking, rape, hate crimes, ethnic cleansings, and
wars. These are not just acts of aggression; they are
best understood as the worst kinds of bullying.

The biggest failure, I believe, in the attempt to de-
fine and measure bullying is the view that bullying is
an aberrant behavior which can be rooted out with
proper remedial programs in school. In fact, it is an
interconnected continuum of behaviors intricately
linked to societal attitudes and expectations regard-
ing aggression. More importantly, in the context of a
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society that promotes and cultivates aggression as a
fundamental and essential trait — particularly of
males — bullying sadly becomes a completely nor-
mal and predictable social phenomenon.

Future Directions

As Espelage and Swearer have noted, the lack of
consensus in defining bullying is one of the greatest
challenges to understanding the phenomenon of bul-
lying. It is also one of the greatest obstacles to creat-
ing programs, policies, and a social environment to
effectively address bullying. Since, for my own re-
search, defining bullying is essential to measuring it,
I realized that I would have to develop my own set of
definitions and criteria that would be comprehen-
sive, dynamic, holistic, and grounded in the aware-
ness that bullying must be understood in the context
of societal and cultural influences.

Bullying, first and foremost, involves domination
as the motivation (what compels the person to act)
and humiliation or hurtful actions as the intent (in-
tentional act). Bullying, like any behavior, is adap-
tive so rather than attempting to compile a list of spe-
cific actions, it is important to understand the moti-
vation and intent of the action in order to recognize
new and adaptive bullying behaviors (cyberbullying
is one such example). Repetition of actions is cur-
rently used as a determinant for bullying; however,
this invalidates the experiences of those whose vic-
timizations may have occurred only once. Moreover,
this criterion places the responsibility for the attack
on the victim: if the victim does not or cannot fight
back, only then are we supposed to view the aggres-
sion as bullying. On the other hand, there is a type of
bullying that is, by definition, repeated in nature: ha-
rassment. Just as bullying is uniformly considered to
be a subset of aggression, I define harassment (re-
peated action) as a subset of bullying (See Table 1).

No matter what definitions are ultimately ac-
cepted as universal, bullying is not driven by ran-
dom convergences of personality types and cultural
micro-ecologies. Bullying is rooted in the society we
all live in, and this is a society that values aggression
and war over cooperation and peacemaking. For
thousands of years, our world has presumed that
war is the natural state, while peace is the exception.
Even our language presumes this hegemony: “war

and peace” is the standard phrase, not “peace and
war.” War — the ultimate aggression — is basic to
our identity as nations, as citizens, and as heroes. Jan
Maher, author of the play Most Dangerous Women,
points out that most history books are filled with en-
tries on wars, but few to none on peace, as if “war is
an essential part of what defines the human race.” A
longtime educator, Maher says that asking history
teachers how much was covered in a year will often
yield responses like, “they ‘only got to the Civil
War,’ or ‘barely got to World War II,’ or ‘didn’t have
time to teach the Vietnam War.’…Years in which
wars are not the predominant reality are referred to
as ‘between the wars’” (Maher 2006, 2).

In the context of a society that places great value
on aggression, bullying can be too easily internal-
ized by children as appropriate and socially vali-
dated behavior. It’s no accident that hazing — the
institutionalized face of bullying — has been well-
entrenched in our military and educational institu-
tions for centuries.

We need, for ourselves and especially for our chil-
dren, a new paradigm in which peace is the dominant
and desired social construct and aggression the ex-
ception to everyday interactions, for boys as well as
girls. It is an ideal that is, in fact, lived and taught here
and there, but the dominant culture intrudes on a
daily basis, through television, movies, video games,
newspapers, radio, the internet, friends, schoolmates,
and families. It’s no longer enough to simply teach
peace to our children; we must also actively and pur-
posefully unteach aggression, beginning with
unteaching ourselves the forms of aggression and
bullying that we’ve come to accept as normal.

We can teach our children to recognize and reject
aggression behaviors, from gender prerogatives to
glorifying violence; from fistfights to bullying. We
are, I believe, fundamentally social, compassionate,
prosocial beings. In recent years, there’s been almost
a harmonious convergence of studies, theories, and
new social paradigms all centering on this notion.
From Helena Norberg-Hodge’s work (Norberg-
Hodge, Gorelick, & Page 2010) illustrating the link
between resilient community and human happiness
to Charles Eisenstein’s (2011) sacred economy the-
ory, from Rebecca Solnit’s studies of human behav-
ior in the wake of disasters (Solnit 2009) to the dis-
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covery of an “altruism gene” (Nedelcu & Michod
2006; Oregon State University 2009; Reuter, Frenzel,
Walter, Markett, & Montag 2010), it is clear that hu-
mans feel most happy when we are in harmony with
other humans, most alone and angry when we are in
conflict with others, and that we feel most engaged
with life, most fulfilled as human beings when we
are helping others.

Though humans clearly have other tendencies —
what some believe are base, antisocial instincts — we
know that nature can be trumped by nurture. We
don’t have to let antisocial tendencies or instincts de-
termine our social paradigm. As parents and teach-
ers, we can interrupt those tendencies and antisocial
behaviors in our children, while at the same time,
cultivating, reinforcing, and strengthening the
prosocial instincts and behaviors.

We may, at times, become mystified and discour-
aged at how children seem to absorb mainstream at-
titudes as if by osmosis; but it only takes a short while
observing young children to see how attitudes form:
the little boy who sneers at another for “acting like a
girl” or the little girl who strikes a Betty Boop pose.
Those children who learn such attitudes and societal
expectations from their parents and siblings do pass
them on to other children. We may, at times, wonder
what compels our children to “go along with the
crowd” even when that crowd becomes cruel or self-
destructive. We are social animals and our children
need to be part of a peer community just as much as
any adult. But our society teaches us to conform to
the group, while valuing individualism. Instead, we
can teach our children to be individuals, but to value
community. It is, after all, our contributions and con-
nections to community that elevate and fulfill us.
And so we can teach our children and ourselves that
cooperation, respect, and equality are far more re-
warding and make us far more powerful than the
isolation and destructiveness of aggression. Most im-
portantly, we can begin the conversation about dis-
mantling our current dominance/submission para-
digm that makes bullying so inevitable and replacing
it with the world we’ve always dreamed of.
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Revisiting School Reform
Twenty Years Later

Bob Grandin

In the nineteen eighties the term “disadvantaged”
was used to describe young people from lower
socio-economic circumstances, remote communi-

ties, different cultural backgrounds and disengaged
from the schooling process. With time this classifica-
tion became more focused on individual students
with “social, emotional and behavioral difficulties”
(SEBD). Most recently the term “mental health prob-
lems” is being used to describe those with issues
within the schooling process. Whatever the term, it is
recognized that there has always been a significant
number of students who struggle to meet the “nor-
mal” standards of school performance and behavior.
When there were unskilled jobs available, there were
some job opportunities for students who found diffi-
culties with schooling. However, the technological
revolution within society has dramatically reduced
these opportunities and governments have re-
sponded by raising the age a youngster could leave
school and by attempting to provide a more varied
curriculum to include all students. Still, increasing
difficulties with student behavior issues, regular at-
tendance, and declining performance standards illus-
trate that there is a need to reconsider the role of
schooling within society.

This paper is built upon an intervention begun in
1984 in which a school, for “disadvantaged children”
developed another way to deliver the curriculum. I
have visited many of the former students of the school
this year, more than twenty years later, and discussed
their life histories with them. In this paper I will
describle the principles upon which the school was
organized, the processes that were used there, and the
impact it had on the students’ lives. The apparent suc-
cess of the school offers a guide to how best provide
for the needs of those students who struggle with the
intensity of the traditional schooling process.
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the Royal Australian Air Force and flew
helicopters in Vietnam. He became a
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alternative schools and completed a
Doctorate on the Children’s Experience
of Learning. He has lectured at The
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An innovative Australian
school moved from a
traditional curriculum to one
that emphasized the
meaningful activities of a
working society.



The School

The school was situated on a dairy farm in Austra-
lia as an annex to a school some 300 miles away. This
was found to be difficult to manage and the school
was established as a school in its own right in 1984.
The Foundation Principal came to the school with a
mission to work with “unsettled” students. Over the
next few years he changed the focus from an empha-
sis on daily classroom theory which was then ap-
plied to the farm to one that emphasized a wide
range of adventure and work-based activities and
limited classroom time. The activities were designed
to motivate students to participate. The excitement of
canoeing, abseiling, rafting, horse riding, and gener-
ally being outdoors seemed to be appealing to young
people. Each activity was regarded as a learning ex-
perience itself and staff took the opportunity to focus
on the academic principles that underpinned the ex-
perience. Engagement of the students increased
along with enrollment numbers which grew from 70
to 200 in a few years.

Much has been learned about the way individuals
learn over the past fifty years. The simple behaviorist
pattern approach of the past has been complemented
by a deeper understanding of different approaches
to learning. However, mainstream schooling has
predominantly remained wedded to the recall of in-
formation in an ordered way that still relies on test-
ing of recall in a written form. This “academic” way
of learning simply does not engage all children.

I would not have finished school if I hadn’t been
able to come to this school. I can’t sit behind a
desk all day. We knew that the pain of our
classes would be over by morning tea. (male
former student)

Couldn’t live much in the classroom…. I was
outside helping the yardman…. Best time of my
life at that school, plenty of things to do. (Ab-
original male student)

I would do anything to get out of written stuff….
After school I went to college and did a Tropical
Animal Production Certificate and have never
used any of it. (male former student)

Many wish to learn by doing, which includes
learning through trial and error. It can be argued that

this form of learning was normal before traditional
schooling became dominant. Cottage industries
thrived under an apprenticeship model of learning.
Fifty years ago apprenticeships also provided the al-
ternative pathway to schooling, in which those who
were not able to cope academically transitioned to
unskilled work or traineeships. However, more re-
cently, the technological revolution has diminished
the number of such unskilled opportunities. To rem-
edy this problem, the Australian government has
raised the leaving age of students and keeping those
who do not have work placements within the school-
ing community. While some progress has been made
to introduce practical elements into the curriculum,
in general, it is still a theory-based approach. The
government’s desire for accountability in the expen-
diture of money on education has also introduced a
standardized curriculum and common testing. Both
these elements are at odds with the increasing diver-
sity of students attending compulsory schools.

The farm was great for work-making exercises
that got kids interested…. It taught responsibil-
ity and commitment…. Agriculture and ani-
mals are a great way to have influence over
[students] and expose them to life’s lessons.
(male former farm manager/teacher)

I just loved the agricultural side of it … differ-
ent to any other school I went to. (Aboriginal fe-
male former student)

The diversity of the backgrounds of the students at-
tending the school illustrates the challenge facing so-
ciety. The school enrolls students who are excluded
from other more traditional schools. The initial popu-
lation was predominantly Indigenous Australian,
from Aboriginal communities throughout Far North-
ern Queensland, the Northern Territory, and the
Torres Strait Islands. Within each of these groups
there were a variety of tribal associations and cultural
practices. Gradually more and more non-indigenous
students enrolled in the school till they numbered half
of the school. Students tended to come from remote
locations and unsettled backgrounds. Many had a
history of avoiding school or were subjected to differ-
ent forms of school exclusion. Others had suffered
physical or sexual abuse or economic deprivation. Be-
cause the student population was predominantly
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drawn from remote communities, many also suffered
from the disadvantages caused by isolation. Each had
their own set of needs and ways of relating to others.

To balance this diversity in the student popula-
tion, the criteria for staff selection emphasized
worldly experience and practical skills. This was a
significant challenge for the teaching staff and it re-
sulted in a number of tradesmen being employed to
lead the practical activity program. Specialists were
employed for the adventure program in rafting, ca-
noeing, and abseiling (rappelling). A trained horse-
man provided guidance in breaking horses, riding,
and saddlery. The diversity of staff supported a
mentorship program in which the students choose a
staff member to be the one to whom they turned first
in a time of need. These “family” groups could be as
small as one person or up to a maximum of 15. Time
was allocated each week for meeting, especially to
arrange activities together, but it was well under-
stood that students could access this staff member
whenever they felt the need.

There was a range of transport available for pro-
grams. This began with a single Toyota Coaster bus,
but soon was expanded to two of these 20 seaters, a
large Bedford Bus that could handle 40, a Hino Bus to
take 30, a Toyota 11-seat 4-wheel drive Troop Carrier
and a Mazda tray-back utility. This fleet of vehicles
meant that it was rare that a group needing transport
could not access something. This “need” was often a
response by a staff member that a specific group
needed to leave the school and go somewhere un-
structured for awhile — be it hours or days. Individ-
uals could negotiate time out of school during which
they worked alongside a staff member of their choos-
ing. These approaches illustrate the desire to put the
emotional needs of the children first. Experience il-
lustrated that the students did not abuse this oppor-
tunity, but rather saw it as a way to control the ten-
sions in their lives, be they relational or times of per-
sonal dysfunction.

Activity

The activity program was designed around the
natural routines and requirements of a working
property, but it is important to recognize that these
principles and examples can be translated to other
contexts, including urban settings. At another school

activities included contact with the elderly, commu-
nity support programs, light industry, markets (both
for production and retail), community arts and
crafts, and resources for youth, such as skatepark de-
sign and development. The essential concept is that
the learning community should follow the natural
way of life for the context within which it is placed.

Students could choose from a wide range of activi-
ties in vertically integrated groups. Choices were
generally fixed for one term at a time, but any prob-
lem of functioning within a group led to the student
choosing another group. This approach focused on
students making decisions based on their own needs
and was designed to develop self-esteem and intrin-
sic motivation. Farm activities included dairying,
farm-based work projects, horticulture, stock man-
agement (cattle, sheep, horses), horsemanship, sad-
dlery, leather craft, mechanics, driver training,
building, and fencing. The adventure training in-
cluded abseiling, canoeing, rafting, bushwalking,
and camping. The size of a group depended upon
staff supervision and a rotation system was often
needed to cope with student demand. Staff time in-
cluded planning and recording of routines with each
activity to include elements of the curriculum.

An example of the latter approach can be illus-
trated through a cemetery visit. Groups would often
discover older cemeteries from pioneering days
when “out and about” on activities. A return visit
would be planned and a range of “curriculum” activ-
ities be included in the outing. These might involve
writing and researching tasks, such as recording in-
formation, creating stories from the headstone infor-
mation, free writing on reactions or feelings, and his-
torical research. Others might take a more mathe-
matical approach and tabulate the data from head-
stones to investigate timelines and average ages.
Rubbings, photographs, or drawings can reflect the
Art curriculum. Group discussions might allow a
staff member to draw out the reactions of the stu-
dents to issues confronting early settlers, such as lon-
gevity, child mortality, diseases, accidents, and reli-
gion.

There was a balance between curriculum and
why the children where there. Open license, if
the kids were not settled we would go for a
bushwalk and make that the basis of a lan-
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guage-learning experience the next day. (female
former teacher)

Classroom learning was reduced to five subjects
that aligned with the activity-based context, staffing,
costing, and perceived student needs. The subjects
were English, Mathematics, Science, Geography, and
Agriculture. Textbook learning was minimized,
while the practical application of the curriculum
would be pursued wherever possible. The consis-
tency of these subjects created a flow through the five
years of secondary schooling and were presented at
the college entrance level. The legal minimum time
of two hours per week was allocated to each subject;
however, students were able to extend this time in
private tutorials with their teachers. The academic
curriculum was managed by having three lessons
early each morning. The diversity of the back-
grounds of the students meant that classes needed to
be taught with differentiated methods and activities.
This often led to self-directed processes as the stu-
dents worked at their own pace. On most occasions
class sizes were between 10 and 15 students.

The daily routine commenced at 8 a.m. (apart from
milking at 5.30 a.m.) and usually ended by 5.00 p.m.
Recreational activities included sports in season and a
band. In hot weather a bus would take those who
wanted to go to the river for a swim. There was a quiet
time after dinner in which the students were encour-
aged to read, write letters, extend their class work,
and generally relax. The extended day and high inten-
sity routine meant that students were usually quite
tired by the evening. Weekends were focused around
voluntary activity and included adventure excur-
sions — often associated with Duke of Edinburgh
Awards1, sporting teams, horse riding, and shopping
in town. Students could take camping gear and camp
away from the school if they wished, which was a
popular activity. It was often the opportunity for a
specific cultural group to be together. There was a
high level of responsibility placed upon students
within each of these contexts and leadership was en-
couraged. Frequently a dormitory group would take a
bus and go camping together for the weekend.

The Process

The fundamental goal of the school was to create a
relationship with each incoming student, based on a

“family” approach. Each student was accepted for
who they were and a range of people with whom
they could relate was established. This included the
principal as a “father” figure, the dormitory supervi-
sor as the first line of authority and “mother”; an es-
tablished student as a peer advisor or ”brother/sis-
ter”; domestic staff (”aunties”) as those who will be
concerned with their health, food, and laundry, and
the chaplain for spiritual comfort. The focus was on
establishing a sense of belonging and attachment. In-
cluded in discussions was the sense of responsibility
that came with being a part of a group and the princi-
ple that trust was developed through cooperation
and participation.

I remember the school as my family. I can only
remember good things. (Aboriginal male
former student)

You guys are like parents…. Prepared us well
for life. (male former student)

Developed a relationship with kids while you
were trying to act as an example to them. (Male
former farm manager/teacher)

Teachers were great to get along with … just
the whole lifestyle, I found it more fam-
ily … people cared. (Aboriginal female former
student)

The other important premise was that activity
would be a natural part of the school setting, mean-
ingful, and focused on building skills. This was pre-
dominantly achieved through the working nature of
the farm. As a commercial dairy, milk was collected
daily, but to achieve this output a wide range of hus-
bandry and rural maintenance activity was neces-
sary. Students were either rostered (milking) or
joined activity groups that carried out such chores as
fencing, tractor work, irrigation, and maintenance.
Other rural activities were managed in the same
way, such as horticulture, sheep, mechanics, metal
work, and building. A major focus was on horses.
The introduction of a well-known horse breaker
drew interaction with surrounding farms that con-
tracted with the school to prepare horses for farm
work. This involved developing a range of pad-
docks, yards, and equipment necessary to carry out
this work. Students were involved at all levels. Apart
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from the specific skills associated with each activity
that developed competence, the students discovered
self-reliance, problem solving, and adaptability
when things did not always go as planned. Having
responsibility for the task to which they were as-
signed in a “real” situation, they quickly recognized
the trust that the instructor had placed in them.
When there was a need for correction or punishment,
work-related activities were seen as natural conse-
quences. All these situations developed “life skills”
for young people from a rural/outback environ-
ment.

It prepared you for life — not much you could
not turn your hand to. Gave you a kickstart in
life. (male former student)

I enjoyed doing the farm and things … different
activities … more to life than just school-
work … learning everyday life stuff, life skills.
(female former student)

An example of the way the activity program devel-
oped a range of skills can be seen in the participation
of 24 students in a Bicentennial Year ten-day horse
ride from Maytown to Cooktown. This followed the
historical route from the goldfields to the seaport.
When they volunteered to participate, the students
knew that it involved a six-month commitment.
Horses had to be selected, trained, and cared for,
which involved lengthy rides, overnight hobbling,
hoof management skills (including shoeing), and gen-
eral horse husbandry. Equipment had to be devel-
oped; old saddles were obtained and repaired; canvas
swags were made for overnight stops; extra bridles
were fashioned; hobbles designed and developed.
Students recognized that they were responsible for
themselves and their horses for the whole period.

Put what they learn to a practical use. They can
see that it is worth learning. It is not sitting them
down and hammer, hammer, hammering them
and at the end of the day there is just a piece of
paper. Not actually saying to them that what
they have learned has value. When it is practical
they can see what they have learned has value.
(male former horse instructor)

The adventure activity program was designed to
challenge young people in a way that developed ex-

citement, cooperation, resilience, leadership, and
self-reliance. Challenges were designed to confront
the adolescent, teach coping skills, and help them
discover inner strengths. It was recognized that
many of the students had come from environments
where camping was a natural activity and that the
outdoors was a place of escape. Building on this plat-
form, abseiling, canoeing, and rafting were designed
to provide more challenging skills and a sense of
achievement. The Duke of Edinburgh Award1 was
introduced so that achievement could be recognized
through focused activities and structured chal-
lenges. Like so much of the activity at the school, it
also provided a platform to incorporate curriculum
elements in a non-classroom context. For example,
the building of canoes from molds incorporated both
mathematics and science. These challenges re-
mained strong in the student’s minds many years
later.

Memories … Dorm trips, day trips, weekends,
different areas for camping, horse sports.
(female former student)

Taught me a lot of things, abseiling, did this and
did that, did Duke of Edinburgh, I regret I
didn’t finish it. I did finish it but didn’t hand the
thing in. I can describe all the things I done.
(Aboriginal female former student)

Outcomes

A consistent characteristic of the later histories of
the former students was that they were employed or
in strong family relationships and many had leader-
ship positions. Information on 50 former students in-
dicates that 20% had a university qualification and
30% had tertiary/trade qualifications. Twenty-two
percent hold positions of responsibility within Indig-
enous organizations.

The past twenty years have not been known for
their economic stability. However, the former stu-
dents have demonstrated high levels of resilience,
moving from job to job, location to location, retrain-
ing as necessary. It is also interesting to note that
they appear to be satisfied with their level of work,
rather than continually trying for promotion.
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Make laminated beams … leading hand on the
floor … baby sitter … still on the floor, don’t
want to go to the office. (male former student)

I got to management but realized that I was so
busy I would come home and say “hi” to my
kids and they would look up and say “g’day”
and go back to their game. I realized I was miss-
ing their lives, so I returned to a station job.
(male former student)

I moved to aged care as I just love the oldies. It is
a bit tough at times, but regular and steady.
(female former student)

Happy to do what I am doing at work, I have no
interest in moving up the food chain. (male for-
mer student)

It was also good to hear how many former stu-
dents had maintained contact with their former
classmates. There was regular contact for many on
Facebook. Some would phone trusted friends from
school when they needed advice or comfort. Birth-
days often meant a gathering of former friends and
visits without notice. Weddings were a time to
regather as friends. A reunion at short notice at-
tracted more than 100 former students and staff, with
many complaining that there was not enough notice
and looking forward to the next opportunity. The in-
tensity of the memories was striking.

I can remember more of the one year of being up
there than the four years of high school. (female
former student)

Hard to explain to people about school friends
that it was a different school…. We lived and
worked together 24 hours…. On weekends we
would find the teacher on duty and con some-
one to drive a bus and take us somewhere.
(male former student)

Self Actualization

The goal of education must be self-actualization, the
production of persons willing and able to interact

with the world in intelligent ways.
(A. W. Combs in O’Connor& Yballe 2007, 738)

The expressed goal of the school was to help
young people from unsettled backgrounds rebuild
their self-esteem or, in other words, to discover their

individual self-worth. The focus of relationships was
to allow students to take responsibility and learn
from their mistakes. In keeping with Maslow’s view,
“self-actualization is not an endpoint, but rather an
ongoing process that involves dozens of little growth
choices that entail risk and require courage”
(O’Connor & Yballe 2007). The school provided the
variety of opportunity that encouraged and allowed
each student to discover who they were.

Learning about themselves…. Find out who
they are…. (male former horse instructor)

We relied a lot on good communication … not
sit down and say “what does this kid need.” …
This might be a chance for the staff member to
talk and connect or to talk and let them get it out
of their system…. I think it was quite effective
with the clientele we had. (female former
teacher)

In their approach to schooling, the staff at the
school illustrated many of the ways in which writers
explore the relationship between teacher and pupil
in working towards self-actualization. “Good teach-
ers … are able to weave a complex web of connec-
tions among themselves, the subject, and the stu-
dent” (Palmer 1998, 11). There are endless ways to
make these connections.

As teachers, we have a role as coaches (O’Neil &
Hopkins 2002) in our students’ being and becoming:
extending a hand at the elbow, providing an imper-
ceptible nudge, creating a climate of freedom and dig-
nity, asking deep questions, challenging values, and
calling for reflection. And our pedagogy must be ap-
preciative (Yballe & O’Connor 2004), helping our stu-
dents to be aware of their peak experiences and best
moments. “There is a kind of I-Thou communication
of intimates, of friends … which then enables others
to see and appreciate the great artists and the great
leaders” (Maslow 1964, 87). Our task is to help stu-
dents become aware that they can have experiences of
self-actualization and that they can build on them as
the basis for a satisfying life and good leadership. We
want students to better use the knowledge and tools
they gain, and so we must also provide a positive and
sustainable vision of leadership and life: the challenge
and joy of the trip, collaborative working as if the fu-
ture mattered, commitment to core values, dedication
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to a higher purpose. It is “the heart’s longing to be
connected to the largeness of life” (Palmer 1998, 5).

The former students were a group of people who
were in control of their lives, where choices were of-
ten made as a part of a “whole life approach” rather
than compulsion or desperation. They illustrated the
person described in O’Connor & Yballe (2007, 749):
“You become a person who has needs, not a needy
person.” The students described fulfillment in their
lives in these terms:

Looking forward to being some kind of instruc-
tor, to pass my knowledge down. Devote some
time to Manual Arts at the Bwgcolman School
(Palm Island State School), give them the oppor-
tunities I didn’t get growing up on Palm.
(Aboriginal male former student)

I work for mining companies as a negotiator
with Aboriginal elders as they work out mining
agreements. If it is a difficult one and I mention a
few names that I went to school with, they see me
as a different person in their minds and things
become much easier. (former female student)

The schooling process moved from the arbitrary
curriculum of traditional schooling to the meaning-
ful activity of a working society. It focused on learn-
ing by doing, rather than learning theory and apply-
ing it later. It moved from an artificial to an authentic
context. The “alternative” approach was focused on
inclusion as distinct from the exclusion that the stu-
dents had experienced in traditional schools. This oc-
curred without the loss of future academic opportu-
nity or being locked into a vocational approach.
Building relationships focused on self-actualization
created the potential to decide when and where
choices could be made and what potential pathways
could be followed.

Perhaps the most important response from the for-
mer students was that they wished that there was a
school of the same type that they could send their
own children to. They recognized the change that it
brought to their lives and their enjoyment of such an
authentic approach.
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Mindfulness in Education
Wellness from the Inside Out

Amy Burke and Kevin Hawkins

Education should awaken the capacity to be self-
aware. Life’s pain, joy, beauty, love and

ugliness need to be understood as a whole.
The highest function of education is to
bring about an integrated individual

who is capable of dealing
with life as a whole.

Krishnamurti

We have had the privilege of working in educa-
tion for many years. Like most of our col-
leagues, we have always been curious about

how best to reach our students. What could we pro-
vide as educators that can truly prepare them for the
“real world?” What program or curriculum would
best suit the needs of all our students as they make
their way through the education system? Many pro-
grams, despite having the student’s best interests at
heart, seem to fall short of providing them with prac-
tical and sound practices for sustained success. That
is, until now. Mindfulness as an educational tool is
the most sound practice that we have encountered to
encourage students not only to increase their aca-
demic achievement, but also their own social and
emotional learning (SEL).

SEL teaches the skills we need to handle our re-
lationships, our work, and ourselves effectively
and ethically. These skills include recognizing
and managing our emotions, developing caring
concern for others, establishing positive rela-
tionships, making responsible decisions, and
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handling challenging situations constructively
and ethically. (CASEL 2011)

In an age in which character education is in the
forefront of many mandates, mindfulness is the key
to unlocking students’ potential to learn how to ac-
cept themselves and others and how to engage in the
world around them in a constructive manner. It pro-
vides them with the tools to make healthy choices
and decisions and to be responsive rather than reac-
tive in daily situations. In short, mindfulness can
help students create a more peaceful and more suc-
cessful personal and professional life path — a path
that will lead them to come to know and understand
themselves and others better. Mindfulness helps stu-
dents lead a fulfilling life in which they choose to cul-
tivate peace and compassion rather than confronta-
tion and competition. It also encourages individuals
to find purpose and meaning in their own lives. Edu-
cation should inspire this self-awareness and mind-
fulness practice can help students advance towards
this goal. It can be as simple as incorporating focused
breathing and body awareness exercises, moments
of stillness, and even listening exercises into the
classroom. Mindfulness practice can also take the
form of a more formalized curriculum of specific
class lessons. Mindfulness is the basis of a more con-
scious education where the needs of the whole hu-
man are integrated into the curriculum.

What is Mindfulness?

The simplest definition of mindfulness is that it is
the practice of being consciously aware of the present
moment. Jon Kabat-Zinn defines it as paying atten-
tion in a particular way: on purpose, in the present
moment, and non-judgmentally.

Kabat-Zinn is generally attributed with introduc-
ing mindfulness to Western mainstream medicine as
a secular approach to wellness and greater mental
health. While working on his Ph.D. in molecular biol-
ogy at MIT in the 1970s, he also learned to meditate
and he realized that the same techniques he was ac-
quiring could be used to counteract chronic pain. He
persuaded the University of Massachusetts Medical
School to set up a stress reduction clinic, which now,
25 years later, has evolved into the highly respected
Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care,
and Society. Kabat-Zinn created Mindfulness-Based

Stress Reduction (MBSR) courses to encourage
wellness in his patients, and many countries are cur-
rently embracing mindfulness within mainstream
mental health programs to help people suffering
from stress, depression, anxiety, eating disorders,
and addiction.

The recognition of the profound effects of mind-
fulness has spilled over into other social realms. Gen-
eral Mills, for example, has implemented a Mindful
Leadership Program to which they attribute much of
their success. The sports world has also adopted
mindfulness training as a way to increase perfor-
mance. Former LA Lakers and Chicago Bulls coach,
Phil Jackson (1995) in his book, Sacred Hoops, de-
scribed using mindfulness in his coaching. Encour-
agingly, mindfulness even has a foot in the door of
American politics. Ohio Congressman, Tim Ryan
strongly believes that mindfulness is the key to creat-
ing a successful nation. His recent book, A Mindful
Nation, explores how mindfulness practice can posi-
tively impact political divisions in Washington, sup-
port students on their educational journey, and en-
courage the entire country to reach a place where
richer personal experience is the primary goal of liv-
ing. Some provinces and states are already encour-
aging mindfulness programming in many school
districts. Excitement is building because of the expo-
nential growth in brain research surrounding mind-
fulness that is beginning to filter into education.

How Does Mindfulness Help?

With the advent of brain scans, evidence about the
positive effects of meditation is becoming much more
accessible. Recent Magnetic Resonance image re-
search on participants in an eight-week MBSR course,
for example, showed that some elements of brain
structure were changed with an average of only 27
minutes of practice a day. An article in the Journal of
Psychiatry Research (2011) reported that MRI analysis

found increased grey-matter density in the hip-
pocampus, known to be important for learning
and memory, and in structures associated with
self-awareness, compassion and introspection.
Participant-reported reductions in stress also
were correlated with decreased grey-matter
density in the amygdala, which is known to
play an important role in anxiety and stress.
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In her Still Quiet Place training manual, Amy
Saltzman (2008) noted that

Initial research studies with patients with
chronic pain and illness showed that participat-
ing in an MBSR course significantly decreased
stress, anxiety, pain, depression, anger, physical
symptoms, and medication usage. Participants
in MBSR courses also showed an increased abil-
ity to cope with pain, and felt their lives were
more meaningful and fulfilling.

There are numerous other studies that demon-
strate the physiological and emotional benefits of
mindfulness that can be found on the web. A recent
publication entitled, “Integrating Mindfulness
Training into K-12 Education: Fostering the Resil-
ience of Teachers and Students” (Meiklejohn et al.
2012) delineates some of the most recent mindfulness
programs in education and provides some research-
based results.

Mindfulness in Education

Amy Saltzman, a facilitator of the Association for
Mindfulness in Education, has observed (2010) that

One of the primary ironies of modern education
is that we ask students to “pay attention” doz-
ens of times a day, yet we never teach them how.
The practice of mindfulness teaches students
how to pay attention, and this way of paying at-
tention enhances both academic and social-
emotional learning.… Students are being diag-
nosed with depression, anxiety, ADHD, eating
disorders, cutting, addictions, and other self-de-
structive behaviors at epidemic rates. Cruelty,
bullying and violence are on the rise. Most, if
not all, children could benefit from learning to
focus their attention, to become less reactive,
and to be more compassionate with themselves
and others.

At a time when there are growing concerns about
many children’s capacity to pay attention and exhibit
positive emotional regulation, courses in mindfulness
may have the potential to help students build inner
awareness and focusing skills (Hawkins 2012).

In addition to these laudable skills there are also
other important benefits to mindfulness practice that

have applications outside of the classroom. In addi-
tion to the skills of attention, focus, and concentra-
tion, individuals who practice mindfulness gain an
enhanced awareness of their inner self. In a world
that espouses external rewards and excesses as the
attainment of success, access to one’s inner wisdom
is rarely addressed. However, this type of knowing
can inform a student about making healthy decisions
and determining their future pathways. Character
Education is a recent attempt to encourage a values-
based curriculum. However, according to a recent
study (Institute of Education Sciences 2010), Charac-
ter Education courses do not correlate with the ac-
tual development of character; in fact, in some cases
there was a negative correlation. The beauty of
mindfulness courses is that they are not just about
being taught character, but are actually about explor-
ing and experiencing your self from the inside. Expe-
riential learning involves tapping into our other
intelligences. Our capacity for social and emotional
learning resides not only in our heads but also in our
hearts. Many cultures have long known that engag-
ing the heart and intuition are valid ways of know-
ing, but our educational practices have shied away
from embracing the knowledge of the heart.

Some of the latest buzzwords in education include
“character development” and “critical thinking.” For
deep learning to take place, the first requires experi-
ential learning while the latter requires students to
trust their own judgments. Both are expressions of in-
stinctual and intuitive knowing. These are worthy
goals but we are falling short of serving our students
as effectively as we could when we teach these skills if
we do not take into account the fact that knowing is
internally referential (Palkhivala 2008). Education sys-
tems have predominantly supported externally refer-
ential learning. We have learned to establish our indi-
vidual worth by comparing ourselves with others. We
make sense of ourselves only by referring to external
standards. The education system, steeped in a pre-
dominantly competitive culture only exacerbates a
student’s tendency to be externally referential. Mind-
fulness practice enhances a student’s ability to be-
come internally referential because it allows them to
gain access to their own inner wisdom. Educators
want their students to think for themselves. We en-
courage critical thinking but we leave out its most im-
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portant aspect: the ability to not only hear but to trust
one’s own inner voice.

Aristotle recognized that all human beings want
to be happy. Viktor Frankl supported the idea that
contentment is derived from having meaning in
one’s life and that meaning is derived from purpose.
Every individual has a purpose to his or her own life.
As teachers we are of most benefit to our students
when we encourage them to unveil their own pur-
pose so it may guide them to a life of meaning. We
must empower them so that they ultimately are able
to refer to their own inner wisdom, without depend-
ing on any external authority — yes, even ours. This
inner wisdom can bring them contentment and em-
powerment as they learn to trust their own instincts.

Mindfulness practice offers a practical skill by
which students can enhance their academic experi-
ence. It is the foundation of a more conscious educa-
tion because it is a vehicle by which a student can gain
access to his or her own inner wisdom. In learning to
be consciously aware of the present moment, we be-
come open to a profound understanding of our own

self. Kabat-Zinn (1994) states that mindfulness has to
do with examining who we are, with questioning our
view of the world and our place in it, and with culti-
vating some appreciation for the fullness of each mo-
ment we are alive. When we cultivate the capacity to
experience this inner knowing, we are also enhancing
our own character development and employing criti-
cal thought. Listening to the self cultivates the ability
to respond rather than to react to a situation and thus
requires us to think about our actions on a moment to
moment basis, as well as on a grander scale of making
life choices. It teaches us how to act and how to think
with clarity and compassion.

Mindfulness not only helps students in their aca-
demic endeavors, it facilitates a student’s ability to
direct his/her life in their own way, one moment at a
time, creating meaning through purpose. It supports
the highest function of education: to bring about an
integrated individual who is capable of dealing with
life as a whole. It’s an idea whose time has come.
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mote social and character development and reduce problem be-
havior in elementary school children.

Note

Amy Burke, Kevin Hawkins, together with Kara Smith, have created
The Mindwell Foundation, which is committed to helping school
communities develop social and emotional well-being through
mindfulness.
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Conversational Pedagogies
And the Gift of Diversity

Jim Parsons

Something is changing in schools. Teachers are
teaching differently and students are learning
differently. On the surface these changes seem to

gather around the warming pedagogical fire of stu-
dent engagement with the curriculum, more active
learning, and the acceptance of different learning
styles. Phrases like right-brain/left-brain, assess-
ment for learning, and inquiry- and problem-based
learning characterize these changes. Educators are
coming to accept the reality that students are dif-
ferent in many ways by nature and desire and are
coming to accept those differences in our classrooms.

But, at a deeper level, the changes creeping into
schools are philosophical. At this level, teachers are
asking how we value each other as humans. Perhaps
we are beginning to resist the self-colonization that
has been so much a part of our history. The changes
we are seeing represent a stand against educational
hegemony. As a culture, we have been almost xeno-
phobic in our wish to eliminate differences through
education. We have long shaped learning towards an
ideal, but now we are beginning to recognize the
value of difference. The old education of hegemony
— driven by what on the surface may seem like non-
political actions like summative assessment (high
stakes testing being one form of social and cultural
domination) — has demanded the homogenization
of education by beating down human differences
through cookie-cutter prescriptions that have as their
goal a final product that is white, middle class, and
materialistic. We have been colonizing ourselves.

At their core, all curriculum changes are political.
If this is true, we need to ask what political
perspectives are embedded within conversational
pedagogies,1 which flow from the belief that we can-
not and should not solve problems of difference by
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eliminating them by imposing one dominant pattern
that derives its energy from our view of education
based on a middle class ethos. Instead, these curricu-
lum changes are rooted in the belief that differences
of race, gender, age, language and ethnicity, social
and economic status, and other cultural differences
are not problems to be solved, controlled, or re-
shaped by a dominant group, but rather need to be
promoted and honored to insure that diversity will
continue and serve as a model for new communities.

There are many good reasons we should want to
embrace differences. Basically, however, how we re-
act to student differences through policy and how we
act in the classroom will shape the communities we
hope to create and how we believe those communities
might empower those who live within them. Curricu-
lum has always been about thoughtful community
building and the educational challenge will be de-
fined by how we build commonality amid difference.
Community building is not only an educational chal-
lenge, it is the very challenge of democracy itself
(Hardt & Negri 2004, 100). The new communities we
are beginning to build in schools are fueled by the di-
versity that adults and children bring to them.

Diversity allows new voices to be heard and new
ideas to flourish. The new curriculum changes augur
openness and inclusion. We want to include every-
one into our school communities. The philosophical
message implicit in the new curriculum is a critical
response to growing world domination by a single
economic empire as well as by our acceptance that
people should grow more globally connected. We ac-
cept that there are differences, but we no longer see
them as problems; instead, they become opportuni-
ties for insight. We choose to no longer fear differ-
ence and respond to it by shaping a cultural ethos of
conformity. We have come to believe our communi-
ties would be better served if we no longer want to
look, think, or want the same.

Accepting diversity opens the door to wider un-
derstanding, which helps people of all cultures better
understand each other, not regardless of differences
but because of differences. Community (common
unity) is a powerful goal that will not result in smoth-
ering difference through uniformity; instead, com-
municative communities build understanding by
hearing the dialogue of many voices.

Dialogues hold the promise of common unity, but
the gift of unity must reside in diversity. Unity is ex-
pressed in the human need to share gifts and accept
those of others. Schools allow us to discover that, al-
though there are real differences among us, these dif-
ferences are gifts. We no longer want our curriculum
to teach everyone to become like us; we want them,
through their differences, to change and expand the
“us” into some new possibility we have not yet expe-
rienced. And we choose this not through fear, but
through promise. We choose to embrace our differ-
ences because we realize we are not separated by
them as much as by our refusal to embrace them and
to eliminate our fearful belief that these differences
will limit our own behaviors and expectations.

Our educational goal for our young has until now
been to homogenize diversity. But we are beginning
to realize that our tendency to homogenize diversity
has enslaved those among us who, through ability or
placement, would be destined to live in our shadow.
Their diversity simply didn’t fit with ours. Our
schools are now fundamentally asking whether
there might be a different kind of unity based upon a
universality that no longer seeks to eliminate differ-
ences or centralize localities by submitting them to
the worship of one ethos.

Individually and together we reside in the tension
between what James Luther Adams has seen as the
opposing virtues of unity and diversity (Stotts 1998).
This tension connects unity through relationship
and, by doing so, works toward justice and reconcili-
ation, the political activities at the heart of the new
pedagogies beginning to inhabit our schools. It is no
longer possible for educators to naïvely believe that
community can be established without paying atten-
tion to issues of justice — even within our own
schools. If we cannot live justly here, how can we
promote justice anywhere else? Social justice must
be part of the agenda of 21st century education, and
that means that we must start in our schools. In our
schools, unity and diversity are no longer acceptable
dualisms. Instead, they are ideas that encircle all
those seeking voice and opportunity to be heard us-
ing their own language and interests.

Our old system of education, which sought to
build unity by limiting diversity, no longer works.
Diversity is not an enemy; it is a major reality and an
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element of resistance to global capitalism and eco-
nomic, political, and cultural homogeneity. The old
educational paradigm is based upon dualistic struc-
tures and policies of domination: one either passes or
fails a set curriculum, and is or is not filled with au-
thorized knowledge, skills, and attitudes. This para-
digm and the curriculum of conservation it engen-
dered best served those working to accumulate
power over others by defining unity as a zero sum
game in which some lost their dignity and humanity
and others won. Such activities are no longer accept-
able in our schools. Schools must seek the full hu-
manity of others as their working ethos.

My point in this article is that the work has already
begun. We are reshaping our curriculum and teach-
ing in ways that eliminate dualistic thinking that as-
sumes we can have either unity or diversity, but not
both. Although they seem like mere curriculum
changes, they are revolutionary. They are changing
our belief that unity may only be achieved by co-opt-
ing or destroying differences, or, in the case of our
schools, by hammering differences out of people.

These curriculum changes establish an alternative
paradigm for our schools and classrooms. That para-
digm begins with our desire to welcome into our
classrooms all persons of difference with a unity
rooted in hospitality. Hospitable communities are not
uniform. Hospitable communities celebrate differ-
ences, not sameness. Either-or, right-wrong, win-lose,
or in the case of learning — success/failure — are re-
placed by more inclusive expressions. Hospitality in
community shares an openness that welcomes all. It
assumes that unity and diversity belong together.

Our curriculum must no longer be xenophobic. In-
stead of fearing difference, we must build hospital-
ity. In Greek, philoxenia is the word for hospitality: it
literally means “love of or friendliness towards
strangers.” It understands hospitality as a catalyst
for creating and sustaining learning communities.
Philoxenia is the opposite of xenophobia, “fear of the
one who differs.” Schools must be our society’s
hopeful invitations to build communities of learning
that bring instructive differences together. These
communities are probably difficult to construct, but
we can no longer work towards “easy unities” built
on compliance. School communities must allow
“others” to fully engage the gifts of their diversity.

Classrooms can and should be places that welcome
those who, for whatever reason, have been excluded
from society’s educational hospitality. As teachers,
we must teach children to be less fearful of differences
and more open to engaging and welcoming others.
Such engaging spaces of hospitality will never re-
move tension, disagreement, or pain. However, em-
bracing the diversity of the other helps us focus on
tasks of justice, service, and responsibility we might
engage together. As we welcome others who differ in
contexts, ideas, and experiences, we learn many new
ways to understand and build community.

Building on the gift of diversity helps us focus on
mutual understanding and social justice. Appreci-
ating the gift of diversity helps us build schools
where diverse races, classes, or abilities can explore
and engage different perspectives, relationships,
and lifestyles. Hospitable schools are schools where
people learn from each other. Hospitable schools
seek to build futures that struggle together for each
other. Hospitable schools welcome everyone. The
test of our classrooms will not be measured by
summative evaluations of learning content, but by
whether we break down barriers and welcome into
learning those who have been on the margins.

Our old dualistic power struggles, where diver-
sity was ignored or seen as threatening, are receding.
Our new classrooms promise to work through differ-
ences without demeaning or considering anyone un-
important. The need for unity is basic. Communities
of understanding must be built even in the midst of
tension. Diversity is also basic and, instead of beat-
ing diversity down, we should be inviting it in. We
should want to hear as many voices, cultures, and
ideas as possible. We should hope to hear from and
learn from the diversity of others. Only our willing-
ness to listen and learn together will allow us to dis-
cover unity in diversity.

Hospitality must also fundamental. We must wel-
come marginalized learners. We do not need to apol-
ogize for practicing hospitality. Hospitable schools
practice social justice, peace, and wholeness for all
learners. In hospitable schools, we live out our faith
in society’s institutions. The call to unity is an impos-
sible possibility. As teachers, our classrooms are torn
by differences seeking to incarnate wholeness. We
live the impossible hope that one day we might unite
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those who seem so separate. If we can successfully
build communities amid diversity, we will have
learned to live together. In those classroom moments
when unity happens, we are reminded that teaching
is indeed a wonderful vocation.

Note

1. Conversational pedagogies include those that encourage natural
and regular conversations between teachers and children and between
children and children. The purpose of these conversations is to direct
learning; however, to direct, teachers discuss what is being learned,
what that learning means to the student, where that learning might
bear fruit, and what process is being used to learn. They are conversa-
tions of professional caring with goals of learner and teacher meta-
cognition. Students are learning who they are as learners — what they
hope to learn and how they best do it.
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Missing the Kindergarten Year
The Implication for First Grade

Literacy Performance

Evelyn A. O’Connor

By the year 2000, all children in America
will start school ready to learn.

(United States Congress 1994)

Because President Clinton’s Goals 2000 initiative
funded early education and school readiness pro-
grams, it was assumed that attending preschools sup-
ports the goal of learning to read on grade level by
third grade. Even today, President Obama has a zero-
to-five plan which emphasizes education and support
to children before the age of five and their parents, so
that children will be ready to enter kindergarten
(Obama & Biden 2008). There have been successful
early intervention programs, such as the Carolina
Abecedarian Project, Head Start, and the Perry Pre-
school, that have targeted high-risk children from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. The Carolina Abecedar-
ian project significantly increased reading and math
achievement for high-risk students and these gains
were maintained over time, even when the children
were assessed at the age of 21 (Campbell, Pungello,
Miller-Johnson, Burchinal, & Ramey 2001). Head Start
has been shown to improve vocabulary, letter nam-
ing, and pre-academic skills (Puma et al. 2010) and the
High/Scope Perry Preschool program had higher
scores on achievement tests (Schweinhart & Weikart
1999). These results demonstrate that quality pro-
grams are the key to supporting children’s academic
success in the early years.

But preschool is only one of the tools needed to
support literacy development. As preschools have
been highlighted, kindergarten has been neglected
as an important foundation for literacy preparation.
Vecchiotti 2003, 1 observes that
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kindergarten is a pivotal transitional year in
which children learn foundational skills and de-
velop knowledge necessary for academic suc-
cess in the early grades. Considering this crucial
role, it is surprising how often kindergarten is
overlooked when research and education pol-
icy agendas are formed.

In the United States, 36 states do not require kin-
dergarten attendance before starting first grade (Ed-
ucation Commission of the States 2008), even though
kindergarten is seen by educators and researchers as
an important and valuable investment because one
of its primary goals is to prepare children to read and
write (Denton 2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin 1998).
Fortunately, almost 98% of the children in the United
States attend either a half-day or full-day kindergar-
ten (Education Commission of the States 2004). Of
concern is the two percent of students who do not
have the social and educational opportunities that
kindergarten provides. West, Denton, & Reaney
(2000) followed 22,000 students during their kinder-
garten year and found that by the end of the year the
children had gained a higher level of knowledge and
skills in math and reading, regardless of their back-
ground or type of kindergarten program. Even the
amount of time spent in kindergarten has been
shown to have an impact on achievement. Re-
searchers have found that children who attended a
full day of kindergarten had a higher level of growth
in math and reading than children who attended
half-day (Lee et al. 2006; Votruba-Dizal, Li-Grining,
& Maldonado-Carreno 2008).

When Friedrich Frobel opened the first kindergar-
ten in Germany in 1840, it was a place for young chil-
dren to play, develop social skills, and transition to
school. Today’s kindergarten experience serves these
purposes and more. Increasingly, kindergarten has an
emphasis on academic performance, especially pro-
viding the literacy foundation children will need for
success in first grade (Snow, Burns, & Griffin 1998;
West, Denton, & Reaney 2000).

Whether the result of parent pressure or the
push to improve student performance on stan-
dardized tests, curriculum expectations of older
children have been pushed down to earlier
grades. Children entering kindergarten are now

typically expected to be ready for what previ-
ously constituted the first grade curriculum.
(National Association for the Education of
Young Children 1995, 2)

Furthermore, the foundation that kindergarten
provides is not only academic; it also is social and
psychological. “Whatever the child has been able to
learn before he comes to school, his prior learning
goes through some transitions strongly influenced
by the particular opportunities he is now exposed to
by that school” (Clay 2005, 8). Children who have at-
tended kindergarten have had a year to adjust to the
school and classroom environments, learning the
rules, expectations, and socialization skills. It would
appear that those children who do not attend kinder-
garten are beginning school at a disadvantage.

It is important to determine the effects of missing
kindergarten, especially its impact on reading and
writing development. Studies that examined the im-
pact of non-kindergarten participation on later
achievement have found that students in the upper
grades who did not attend kindergarten demon-
strated poorer performance in math, language, and
reading than those who did (Paterno 1984; Woodruff
1980). Therefore, we need to examine the association
between kindergarten attendance and literacy devel-
opment in first grade. We also need to determine
whether children who do not attend kindergarten
show a spontaneous catch up or a widening literacy
gap; as Clay 1979, 13 puts it, “There is an unbounded
optimism among teachers that children who are late
in starting will indeed catch up.” However, this opti-
mism may be misplaced. Juel (1988) followed a
group of first graders through the fourth grade and
found that children identified as poor readers in first
grade remain poor readers in fourth grade. Children
who fall behind in reading usually need special as-
sistance that goes on for many years, at high financial
cost and limited success in closing the literacy gap.

Many researchers are investigating the factors that
would help identify, early on, children who are in
need of support in literacy (Bishop 2003; McCardle,
Scarborough & Catts 2001; Scanlon & Vellutino 1996;
Torgesen 1998). However, current research has not in-
vestigated the impact of kindergarten enrollment on
literacy performance in first grade. Even though most
children attend kindergarten, because it is not manda-
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tory in many states, there are children who begin
school at first grade. So the author did a small study to
determine whether kindergarten enrollment im-
pacted students’ literacy development in first grade.
By examining the literacy scores of first graders in the
fall and spring semesters of first grade, the author
wanted to determine if a gap exists between those
who attended kindergarten and those who have not,
and does that gap remain stable, increase, or decrease
over time?

Literacy Progress:
Kindergarten Enrollment
Versus Non-Enrollment

This study examined the literacy scores of 20 first
graders, 10 who did not attend kindergarten and ten
who did attend kindergarten from a public school in
New York City. The children who did not attend kin-
dergarten were matched with a child who did attend
kindergarten. The children were administered the
Early Childhood Literacy Assessment System
(ECLAS) (Board of Education of the City of New York,
& CTB/McGraw-Hill 1998), an assessment that was
developed to monitor the literacy progress of chil-
dren. Teachers collected the ECLAS data for children
in grades K-3 in the fall and spring. The ECLAS was
devised to measure four strands: reading, writing,
phonemic, and alphabet/sight word skills. The read-
ing strand first assesses pre-reading activities (i.e.,
concepts about print and environmental print).
Children are then asked to read a series of progres-
sively more difficult books to assess their comprehen-
sion and decoding skills. For the writing strand the
children are asked to write about the book they read
for the reading strand. The teacher then assesses the
child’s writing mechanics (e.g., directionality, spac-
ing, punctuation). In the phonemic awareness strand
the child’s ability to identify and record the sounds

they hear in a series of dictated words is assessed. The
alphabet/sight words strand assess the child’s ability
to identify letters by name and sound, and later, sight
words. Children are classified into one of six levels of
development: (1) Getting ready to read and write, (2)
Emergent reader/writer, (3) Beginning reader/
writer, (4) Developing reader/writer, (5) Semi-inde-
pendent reader/writer, and (6) Independent reader/
writer.

Means and standard deviations were calculated
for fall and spring scores for kindergarten and non-
kindergarten students in the four areas (i.e., alpha-
bet, phonics, reading, and writing). Two-tailed t-
tests were conducted to determine whether the dif-
ferences in means were statistically significant.

An analysis of the data indicates that the scores for
children who start first grade without attending kin-
dergarten had lower mean developmental scores
than children who did attend kindergarten upon en-
try to first grade (see Table 1 below). These non-kin-
dergarten children on average continue to remain
behind the group that had attended kindergarten
even after first grade. In addition, when one looks at
the individual cases, 4 of 10 students who started off
with a ratings of 0 (no correct answers) and/or 1 (get-
ting ready to read and write) remained below the
others who attended kindergarten in the ranking
even at the end of first grade, with scores that placed
them at level 2 (emergent reader/writer), 3 (begin-
ning reader/writer) or 4 (developing reader/writer)
in most of literacy areas compared to those who had
attended kindergarten.

A two-tailed t-test was conducted. An analysis of
the fall entry scores on the ECLAS indicates that
there was a difference in phonemic skills. This differ-
ence was statistically significant t(9) = -2.684, p < .05.
An analysis of the spring ECLAS scores shows a sta-
tistically significant difference in alphabet knowl-
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Table 1. Development Level Scores for the Four Strands on the ECLAS in the Fall and Spring

Fall Spring

Non-Kindergarten
Attendance

Kindergarten
Attendance

Non-Kindergarten
Attendance

Kindergarten Attendance

Strands M SD M SD M SD M SD

Alphabet/Sight Words 1.7 1.34 2.5 1.78 4.1 1.52 5.5 .71

Phonemic Awareness 1.3 1.42 3.0 1.33 4.0 1.41 4.9 .32

Reading 0.9 .99 1.9 1.79 3.6 1.26 5.0 .67

Writing Mechanics 1.3 1.89 2.2 2.1 4.2 .79 4.9 .74



edge t(9) = -2.585, p < .05, and reading t(9) = -3.096, p
< .01.

The results showed that the children who start
first grade without attending kindergarten had
lower mean developmental scores in all areas than
children who did attend kindergarten before entry to
first grade. On average they continue to remain be-
hind the group that attended kindergarten even after
receiving first grade instruction. An analysis of the
fall entry scores on the ECLAS indicates that there
was a statistically significant difference in phonemic
skills. In the spring the ECLAS scores were statisti-
cally significantly different in alphabet knowledge
and reading. Furthermore, the results indicate that
children who do not have a kindergarten experience
before first grade start lower, and the difference be-
comes larger and more significant in the spring.

Conclusion

Kindergarten is an important year for children for
adapting to the rigors of school socially, emotionally,
and academically. There are certain areas in which
children should have competence when they leave
kindergarten. For instance, children should have basic
concepts about print (e.g., directionality, book han-
dling), be able to name all of the letters, have phone-
mic awareness, and be able to retell stories (Arm-
bruster, Leher & Osborn 2003). Today, first grade
teachers have expectations that children will enter
their classes with basic literacy skills like concepts
about print. The kindergarten year also teaches chil-
dren the rules of attending school, as well as social
skills and other foundation knowledge to support
learning in first grade. The result is that children who
enter first grade without the advantage of kindergar-
ten may be perceived as being deficient in literacy.

Researchers are trying to determine what factors
can identify children who will be struggling readers
so support can be provided as soon as possible
(Bishop 2003; McCardle, Scarborough & Catts 2001;
Scanlon & Vellutino 1996; Torgesen 1998). For the sub-
jects of this study, not attending kindergarten is a fac-
tor that impacted future literacy performance.

Because kindergarten is such a critical year, it is
not clear why New York, along with other states,
does not mandate kindergarten attendance. How-
ever, recently New York City Councilwoman and

mayoral hopeful Christine Quinn announced at her
State of the City address that she wants to make kin-
dergarten mandatory.

Ms. Quinn’s proposal would affect only the rel-
atively small number of children who do not al-
ready attend kindergarten — estimates range
from 3,000 to 6,000 each year — but she said
that those children tended to be the ones who
needed it most, including those from poor and
minority families, foster homes, and students
with disabilities (Hu 2012, A26).

The low number of subjects, because there are so
few children who do not attend kindergarten in New
York State, is a limitation to this study. However, this
study does indicate that children who do not have a
kindergarten experience tend to perform lower on
literacy tasks compared to peers who did attend kin-
dergarten. Furthermore, it should be noted that man-
dating kindergarten in the state should not cost the
state significantly more since most children attend
already. Indeed, the state might actually save money
in the long term because these children may no lon-
ger need early intervention.

References

Armbruster, Bonnie B., Fran Lehr, and Jean Osborn. 2003. A
child becomes a reader: Kindergarten through grade 3. Wash-
ington, DC: The National Institute for Literacy.

Bishop, Anne G. 2003. Prediction of first-grade reading
achievement: A comparison of fall and winter kindergar-
ten screenings. Learning Disability Quarterly 26: 189-200.

Board of Education of the City of New York, & CTB/
McGraw-Hill. 1998. New York City’s Early Childhood
Literacy Assessment System. Monterey, CA: CTB McGraw-
Hill.

Campbell, Frances A., Elizabeth P. Pungello, Shari Miller-
Johnson, Margaret Burchinal, and Craig T. Ramey. 2001.
The development of cognitive and academic abilities:
Growth curves from an early childhood educational ex-
periment. Developmental Psychology 37: 231-242.

Clay, Marie M. 1979. Reading: The patterning of complex behav-
iour. Auckland, New Zealand: Heinemann.

Clay, Marie M. 2005. Literacy lessons designed for individuals,
Part one: Why? when? and how? Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

Denton, David R. 2000. SREB states lead the way: Getting chil-
dren ready for the first grade. ERIC, ED 441609.

Education Commission of the States. 2004. The progress of edu-
cational reform 2004: Kindergarten. Available online at
www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/54/83/5483.pdf

Education Commission of the States. 2008. State statutes re-
garding kindergarten: Policies concerning district offering
of and student attendance in full- and half-day kindergar-

48 ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice



ten programs. Available online at http://ecs.org/
clearinghouse/78/60/7860.pdf

Hu, Winnie. 2012, March 22. To Quinn, no city child should
miss kindergarten. New York Times, p. A26.

Juel, Connie. 1988. Learning to read and write: A longitudinal
study of 54 children from first through fourth grade. Jour-
nal of Educational Psychology 80: 437-447.

Lee, Valerie E., Burkam, David T., Douglas D. Ready, Joann
Honigman, and Samuel J. Meisels. 2006. Full-day versus
half-day kindergarten: In which program do children learn
more? American Journal of Education 112: 163-208.

McCardle, Peggy, Hollis S. Scarborough, and Hugh W. Catts.
2001. Predicting, explaining, and preventing children’s
reading difficulties. Learning Disabilities Research and Prac-
tice 16: 230-239.

National Association for the Education of Young Children.
1995. NAEYC position statement on school readiness. Avail-
able online at www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/
positions/PSREADY98.PDF

Obama, Barack and Joseph Biden. 2008. Barack Obama and Joe
Biden’s plan for lifetime success through education. Available
online at www.nyspirc.org/pdf/Obama%20Education%
20Plan%2012%2008.pdf

Paterno, JoAnna. 1984. Mandatory kindergarten: Will it make
a difference in Kentucky? ERIC, ED 264007.

Puma, Michael, Stephen Bell, Ronna Cook, Camilla Heid,
Gary Shapiro, Pam Broene, Frank Jenkins, Philip Fletcher,
Liz Quinn, Janet Friedman, Janet Ciarico, Monica Rohacek,
Gina Adams, and Elizabeth Spier. 2010. Head Start impact
study: Final report. US Department of Health and Human
Services: Washington, D.C.

Scanlon, Donna M. and Frank R. Vellutino. 1996. Prerequisite
skills, early instruction, and success in first-grade reading:
Selected results from a longitudinal study. Mental Retarda-
tion and Developmental Disabilities Research Reviews 2: 54-63.

Schweinhart, Lawrence J., and David P. Weikart. 1999. The
advantages of High/Scope: Helping children lead success-
ful lives. Educational Leadership 57, 76 & 78.

Snow, Catherine, E., M. Susan Burns, and Peg Griffin. 1998.
Preventing reading difficulties in young children. Washington,
D.C.: National Academy Press.

Torgesen, Joseph K. 1998. Catch them before they fall: Identi-
fication and assessment to prevent reading failure in
young children. American Educator 22: 1-8.

United States Congress. 1994. Goals 2000: Educate America
Act. Available online at www.ed.gov/legislation/
GOALS2000/TheAct/sec102.html

Vecchiotti, Sara 2003. Kindergarten: An overlooked educa-
tional policy priority. Social Policy Report 17 (2). Ann Arbor,
MI: Society for Research in Child Development.

Votruba-Dizal, Elizabeth, Christine P. Li-Grining, and
Carolina Maldonado-Carreno. 2008. A developmental per-
spective on full- versus part-day kindergarten and chil-
dren’s academic trajectories through fifth grade. Child De-
velopment 79: 957-978.

West, Jerry, Kristen Denton, and L. M. Reaney. 2000. The kin-
dergarten year: Findings from the early childhood longitudinal
study, kindergarten class of 1998-1999. U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education statistics. Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Woodruff, Bobby J. 1980. A comparison of grade retention
and of Basic Skills Test scores of pupils who did and who
did not attend kindergarten. ERIC, ED 196551.

Volume 25, Number 4 (Winter 2012) 49



Learning and Human Development
In Waldorf Pedagogy and Curriculum

Doralice Lange de Souza

Waldorf education is an alternative educational
approach that was created by Rudolf Steiner
(1861-1925) in Stuttgart, Germany in 1919.

Steiner was an eclectic intellectual who published
more than 50 books and gave approximately 6000
lectures on various topics, including philosophy,
science, art, and education. He also started a move-
ment called Anthroposophy, which he defined as
“the wisdom of the human being” and as a “path of
knowledge to guide the Spiritual in the human be-
ing to the Spiritual in the universe” (Trostli 1998, 1).
The Anthroposophical movement offers insights to
different areas, such as holistic medicine, holistic
education, architecture, and organic farming. Both
the Anthroposophical and the Waldorf education
movements can be found worldwide. According to
the Association of Waldorf Schools of North Amer-
ica, today there are approximately 800 Waldorf
schools in 44 countries.

The first Waldorf school was established in 1919,
shortly after World War I when Germany was cop-
ing with many problems, including rampant unem-
ployment and poverty. Emil Molt, the owner of a
cigarette factory called ”Waldorf Astoria,” who was
familiar with Steiner’s earlier work, asked him to
develop a new approach to education that might
promote deep and positive changes in society and
create a school for the children of his workers.
Steiner accepted the challenge and started a school,
which was called The Waldorf School to honor the
name of Molt’s factory. Steiner’s educational pro-
posal radically contrasted, and still contrasts, with
mainstream education. It questions the mechanis-
tic, materialistic, and consumerist mentality of
modern society and promotes a non-materialistic
worldview centered on the inner development of
the individual and on the quality of his/her rela-
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tionships with other people and with the natural en-
vironment. It also promotes a balance between the
intellectual, physical, emotional, social, spiritual,
and aesthetic aspects of human development.

The goal of this paper is to discuss the Waldorf
view of human development and its implications for
the Waldorf curriculum. In order to contextualize
this discussion, I will speak briefly about child devel-
opment and education at the preschool level. This
will serve as an introduction to better understand
child development and education at the elementary
level. Later I will discuss some possible implications
of the Waldorf approach for education in general.
My research began with an extensive literature re-
view on Waldorf Education and an in-depth case
study of a Waldorf school. Even though my study
was based on only one school, the majority of what I
will discuss can be applied to other Waldorf schools,
since schools that are members of official Waldorf
Associations follow the same curriculum and peda-
gogy. The study involved six months of systematic
observations in different classrooms and at events
such as teachers and parents’ meetings, school par-
ties, cultural festivals, and workshops open to the
community. It also involved interviews with teach-
ers, parents, and children, and an analysis of stu-
dents’ work and of school materials such as hand-
outs and the parents’ handbook.

Development and Education
From Birth to Age Seven

According to the Waldorf perspective, children
develop in cycles of approximately seven years, and
throughout each of these cycles, they have certain
characteristics which need to be respected if we want
to promote the full development of their different
potentials. Waldorf educators believe that from birth
to age 7 (the first stage of development), children’s
“life forces” (the energy that keeps us alive) are fo-
cused on their physical development. They also be-
lieve that during this stage, children’s actions are
moved by their will. They usually do things because
they want to do them, not because they have to do
them. Under normal conditions, they will not hesi-
tate to get involved in whatever activities they
choose, even if this means chaos from the perspective
of an adult. For children it is perfectly normal to eat,

dance, and play with a doll, all at the same time. The
concept of “will” in the Waldorf context means dif-
ferent things. Sometimes it refers to just a “want,” or
a very strong “want.” Sometimes it refers to the kind
of mental power that moves us to do what needs to
be done to accomplish something we want or need to
do to achieve a goal.

In order to meet what Waldorf educators believe
are children’s developmental needs, the curriculum
is designed to optimize children’s physical develop-
ment and the strengthening of their will. The school
day includes a lot of games that involve physical
movement, such as rope jumping, rhythmic clap-
ping, and nature walks. It also includes manual and
artistic work like making toys, painting, modeling
with clay, singing with rhythmical movements, role-
playing, reciting poetry, preparing snacks, and orga-
nizing and cleaning the classroom. Waldorf educa-
tors believe that, among other things, the cooking,
cleaning, and organization of the classroom help dis-
cipline children’s will, since these tasks need to be
done on a regular basis whether children want to do
them or not. Manual and artistic work can help them
develop an admiration for cleanliness, organization,
and beauty while it fosters respect and appreciation
for different kinds of materials and activities.

The Waldorf curriculum emphasizes the role of
rhythm in children’s lives in order to discipline
their will and actions. Waldorf teachers believe that
without the direction of an adult and a well-estab-
lished rhythmic pattern throughout the day, chil-
dren will engage in a number of activities in chaotic
and superficial ways, missing the opportunity to
learn how to make good use of their will. Waldorf
educators are of the opinion that educating the will
is extremely important so that children will learn to
control their negative impulses and will have the
mental power that it takes to do the things they
want to do and/or need to do in order to achieve
their goals throughout their lives.

An important characteristic of the Waldorf curric-
ulum during these first years is that there is a special
time in the day set aside for storytelling. It is interest-
ing to note, however, that Waldorf teachers usually
do not read stories to their students. They memorize
the stories beforehand, so that as they tell them to the
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children, they can give the stories a personal touch
through the use of their voice and body expression.

Waldorf educators believe that, from birth to the
age of seven, children learn basically through play,
imitation, and example. They understand that chil-
dren perceive and imitate not only people’s words
and actions, but also their inner attitudes. Trostli
(1988, 93-94) explains:

Imitation can take several forms. A young child
might imitate someone’s actions directly. If a
teacher is carding and spinning wool, for exam-
ple, a child might also want to card and spin.
Children might also imitate in their play the ac-
tions that they have encountered. For instance, a
group of children might join together to form a
moving company. They will pack up the toys in
the kindergarten into a moving van that they
have made of some chairs and boards and drive
it to another land. Children also imitate our in-
ner attitude. Kindergarten teachers therefore
try to pervade everything they do with care.
This will be reflected in the way they place an
object on the seasonal table, or the way they put
the toys away at clean-up time and make sure
all the babies are tucked in and don’t have any
cold toes sticking out. If parents and teachers
approach common life tasks, such as cooking or
cleaning with reverence and care, children will
develop a deep respect for work and for mate-
rial things. If, however, such tasks are done
quickly and sloppily, this will be reflected in
children’s difficulties in finding meaning in life.

With this in mind, Waldorf teachers try to con-
stantly work toward furthering their own personal
development. They attempt to bring their best to
each activity and task, so that they can serve as posi-
tive role models for their students.

Development and Education
From Seven to Fourteen-Years-Old

From the age of 7 to 14, according to the Waldorf
perspective, children’s “life-forces” are centered on
their “feeling life.” During this stage, Waldorf teach-
ers try to optimize the development of children’s
feelings and imagination. They believe that the emo-
tional life of children should be well nurtured before

fostering their intellectual development. A teacher
comments:

First you build a healthy body and a rich soul
life through hands-on experiences, drawing,
painting, and music…. Then you have the foun-
dation to develop the intellect…. Students come
to me from public schools and they are filled
with facts. At the most fundamental level, I dis-
cover they have a weak relationship to the
world, because it does not come through their
experience and their feeling life. Their imagina-
tion has not been given the time or the space to
develop. It is just a careful tending…. If you
plant a seed in rich soil, and you grow a really
strong plant, that is the human being who can
survive in the real world. If you take a seed and
you put it in poor soil, and little sun and little
rain, and tons of fertilizers, and expose it to real
life circumstances, it is not going to survive….

Waldorf teachers believe that the development of
imagination is extremely important since it nurtures
our “feeling life” and helps us establish solid rela-
tionships with the world. They also believe that
imagination is the basis of our creativity and true
freedom: We need to be imaginative in order to be
able to create new ways of thinking and to foresee
different possibilities for solving problems and ac-
complishing tasks and goals. We also need to be
imaginative in order to access ways of thinking that
transcend the reality that our five senses can per-
ceive. One of the strategies Waldorf teachers use to
promote children’s imagination is to introduce the
subject matter through stories (Textbooks are not
used in Waldorf education). A teacher explains:

We try to give children pictures that have a cer-
tain life and children can live into and can come
to them with a certain amount of enthusiasm,
whereas if you just give the concept, it is dead.
So when you are teaching the letters for in-
stance, you could say this is an “A” and this is a
“B,” and “B” says “B.” But if you develop it out
of the pictures..., you start with the story about
the bear, and then you draw the bear, and then
you can see the form of the “B” and the bear,
and you can sound the word and hear the first
sound. The child has gone through a very enliv-
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ening process much more interesting than say-
ing this is a letter “B.”

According to Waldorf educators, as children listen
to stories, they create images that will naturally
“live” in their hearts for a long time. These images,
they explain, will not only help them to understand
moral concepts and principles, but will also help
them connect with the knowledge and levels of real-
ity that can only be accessed through imagination
and creative thought.

In elementary school, the focus is not so much on
how much knowledge children have access to as on
the details that can potentially stimulate their imagi-
nation and engage them emotionally with the subject
matter. After teachers tell a story, they usually have
children engage in activities such as painting, draw-
ing, modeling with clay, role playing, poetry, music
and/or corporeal games in which the students can
concretely experience the story. This potentially pro-
motes their imagination, creativity, and their gross
and fine motor skills. Only after all this do they direct
children towards more intellectual experiences in
which the content is the primary focus.

In Waldorf education, teachers try to delay the in-
tellectualization of children’s experiences at school
as much as possible. They believe that a precocious
focus on intellectual development impairs the
healthy and balanced development of children’s
emotional, physical, social, aesthetic, and spiritual
natures. Therefore, they do not start teaching writing
until first grade and reading until second. They also
try to delay as long as possible scientific explanations
about the world around them. For example, if a child
from first or third grade asks why it rains, the teacher
will normally either try to call the child’s attention to
a different subject, or will ask the child what she her-
self imagines the answer to the question is. The
teacher might also tell the child a story that talks
about the water cycle in a figurative way. As one
Waldorf teacher put it:

You might … tell a story about a little drop of
water that fell down as rain into the stream at
the top of the mountain, and how this drop of
water joined other drops of water by tumbling
and splashing and spilling down the mountain,
and how it rushed ever faster and faster, and

then it slowed down as it came into the river
and saw many things along the banks, and it
eventually came into the ocean and then it was
so hot that eventually the sun fairies came and
pulled it up. Then you have a picture of the wa-
ter cycle, a very imaginative picture.

When Waldorf teachers happen to have a student
who comes to school already knowing how to write
and read before first or second grade, they attempt to
redirect the child’s attention so as to avoid reinforcing
the development of these skills before what they be-
lieve to be the “right time.” When the time comes to
work on writing or reading skills with the whole
group, they reintroduce the child to these skills
through the Waldorf method. While some children do
not mind going over what they already know, consid-
ering that the Waldorf approach includes a lot of
imaginative, artistic, and physical work, some chil-
dren may feel held back and frustrated. As I collected
data in the second grade classroom, I observed that
while the teacher was still asking the class to read in-
dividual words from the board (initial stage of read-
ing), a few students would pull thick books from un-
der their desks to read when the teacher wasn’t look-
ing and/or when they had some free time.

I personally agree with the Waldorf approach in
the sense that we should not be rushing children into
reading, writing, computing, and thinking scientifi-
cally while they are still young. There is so much else
for them to be doing at a young age that perhaps they
will not have the opportunity to do later. Besides,
there are definitely things that, if not learned at a
younger age, are hard to learn later in life (e.g., learn-
ing to play and developing the imagination and
gross coordination skills). However, holding those
students back who spontaneously develop these
skills on their own may be problematic. At the time
Steiner lived, children did not have as much contact
with the written word as they have today. Now,
however, children are exposed from birth to the
printed word. As a consequence, they spontaneously
develop an interest for reading, writing, and com-
puting earlier in life, and many of them are in fact
learning these skills on their own. When we try to re-
direct their attention to different activities, many are
likely to feel frustrated if they are not allowed to pur-
sue their own interests further. There are also chil-
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dren who really need to learn how to read, write, and
compute while they are still very young so that they
will be able to survive and fend for themselves in the
streets. This is unfortunately the reality of millions of
children in Brazil, where I live, that they may need to
buy/trade/sell their own food and clothing, take
buses, and move around in the city on their own.

Many of the stories Waldorf teachers tell their stu-
dents in the earlier grades refer to fairies, gnomes,
angels, and saints. According to the Waldorf per-
spective, there is a deeper reality that goes beyond
everything our senses can normally perceive. These
stories, they believe, can potentially help students
keep themselves open to this kind of reality. They
also use a lot of biographies and dramatic plays in
their teaching. They are of the opinion that biogra-
phies and role-playing foster students’ imaginative
and feeling life and lead them to look at information
in context, which helps them to better understand
the subjects they are working on. In addition, they
nurture in children a degree of empathy for the peo-
ple they are studying. A seventh grade teacher once
told me that as she worked on a unit on Galileo and
reviewed his biography, she and her students devel-
oped a little role-play of his trial. She observed that,
as the children put themselves in the shoes of the dif-
ferent protagonists during the play, they started to
better understand the different viewpoints involved,
which led them to a more complex understanding of
what was really at stake in Galileo’s trial.

In Waldorf education, there is a special focus on
children’s intellect only during their third stage of
development (14 to 21 years old). It is only then, ac-
cording to Steiner and his followers, that children’s
life forces will be centered on their intellect. Since the
goal of this paper is to deepen the understanding of
children’s development and education at the ele-
mentary level, I will not discuss the third stage of de-
velopment and education here.

Some General Characteristics of the
Elementary Curriculum

Waldorf education focuses on promoting a bal-
anced development of the different aspects of the
child (intellectual, emotional, physical, social, spiri-
tual, and aesthetic). In addition to offering the regu-
lar academic disciplines we find in most educational

institutions, Waldorf schools offer a rich variety of
experiences for children. In the school where I did
my research, which has a typical Waldorf curricu-
lum, students have handwork, physical education,
eurhythmy, and two foreign language classes (Ger-
man and Spanish), and they learn how to play the re-
corder — all starting in first grade. In third grade,
singing classes are added to the curriculum. In
fourth grade, students begin to study a string instru-
ment. In fifth grade they can either continue to study
a string instrument or they can choose to begin learn-
ing a wind instrument. During this academic year,
they also begin taking chorus and woodworking
classes. In sixth grade students join the school or-
chestra. Children experience each of these classes in
increasing levels of difficulty as they move from
grade to grade.

In the Waldorf context, eurhythmy, physical edu-
cation, handwork, and woodworking classes have
some peculiarities. For example, Eurhythmy is a
practice created by Steiner, and to the eyes of some-
one who doesn’t know it, looks very much like a
slow motion dance. Waldorf educators define it as
music and speech expressed in bodily movement. It
is also called “visible speech” or “visible song” or
“an art form which translates music and speech into
movement ” (Holland 1981, 13). Some of the benefits
of Eurhythmy, Waldorf educators claim, is that it
helps us connect body and soul and is a powerful
means of artistic expression. I have observed
Eurhythmy classes, which appear to promote coor-
dination, rhythm, spatial and social awareness, and
graciousness of movement.

Physical education classes in Waldorf schools em-
phasize good sportsmanship and teamwork, and not
competition. From first to third grade the focus is on
games. After fourth grade the different sports are
gradually introduced. It is important to remark, how-
ever, that in Waldorf schools, physical education oc-
curs throughout the day as the regular classroom
teacher integrates the teaching of academic subjects
with physical movements. This can be seen, for exam-
ple, in the kind of games the teachers regularly play in
the early grades to help children memorize the times
table. For instance, the teacher will call out “5?” and
the children will answer “5x1.” The teacher will then
say “10?” and the children will answer “5x2.” Next
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the teacher will call “15?” and the children answer
“5x3,” and so on. This sequence of questioning and
answering is accompanied by a complex sequence of
energetic clapping and feet stamping. I myself played
this game in class along with the children. It was not
only fun and helpful in terms of helping everyone
memorize the times table, but it was also an excellent
way to relieve some physical energy.

The handwork classes, which are usually taught
both by a specialist teacher and by volunteer parents,
teach students to knit, crochet, embroider, and hand-
and machine-sew. The woodwork classes focus on
teaching children how to make little wooden objects,
such as spoons, bowls, and birdhouses. The Waldorf
teachers whom I interviewed explained that these
classes are important not only because they teach
children skills for working with their hands, but also
because they contribute to the development of their
will, the kind of inner power we all need in order to
control our thoughts and actions. The handwork
teacher at the school I studied made an interesting
comment that can help us understand this:

If you are knitting a sweater … it is a huge project.
You might be excited for the first part of the
sweater and then in the second half, the only thing
that keeps you going is that you know that you
need to finish it because you want to wear it. It’s
basically your will telling you. In the first grade
they see this recorder bag and they are so excited
to knit it. But after the third row, they realize that
it is boring and they need to keep going … and to
keep adding to it. You cannot skip corners … and
so that’s how they are training their will.

An important characteristic of Waldorf education
is that it tries to promote the artistic and aesthetic de-
velopment of children. Everything teachers and stu-
dents do involves some form of artistic expression
and beauty. The Waldorf environment is usually aes-
thetically pleasing. The classrooms are generally
filled with natural light and decorated with plants
and flowers. Most materials are made of organic ele-
ments (one rarely finds anything made of plastic in
the school). The classrooms are habitually kept clean
and organized. Children’s artwork is carefully dis-
played on the walls to embellish the environment.
There is no overcrowding of materials and objects

anywhere to be seen. Every object seems to have its
own designated place. Children engage in some kind
of artistic work every day. They will regularly draw,
paint, recite poems, sing, play musical instruments,
do some kind of craft, and/or participate in some
kind of role play. One interesting characteristic of the
Waldorf curriculum is that artistic activities are
treated with the same seriousness as academic work.
The richness of the artistic life in a Waldorf school is
amazing. It is practically impossible to visit a Wal-
dorf school and not hear groups of students singing,
playing some kind of instrument, reciting poetry, or
coming and going from play rehearsals. At the
school I studied, each class put together one play a
year. Students wore beautifully handcrafted cos-
tumes, skillfully danced and sang, played their own
music, and used sophisticted stage and lightening
techniques. The quality of their productions was re-
markable when considering the children’s ages and
comparing them with the work of children in other
schools I have observed.

Steiner and his followers emphasize the role of the
arts and of artistic work in the curriculum as a way to
(1) express and refine one’s feelings; (2) establish a
personal connection with the students’ learning; (3)
integrate different kinds of learning (cognitive, emo-
tional, spiritual, and physical); (4) socialize with oth-
ers (this is particularly true in the case of singing in
choirs or participating in plays); (5) nurture and en-
gage the imagination; (6) promote creativity; (7) de-
velop a taste for beauty; (8) give a degree of depth to
experiences; and (8) help us remember what we are
learning. Trostli (1998, xxviii) explains the last two
points well:

In Waldorf schools the arts are not taught for
their own sake, but because they allow a child to
experience a subject on a far deeper, richer level
than the intellectual one…. Artistic experiences
usually leave lasting impressions in a student’s
life. Information can be gathered or retrieved,
but the experience of the subjects through indi-
vidual work and through the arts builds a foun-
dation in the soul that will enrich all further
learning and the whole of a student’s life.

The different disciplines in the Waldorf curriculum
are integrated. For example, one of the subjects of the
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fifth grade is the Ancient Greece. While children
study Greek history they usually do some kind of ar-
tistic work connected to the topic (e.g., draw and paint
pictures related to them and play and/or sing Greek
music). In Eurhythmy classes they are likely to do
some kind of work related to Greek poetry, and in
physical education classes they practice running, long
jump, wrestling, javelin, and discus, which were typi-
cal sports in ancient Greece. They also organize and
participate in their own version of the “Olympic
Games,” an event that originated in ancient Greece.
They not only learn about and practice typical Olym-
pic sports, but also get to know the goals and values
that governed the Olympic games in ancient Greece.
These activities nurture the different aspects of chil-
dren’s development and promote a perception that
what they are learning is all connected.

Another important aspect of the Waldorf curricu-
lum is its focus on the spiritual dimension of human
development. While Waldorf schools are not reli-
gious, they are based on Anthroposophical and
Christian principles and on the belief in life before
and after death. The whole Waldorf perspective is
based on on the assumption that we are spiritual be-
ings in search of development. Education should
therefore should help us become more human than
we already are. One of the ways in which Waldorf
educators promote the spiritual dimension of devel-
opment is by nurturing mindfulness and the habit of
doing the best we can in everything we do. They
teach children to do everything with careful atten-
tion to every little detail of their work. They also nur-
ture the “spiritual self” of the children by fostering in
them a sense of reverence for everything that gener-
ates and gives meaning to life. They start and end
each school day with a poem thanking the energy
that brings us to life; recite verses or sing songs be-
fore each meal thanking “mother nature” for the
food that nourishes us; and teach children to treat ev-
erything and everyone around us well, as if each per-
son, animal, or object were sacred and had a value
that goes far beyond its instrumental use for us. Yet
another way in which they nurture the spiritual di-
mension is by promoting a sense of connectedness,
appreciation, interdependence, and respect for na-
ture, including an appreciation for the richness and
beauty of natural elements like the sun, the rain, the

ocean and the plants. Waldorf educators do a lot of
outside work with children, tell stories about nature,
recite poetry that addresses nature’s beauty, and
show children through stories, poetry, and music
how we depend on nature for our wellbeing and sur-
vival.

Rhythm is a very important feature in the Waldorf
curriculum. Steiner and his followers strongly be-
lieve that the way the school day is organized signifi-
cantly affects learning and development. They care-
fully plan the schedule in ways that alternate what
they see as “breathing in” and “breathing out” activi-
ties. In other words, they alternate activities that use
the mind more than the body with activities that are
more physical than intellectual. Because they believe
that children are usually more alert, receptive, and
capable of concentrating in the morning, they use the
first two hours of the day for what they call the
“main lesson.” The main lesson generally starts with
a “morning circle” that includes recitation, stretch-
ing the different parts of the body, singing, dancing,
and some energetic physical exercises. The younger
the children, the longer this part of the main lesson is
“breathing out” which helps students to complete
their transition from home to school. After this, chil-
dren have an “in-breath” type of activity, in which
they work on a specific subject. Following that, they
have snack for an “out-breath.” The remainder of the
day is planned in ways to honor this balance be-
tween “contraction” and “expansion,” “breathing
in” and “breathing out” types of activities.

An important feature that relates to rhythm in
Waldorf education is block teaching. A same subject
is taught in the course of several weeks during main
lesson (usually from three to six weeks). In the case
of the disciplines that require constant practice such
as English and math, while they are taught in blocks
during main lesson, they are also regularly worked
on at other times during the day. Waldorf educators
believe block teaching is beneficial since it allows
students to explore a same subject in depth and with-
out interruptions for an extended period of time.

An additional characteristic that relates to rhythm
in the Waldorf curriculum is connected to the fact
that Waldorf teachers believe that students should
“go home” and “go to sleep” with some of the expe-
riences they have at school before asking them to in-
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tellectually analyze them. From their perspective,
while children play, rest and sleep, the things they
are exposed to are processed and transformed within
their being and become part of them. Waldorf educa-
tors believe that an organic/emotional experience
with the new subject should come first, and only later
should the subject be intellectualized. According to
them, a precocious intellectual experience with a
new subject might prevent children from connecting
with it in a more organic/emotional level.

A final important characteristic of the Waldorf
curriculum is that the same teacher stays with the
same group of students from first to eighth grade
whenever possible. Waldorf educators are con-
vinced that children’s learning is largely influenced
by the feelings they have for their teacher. They need
an intimate, stable, and continuous relationship with
a mentor, which cannot be achieved when there is a
change of teacher from year to year. The “eight years
in a row” approach seems to have both strengths and
weaknesses. It is a major problem when the teacher
and a student do not get along and are unable to
work out their differences. When this happens, they
have to either forcibly put up with each other or the
student has to leave the school, since Waldorf
schools usually have only one class for each grade. A
Waldorf graduate comments on other negative as-
pects of the “eight years in a row” approach:

If I had a wonderful teacher, a mentor, someone
who could help me grow spiritually, emotion-
ally, and intellectually, I would love to have one
teacher. But if the teacher and the student do not
connect, if the teacher is not a quality teacher,
that can be more harmful during the develop-
mental stages than having a new teacher every
year. I remember being at the Waldorf school
wishing I could have a new teacher next year,
wishing that I could have “that” teacher or “that
one.” In addition, with many teachers you learn
more about diversity, different people, different
styles. You experience male and female energy.
You experience the different strengths and
weaknesses of different teaching styles.

An additional problem of the “eight years in a
row” approach is that it may be hard — if not impos-
sible — for teachers to master all the knowledge and

skills they are supposed to teach from first to eighth
grade. Some Waldorf schools are in fact starting to
address this problem by having specialist teachers
work with children in specific academic disciplines.
When this happens, the class teacher is still responsi-
ble for introducing the subjects during the main les-
son using the Waldorf method, which includes a lot
of storytelling and physical and artistic work. The
specialist teacher comes in after the main lesson to
work with specific knowledge and skills that sup-
posedly are more difficult for the class teacher to
master and teach.

Some strengths of the “eight years in a row” ap-
proach are that because the teacher stays with the
same group of students for a long period of time,
he/she can provide consistency and continuity in
their school experiences. In addition, because teach-
ers, students, and parents spend a lot of time to-
gether, they have numerous opportunities to get to
know each other well and develop a solid relation-
ship and a sense of community. Edmonds (1992, 54-
55) eloquently addresses some advantages of this ap-
proach:

How long does it take an experienced teacher to
know thirty children or more — really to know
them, understand them and be able to enter into
their intimate needs? And the contrary, how
long does it take children to grow so accus-
tomed to the quality of mind, the temperament,
the mannerisms of a teacher that they feel hap-
pily anchored, understood, and secure? And
what can it mean in a child’s life to have to make
a new adjustment to a personality every year
again? What can be the effect on a young child
of being thus uprooted and transplanted year
by year during the most formative years of its
life — a different quality of discipline as well as
all else? …And what does it mean to a teacher to
be forever dealing with the same age group, the
six year olds, the nine year olds, and so on,
knowing hardly at all what went before and
without responsibility for what comes after?
Where is the sanity in this which is accepted as
the universal practice? We have seen that a
child’s life is not only a succession of years — it
is a life-developing process, and like all such
processes there are nodal points and intervals
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and crises, that is, times of vital transition which
have to be specially known, prepared for, met
and carried over. All this is part of a teacher’s
profoundest service, and how can it be achieved
without the kind of continuity with the children
in their growing, and with their parents? How,
in these turbulent times, can we hope to find
people with inner strength of security, feeling
strongly anchored in themselves and in their
tasks in life, if they have not experienced that
anchorage and security in their growing years?

As we think about the strengths and weaknesses
of the “eight years in a row” approach, perhaps a
better alternative would be to have the same teacher
for two or three years with the same group of stu-
dents. This way we would still be able to benefit from
the positive aspects of the approach while minimiz-
ing some of its problems.

Evolution and Freedom

According to Steiner and his followers, the main
goal of education is “to develop free human beings
who are able of themselves to impart purpose and di-
rection to their lives.” (Steiner cited in Holland 1981,
1). Note, however, that the concept of freedom for
Steiner is different from that which most of us hold in
the Western world. For him and for his followers,
freedom is not necessarily connected to the idea of
“choice,” “absence of constraints,” or “democratic
participation.” It is essentially related to self-knowl-
edge, authenticity, and self-control. These qualities,
according to them, are necessary if we are to be true
to ourselves, if we are to live our lives according to
our beliefs, if we are to have the will power we need
in order to meet our innermost needs and goals, and
if we are not to be deceived and mislead by the mate-
rialistic values and artificial needs imposed on us by
the mainstream culture. Freedom, from the Waldorf
perspective, is also related to our ability to intervene
between stimulus and response so that we will not
simply keep responding automatically to situations
in which we find ourselves.

True freedom, Waldorf educators claim, can only
be achieved in the long run through structure and di-
rection. From their viewpoint, children should first
learn to “perceive reality as it really is,” “feel it with
their whole being,” and develop a degree of knowl-

edge before they are given some autonomy to start
making decisions about their experiences. Other-
wise, they will not be able to make intelligent deci-
sions and will keep acting based on impulses and
“unripened judgement” (Steiner 1998, 42). Con-
sidering all of this, Waldorf elementary school edu-
cators see their role as directing children step-by-
step in their school experiences, giving them the op-
portunity to make certain decisions only as they
grow older and more mature. It is only during high
school that Waldorf students begin to have some
voice in the decision making process in their school.

Waldorf elementary school teachers believe that
they should direct most of the activities children do
in school to make sure they will be exposed to certain
learning experiences they might not naturally ex-
pose themselves to for fear of failing and lack of op-
portunities, interests, and initiative. Teachers want
their students to explore all their potentials, includ-
ing their weaknesses. They want to be sure that chil-
dren will always go beyond where they already are,
so that in the future, doors will not be closed to them
and they may be truly free.

In the case of preschool education, the teachers are
not as directive as in elementary education. Since
they believe children at this age learn mostly by imi-
tation, they model the kind of behavior they expect
from their students. For example, if they want chil-
dren to do some sewing instead of telling them to do
so, they will start sewing themselves. As children ob-
serve their teacher, they tend to spontaneously fol-
low his/her lead.

An important characteristic of the Waldorf struc-
ture is that it does everything it can to protect child-
hood. Waldorf schools ask families to not permit
their children to watch TV or use the Internet until a
certain age (usually high school). They want to pre-
vent children from being overly exposed to mass cul-
ture and to the materialistic/consumerist mentality
that permeates the media. Waldorf teachers also do
not allow certain subjects to be discussed in class.
They believe that much of what children say they
want to talk about in school is imposed on them by
the media and adults in their lives. They will usually
only open space for the discussion of subjects chil-
dren bring in to school if they feel that the children
are genuinely interested in these subjects, are ready
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to discuss them, and can potentially learn valuable
lessons from the discussions that these subjects are
likely to bring up.

Waldorf teachers do everything they can to pre-
vent students from dealing with issues that, from
their perspective, children are not yet capable of han-
dling. They try to make sure that, at least in school,
children can be children and will not have to worry
about the difficult reality that perhaps some of them
need to directly or indirectly face outside school (e.g.,
poverty, hunger, prejudice, violence, abandonment).
They want the children, as they grow older and face
important difficulties in their lives, to have good
memories of their childhoods and know that life is
good and worthy of being lived and that life can be
much better than it seems during difficult moments.

The degree of structure of the Waldorf curriculum
obviously does not work for all children. While it is
positive for the children who need a high degree of
direction to work and learn, it can cause frustration
for those who tend to be more self-directed and inde-
pendent. The latter tend to feel suffocated when they
cannot work according to their own rhythm and per-
sonal interests. I talked to some Waldorf students
and alumni who did wonderfully well with the kind
of structure and direction offered by Waldorf
Schools; however, I also met people who left Waldorf
education because they felt “asphyxiated” with the
degree of directiveness they encountered in school.

A common criticism against Waldorf education is
that it tends to isolate children from the world. From
my perspective, it is true that Waldorf students lack
some information about current issues beyond
school. However, Waldorf children also seem to be
connected to the world on a far deeper level than
most other children I have observed. Because the
Waldorf curriculum places so much importance on
the development of children’s imagination and “feel-
ing life,” they seem to be more able to empathize
with the problems of other people and living beings
around them. Unlike many children who are im-
mersed — and I would say, almost drowning in in-
formation about what is going on in the world —
Waldorf children seem to grow increasingly sensi-
tive to the problems of the world around them. Un-
like most teenagers I know, Waldorf students seem
to be open to approaching people around them to ask

if they need help. The first time I visited the Waldorf
High School building of the school (the preschool
and elementary school building was on a different
side of the school yard), a group of high school stu-
dents approached me, said good morning and asked
if I needed help. I told them that I was a researcher
and that I wanted to meet Waldorf teachers and stu-
dents. They immediately invited me to their class-
room and introduced me to their teacher. After the
class, these students and some of their friends spent
snack time talking to me about their experiences in
school. Those of us who know teenagers know that
they usually are not that open to adults and tend to
prefer to be around their peers.

There is an important issue related to the degree of
directness of the Waldorf curriculum that from my
viewpoint is quite problematic. It relates to the fact
that most of the knowledge that students have access
to in the school is directly taught to them by their
teachers. In other words, in the Waldorf context, chil-
dren rely in great part on the knowledge, experience,
and worldview of their teachers. Waldorf elemen-
tary students do not do a lot of research on their own
to build their own knowledge. This is a problem, I
believe, for two main reasons: First, the children’s ac-
cess to knowledge and experiences is limited, since
they are not exposed to different sources of informa-
tion, viewpoints, and perspectives. Their teachers,
like all of us, obviously have biases and limitations.
Second, since we live in an age in which information
is quickly becoming obsolete, those who do not learn
how to seek knowledge on their own run the risk of
becoming either dependent on others and/or of be-
coming outdated.

Conclusion

Waldorf schools have a unique and well-estab-
lished ontological foundation and understanding of
human development. They base all their actions on
this foundation, regardless of all the resistance they
face in order to do so. As we know, there is a huge ex-
pectation today that schools accelerate children’s
learning. We live in the era of the “hurried child”
(Elkind 1981). Today most schools are teaching chil-
dren how to read, write, and compute as early as in
preschool. Because Waldorf schools refuse to do what
the great majority of schools are doing, teachers and
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families who choose this kind of education are often
considered old-fashioned, radicals, and/or out of
touch with reality. Yet Waldorf educators and families
who know Steiner’s philosophy and are conscious of
why they chose Waldorf education, feel at peace with
their choice. They believe that once the child has a
healthy body, a well-educated will, and a well-nur-
tured emotional and imaginative life, he/she will find
no difficulty in growing cognitively and intellectually.
They are of the opinion that even though their chil-
dren may in the early school years seem temporarily
behind in terms of academic development when com-
pared to peers in other kinds of schools, in the long
run, they will catch up with children of the same age,
with the advantage that they will be likely to have a
more balanced and harmonious development of all
aspects of their being (intellectual, physical, emo-
tional, social, aesthetic, and spiritual). People in-
volved with Waldorf education tend to believe that
our goal in life goes beyond the development of the in-
tellect, finding a place in the job market, achieving sta-
tus, and accumulating material possessions. They are
of the opinion that we are here to fully develop our
potential, become better as individuals, serve human-
ity in the best way we can, and use all the resources we
have in a responsible manner.

To find out whether this really happens, I found
only one thorough and independent study on the
outcomes of Waldorf education. This study was con-
ducted and financed by the Education Department of
Bonn, Germany. This study included 460 graduates
of Waldorf schools born between 1946 and 1947. It
was published in 1981 by Der Spiegel, a magazine
equivalent to Newsweek or Time. According to this
study (Beste Einsichten 1981), Waldorf graduates did
three times better in the Abitur tests than students
from the State schools. (The equivalent test in the
United States would entitle students to skip intro-
ductory courses and start college as sophomores.)
According to this study, 20% of Waldorf graduates
chose to work in educational and social fields, 12% in
the medical area, and 12% in the artistic/linguistic
field. Very few chose technical and legal professions.
The study also claims that the professional choices of
the graduates were based on their inclinations, inter-
ests, abilities, and social and altruistic goals. They
tended not to show an interest in success, prestige,

recognition or financial concerns when choosing
their professions. Because this is the only research on
the subject, more research is necessary to verify the
results and to investigate other possible outcomes of
Waldorf education.

One important additional aspect of Waldorf edu-
cation relates to the fact that the Waldorf curriculum
is very much the same in every Waldorf school
everywhere in the world, and it follows the same di-
rections given by Steiner when he created the first
Waldorf School in Germany in 1919. Since Steiner’s
curriculum was created in a specific time, place and
culture, it neglects the economic, cultural, social, and
the political realities of specific groups of people in
other localities and stages of development. Waldorf
educators tend to respond to this criticism by claim-
ing that there is an universal reality that transcends
matters of time, place, and culture. They also claim
that the Waldorf curriculum was so well developed
by Steiner that it is still valid even though we live in a
different context and reality. This argument is evi-
dently weak. The curriculum, as it was created by
Steiner, privileges a certain body of knowledge (it is
visibly Eurocentric) and neglects important cultural,
economical, and political issues. While many Wal-
dorf educators claim that they can adapt the curricu-
lum according to their students’ needs and to their
local reality, most of the Waldorf schools described
in the literature and all the schools which I had ac-
cess to both in Brazil and in the United States imple-
ment the official curriculum in quite similar ways.

While the Waldorf approach has some limitations,
it does offer us some important insights. For example,
the Waldorf experience protects children’s right to be
children and not have to worry about certain prob-
lems and responsibilities while they are still young.
Waldorf educators do not want children to be con-
cerned with making decisions about educational ex-
periences that may affect their future. They also do
not want their students to worry about issues such as
war, violence, and hunger, at least during the few
hours a day while they are at school. They will have
plenty of time to engage with these kinds of problems
outside school. However, we need to consider that to-
day, more and more children are being called on to
deal with the arduous reality of the world around
them either because they live this reality or because
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they have access to it through the media. This is in fact
forcing them to grow up more quickly and become
older earlier than they should. As a consequence, it is
difficult to find children, teenagers, and young adults
who are truly imaginative, who know how to play
and how to use their free time in healthy ways, who
know how to express themselves through their body
and through the different artistic means, and who
know how to appreciate the beauty of simple things
such as the colors of a flower or sunset.

Another interesting insight brought up by the Wal-
dorf experience relates to the criticism it makes about
the precocious intellectualization of children, so fash-
ionable today. As Waldorf educators emphasize, it is
during our first years of life that we establish — or
don’t establish — the basis for our solid and healthy
physical, emotional, and social development. If the
child spends most of her time reading, writing, and
studying, how will she possibly establish this basis?

A distinct issue raised by the Waldorf framework,
which we tend to neglect, but is extremely important,
is the notion that we should educate children’s will
during their first years of life. This kind of education
can start with little things such as regularly putting
the toys away before playing with something else and
finishing the projects one starts before moving on to a
different one. If the child doesn’t learn to discipline
her will to do what she wants or needs to do with care
and dedication, as she grows older, she is likely to be-
come undisciplined and slovenly. Disciplining the
will is also important so that the child will develop the
strength she needs to do the things she wants to do
and has to do in order to meet her goals later in life.

One more important concept brought up by the
Waldorf experience pertains to the importance of nur-
turing the feeling and imaginative life of children.
Children need to emotionally connect with the things
they are learning so that they can feel motivated to
learn and to make sense of what they are learning. The
development of the imaginative life of children is also
extremely important, since our imagination intensi-
fies our feeling life and it is through it that we can vi-
sualize new and better possibilities for our lives and
for solving our problems. It is also through our imagi-
nation that we can give some qualitative leaps in our
understanding of the world, which can open us up for
breakthroughs in knowledge. The importance of the

imaginative life of children is a well-developed
theme in Sloan’s (1983) work.

An additional contribution of Waldorf education
relates to how it connects and changes intellectual
and physical activities throughout the school day.
This not only helps children develop physical skills
and learn academic subjects through corporeal
movement, but it also allows students to free up
some of their physical energy during and in between
classes, which potentially improves their sense of
wellbeing in the classroom.

The role of the arts in the education of children is
another fundamental aspect of the Waldorf experi-
ence. Different artistic means can be important
teaching and learning tools and boosters for the de-
velopment of students’ creativity. Besides, to de-
velop the ability to express ourselves through differ-
ent artistic means and to recreate and/or to appreci-
ate the beauty of the world around us can make our
lives much more attractive and pleasant.

A further contribution of the Waldorf experience
relates to the importance of nurturing in children a
sense of interconnectedness, interdependence, and
respect for other people and for the natural world. We
need to be attuned to the reality that we are interde-
pendent with everyone and everything around us.
Our actions have consequences not only in the world
around us, but also in ourselves, since we depend on
others and on the environment for our own survival.
This kind of learning is essential if we are to start act-
ing in more responsible, human, and ecological ways.

Waldorf educators are concerned about the influ-
ence of television, the Internet, and other electronic
mediums in children’s learning and development.
While asking parents to prevent children from
watching TV or playing on the Internet may seem
radical, we do need to consider the extent to which
the media have been affecting our values, habits, life-
styles, and the way that we relate with the world and
people around us.

The Waldorf experience reinforces our under-
standing that young children learn, in great part,
through imitation. Words by themselves are not
enough. It does no good for teachers to tell children
to keep their shelves organized or to not yell at oth-
ers, if the teachers themselves are unorganized and
yell at their students. If we are to really educate chil-
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dren, we need to start by educating ourselves. It is
what we do, and not necessarily what we tell chil-
dren to do, that will effectively influence them.

Finally, while for most of us freedom is associated
with choice, absence of constraints, and democratic
participation, for Steiner and his followers, true free-
dom necessarily requires the development of inner
qualities of our being, such as self-knowledge, self-
control, and will power. It demands self-knowledge
so that we will know what our true aspirations and
needs are, so that we will not be deceived by the arti-
ficially created expectations and needs imposed on
us by others. It demands self-control and will power
so that we can do what needs to be done to meet our
goals and live our lives according to our values, and
not be swept away by the demands of the hegemonic
forces of mainstream culture. While Waldorf educa-
tion at the elementary level is highly sheltered and
structured to to the degree that it may not seem ap-
propriate for some, there may be value in structuring
and directing a little more our children’s experi-
ences. Otherwise, we might not be able to really pro-
mote the balanced development of the different as-
pects of their being (intellectual, physical, emotional,
social, spiritual and aesthetic) and help them de-
velop the tools they need in order to become truly free
as they grow older.
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Jungian Typology as a Holistic
Teaching Strategy in Higher Education

Diane Montgomery, Kamden Strunk,

Misty Steele, and Stacey Bridges

There is a long history of using the work of Carl
Jung in the interactive processes of teaching and
learning. For example, archetypal psychology in-

fluenced the ethical suggestions to teachers provided
by Mayes (2005), and depth psychology has been pro-
moted as essential consciousness work for teachers
(Romanyshyn 2012), particularly with students in
gifted education (Reynolds & Piirto 2005; 2007).
Learning style has been theorized as a natural exten-
sion of personality typology (Bargar, Bargar, & Cano
1994), with abundant suggestions for planning and
coordinating strategies to meet different learning
preferences for all ages (Lawrence 1995) and with spe-
cific suggestions for young children (Murphy 1992).

Typically, when applying Jungian psychology to
education, educational researchers have docu-
mented differences in the preferences of learners on
the basis of psychological type. For example, Will-
ing, Guest, & Morford (2001) found that students
studying to become teachers were more likely to be
extroverted, intuiting, and feeling types as com-
pared with the general population. Among a group
of students who were classified as at-risk for drop-
ping out of high school, thinking and perceiving
types were significantly overrepresented, while feel-
ing and judging types were underrepresented (Hart
1991). Among a sample of human resource students,
Gallagher (1998) found that thinking types, intuiting
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types, and judging types were more predominant. In
an analysis of adult versus traditional-age college
students, Lynch & Sellers (1996) found that adult
learners were more likely to be judging types and tra-
ditional-age learners were more likely to be thinking
and perceiving types. Many such studies can be
found to better understand the needs of diverse
learners across many disciplines.

Other research using typology demonstrates
preferences in learning tasks. For example, among a
sample of fifth-grade students, Ferdman &
DiTiberio (1996) found that type is related to writ-
ing preferences and abilities. They found that intuit-
ing writers were better able to organize details into
a composition or draw critical inferences than were
sensing writers. In a study of communication pref-
erences in asynchronous learning, Lin, Granton, &
Bridglall (2005) found that thinking types tended to-
ward reflection and organization, while feeling
types tended toward comfort and freedom from
fear of confrontation as reasons for preferring asyn-
chronous learning. Clark & Riley (2001) used
typology to explain success in a beginning college
chemistry class. Among a sample of Polish college
students, Tobacyk & Cieslicka (2000) found that
psychological type was related to the choice of col-
lege major, with language students more likely to be
intuiting, feeling, and perceiving types, while man-
agement students are more likely to be sensing,
thinking, and judging types. These studies point to
differences in learning, communication, and task
preferences based on psychological type. Yet, to
take the awareness of type difference further, our
team considered how knowing the typology of the
learners might change the instruction and peda-
gogy of our teaching. Although we noticed patterns
of dominant types in our classes, all types were rep-
resented. We further wondered if working only
with the typological strengths of students might
limit their holistic development. This, coupled with

our increasing desire to meet the full developmen-
tal needs of all our students, led to innovation in the
design of our teaching strategies and methods.

Teaching and learning excellence in colleges and
universities is focused on designing motivating lec-
tures, activities, and assessment procedures to engage
learners (Stes, Coertjens, & Van Petegem 2010; Stes,
Min-Leliveld, Gijbels, & Van Petegem 2010). When
we decided that typology preferences would be hon-
ored in our college classrooms, the integration of the
four functions posited in Jungian typology became
our teaching goal. Rather than emphasizing one typo-
logical quadrant, we applied an integrative model in
our teaching. Our reflective work led us to conclude
that this disintegrative approach to the use of
typology had a significant limiting effect on students,
helping them to develop in one area to the detriment
of other important human and humanizing areas of
development. Therefore, the purpose of this discus-
sion is to argue for a more integrated, holistic view of
typology for post-secondary learners. Although psy-
chological type is highly relevant to learning prefer-
ences and expressed strengths in educational ap-
proaches and tasks, the view espoused here is that the
psychological functions should be used to develop a
holistic pedagogy that allows all preferences and
strengths to flourish, while at the same time encour-
aging growth and exploration of those areas in which
students do not express preference or show strength.
By bringing imagination and emotion to formal
study, adult learners can continue to excel in any do-
main of study within this integrated and holistic ap-
proach to development (Dirkx 2006). Using a holistic
approach to higher education was advocated by Shoja
and Mahdavinia (2011) in Iran, and Miller (2007) de-
scribes its importance in Japan.

Integrated Holistic Pedagogical Model

The word holistic is used in many contexts in edu-
cation, such as holistic assessment, holistic curricu-
lum, or holistic lessons. Some of the definitions for
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how the word is used include accomplishing a task
by involving more than one area of development, of-
ten recognizing the social and emotional aspects of
learning, but neglecting the creative, spiritual, or in-
tuitive. While we applaud these efforts, our intention
here is to include what many (Haynes 2009; Miller
1991) define as the four aspects of development: the
cognitive, emotional, physical, and spiritual.

The foundation of our holistic model is the two
Jungian personality processes of judgment and per-
ception, each with two functions, which results in the
four functions of sensing, intuition, thinking, and
feeling. These four functions are used as a guide to
integrate development across the curriculum and
pedagogical interactions with students. The four
quadrant model as presented in Figure 1 below is a
modified version of Clark’s (2002) conceptualization
of intelligence based on brain functions.

The circular portrayal of the four functions reflects
the concept of the medicine wheel and the holistic
representation for humans in balance with others
and nature (Roberts, Harper, Bull, & Heideman-Pro-
vost 1998). Although the medicine wheel philosophy
appears in different ways among American Indian
tribes, it consistently is comprised of four quadrants
representing direction (east, south, north, west), life-
span (birth, youth, adulthood, aged), or develop-

mental areas (mind, body, emotion, spirit)
(Meadows 1992, 1996; McCabe 2008; Roberts et al.
1998). Holism, balance, and harmony typically inter-
sect in the center of the circle, which is often consid-
ered an outcome of healthy and fulfilling work in all
four areas. Holism has been described as a goal for
all humans by Gerber (2001), called Ultimacy by
Forbes (2003) or individuation by von Franz (1964).
Using the four quadrant model with all students ap-
pears to reflect a holistic learning experience.
Varghese (2009) has provided such a model for
teaching mathematics by blending direct instruction
and the four quadrants of learning.

The Thinking World of the Mind

The Jungian process of judgment has two func-
tions represented by the thinking quadrant and the
feeling quadrant. Cognitive skills, making infer-
ences, critical analysis, and comprehension of com-
plex knowledge and information typically fill the
college curriculum and will be characterized as the
mind quadrant. This quadrant has been typically
overemphasized in the traditional school curricu-
lum. This emphasis can be seen in the fact that col-
lege entrance tests like the SAT and ACT measure
verbal and quantitative abilities, both of which fall
squarely in the domain of thinking or the mind. Nev-
ertheless, this domain includes important skills such
as analysis, problem-solving, comparing and con-
trasting, understanding and applying theory, and
understanding how the same facts apply to new situ-
ations. These have been traditionally emphasized as
important in higher education, occupying the high-
est steps on Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, Englehart,
Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl 1956), in the form of appli-
cation, analysis, and evaluation (although recent re-
visions have suggested that creation belongs at the
top of the taxonomy). The mind quadrant addresses
many important developmental outcomes, includ-
ing problem-solving skills, the ability to apply the-
ory, to analyze and synthesize information, and to
think critically. These outcomes are important devel-
opmentally. Individuals who develop better critical
thinking skills score higher on tests and quizzes
(Williams, Oliver, & Stockdale 2004) and are more
successful in college in general (U.S. Department of
Education 2005).
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The Feeling World of Human Social Experience

In our model, the feeling function encompasses as-
pects of the affective domain, including individual
emotional development as well as the development
of social relatedness. The social and emotional needs
of teachers and learners combine to bring the authen-
ticity, humanity, and ethical dimension to the heart
quadrant. This area has been instrumental in the
work of several developmental psychologists. Other
related work in this domain would include moral
and ethical development and emotional regulation.
Overall topics related to education focus on the need
for the development of empathy for increased pro-
social behavior and decreased bullying. Other more
recent work on multicultural education and social
justice emphasizes the feeling function to increase di-
versity, lessen stereotype threat, and interrupt power
structures. The feeling function can also be con-
ceived as a manifestation of the heart. On a more
global scale this area includes work related to our
feeling of connection to others and the need to work
together for common human goals.

The Physical World of Sensing

The sensing function represents the body and physi-
cal, concrete experiences. The process of perceiving
the environmental characteristics and the sensory no-
tation of the lived experience fulfills the objectives of
this quadrant. The sensing function is the
psychomotor domain or the body quadrant. The pro-
cess of perceiving the environment and the sensory
information of personal experiences lie within this
function. It is important for individuals to incorporate
information, sensory data, and their instincts to ap-
propriately take action within the educational context
and transfer that knowledge into practical real world
use. The body quadrant in curriculum planning re-
lates to embodied learning through active doing, and
methods might incorporate reviewing past and pres-
ent experiences, recalling incidents, seeking detailed
information, and comparing and contrasting similar
situations which result in the ability to draw on the
lessons of history, hindsight, and experience.

The Imaginational World of Intuition

The complementary function to sensing is the
spirit quadrant which represents creative energy

and spiritual and imaginative abilities. Although
much has been written about spirituality, it is sel-
dom included in the curriculum in public schools,
colleges, and universities. Intuition is difficult to
define; however, Epstein (2010, 296) suggest that
“intuition involves a sense of knowing based on un-
conscious information processing.” Bringing the
unconscious to consciousness was accomplished by
Jung through art, sculpture, word association, and
dream reflection (Forbes 2003). Insight and imagi-
nation are necessary components of creative think-
ing and behavior (Piirto 2004) that bring innova-
tion, openness, and problem solving, all of which
are skills deemed important for 21st century learn-
ing (Piirto 2004).

Educational Outcomes Addressed in This Model

One problem with traditional educational mod-
els, wherein students are given information, asked
to memorize it, and later repeat it, or to analyze and
report on the information, is that these types of ac-
tivities do not directly produce outcomes that many
educators and employers seek. Nor is the uncon-
scious or emotional life considered a source for pro-
cessing information. For example, cognitive types
of tasks do not encourage a deeper archetypal imag-
ination, creativity, or the production of new knowl-
edge or problem-solving skills. Yet, this set of abili-
ties has been cited as among those that employers
most desire in college graduates, and that educators
most commonly state they wish to instill in their
students (Rhodes 2010). Social skills and teamwork
are essential life and workplace skills, yet the tradi-
tional education model does not directly address
them. The quadrant model of holistic education
provides direct educational work in all of these out-
comes, including creativity, innovation, producing
new knowledge, problem solving, emotional skills,
working with others, as well as hands-on experi-
ence and knowledge, and the traditional areas of
education such as fact-based learning, analysis and
synthesis of information, and integration of theory.
In this way, this model provides a practical way for
educators to address desired educational outcomes
in a direct, intentional manner.
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The Four Quadrant Model in Action
In the University Setting

Our team of four university instructors met to sys-
tematically design curricula, implement four-quad-
rant instructional strategies in coursework, and reflect
on the congruence of the four-quadrant model to the
holistic goals of our teaching. Our team consists of a
senior professor, who met with three doctoral stu-
dents: one doctoral candidate with broad teaching ex-
periences, one first-year doctoral student new to ped-
agogy, and another doctoral student with deep expe-
rience in teaching psychology. The senior professor
started her career teaching regular elementary grades
and special education for gifted learners, followed by
over two decades of teaching undergraduate and
graduate students. We met twice a month for one aca-
demic year to discuss the reflective data and to ana-
lyze reflective journals of teaching experiences. We
found it important to keep the metaphor and meaning
that the teaching experiences brought in us and to re-
flect on our own role in the teaching and learning in-
teraction. In our attempts to remain true to holistic ed-
ucation theory, we questioned our own holistic devel-
opment, mindful of Luvmour’s (2002, 15) comment
that “…holistic education theory and practice are
firmly grounded in the notion that the teacher and
student develop simultaneously.”

What follows are reflections on our own practices
and how the four quadrant model of holistic educa-
tion was incorporated in various settings. The edu-
cational settings included a career and technical
school; online and face-to-face undergraduate
courses in child and adolescent development, cre-
ativity, motivation, and emotional intelligence for
pre-service teachers at a university; and graduate
coursework in educational psychology. We will de-
scribe how we applied the model and how this
model enriched our teaching experiences, our inter-
actions with students, and the outcomes we experi-
enced from our students.

Applications of the Model

This model of education fits well with a variety of
higher education classrooms, in which the coverage
of these quadrants has typically emphasized the cog-
nitive area. Higher education students can be en-
gaged in our model of holistic education through a

variety of activities. We began by reflecting on our
courses as they had existed prior to our application
of the four-quadrant holistic model. We found that
typically the cognitive area had been strongly em-
phasized, with very little emphasis on intuition or
feeling. In those courses that were part of the teacher
preparation core, we discovered a different empha-
sis, where there was more attention given to the
sensing and feeling quadrants. However, in no
course did we find an integrated holistic approach.
We therefore endeavored to find ways to more
deeply involve all four quadrants of the students
(and by extension, ourselves) in the learning process.

Community Experience

An essential application of our model was the op-
portunity for students to design and implement pro-
jects in the community. Students took the theoretical
knowledge of a subject that they had learned in the
classroom and were invited into a community-based
organization to test those theories in action. This en-
gaged not only the cognitive quadrant, but also the
psychomotor quadrant by bringing theoretical knowl-
edge into physical reality. In many cases community
involvement engaged the heart quadrant as students
participated in service-related activities during the
semester, routinely making connections to others
within society. For some students, the experience
with these organizations led to additional involve-
ment with the community.

Semester Long Projects

Another broad application was the use of semes-
ter-long projects to engage all four quadrants of this
model. For this project, students began by conduct-
ing research on a subject of interest. Students could
choose either performing traditional academic re-
search or conduct interviews with community
members and/or leaders. This fact-gathering activ-
ity led to analysis and synthesization and a short
paper that integrated the research with material
from class and came to conclusions about the prob-
lem or topic of choice. Next, students were assigned
to prepare a reflective paper on how this informa-
tion pertained to their own career choice, how they
could use what they learned, and how this informa-
tion related to their experience, which was then in-
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tegrated with the earlier research paper. The next
step was the creative component of the project,
which could be more involved for a longer course,
or less involved for a shorter one. This involved stu-
dents creating some kind of an action plan, or a way
of utilizing the information they have gained. For
some, this meant partnering with a local business or
organization. For others, this meant coming up with
a business plan, or presenting a plan on how to im-
prove an existing business or product. The project
concluded with a presentation of the research infor-
mation, reflection, and creative components to the
class. Many students went on to successfully imple-
ment their creative components at their current
place of employment, or to use their creative com-
ponents to gain entry with their local business part-
ners. This project engaged all four quadrants of the
holistic education model presented here through-
out the semester, and helped students turn their
classroom knowledge into real-world applications.

Research Papers

We found that with practice our traditional writing
assignments could be easily adapted to integrate the
four quadrants of the model by breaking down the
process and encouraging deep exploration at each
level. For example, when one assignment asked stu-
dents to write about learning theories, the student was
asked to first look up a learning theory from the text,
then describe the key terms, concepts, and ideas from
that theory. Next, they related this information to
other contextual ideas. They then described the theo-
ries that were most related to their own personal expe-
rience and explained why they felt it was so. Finally,
they related the information to their intended future
careers and noted how they might use this informa-
tion later. Asking students to write about each of the
four quadrants of the holistic model can easily be ap-
plied for any given topic. Later the students would
create artifacts for portfolios or classroom materials
that would be helpful in their future careers.

Another writing assignment that utilized the ho-
listic model created tasks that addressed all four
quadrants by requiring the student to create, think,
feel, and act within the scope of the content. For ex-
ample, one research assignment required the stu-
dents to summarize, analyze, reflect on, and develop

the implications of a specific topic. The first step re-
quired the students to gather and summarize three
peer-reviewed developmental journal articles. This
step addressed the psychomotor quadrant by find-
ing and presenting relevant information. Students
then analyzed and synthesized the information
against two theories presented in their course text-
book, thereby addressing the cognitive quadrant.
Students incorporated a personal reflection on their
connection with the newly gained information from
within the social emotional quadrant. Finally,
students discussed the future implications of the in-
formation for the field and their future careers,
which attends to the intuitive quadrant. Each quad-
rant was weighed equally by allocating points
evenly across the sections.

Journaling

Other types of writing besides traditional aca-
demic papers are also beneficial to students’ holistic
development. One class incorporated a semester-
long journaling assignment. The last ten minutes of
every class period were set aside for the students to
record their thoughts, feelings, knowledge, or expe-
riences about the lecture topic of that day. While
some days were reserved for freestyle writing about
the content, a prompt was often written on the board
for their journal entry to focus on one of the four
quadrants.

Movie Critique

Movie critique projects allowed the students to
stretch their new knowledge base and apply holistic
skills to common practices. The students were en-
couraged to choose any movie that depicted a charac-
ter or characters who experienced successful or un-
successful emotional development, self-directed
learning, or success. Each student had to thoroughly
analyze their films and connect them to the concepts
discussed in class. This analysis component activates
the cognitive or mind quadrant. For this particular as-
signment the students could either prepare a written
paper or create a presentation. Depending on the stu-
dent’s choice, this psychomotor component either re-
quired them to display the information in written
form or actively present to their classmates. How the
students performed either of these tasks involved a
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creative component of language, organization, or vi-
sual stimulation, connecting to the intuitive quadrant.
The final task for all students to incorporate into their
projects was a reflective piece that connected each stu-
dent personally with the characters they analyzed.
This final component united the affective or heart
quadrant to the previous three, providing a student a
holistic journey through a single assignment.

Group Project

Another example of a holistic application was a
group project assignment. The students choose the
developmental topics their groups were to explore
and presented their findings to the class. Each group
first designed a formal project plan that outlined the
specific details of their project, allocated responsibili-
ties, and created a structured timeline for task com-
pletion. By working collaboratively and mindfully
on projects that included the four quadrants, stu-
dents developed vital skills in building equitable and
effective teams. Students routinely commented on
how they were able to assign and assume tasks based
on each person’s strength, which meant that while
team members were not contributing the same type
of work, each felt that their contribution was as
meaningful as those of their peers. The groups then
gathered and synthesized critical information and
supplies to meet their project goals. They had to col-
laborate to make connections and analyze their mate-
rial with information from the textbook and their
own personal experiences. Finally, the groups imagi-
natively and creatively presented their project dis-
coveries to their classmates. The projects were evalu-
ated on criteria from the four quadrant model with
points evenly distributed. Evaluations were pro-
vided by the instructor and the class members,
reinforcing the collaborative learning community by
giving feedback as gifts to each other.

Online Courses

As more universities and colleges incorporate on-
line teaching into their degree programs, the involve-
ment of holistic education in the development of on-
line courses becomes important. There are a number
of ways this can be effectively accomplished while
meeting curricular goals.

For example, many online courses are heavily dis-
cussion based. A minor revision of the discussion
questions helped them more fully develop the stu-
dent in accord with the four domains presented in
this article. For example, the psychomotor dimen-
sion might be addressed by traditional memory and
understanding questions; a cognitive question might
involve analysis, comparison, or integration; an af-
fective question might address reflection and per-
sonal application; and an intuitive question might
involve a imaginative, innovative, and creative look
at the course material. The ideal mix of questions will
depend on the subject matter and the level of the
course, but splitting the questions between these
areas will help students develop more holistically
through their discussions.

Online course projects were also holistically de-
veloped. For example, one successful course project
involved a multi-step process of writing a research
paper with personal reflections, career applications,
and creative components. At the end of this process,
students would have written a quality research pa-
per, integrated personal affective experiences, ap-
plied the material to their own careers, and created a
way to innovatively apply what they had learned.
This project was presented in steps so that students
submitted a portion of the assignment each week of
the semester. The focus on each step helped with
common problems in the online course format, such
as attrition and perseverance among online students.
Most important to the instructor experience was that
the focused work at each step allowed for constant
feedback and an accommodation of all areas of de-
velopment for each student. We were surprised how
easily this project engaged all of the areas of the ho-
listic model outside the classroom.

Our Teaching Experiences

Student-instructor and student-student interac-
tions were noticeably improved by emphasizing the
feeling or heart quadrant of the model. We noticed
that our students felt the need for the environment to
be psychologically secure with the development of
ground rules for class participation. These discus-
sions were guided by aspects of the affective do-
main, such as the need for being prepared, showing
mutual respect, and welcoming diverse viewpoints.
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We found that this emotional connection led to more
students coming to office hours or sending casual
emails to clarify assignments, negotiate processes,
and ask for assistance. Course evaluations from
classes in which the holistic model was used re-
vealed that students appreciated the instructors’
feedback, timeliness, and concern. Comments about
the instructors indicated that they were perceived as
caring about student progress, which was linked to
overall learning and enjoyment of the course.
Because these students felt that their instructors had
an investment in their learning, they invested more
of themselves in the course and consequently got
more out of their classes. Yet, in our reflections, we
now recognize the dramatic need to enhance the
spirit quadrant by going beyond creativity to include
deeper connections, exploring consciousness (Mont-
gomery 2012) and spirituality.

Students who had been given a stake in develop-
ing class guidelines for appropriate behavior were
well prepared to discuss and build upon their peer’s
comments. This was especially noticeable in the on-
line courses when the discussion threads became
deeper and more meaningful. Assignments such as
journaling and peer evaluation that encourage re-
flective behavior helped students develop skills in
emotional regulation, time management, and criti-
cal thinking. By giving students a chance to receive
and give peer feedback, they were able to enhance
their evaluative and communication skills and de-
velop more professional-level products for use in
their careers.

Our satisfaction with this pedagogical model was
enhanced as we experienced the positive outcomes
of the learners. The evidence on student learning out-
comes was derived from various types of informal
assessment, student surveys, informal comments,
and the observations and reflections of our team of
experienced teachers. We do not have formal empiri-
cal analyses of results of differences between classes
taught in the holistic education paradigm described
here and other classes; instead, we have a much
richer picture of student learning outcomes that
emerged from our experiences working with them,
observing their interaction with each other, hearing
their comments about the course content, seeing how
they engaged with that content, and noting how they

tended to work in the classes. Indeed, as our experi-
ence with applying the holistic model in our courses
grew, so did our appreciation for the unique and bal-
anced outcomes in students. It is from this rich expe-
rience of working directly with students, under-
standing their experiences with our courses, and ob-
serving how these experiences differ from courses
taught in other paradigms that we make the follow-
ing observations.

Students, although they often experience some
discomfort at being asked to “stretch” and “flex”
their strengths and weaknesses in class, generally
grow to enjoy classes taught in this paradigm more
than those taught under other paradigms. We be-
lieve it is essential to explain the model to students,
including the theoretical reasoning underlying the
approach. This explanation leads to the ability for
learners to go beyond the level of “trying” to learn to
a more authentic learning where they are fully en-
gaged with the content as a whole person. We ob-
served that students tend to show deeper content
knowledge and the ability to connect concepts and
theories, and apply them, particularly on final
exams. Further, students reported on surveys and in
informal conversations that they subjectively felt
more engaged with the content, that they learned
more, and that the content was more applicable,
even though the content remained unchanged. It is
only the method of teaching that changed, yet stu-
dent outcomes seemed to be quite different. Anec-
dotal evidence gathered from instructors about the
students in subsequent academic terms also seemed
to indicate they continued to look for deeper learn-
ing experiences and to engage more fully with their
learning after having experienced this model of ho-
listic education. Students reported a deeper sense of
a learning community and support from classmates.
Further, based on this same anecdotal evidence, it
appears these students have greater long-term reten-
tion of content than students in comparable classes
taught under other paradigms.

By engaging the whole person — creativity, cog-
nitive abilities, emotional capacities, and the physi-
cal dimension of the person — the student experi-
ences several improved outcomes that are important
in the education system. First, students appear to be-
come more engaged generally with their learning.
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Second, enjoyment and interest in the classroom ap-
pear to be higher, which are related to a host of moti-
vational variables. Students also seem to learn at a
deeper and more integrated level, as evidenced by an
analysis of their exams compared with their knowl-
edge of other course exam content. Finally, our ap-
proach seemed to create longer lasting knowledge
and an attitude toward learning that is at least some-
what persistent, based on the reports of other in-
structors the students have in subsequent terms. In
short, the four-quadrant holistic educational model
appears to improve student learning outcomes.

Conclusion

Recognizing the importance of personality
typology in the learning process for all ages, we are
using it to plan, implement, and assess the teaching
and learning in our college and university courses.
However, by planning for holistic growth in the four
areas of psychomotor, cognitive, social and emo-
tional, and creativity, we believe that developmental
potential is realized and the integration of other per-
sonality areas are strengthened.
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Book Review

Educational Courage:
Resisting the Ambush of
Public Education
Edited by Nancy Schniedewind
and Mara Sapon-Shevin

Published by Beacon Press (Boston, 2012)

Reviewed by Liza Womack

If you are feeling disheartened about the current
state of public education, then Educational Courage is
just the shot in the arm that you need. It is a book for
schoolteachers, school administrators, professors of
education, parents, students, and anyone else who
cares deeply about the current attack on public
schools in the United States. Nancy Schniedewind
and Mara Sapon-Shevin have compiled a diverse col-
lection of chapters written by Kids As Self Advocates
(KASA, an activist group of students with disabili-
ties); the Nebraska state commissioner of education;
a former Teach for America teacher; public school
teachers from Arizona, Chicago, Poughkeepsie; and
the parent of an eleven-year-old. The voices in the ar-
ticles speak forcefully and with purpose to the
reader. They give the reader not only hope, but also
advice and encouragement.

Schniedewind opens the book with a clear descrip-
tion of the rapidly escalating attack on public school-
ing since the implementation of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) in 2002. She notes that Obama’s track record
on education is no better and often worse than George
W. Bush’s. While NCLB took the carrot-and- stick ap-

proach to “improving” public education by reward-
ing higher scores on standardized tests, Obama’s
Race to the Top (RttT) takes both the carrot and the
stick even further. RttT, currently in place in 47 states,
requires that states open up their school districts to in-
creasing numbers of charter schools (a burgeoning
and profitable industry), and it mandates that states
evaluate teachers using their students’ test scores.
This practice, ostensibly to “hold teachers account-
able,” puts many teachers in a vulnerable and untena-
ble position. Teachers in low-income and poverty
schools are more likely to receive poor scores, labeling
them as “ineffective.” Teachers in high-income
schools are more likely to receive adequate or high
scores, labeling them as “effective,” or “highly effec-
tive.” Schools with poor test performance are often
closed. Staff is fired, and a charter school (often for-
profit, and often with non-union faculty) is re-opened
in its place. What most people do not know is that,
while charter schools receive money from public
funds, they are typically not required to follow public
school mandates. For example, charter schools may
pick and choose which students they want to admit.
Poorly performing students are either not admitted in
the first place or are “counseled out” before it comes
time to take the standardized test.

One specific example of this phenomenon is out-
lined by Julie Woestehoff in her chapter “’Just Par-
ents’ Challenge Mayor Daley, Arne Duncan, and Re-
naissance 2010.” She is the executive director of Par-
ents United for Responsible Education (PURE) and
co-founder of the national parent organization, Par-
ents Across America. Woestehoff reveals the damn-
ing truth behind Obama’s celebrated Dodge Renais-
sance Academy, a charter school opened in a former
public elementary school building. After the public
school was closed down, the Renaissance Academy,
run by a private management company, was opened
in its place. Two years later, the student test scores
rose markedly, an apparent vindication of the policy
of closing “failing schools,” firing staff, and running
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the new school on a corporate model. In 2006, Dodge
Renaissance leapt past its sister schools in state test
scores and “logged the city’s largest overall state test
score increase” (p. 158). However, Secretary of Edu-
cation Duncan and President Obama failed to reveal
that only twelve of the original 336 students from
Dodge Elementary attended the new Dodge Renais-
sance Academy. The data showing the “miracle” of
the charter school versus the “failure” of the elemen-
tary school were at best useless and any conclusions
based on comparing apples to oranges were clearly
distortions.

That charter schools pick and choose the students
and families they know will make them look good on
their performance on standardized tests is an impor-
tant point for all education activists and public
school advocates to understand. Geoffrey Canada,
who started the Harlem Children’s Zone, uses a lot-
tery system to “cream” or cherry-pick students from
a neighborhood population. This was portrayed in
the movie, Waiting for Superman. Students who live in
families motivated and organized enough to enter
and attend a lottery are already at an advantage over
those children whose families are not. They make the
charter school look better than its public school sis-
ter, which, by law, must accept and teach all stu-
dents. Charter schools have another advantage in the
battle for high test scores; they can “fire” or “counsel
out” any student they wish. Geoffrey Canada kicked
out an entire class of fifth graders in his Harlem
Children Zone who were not performing at an ac-
ceptable level.1 Charter schools, unlike public
schools, also benefit from corporate and foundation
financial support, so the Harlem Children’s Zone, for
example, is able to spend three times more on each
student than the New York City public schools. (Fab-
ricant & Fine 2012, 30)

In her opening discussion of the corporate model
for public schooling, Nancy Schniedewind writes,

The free-market doctrine has shifted focus away
from improving how students learn to making
wide profit margins for testing corporations
and educational entrepreneurs. While educa-
tors have long identified problems with schools,
especially urban schools, it was only when cor-
porations saw the potential of using tax dollars
for profit that businesses and hedge funds be-

gan pushing their agenda for public education.
(p. 20)

Bill and Melinda Gates, the Koch Brothers, and
the Broad and Walton Foundations use phrases like
“choice,” “accountability,” and “effectiveness” to
break teacher unions, close public schools, and
open for-profit charter schools that use expensive,
scripted curricula — a cost born by school districts
to ensure teacher accountability. Two other chap-
ters in this first section of the book describe the emo-
tional costs of this public school ambush: an ele-
mentary school student, terrified by his high-stakes
test, is hospitalized with a nervous breakdown, and
a demoralized veteran teacher describes the toll
high-stakes testing has taken on her special needs
students.

Although Part One is depressing, I encourage you
to keep reading! Do not lose heart. The rest of the
book will arm you with the stories and strategies you
need to keep up the struggle for our children. Part
Two shows the reader the myriad ways many people
are resisting and fighting the attack on public
schools. Student groups conduct qualitative research
on exit exams; an eleven-year-old refuses to take the
test; a charter school teacher organizes a union to
give the teachers a voice in the decision-making pro-
cess; noted education and child psychology expert
Alfie Kohn critiques the Common Core State Stan-
dards as “devoted more to serving the interests of
business than to meeting the needs of kids” (p. 41);
and the Nebraska state commissioner of education
and a professor of English team up to work with
teachers to design their own school-based assess-
ment systems.

In Part Three, teachers discuss finding ways to
teach “in the cracks.” We learn that, even in this cli-
mate, creative and brave teachers continue to do
what is right by their students. Felipa Gaudet, in her
story of the recovery of an abused kindergartener,
reminds us that school needs to be a place where our
youngest learners have the comfort, support, and
space to learn social and emotional skills, which are
far more important than early academic skills for fu-
ture academic success. Gaudet gives her principal
credit for the freedom to provide the necessary envi-
ronment for Ivory to express herself as she recovers
from physical abuse. Gaudet writes:
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Had my principal forced me to conform to rigid
benchmark targets, at the exclusion of the cur-
riculum that springs from the children, Ivory
would have been denied the opportunity to
heal and learn during a critical period in her life.
The result could easily have been devastating
not only for her education but for her long-term
well-being and survival. (p. 111)

The stories in Part Four, about organizing for resis-
tance in the face of the onslaught, read almost like a
“how to” for teachers and parents. This is the section
to make you feel hopeful and inspired, for you are not
alone! A third-year New York City teacher decides to
stand up against merit pay and designs leaflets edu-
cating his colleagues on its negative impact. The
teachers vote down the proposed plan resoundingly.
He shares the leaflet with the NYCore Listserv (an-
other 1,500 people). Twelve high school teachers in
Chicago begin talking to each other at lunch and de-
cide to stand together to refuse to give the end-of-se-
mester standardized test, and days later the entire dis-
trict stops administering the test. Parents, teachers,
and community organizations such as the local
NAACP, build a coalition in Milwaukee to stop may-
oral control of schools and the “dismantling of the
democratically elected nine-person school board” (p.
143). Parents in Washington organize a media
blitz,writing letters to the editor and press releases, to
inform other parents of their children’s right not to
take the state test. An eighth grade teacher designs a
ballot initiative to get rid of the state test in Colorado.
In the process, thousands of families are informed of
their right to “opt out” of the test. Parents in New
York organize against high-stakes testing and the in-
equity caused by the creation of charter schools within
New York City’s public school buildings.

The most powerful and resounding words come in
Chapter 23, “What Endures: Meaningful Assessment
for the Long Haul.” Chris W. Gallagher and Doug
Christenson advise the disheartened, the exhausted,
and the weary to hold onto their anger, and to harness
it and put it to use. They remind us that ”democracy is
a long-term project” (p. 176). Gallagher and
Christenson invoke the words of Myles Horton who
started the Highlander School in Monteagle, Tennes-
see, where Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks
learned organizing and resistance strategies.

I had to turn my anger into a slow burning fire,
instead of a consuming fire. You don’t want the
fire to go out — you never let it go out — and if
it ever gets weak, you stoke it, but you don’t
want it to burn you up. It keeps you going, but
you subdue it, because you don’t want to be de-
stroyed by it. (p. 176, quoted from The Long
Haul, p. 80)

This chapter reminds me to do what I know is
right for my students, trust them, and teach them
how to assess their own learning. I am reminded that
the purpose of assessment is to inform my instruc-
tion, and that I need to put my fears of corporate-
based “assessments” for “teacher accountability”
into perspective. Gallagher and Christension end the
chapter with another quote from Myles Horton. I be-
lieve that this is the most important message to take
away from Educational Courage, so I repeat it here:

Birds will take advantage of a tailwind, and
when the wind is blowing the other way, they’ll
hole up. They won’t exhaust their strength go-
ing against that wind for long when they’d
make only a few miles a day or get blown back-
ward. They rest, because if they rest that day
and restore their strength, the next day they can
much more than make up for what they lost by
not going…. They change their course year after
year on the basis of the particular situation.
They never come back exactly the same way
twice because the conditions are never the
same, but they always get to their destination.
They have a purpose, a goal. They know where
they are going, but they zigzag and they change
tactics according to the situation. (p. 182,
quoted from The Long Haul, pp. 198-199)

I understand from this that I need to fight where
and when I can, and that the fight can take different
forms. It can mean finding spaces in my district’s
curriculum to teach authentically. It can mean pass-
ing information along to education listservs. It can
mean making my voice heard in my local faculty as-
sociation. It can mean joining Save Our Schools or it
can mean participating in public protests. Educa-
tional Courage gives me strategies, strength, and
courage to keep up the fight for what is right in pub-
lic schools. I encourage you to read it, and use it, too.
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Note

1. Fabricant and Fine (2012) and Ravitch (2010) discuss in depth the
issue of unfair comparisons between public schools and charters.

76 ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice



Book Review
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Published by Penguin (New York, 2012)

Reviewed by Alan Singer

Sometimes, but rarely, an author or historian puts
together ideas and explanations about the past that
transform the way we think and teach about major
historical events. They also introduce ideas that have
implications for the way we think about present
crises and ways we can potentially reorganize
human society in the future. I think Lizzie
Collingham has done that in The Taste of War: World
War II and the Battle for Food.

According to Collingham, World War II was pre-
cipitated by a desire on the part of different Euro-
pean nations to secure their food supplies to promote
growth and prosperity and to ensure success in po-
tential military conflicts. It was also a war in which
access to food by both military and civilians on all
sides played a crucial role in the outcome. Today
when climate change threatens to disrupt estab-
lished food supplies it is crucial that the general pub-
lic and people making difficult political and eco-
nomic choices understand that unless environmental
problems are resolved, food shortages, even worry
about future food shortages, could once again bring
the world to the brink of a global conflagration.

A second important contribution by Collingham is
the way she shifts our understanding of the causes of
World War II and the European Holocaust away
from ideological battles between fascists, racists,
communists, capitalists, and democrats. Eric
Hobsbawm, author of The Age of Extremes, A History
of the World, 1914-1991 (1994), believed anti-Semi-

tism, Fascism and “totalitarianism” played only mi-
nor roles in events leading up to World War II. He ar-
gued that World War II was neither fought over the
fate of European Jewry or to spread or stop totalitari-
anism. Instead, it was a continuation of World War I
after a brief respite to rebuild, rearm, and repopu-
late. According to Hobsbawm, the second round of
the war started when Germany was attacked by Eng-
land and France because of Hitler’s attempt to create
a pan-German nation that included territories that
had been stripped away from the Germanic central
powers at the Versailles peace conference in 1919
(Austria, the Sudentland in Czechoslovakia, Alsace-
Lorraine in France, and western Prussia in Poland).
In this interpretation, the war would have taken
place as soon as Germany had sufficiently recovered
from World War I, regardless of the emergence of
Hitler or Fascism. I believe Collingham’s examina-
tion of the pressure on Germany to expand the food
supply available for both the homeland and an ex-
panded imperial Germany provides strong support
for the Hobsbawm thesis.

As a high school social studies teacher, I have
grappled with how to present multiple perspectives
on the European Holocaust that did not trivialize
what happened or open the door for unsupported
holocaust denial. I was raised as a Jew in the years
after World War II and was taught that there was
something unique and twisted about the German
“national character” that brought Hitler to power
and produced Nazism and the Holocaust. My fa-
ther, who had close relatives exterminated by the
Nazis, would not allow my younger brother and me
to buy “flower power” Volkswagens because of
their origins in Germany during the Nazi era. This
position was supported by the work of Louis
Snyder, an historian at my alma mater, the City Col-
lege of New York. In Hitler and Nazism (1961),
Snyder cites A. J. P. Taylor, who argued that “[t]he
history of the Germans is a history of extremes. It
contains everything except moderation…” (39). In
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addition, Snyder claimed that there are basic facts
on which “historians do not differ,” such as that Hit-
ler’s “clear purpose was to destroy European civili-
zation and replace it with a barbarian empire” and
that “[t]he Germans accepted him as the Messiah for
whom they were waiting. This political monster
brought disaster and ruin both to Germany and the
world”(pp. 40-41). Collingham’s focus on food sup-
ply and concern over food shortages, especially in
the event of war, provides a strong alternative to
this historical explanation for why Nazi Germany
turned on its Jews and other minorities and why
discrimination turned into genocide.

Historians tend to focus on individuals, contin-
gencies, and ideological and economic “isms” as the
underlying causes of World War II: communism, fas-
cism, capitalism, imperialism, nationalism, racism,
and anti-Semitism. Collingham, however, makes a
powerful materialist argument that struggles be-
tween people, nations, and empires, while they are
often explained in ideological, religious, and politi-
cal terms, are rooted in struggles for the things
needed for survival which today includes access to
reliable sources of food.

I generally do not like to play “what-if” as a histo-
rian or teacher because there are so many contingen-
cies that we cannot really construct a useful alterna-
tive past. I confess, however, that sometimes I cannot
help myself. What if Zheng He and the treasure fleet
had continued their fifteenth century voyages of dis-
covery and China had not turned inward? Would
China have colonized the rest of the world? Would
we all speak Chinese? What if Lenin and his col-
leagues had not gotten on the train that took them
from Switzerland to Russia? Would there have been
a Russian Revolution, the Cold War, and a space
race? What if Hitler had some talent as a painter, or if
the little corporal had died with so many of his gen-
eration during World War I? Would there have been
a World War II? If Collingham is correct, and I am
convinced that she is, World War II would have oc-
curred, although not in the exactly same way, if nei-
ther Lenin nor Hitler had ever lived.

Access to food, and the ability to limit the access to
it by opponents, was important during a prolonged
war because at least 20 million people died from star-
vation, malnutrition, and vulnerability to disease

caused by food shortages; at least as many as died
from military action (p. 1). Collingham asserts that a
major reason virulent German anti-Semitism led to
genocide was because at a time when Germany was
threatened with potential food shortages, Jews and
other untermenschen (undesirables) were seen as
“useless eaters” (p. 7). Even orthodox capitalist re-
gimes learned from World War I “that a free market
could not be relied upon to both mobilize a nation’s
resources and protect the population’s access to the
necessities of life” (p. 501).

The first two chapters of The Taste of War are out-
standing on their own and worth the price of pur-
chase. Collingham describes in scientific detail and
eminently readable prose the impact of food short-
ages and malnutrition on civilian populations, par-
ticularly essential calory-starved workers. Deprived
of sufficient calories, the human body begins to con-
sume itself in order to perform normal bodily func-
tions, even breathing (p. 5). Muscles atrophy first
and eventually the body reabsorbs its own internal
organs, leading to death (p. 6). All of this happened
while the demands of war, both in combat and in
heavy industry, required that individuals consume
even greater amounts of food.

At a time when all of Western civilization appears
to be on a diet, Collingham explains, in an interesting
fashion, the importance of fat in the human diet. Fat
adds to the flavor of other foods and helps to “stave
off hunger pangs” (p. 13). While people, even those
engaged in hard physical labor, can satisfy caloric in-
take requirements by eating no animal fat, they would
have to eat such a large volume of carbohydrates that
they would need to be eating all day long. Today, as
seen in the New York City battle over the sale of over-
sized sodas, we seem overwhelmingly concerned that
people are ingesting too many unnecessary calories.
However, large areas of the world, particularly sub-
Sahara Africa, still face food shortages. Future climate
change affecting the growth patterns of staple crops
may turn this debate on its head as people scramble to
secure all the calories that they can, especially tasty
and concentrated fat calories.

Following the agricultural and Industrial Revolu-
tions of the 18th and 19th centuries, the capacity of
Europe to produce food was vastly increased and was
supplemented by food imported from imperial em-
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pires. However, European society remained vulnera-
ble to food shortages because urbanization and popu-
lation increase required an efficient network of distri-
bution. In addition, a shift from grain to meat con-
sumption among urban working-class populations
meant that grain production had to increase to feed
farm animals and governments were more suscepti-
ble to political unrest if meat was in short supply. This
transformation made access to food for soldiers and
civilians key to success in war, particularly extended
wars such as World War I and World War II.

Collingham argues that 19th century Japan and
Germany saw themselves as trailing the United States
and Great Britain in industrial growth and food re-
sources. Both sought empire to secure adequate food
supplies, Germany in Eastern Europe and Japan in
China, making war in Eastern Europe and the Pacific
“inevitable” (p. 2). Collingham argues that increased
prosperity in China and India has changed eating
habits; the middle classes want meat and dairy prod-
ucts. As a result, Chinese per capita consumption of
meat nearly tripled between 1980 and 2007 (p. 3).
Enormous quantities of grain that once were used to
feed human beings is now being used to feed animals
that supply meat and milk. This has made food prices
much higher across the world at a time of increasing
urbanization and increased hunger and malnutrition
in the poorest parts of the world. Recently, the food
import bill for Africa south of the Sahara increased
fourfold over the course of a decade, even though Af-
rican nations actually imported less food.

A major issue in the book is how much wartime ci-
vilian deprivation was a consequence of war and
how much was the result of conscious policy choices.
Collingham leans toward the conscious policy side
of the debate, although she is not totally convincing.
A major focus in the book is on Herbert Backe, a Nazi
Party agronomist who served as Minister of Food
and then Minister of Agriculture. In his Hunger Plan,
Backe proposed diverting Ukrainian foodstuffs
away from Russian cities to feed the German army.
He wanted to starve the Russians and eventually cre-
ate a German colony in the Ukraine. While a million
people died of starvation in Leningrad and hundred
of thousands in Kiev and other Soviet cities, it is not
clear whether this reflected the implementation of an
actual genocidal plan. Backe was a Nazi ideologue,

war criminal, and amoral monster who systemati-
cally implemented some of the worst horrors of the
Nazi regime. However, Collingham’s main point is
that the use of food and starvation as a weapon of
war was necessitated by modern warfare, not the
work of a single madman. Hunger was a major
weapon against Germany in World War I and proba-
bly in every battle in human history where enemy
troops held urban centers under siege. In her conclu-
sion, Collingham points out that food quickly be-
came a weapon during the post-World War II Cold
War as the United States offered aid to counter So-
viet and domestic communist influence in Europe,
but not to countries with communist governments.

While Collingham has a great idea, this is not a
great book; five hundred pages of supportive detail
and another hundred pages of footnotes and bibliog-
raphy are numbing to the reader. There is so much
here that I think even Collingham at times loses track
of the importance of what she is asserting. Even at
the start of the book, Collingham backs off a little
from what will become her principle argument when
she issues a disclaimer that “the focus on food is not
intended to exclude other interpretations but rather
to add an often overlooked dimension to our under-
standing of the Second World War” (p. 2). However,
including other dimensions does not negate her
broader point about the material causes of the war
and that access to food is essential for national sur-
vival. In a sense, the global battle for access to oil, so
important in the Pacific Theatre during World War II
and ever present today, is also a battle to ensure na-
tional food supplies.

After making the case for the importance of food
in shaping world historic events, Collingham con-
cludes that because European countries immediately
applied lessons learned during World War I “when
Germany ran out of bread, potatoes and the will to
fight (p. 464),” they rationed food from the start of
World War II. In England and Germany the civilian
food supply was monotonous but sufficient to main-
tain national morale, especially in England’s case
with the support from the American breadbasket.
Japan, on the verge of mass starvation when the war
was ended by the nuclear attack, was threatened
with a potential civilian revolt that never manifested
itself. Soviet citizens, fearful of the consequence of
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German victory, endured despite hunger. As a re-
sult, Collingham decides, “the Second World War in
Europe was not determined by food” (p. 464). Yet of
course it was, certainly in places like Greece and In-
dia where people starved, for the millions of “useless
eaters” who died from malnutrition in ghettoes and
concentration camps, and for the besieged in Soviet
cities. But it also played a major role as Germany and
Japan were forced to struggle to secure access to food
while Great Britain and the United States were able
to draw from the bounty provided by the American
Great Plains.

As always, sweeping books such as this one by
Collingham generate numbers of small, though not
inconsequential, points of disagreement. I would
argue that the planned use of food as a weapon is not
the same thing as hunger as an unplanned conse-
quence of war, although its impact may be similar.
To consider them both as genocide detracts from the
book’s historical significance. I also think Colling-
ham weakens her arguments about the use of food as
a weapon when she compares forced food shortages
and efforts to eliminate useless eaters in Europe with
racial discrimination in United States food rationing
programs (p. 11).

On balance, this book is a very valuable resource
for history teachers and educated general readers. It
makes clear how for Germany and its opponents
during World War II food was an underlying cause
of the war, a pressing strategic concern, as well as a
weapon to be used against both enemies and those
considered “useless eaters.” Unfortunately, with
global warming and climate change I suspect human
kind is just starting to witness the next round in what
may be a catastrophic battle for access to food.
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