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Abstract: Youth Initiative High School is one of many grassroots, democratic organizations located in the small community of Viroqua, Wisconsin. The mission of YIHS is to operate as an egalitarian organization with the aim of empowering students to think for themselves and to contribute to their communities. Using ethnographic research conducted between September 2008 and March 2009, my thesis takes the reader inside YIHS to examine what it is like, from the perspectives of students, teachers, and alumni, to live in an organization like YIHS where there is a constant tension between the need for structure and the desire to oppose it. After situating the high school within the unique community of Viroqua, I use a series of recent and past controversies to illustrate that although debates have been articulated in many different ways throughout Youth Initiative's history, every controversy at YIHS is inherently a debate about how structured Youth Initiative should be. Second, I use the term syzygy as a lens to analyze each of these controversies in order to explain how the school's best parts are also its worst parts, which means that YIHS's people will long continue to debate how the school should be structured. Last, I argue that YIHS’s constant controversies do more than just "reveal" the philosophical divisions within a democratic organization. Instead, I suggest that the controversies make these differences available for debate and these debates keep the issues of what the purpose of education is and how best to deliver it always at the forefront of discussion. As soon as people within YIHS stop debating and acting on their beliefs about how to structure their school, Youth Initiative's mission of student empowerment and initiative will become obsolete. 

Introduction: 


Towards the middle of my field work, three excited students at Youth Initiative High School (YIHS) handed me their just completed journalism assignment: a newsletter called “The Syzygy Post.”  In small letters underneath their title they explained that syzygy is “the only word in the English language with two opposing definitions.” At first, I merely deemed the title cute and placed the newsletter into my files. However, as my research progressed, I kept pulling out that newsletter and looking at that word syzygy. Syzygy. Eventually I realized syzygy is the perfect word to capture why the people who make up Youth Initiative- an “egalitarian” private high school in Viroqua, Wisconsin- have since its founding in 1996 unceasingly debated whether it should become more or less structured. All participants at YIHS, students, teachers, alumni, and parents, have debated and continue to debate the school's organizational structure because the educational consequences of organizational structure and antistructure directly oppose each other in a dynamic way, making the decision to prioritize one approach over the other both the “best” and the “worst” choice depending on who you ask or even at what time you ask them. If the best parts about your school's egalitarian organizational structure are also its worst parts-as is the case at Youth Initiative-when can you stop debating how to structure the school? Never. Syzygy!
 Since YIHS would certainly not exist without the support of its unique community, this paper begins with situating YIHS within Viroqua, Wisconsin- a town full of people deeply committed to the idea of community and to various grassroots organizations. YIHS is a school that rejects typical channels of authority and aims to empower students, and as such, it illustrates people's constant search for the perfect organizational balance between structure and antistructure. I suggest that the debates at YIHS illustrate how a group of people constantly grapple with a living, breathing example of syzygy- an organizational structure that can be seen as simultaneously liberating and stifling. Since no one will be able to resolve whether a more egalitarian or more hierarchical organizational structure is "better", these debates will long continue. Although they may be articulated in different forms, they will always be about the same thing. In order to illustrate this process, I examine a series of past and present debates at YIHS: 1)"How Waldorfy Should We Be?" 2)"Who Should Teach Us?" 3)"The Importance of Couches", and 4)"Academics: Who is in Charge?"

Throughout my research, I kept staring at that word syzygy, and wondering how people can remain so committed to an institution though they will forever continue to debate whether it should become more or less structured? This thought and my adviser's advice to move beyond what the debates show to what the debates do led me to the second argument of this article: the debates about Youth Initiative's structure force people to constantly consider the purpose of education and how it should be delivered. Without these continuous discussions, the school's participants would generally take for granted how to deliver education. The day people stop arguing about how YIHS should be organized will be the day that the school will stop empowering students to constantly question how to form their own education.


This thesis uses terms that I must define before we read on. It uses unstructured, antistructure, democratic, and egalitarian interchangeably. A democratic, egalitarian organizational structure is one in which everyone that belongs to the organization technically has an equal voice in how the organization should be run. This type of organization can be considered unstructured because the organization's policies can and do change rapidly to reflect the desires of its people. The paper also uses the terms structured, hierarchical, and traditional interchangeably because organizations with these features tend to be the ones that we are more used to. In these organizations, people hold different amounts of power. Since only a few people make policy decisions, the organization's policies are quite stable and comprehensive in comparison to the policies of democratic organizations. Thus, these organizations are called “structured”
. 
Assessing the Literature on Egalitarian Organizations, Including Schools:

I analyzed literature by anthropologists, sociologists, and educators about alternative schools and the organizational ecology of egalitarian organizations.  There are two important points to make about the literature in anthropology, sociology, and education about egalitarian organizations and, specifically, alternative schools. First, with very few exceptions, this literature came out of the 1970s/early1980s due to the proliferation of such “countercultural” organizations in those decades and analyzed everything from alternative high schools/elementary schools to food cooperatives to community mental health centers (Swidler 1979; McPartland 1977; Day 1974; Firestone 1976; Moore 1980; Newman 1980; Schwartzman 1987; March and Olson 1976). The second important thing to note is that the current research about alternative education is generally focused on schools for students who are at risk for failure (De los Reyes 2002; Loutzenheiser 2002; Mauba 2004; Anthrop-Gonzalez 2002; Rabuntja 1981; Garot 2002; Ernst 1994; Trueba 1994; Lehr 2009; Kim 2008; McKee 2007).  One educational researcher explains why this is: “Having emerged in the sixties as a response to the social crisis, [alternative education's] goal was primarily to fight increasing bureaucracy and the depersonalization of public education by giving students more freedom and minimal adult supervision. In the eighties, the understanding of "alternative education" narrowed to mean educating students who were at risk of failure (McKee 2007). Furthermore, the researcher goes on to explain how, in the 1990s and 2000s, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) pushed alternative schools to focus even more on improving the academic performance and test scores of at-risk students. Thus, few of today's alternative schools resemble the egalitarian schools of the 1960s/1970s (McKee 2007).

In general, few anthropologists address egalitarian organizations. However, many anthropologists do analyze the structures of “egalitarian” societies in other countries, and have studied how hierarchy, inequality, and interdependence work in simple "egalitarian" societies. One interesting point that many of these researchers make is that "egalitarian" societies are culturally unstable (Brunton 1989; Flanagan 1989; Spielmann 1986; Helliwell 1995). Many current anthropologists write about cooperative organizations which were created to economically benefit poor minorities in third world countries. Rather than focus on what members think about the organizational structure of these cooperatives, the articles analyze the extent to which these cooperatives promote gender equity and economically benefit its members (Lyon 2008; Page-Reeves 1998). 


Educational researchers, who generally have a much more directly policy-oriented focus than anthropologists, usually write about relatively egalitarian alternative schools (both elementary and secondary) from two polar opposite angles. One angle uses quantitative research to argue that students at these schools academically progress at the same or slower pace than traditional schools (McPartland 1977); that these schools are especially bad at causing academic progress in high ability children (McPartland 1977); that more student-centered, democratic approaches are inferior to highly-structured basic skills programs at improving low income children's self-esteem and academic performance; that more egalitarian schools do not raise student's self-esteem more than traditional schools (McPartland 1977); and that student levels of creativity and curiosity are no different between those who attend more democratic and more traditional schools though students who attend the democratic schools have better attitudes towards school (Day 1974). This research was all conducted in the 1970s, since there have been so few "egalitarian" alternative schools since then.

The other angle takes a more theoretical, advocacy approach to how democratic curriculum can better educate future generations. Some researchers write about how relatively egalitarian schools facilitate much better moral development than do more traditional schools (Kolhberg 1970). Other advocates suggest that more democratic schools are the solution to our consumeristic Western society that is ruining the environment, alienating us from our neighbors and communities, and making many of us psychologically distressed (Theobald 1997; Holzman 1997; Cote 2007); provide case studies of educational programs that they believe help to restore our weakened democracy (De los Reyes 2002); and/or argue that a diversity of philosophical leanings and organizational structures in schools best serve our pluralistic society (Martin 2002). These researchers often give their books and articles idealistic titles, such as Pockets of Hope: How Students and Teachers Change the World (De los Reyes 2002); Utopian Pedagogy: Creating Radical Alternatives in the Neoliberal Age (Cote 2007); and Teaching the Commons: Place, Pride, and the Renewal of Community (Theobald 1997). 

Two people already have written about Youth Initiative High School from the advocacy perspective described above. One paper, a masters thesis, argues that although civil society and membership in voluntary organizations has been declining in the United States, Viroqua is an anomaly to this decline due to the intensive community involvement invested in creating and maintaining alternative private schools. These schools have reversed the trend of rural brain drain, have economically developed the region, and pressured the local public schools to be more innovative (Hundt 2004). The other, a PhD dissertation, focuses on the reasons YIHS is a successful, sustainable grassroots educational initiative (Eiben 2008). 


As compared to the plethora of results-focused, philosophically driven research on egalitarian organizations and especially egalitarian schools, the small body of literature that I have found to be especially relevant to this study 1)focuses on the nuanced analysis of what it is actually like to live in and maintain such organizations day in and day out and 2)analyzes what the institution's organizational structures do for it. This approach-which seeks to illuminate the complicated, inspiring, frustrating world of egalitarian organizations and map the way organizational structure influences how the institution delivers its services-will better inform how we should create our organizations.
James March and Johan Olson provide an excellent theoretical framework to think about Youth Initiative as an “organized anarchy” which is an organization that experiences ambiguities in all areas of its operation, including role distinctions, rules and regulations, and organizational goals (1976). Furthermore, YIHS also fits the definition of an organized anarchy because it relies heavily on meetings and debates -in Schwartzman's words- “to constitute and reconstitute the organization or community over time (1987: 288).”  
My paper's analysis relies on two articles about decision-making and meetings at two egalitarian organizations. The first article analyzes the decision-making process in a young egalitarian elementary school in Denmark in the 1970s. In this article, Soren Christensen illustrates how at school meetings "the explicit outcome of a decision process is often substantially less important than the process (1976: 378)." To support his argument, he points out that at the school, none of the three decisions made in meetings during the six months he was there were implemented. He emphasizes the relative importance of the decision-making process in comparison to the decision itself, by saying that the process allows values to be expressed and tested; social status to be established; and sentiments to be exposed (Christensen 1976). In her article, "The Significance of Meetings in an American Mental Health Center," Helen Schwartzman too agrees that the decision-making process is more important than the decision itself. In her ethnography of meetings at an egalitarian mental health center, she states that "meetings were what was 'really' happening at the Center, and it was the meeting format that actually constituted and maintained the organization (1987: 272). 
Additionally, this article relies on what I consider to be the best book about egalitarian schools in the United States even though it was published 30 years ago. In Organization Without Authority, Ann Swidler uses a case study of two young egalitarian high schools in Berkeley, California during the early 1970s to explore the educational consequences of the attempt to abolish authority in a school setting. One of the case studies, Group High, is very similar to how YIHS was described in its early, less institutionalized years. For example, Group High "was made to look as little as possible like a real school. It lacked desks and other props of traditional classroom order. Instead, there was a motley collection of pillows, beaten up chairs and sofa, and old mattresses… Students spread out wherever they were comfortable, lounging against walls, sitting on top of bookcases, sprawled out on couches or lying on the floor (1979: 23)." This is exactly how many people described the early years of YIHS, though now YIHS' material culture is somewhere in between the improvised, relaxed approach described by Swidler and a traditional public school.  Furthermore, at Group High "students were not expected to learn to diagram sentences, or to finish the next chapter in their workbooks, or to analyze the oratorical devices in one of Shakespeare's plays. They were instead expected to learn about themselves, their cultural identities, and their own communities (1979: 24)." Again, while Swidler's description about Group High virtually mirrors how people described YIHS's first years, today YIHS stands somewhere on the continuum between expecting students to master academic subjects and to learn about themselves and their communities.

Aside from the fact that YIHS is an older, more institutionalized organization than the ones studied by Christensen, Schwartzman, and Swidler, my analysis differs from that of these researchers most strikingly in that it is more focused on the heterogeneity of viewpoints within an egalitarian organization. Although all of these researchers frequently acknowledge the conflicts created by their organization's structure, they each tend to downplay the number of conflicting ideologies that people have about whether the organization should become more or less hierarchical. For example, Swidler emphasizes that all people at the school were committed to equality between the students and teachers; that teachers took pleasure in student self-assertion; and that people did not care much if students learned traditional academic subjects as long as they learned about themselves and their world. Because Swidler also analyzes an egalitarian high school that is, in many ways, quite similar to Youth Initiative, this article uses Swidler's research as a lens to challenge the notion that all people within a democratic school are fully committed to an egalitarian ethos at all times (1979).  
This research is important for non-researchers as well, because it will help people to be able to look past their ideologies in order to understand how an egalitarian school's organization actually works. Researchers might be able to contribute to the creation of more informed, longer-lasting organizations if they focused more on illuminating the organizational structure's daily function rather than superficially defending ideals such as equality or efficiency.
Viroqua: a town full of "Cultural Creatives":
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Certainly it is impossible to comprehend YIHS without understanding the community it is in and the people that make it up. Viroqua, population 4,300, is the county seat of Vernon County, which is located in the hilly Driftless region of southwestern Wisconsin. Driftless refers to the fact that the region is unglaciated. Viroqua has long been home to a dense concentration of Old Order Amish and Mennonites, and has become a countercultural mecca since back-to-the-landers started settling in the region’s rolling hills in the 1970s (Hundt 2004: 21-22). 
Many people who move to Viroqua could be considered “cultural creatives”, though these people do not refer to themselves by any uniform term. "Cultural creatives" refer to those who are disenchanted with materialism and are seeking a way of life more focused on relationship, the arts, spirituality, and the earth (Ray and Anderson 2000). Indeed in the introduction to the book Rural Renaissance, Bill McKibben describes cultural creatives as a new wave of “people who have given up mainstream, contemporary American culture for a return to a way of life variously imagined as simple, more natural, and more rooted in community (McKibben in Ivanko and Kivirist 2004: xv).” This quite accurately describes those people who have been moving into Viroqua since the 1970s. 


The key priority for Viroqua's cultural creatives is “community,” which they express in their words; actions; and how they spend their time. One community member expressed the reasons she moved to Viroqua:
“I moved here because everyone is really warm, and people help each other out. Where we used to live I couldn’t let [my son] play outside without watching him all the time. Also, here I don't have to fight the tide of media and cultural influence all the time.” 
Indeed, the minute I came to Viroqua, people welcomed me into their homes for dinner, a beer, or to decorate their Christmas tree; let me watch their children or weed their garden; and warmly invited me to stay with them. 


People's commitment to community is evident in how they spend their time. Although Viroqua's cultural creatives are generally very well-educated, many choose to work one or a few part-time jobs and therefore have a low socioeconomic status. Instead of working typical 40 hour-a-week jobs, many people dedicate a significant amount of time to growing and processing food, to raising their families, and to forming/maintaining grassroots organizations. Indeed, when the region’s corporate farms threatened small family farms, a few families founded the region’s most nationally renowned grassroots organization-the Organic Valley Cooperative of Family Farmers. Organic Valley has grown from 7 small-scale organic farmers to 1,200 today (Wann 2008: 1), and gives 10% of its profits back to the community. Also, the rural town boasts a grocery cooperative, which has increased its members by more than 100% in the past few years, and an artists' cooperative (Wann 2008: 1). Finally, the cultural creatives dedicate a huge amount of time to education. Apart from the Viroqua Public School, there is a Christian Academy, a private Waldorf Elementary School, Laurel Charter High School, Youth Initiative High School, a private Lutheran School, 2 homeschool networks, a Folk School, and a technical college.  

Entering the Community

I spent the summer of 2008 in the Viroqua region working at Driftless Folk School, a very young non-profit that offers “experiences in agriculture, natural history, arts and crafts, and traditions of rural Wisconsin and other cultures (http://www.driftlessfolkschool.org/).” Through this experience, I gained entrée into the region’s “alternative” community and to that community’s many egalitarian organizations. Many people involved with the Driftless Folk School are also active in Youth Initiative High School. I became friends with Jacob Hundt- one of YIHS's founding students,  current director, and one of its core teachers- through the Folk School, and he invited me to stay at his and his wife’s house for a week in September and to assist with a cooking and nutrition class at YIHS. Though I had been intrigued by Youth Initiative High School ever since I read about it, I decided to write my thesis about YIHS after this week.

I returned to Youth Initiative High School for a week in December and 3 days in March. While in Viroqua, I conducted a whirlwind of interviews with students, alumni, and teachers; and observed various classes and meetings. Between November and March, I also conducted phone and email interviews with Youth Initiative alumni who have graduated in the past 5 years. In all, I interviewed 22 YIHS students; 19 alumni; 1 part-time administrator; 2 parents; and 13 teachers; attended 9 classes, and went to 3 meetings. One must remember, however, that a few teachers were also YIHS alumni and that both parents I interviewed were involved with the school either as a teacher or administrator.

I received approval from Northwestern's Institutional Review Board for this study on February 2, 2009. As part of the IRB agreement, I named the actual school and community throughout the paper but did not name any individuals except for Jacob Hundt, Director of YIHS, since it was impossible to disguise his identity due to his long-term involvement at the school.
Entering the School

I walked into a school that has no bells, which engenders a free-form sort of atmosphere during breaks; between classes; and after school whereby students linger in the hallways or main room playing hacky sack, practicing in the band room, developing photos in the dark room, talking, or playing the piano. During class breaks, students frequently wander into other classrooms that are still in session to check out science experiments or to try some of their classmates' cooking. 

As a researcher, I found a few things immediately revealing of the school's organizational structure. First, students asked me repeatedly why their parents needed to sign the consent form my research required-after all, they made their own decisions and defined their own lives. For many of my interviews, students had asked their teacher (someone who often had only a very vague idea of who I was) if they could skip class so I could interview them. Also, I was frequently incorporated into various classes while I was researching-a testament to the school's flexibility. For example, I talked to a freshman life skills class about writing research papers; I was interviewed by students as part of a journalism class; I was interviewed and recorded by one student for his senior project; and I was asked by a core-faculty member if he could video-record me interviewing students to be used as promotional material. Last, I was struck by how students sometimes treated teachers more like peers rather than adult authority figures. Students called teachers by their first names, and told them when they disliked something about a class or assignment. Indeed, my interactions with students felt like friendly peer relationships.
Youth Initiative High School: A Brief History
According to Jacob Hundt, a founding student of Youth Initiative and current director/core faculty member of the school, Youth Initiative High School was founded in 1996 by a group of students and parents motivated as much by their experience starting grassroots organizations such as Organic Valley and Pleasant Ridge Waldorf Elementary School, as by their dissatisfaction with current educational options. The founder and current CEO of Organic Valley was also one of the founding parents of YIHS. 

Whenever anyone, from YIHS's website to current students, mentioned the school's early days they emphasized the students’ role in starting the school and downplayed the parent’s role. According to Eiben, a Viroqua resident who wrote her PhD dissertation in part about YIHS, students were central in initiating the founding, but the actual work of creating the school fell heavily on the parents (2008: 126). 


Since Youth Initiative’s founding, it has rented the top floor of a building in downtown Viroqua. The school is directly across from Pleasant Ridge, the private Waldorf Elementary School. In its first year, YIHS had 11 students. Today it has 41 students. Since 1996, Youth Initiative High School has graduated 86 students. A vast majority of the people involved in Youth Initiative High School are part of Viroqua's countercultural community, although this does not mean that the people that make up YIHS have uniform philosophies or values. 


In his masters thesis, Jacob Hundt explains the school's egalitarian organizational structure: 
“As might be expected given the manner in which it was founded, Youth Initiative High School developed an unusually democratic organizational structure and philosophy. Students, parents, and teachers all participated directly in drafting the school’s mission statement, by-laws, and articles of incorporation. As a result, students, along with parents and faculty, have been enabled to directly vote in elections for members of the Board. Students may be elected as full-voting members of the Board and two seats are always reserved for students, although more may be, and often are, elected at large. Students, along with parents and faculty, also serve as full members of the school’s many other committees. Board elections and amendments to the schools bylaws and mission statement take place during an annual all school meeting in which all students, parents, and faculty participate and vote directly. Beyond their participation in the school’s governance, students have also taken on the tasks of cleaning and maintaining the school building and raise several thousand dollars each year for the school through small businesses and occasional events. Thus, the practical and organizational aspects of running a school have become an important part of the curriculum of Youth Initiative High School (2004: 71).”
 Another implication of the school’s organization is that students literally have significant power to hire and fire teachers. If a teacher receives a low score on his or her students’ evaluation, he or she must defend his or her job before the personnel committee that includes at least two students. The school's finance committee is the only committee in which no students are involved.

Another important thing to understand about Youth Initiative is its formal vision: 
“Our vision is to become a vibrant, empowering ‘Free Waldorf” high school. We find the Steiner view of the developing adolescent useful; this model sees ages 14-18 as a time when young people ideally move from outwardly imposed authority towards individual freedom and personal responsibility. We will create and maintain a vessel, a community where this growth can occur in an organic way while providing students with the experiences and tools (academic, artistic and practical) to find their way to meaningful work and relationships, both social and vocational. Faculty, students and families are partners in learning; exhibiting mutual respect, shared joy in learning, cooperation and caring. We facilitate individual student talents and personal growth, their imagination and passion and their love of the arts. Our rich and challenging course of study integrates academics, the arts, physical and practical life skills. Our small school community encourages students to become all their individual destinies call them to be (http://www.yihs.net/).”


Though I will discuss YIHS's history more in depth in later sections of this paper, one can truly say that change has been the only constant at Youth Initiative. The school started as a chaotic institution with no rules or norms. In 2005, the school's administrator had a medical emergency and was forced to leave, which spurred the school to rapidly start creating policies. During the 2006 school year, a lot of policy was created since the school was without a leader and without structure. The graduating classes 2005, 2006, and 2007 are looked upon by students and teachers as the shining examples of students who took their power seriously and used it to shape the school. In general, YIHS's history has been one of creating and challenging policy, but this has been especially true since 2005. Compared to other years, the 2008-2009 school year has been rather uneventful in terms of major conflicts or catastrophes. One teacher called the year uneventful in an almost boring way. Though it is true that YIHS has become increasingly structured within the past 5 years, the school's democratic structure means that it can change back at any time. Therefore, this transition from chaos to more structure should not be thought of as a linear or an inevitable journey, but rather as something that can be reversed if people so decide. 
Debating Structure and Antistructure at YIHS
"In the future, I want Youth Initiative to be a school where everything is more organized but less structured."-Youth Initiative student

 Though debates have been articulated in many different ways throughout Youth Initiative's history, every controversy at YIHS is inherently a debate about how structured Youth Initiative should be. The tension between structure and antistructure is something that every egalitarian organization must grapple with, but is particularly fascinating in an alternative school since the organization’s “structure” influences the education delivered. One alumni summarized Youth Initiative's increasing structure in an email:
“Youth Initiative started out as an extremely small school that hardly anyone knew about (or attended, for that matter). It was much more of a concept than an actual institution. But over the years, more and more people have found out about the school and it has gained some good reputation (as well as some bad) and as a consequence, it has grown, which in turn has caused a necessity for greater organization and structure, which has made some people angry and some people happy.”


Every debate at YIHS is ultimately an expression of its teachers', parents', and students' search to find the right institutional balance between structure/antistructure. In order to simplify my explanation, I present the following controversies as though there are two opposing sides: one side that thinks YIHS should be more structured and one that thinks YIHS should be less structured. In reality, this does not reflect the complexity of peoples' perspectives about the school. While many people I talked to clearly stood on a "we need more structure" or "we need less structure" side, others saw the ideal YIHS as a combination of more structured and less structured elements. Indeed, quite a few seemed confused about the logistical practicality of their contradictory visions. For example, one student hoped that in the future Youth Initiative could be a school where “everything is more organized but less structured.” The fact that so many people do have mutually exclusive desires for "more organization but less structure" makes sense when one thinks in terms of syzygy: the advantages and disadvantages of egalitarian and hierarchical structures directly oppose each other. Since people will continue to long for the impossible school that does not have the drawbacks of an egalitarian or a hierarchical structure, these debates over structure versus antistructure will never be resolved. However, they will focus on a myriad of different situations. 

But first, a warning about these controversies. I'm aware that there are multiple perspectives about what has happened at YIHS and what it means. This paper's role is not to sort out the definitive truth, a task that I would argue that not even participants at YIHS can do. Rather, the paper's goal is to illustrate the Youth Initiative community's constant and neverending debates about how to structure its school. 
How Waldorfy Should We Be? 


German philosopher Rudolf Steiner invented Waldorf education in 1918 (Urmacher 1995). While some people within YIHS have only a vague idea of what this educational ideology is, the simplest way to understand the general philosophy behind Waldorf education is that it serves to combat the materialism, secularity, and compartmentalization of mainstream education (Urmacher 1995). Waldorf education is a holistic education of the "head, heart, and hands"-which means that it employs an interdisciplinary curriculum and trains people not only intellectually but also in spiritual and practical matters (such as cooking, building, gardening, art). The spirituality that Waldorf schools teach is called anthroposophy. While it is not technically considered a religion, it is very loosely based on Christianity and emphasizes individuality and free will. Steiner had more specific suggestions for Waldorf Education apart from this broad philosophical framework. Of course, just as some Christians interpret the Bible more literally than others, some Waldorfians interpret Steiner’s words more literally than others
. According to Jacob Hundt, many Waldorf elementary schools exist around the world, but only about 40 Waldorf high schools exist in the US. Also, YIHS is the exception rather than the rule for being a Waldorf School with a democratic structure.


Where does YIHS fit within this Waldorf framework? Usually when I asked people how “Waldorfy” they considered YIHS high school on a scale from 1-10 (10 being the most true to Waldorf philosophy), most people answered 6-7. Other people said that it is hard to tell because there are so few Waldorf high schools in the world. The unique structure of the school has made it so that within YIHS some people are Waldorf purists and others are not. One thing is certain: Waldorf philosophy is becoming a bigger part of YIHS. When the school was founded, it was merely a Waldorf-inspired school and one of the guiding principles states: 
“We strive to use the principles of Steiner’s work with spiritual science and the Waldorf School indications in such a way as to personally own them. We are not interested in becoming wedded to an ideology that doesn’t live in us. All our decisions are made from a point of deep consideration, honoring each person’s integrity and personal experience. We seek to maintain an entity, which is an independent cultural institution-, “free” from outside control (www.yihs.net).” 


During the 2008-2009 school, YIHS joined AWSNA (Association of Waldorf Schools of North America). Of course, there were many debates between pro-structure people who supported the decision to join AWSNA and antistructure people who did not. Some claim that YIHS did not have to change at all to become a member of ANSWA, but it is unclear how YIHS’s relationship with AWSNA will change the school in the future. Also during YIHS’s early years, the student body was made up of kids from many different backgrounds, schools, and teaching philosophies. At that time, Pleasant Ridge parents did not want to send their children to YIHS because it had a bad reputation. Today, YIHS has a much better reputation, and most people who attend it also went to Pleasant Ridge Elementary School. One alumni and current teacher summed it up: “Youth Initiative used to be a savior for outcasts and now it is like Pleasant Ridge High.”


Many students think that the decision for YIHS to become a Waldorf member was made in an unfortunate way. According to them, students spent a significant portion of 2007-2008 student meetings debating whether or not to become a Waldorf School. Then, the students voted as a whole to join AWSNA without knowing what it really meant. Just after making this decision to join AWSNA, many students researched more and decided that they had made a bad decision. The truth is that most students I talked to either interpret Waldorf philosophy very loosely or reject it altogether. Indeed, many alumni, teachers, and students themselves stated that YIHS students are rebelling against their Waldorf backgrounds, and that YIHS parents are the ones most pushing the Waldorf philosophy on the school. Teachers stand in between the students and the parents. Some teachers embrace Waldorf, while others are wary of the school's decision to join AWSNA. 


Those who support the transition to Waldorf are advocating a more structured school and believe the school needs a philosophical framework to inform how the teachers should teach. They also believe Waldorf (especially at the not often done high school level) allows enough latitude for YIHS to maintain its own mission. 


Many students echoed one student’s reservation about YIHS's decision to become a member of AWSNA: “Once we get the ball rolling on Waldorf, when will it stop?” Another student added that since YIHS is now an official Waldorf school, it will attract more “Waldorfy” people, which will cause YIHS to become a much more dogmatic Waldorf School. This may create a more structured YIHS because the potential influx of fundamentalist Waldorfians would believe more strongly in the truth of Steiner's philosophy than in maintaining an organizational structure that enables people to debate the merits of such an ideology. Others wonder how YIHS may have to change to satisfy ANSWA. “I already see the jello turning into concrete,” one student stated disdainfully, predicting the Waldorf influence will solidify the school's structure since the school may have to mould itself to fit AWSNA's guidelines. Clearly, the debate about whether or not to join ANSWA is a debate about whether YIHS should create more structure or oppose it. Because YIHS is a living example of syzygy in that egalitarian and hierarchical structures' best strengths are also their biggest weaknesses, it is likely that people will long continue to debate Waldorf's presence at YIHS.
 Who Should Teach Us?  
Youth Initiative High School relies on part-time teachers, many of whom get paid next to nothing or volunteer for the job. These teachers do not have to be certified, do not have to be considered an expert in the field they teach, and do not have to have graduated from college. However, one must remember that Viroqua is a hotbed for educated, passionate people, so the school consistently attracts excellent teachers with somewhat diverse philosophical leanings and interests. What this means is that it is very difficult to say exactly how many teachers work at YIHS. Some teach one class per semester. Some consistently teach one class every year, and some teach many classes every day. This also means that there is a huge diversity in Youth Initiative’s teachers, from 20-year-old YIHS alumni to parents to eccentric community members to people who think of being a YIHS teacher as their profession.

Again, though not everyone fits in an all-or-nothing pro- or anti-structure dichotomy, generally the debate is between pro-structure people that think that YIHS should have more better paid, full-time faculty and anti-structure people that want YIHS to continue to rely on many low-paid/volunteer part-time teachers.

Many people respond positively to the diverse smattering of low-paid teachers who do not have to follow set teaching guidelines and can be fired at any time. This keeps the tuition low and exposes students to many different kinds of people. Also, students benefit when teachers have to perform well in order to keep their jobs. Furthermore, according to one alumni, “the students can't be inculcated into Waldorf crap if they have a lot of different kinds of teachers.”


People who critique the arrangement believe that teachers cover the same material in different classes, because the faculty is not cohesive and does not often communicate. Some also believe that YIHS keeps hiring spotty, poor quality teachers that siphon in and out of the school. Also, teachers cannot be paid sufficiently. Even the school’s full-time faculty get paid much less than a public school teacher, have no job security, and do not have their own class room. 


For the first time during the 2008-2009 school year, four teachers work full-time as core faculty. A full-time presence enables people to have a sustained commitment to the school and its development. However, one core faculty member reflects on one way the full-time faculty presence increases the school's structure: “the biggest difference now is that I have to be more of an authority figure because I have a full-time presence here. I can no longer be buddy buddy because I'm here all the time.” This same teacher hopes that in the future YIHS can maintain 4 full-time core faculty positions and hire a full-time non-teaching development employee that does more administrative work. Another core teacher thinks that the faculty's increasing full-time presence may foster an Us vs. Them relationship between students and teachers.  This debate will continue to rage because the benefits of a less structured faculty arrangement, namely affordable tuition and student exposure to many different ideologies, directly oppose the benefits of a more structured faculty arrangement, such as better-paid faculty and sustained faculty commitment/communication. 

The Importance of Couches 


Youth Initiative is a private school, but most YIHS parents are far from wealthy. Tuition during the 2008-2009 school year jumped because of YIHS’s decision to have 4 core teachers. According to Jacob, the “tuition is $6000 per year per student, but the average family pays $2500 per year. The rest of that money that the students must raise is educational opportunity.” Throughout Youth Initiative's history, a number of students have paid for their own tuition, which has been as little as $500/year. 


Students are able to pay a low tuition for a few reasons unique to Viroqua. First, the parents/teachers/and community members are able to contribute so much to the school because their commitment to “community” and antimaterialist ideology has motivated many to work a flexible smattering of part-time jobs and to live frugally in order to make time to dedicate to the school. Also, some of the most active volunteer teachers/volunteers have partners who are doctors or have other very financially stable jobs. Not only do student responsibilities decrease tuition since students must fundraise a significant portion of the school's funds, as well as do administrative work and school maintenance, but also parents and teachers frequently lick envelopes in the school office, offer to host fundraisers etc. One man who owns an apartment rents it out for very little to young temporary teachers who come to teach for a semester or year and earn hardly any money. YIHS's art teacher brought his own printing presses to the school to use, since otherwise YIHS would not be able to afford this several thousand dollar investment. YIHS also began a matching gift program in 2005-2006. For every dollar raised by students in the 2007-2008 school year, community members added $2.30 (www.yihs.net/).


You can see the school's increasing structure in changes in its material culture. The school's furnishings were cobbled together in the past, and the hallway was constantly filled with plants; items scrounged from the roadside; and student hacky sackers. While the school still has an improvised look, it now owns computers. Throughout the school's history, YIHS had many tattered couches lying around that students had dragged in from curbs. Spring 2008, the school had a lice outbreak and the couches were thrown out.  Students complained frequently throughout the year that the lack of couches were symbolic of their loss of power and initiative. However, by March, one student excitedly led me to a single couch sitting in the common room, and told me    that he had dragged it in and had gotten it approved by YIHS's administrative group.  Before the couches were removed in Spring 2008, no one had had to approve them.


Many people want YIHS to become more financially stable. This is especially understandable because YIHS has nearly used up its line of credit and must figure out how to get more money. Those that want YIHS to have more financial stability point out that more money will enable the school to move to a building that is not falling apart. It will also allow them to buy more working computers, books, and science equipment; to pay their teachers a fairer salary; and to be less anxious about being able to financially survive another year. In order to become more financially stable, YIHS may charge more tuition, attract more students, and/or earn its own income. One possible plan is to turn YIHS into a boarding school that is more affordable than East Coast prep schools. Another plan that the art teacher is working on is for the art department to run a screenprinting business to financially benefit the school. Last, Youth Initiative received a grant to turn its pioneering cooking/nutrition program into a written curriculum that the school will sell.


On the flip side, others are scared that if Youth Initiative becomes more financially stable, the school will have to abandon its mission and point out that the reason YIHS lives up to its mission of youth initiative and power is because the school constantly struggles financially. “Because Youth Initiative is consistently broke, students need to keep stuffing in the holes to keep it afloat,” said one teacher. One alumni articulated that a school that cannot fall back on financial stability depends on its students (and others) to sustain it. 
“When I was at YIHS, students literally had as much power as everyone else. Students had to perform or the school would fall apart. Now the school isn't quite as close to falling apart, so the students don't have as much power as they did then,” he said.

Certainly, debates about YIHS's financial situation are another example of syzygy, since YIHS's financial struggles can be seen as both crippling and motivating.  For this reason, YIHS's participants will long debate how their school should be financially structured.

Academics: Who Is in Charge? 
To say that all the other debates pale in comparison to importance of the debate about academics and its relationship to power would not be entirely accurate. What is more accurate is that all the other debates-about Waldorf, Teachers, Money etc.-inherently morph into this debate about academics and power. In other words, all the debates at the school not only reflect disagreements about whether the school should become more structured or less structured, but also the school's structure directly influences how academics will be delivered at YIHS and who decides how they should be delivered.

  Frequently, when I interviewed YIHS students and alumni, they had ideas about the school’s founding and early years-an event they did not participate in. According to many of these students and alumni, Youth Initiative’s early years were chaotic and had few institutional norms and heavy student drug use. One alumni said, “I like to imagine the school as a lot of people doing drugs and then Jacob working really hard.” Jacob is one of YIHS’s founding students, and the school’s current director and one of its core teachers. Although Jacob did not mention the early years’ drug-use, he did mention that the first few years he often stayed at Youth Initiative until 9 p.m. cleaning because no one else would do it. Jacob describes the first batch of students as being on the whole “very antischool, very reactive.” In Youth Initiative’s first few years, most students were considered at-risk or had been kicked out from other schools. According to Jacob, Youth Initiative’s vision is realized better now (most importantly academically) since it has become proactive towards education rather than reactive against education. In fact the early students' reactive attitudes ended up in a crisis that caused YIHS to change its vision to focus more on student responsibility. On the other hand, Jacob articulates that although YIHS did not have high academic expectations during its early years, the students learned a lot about how to start and maintain an organization. Indeed, the first 2-5 years of YIHS's history were spent building a school culture, mission statement, and founding documents.


Now that the school has become increasingly institutionalized, the curriculum's focus is increasingly academic and decreasingly on building an institution. Not surprisingly, this means that the school's academic reputation has improved greatly from its beginning role as a safety net for at-risk students. Today, the school has the reputation for providing an education that prepares students well for college.


Again the debate about academics is a debate about organizational structure. Essentially, more academic “structure” means a better academic education, and less academic “structure” means a better civic education.  Indeed, Swidler makes this precise argument when she states that egalitarian schools do no better and often worse at preparing students academically, but "what replaces academic effort in alternative school classrooms, then, is social interaction, and what replaces academic learning is the learning of group skills (1979: 139)." 

To be more specific, some appreciate that YIHS's academic standards and reputation have increased within the past 5 year, and/or even wish YIHS to have more stringent academic expectations. Many- students, parents, and teachers alike- are happy that YIHS's academic reputation has improved. Also, many students are happy that they take substantive, challenging classes that prepare them well to think critically and for college if they so chose. Teachers told me that they enjoy academically engaged students because they are passionate about what they teach.  Students told me that parents want more organizational rules and stringency so that their kids receive good “academic” educations and because of their concerns about students' behavior and safety. One parent believes that more school “guidelines mean more security and freedom as long as these guidelines are reviewed to serve the people.”

Of course, even though Youth Initiative's academic reputation has improved, a few teachers and students have expressed frustrations about how little power teachers still have in compelling students to do academic work due to the school's democratic organization and grading structure. Youth Initiative is pass/fail, so students are not motivated by grades. A few teachers feel uncomfortable that all they can say to students when they give them homework is “Please do it. Because I told you to.” Most say that you almost have to try to fail at YIHS, since teachers will talk with students and give them many chances to do passable work. This situation frustrates teachers who want students to master the academic subject and students who do their work but do not get rewarded for it. However, it is important to note that most YIHS teachers firmly believe in the merits of a pass/fail system even if they are sometimes frustrated by it. In general, YIHS parents are the ones who are most supportive of YIHS's increased academic structure.
Conversely, many students and alumni are suspicious of the consequences of YIHS's increased academic expectations. Most alumni and students talk nostalgically about how student power and initiative has decreased at YIHS within the past 5 years.  Indeed, one student explained to me about how three years ago, a student had the power to drop math from his or her curriculum, but today they cannot. Also, in Spring 2009, YIHS faculty wrote a draft of a behavioral policy for the school, which incensed students. According to one student, the old rules basically stated that there could be no alcohol, drugs, and cigarettes at school, but a draft of the new written policy also listed rules such as there can be no running in the hallways; no throwing things; and no sitting on the windowsills. Even more distressing to the students was that the draft of the behavior policy included a new rule about no unicycling. Unicycling has been such a major part of many YIHS circus arts and theater classes that students used the image as a logo for the school on a class t-shirt during the 2007-2008 school year. The increased stringency of the rules in the draft made the students distrustful of the faculty's intentions. The March student meeting that I went to dealt with this behavior policy. At this meeting, students reflected on their loss of power. One student talked about how, during her freshman year, students were allowed to close the school at the end of the day and now they cannot. She also talked about her discussion with YIHS's administrator about mutual distrust between students and faculty. She said, 
“[The administrator] told me that if we're not listening to her, she can't listen to us. She also said we can have more general policies rather than rigid rules if there is mutual respect. The more we respect them, they'll trust us more.”  The students, parents, and faculty still have time to revise the draft.
 Youth Initiative alumni and students have different theories for why they believe students have lost some of their power. Some blame the students for not exercising their power. Others point to the fact that the school has more students now than in the early years, which means that each individual may feel less responsible for the school’s maintenance and progress. Still others point to the fact that students have less initiative now because, in general, current students come from Pleasant Ridge Waldorf Elementary School, and attend YIHS simply because their parents told them to. Others say parents place much more emphasis on academic learning and are trying to control the school more. Last, a few say that the school's increased emphasis on policies and academics leads to the deterioration of youth power and initiative. I believe that student power might be decreasing for any or all of these reasons, but perhaps the most notable is because student freedom and high academic expectations are mutually exclusive. Swidler too made this point when she admitted that egalitarian schools do no better than traditional schools at academically preparing their students but wrote that "status equalization is a way of promoting commitment, initiative, and participation in collective life (137)" Thus, if more academic expectations are imposed on students, they will become less motivated to work together to create their own policies or lack of policies. Conversely, if students have truly equal power to teachers, students will be less motivated as a whole to succeed academically. One alumni who understood the merits of a more rigorous academic education and of student power said that if academic standards go up, Youth Initiative will pull away from its mission because students will no longer be as in control of the material they are learning.

Certainly, one can understand the perspectives of both the YIHS parents who support increased academic structure and of the students/alumni that oppose it since academic excellence and student initiative/power are both noble values to teach adolescents. Unfortunately, the fact that the more policies and expectations a school has, the less student initiative and power it will allow, means that people will long continue to debate the merits of academic structure/antistructure at YIHS. Ahhh Syzygy!! 

  Youth Initiative's faculty members have a nuanced understanding of the merits of both academic structure and antistructure, though I do believe they sometimes too easily downplay the inevitable consequences of a more stringent organizational structure. 
YIHS staff believes that, in many ways, the students' perception that they are losing their power is closer to illusion than reality. First, they believe students think that they are losing power because the school has recently changed how faculty members delegate responsibilities. Until 2005, YIHS had a single administrator who, according to many teachers/administrator, made all the decisions. This administrator was forced to leave his position quickly when he had an aortic aneurysm. One teacher stated that after this administrator left, the school was left with “2 possibilities-either YIHS could have an enlightened despot again or a more constitutional structure. I think teenagers prefer an enlightened despot model, since there is someone to look up to and it feels flexible and free as long as despot seems enlightened. However, this is probably not a good way to run organization through time.” Indeed, YIHS follows more of a constitutional structure now because the core faculty members each take on different administrative/planning tasks and have more a full-time presence at the school. The staff is creating more written policies now because dispersed authority necessitates it, which they believe gives the false impression that faculty is trying to usurp student power. The staff asserts that they do not aim to create a written policy for everything, but that they do believe the school needs at least bare bones policies. And, of course, they argue that the students have an important role in creating, altering, and approving the school policy as well.

In general, the YIHS staff members feel that the potential for student power is still there, but that the students are not exercising it. Indeed, many students, alumni, and teachers compare today's students to those of the past and wax nostalgic about the class of 2005, 2006, and 2007.  According to one teacher, “when I first got here, students were self-regulating and watching each other to do the right thing...Their outlook was this is mine. The things I do affect here. I don't see this attitude quite so much anymore.” Some teachers believe there is a natural ebb and flow in student initiative dependent on the individual classes.


However, some fear that there is something structural behind the student's loss of initiative and do want to make sure that Youth Initiative defends student power. Each teacher stated that he or she saw increased organizational structure at the school necessary to enable the school to financially survive; and to protect the students by making sure that the school has, for example, a way of dealing with students who need emotional support or students who show up to class stoned everyday. However, over and over YIHS staff stated that while they see increased organization as necessary, they fear the possibility of YIHS becoming a bureaucracy and deeply value working at an organization that grants students equal power to teachers and parents. Faculty feel that YIHS's most important creative task will be, in their words, “to keep students inspired/engaged without it being a free for all” and “to become more organized without losing YIHS's personal feel.” 

Youth Initiative staff members' desire to create a YIHS that will become more structured but yet still retain the personal and inspiring environment of more egalitarian organizations perfectly exemplifies how people are grappling with the fact that the best parts of YIHS's organizational structure are also its worst parts. 

Even YIHS students' relationship with teachers is an example of syzygy. Students are constantly confused over whether their role should be to obey teachers or to fight them to achieve their goals. One YIHS teacher sometimes feels frustrated because while students do not always obey him, they generally do not rebel against him either. When they don't like something, he says, they just kind of turn off and stop listening. He states, “Students hit the means, when either extreme would be better. Students should be quicker to anger, fighting with the teachers more, deciding more what they want and fighting for it; or they should be doing homework and obeying me.” Schwartzman's description of role confusion between patients and staff at an egalitarian mental health sounds similar to the role confusion I witnessed at YIHS.  However, Schwartzman argues that the blurring of role distinctions between patient and therapist often challenged the original goals of the center (1987: 283), while I believe that the students' role confusion continuously defined and redefined the goals of the school. Just as the debates will continue, students will also continue to change their minds about how they should act with their teachers since they will never be able to definitively decide if it is a greater benefit to act as students would in a hierarchical organization structure or in an egalitarian one.  
What do these controversies do for the school? 

"Since student power and initiative has always been at the fundamental heart of the school, I hope people always watch [that students do have power]."-Youth Initiative Teacher
Of course, one becomes puzzled by debates that are at their core all about the same thing, especially when one considers that people kept saying that the best parts about YIHS high school's structure are also its worst parts, including the school’s size, its financial situation, and the repercussions of its commitment to student freedom. This idea-that the school's best parts are also its worst parts- is the reason that those three journalism students named their newsletter the Syzygy Post and is also the reason YIHS will always debate how structured it should be. There will never be a perfect balance between egalitarianism and hierarchy since becoming more structured means that you have to give up the advantages of being unstructured and vice versa.  Some would see the constant debates described above as mere evidence of the philosophical division between people that make up an egalitarian high school and end their analysis pointing out the number of useless headaches caused by this irreconcilable tension. 
It is at this frustrating point that we should ask what's the point of the continuing debate? What do these controversies do for the school? 

If one cannot cite any other reason for why a school would remain committed to at least a relatively democratic structure in the face of all the difficulties and educational repercussions this decision creates, one can say the debates fostered by the structure of such a school will force its people to constantly consider and reconsider the purpose of education and how it should be delivered. Certainly Swidler was correctly describing Youth Initiative when she wrote that, "Organizations without authority are formed of groups of individuals oriented to purposes rather than to roles structured around specific tasks. The sense of purpose develops and is sustained in a collective context, focused by continual group discussions (1976: 180)." Youth Initiative's purpose is to deliver education, and constant group debates, conversations, and personal reflection about structure vs. antistructure- including Waldorf, Teachers, Money, and Academics- force people to come together to refine/develop this purpose.
However, I believe Swidler was mistaken in portraying the students and teachers at Group High as all being fully committed to the school's egalitarian structure in her book Organization Without Authority. By reading the book closely, one can find suggestions that in some ways Group High participants did at times actively question the school's egalitarian organization. For example while Swidler writes that teachers' aim was to teach students how to unlearn those patterns of obedience and dependence that they had learned in earlier schooling and showed great pride when students disobeyed their parents, Swidler shows examples of times when teachers wanted students to listen to them. For example, she mentions teachers at Group High who wanted their students to take a quiz or do an assignment, but eventually gave up after students resisted or ignored them (1979: 115-117). Last, Swidler mentions that only 50% of the students were active participants at Group High, while the rest took advantage of their freedom to do nothing (1979: 43). First, even if all the teachers at Group High were extremely ideological, it is still extremely unlikely that no one ever got frustrated by the fact that students frequently did not listen to them and did not even participate at their school. It is even more difficult to believe that people at Group High never questioned negative aspects of their school's egalitarian structure when one considers "Group High's predilection for long, passionate discussions of basic goals and principles, discussions made even more passionate by the ideology that one ought to share one's feelings with the group (1979: 94)." If indeed people at Group High were constantly encouraged to discuss the school's basic goals and principles and had power to influence school policy, it is almost certain that they frequently debated some of the potentially less savory consequences of an egalitarian organizational structure, such as the fact that students often did not do class assignments. While Swidler mentions that "These meetings and discussions … were an attempt to make collective attachments into an effective system of social control (1979: 94)", I would argue that these meetings and discussions also did exactly what the debates do at YIHS: force people to keep education's purpose at the forefront of their intentions and minds. 
Just as Schwartzman argued in her ethnography about meetings at an egalitarian mental health center that "it was the meeting format that actually constituted and maintained the organization (1987: 272)", debates constitute and maintain YIHS. Without these constant debates, the important issues of how to deliver education would not be at the forefront of everyone's thoughts and, therefore, would most likely be taken for granted. These debates will never resolve themselves, but do provide “checks” and “balances” on the school so that it always answers to the community and its children as they are today rather than to a distant ideology and inflexible rules. 

In other words, giving students, parents, and teachers equal power over and responsibility for their own education creates constant debates and their resulting inefficiencies and disadvantages, but it also means that (in general) YIHS has responded to its people rather than to passively obeying “expert” educational administrators, policy makers, or philosophers of any bent. Though the conflicts will always be messy and people will always argue that teachers, students, parents, and/or individuals are trying to grasp too much power, YIHS has historically been an institution that answers to the people that actually go to it at that moment in history. It responds to its people, because the controversies themselves have forced people to come together to consistently test, challenge, revise, retest, rechallenge, and rerevise their educational ideologies. Indeed when I asked Jacob, YIHS's director and someone who a few think influences the school too much with his strong ideology, to describe his vision for the school's future he responded with a series of questions that YIHS must decide rather than outline his personal vision for the school. These questions included how many students YIHS should ideally enroll; whether or not YIHS should move to a different building and where it should move to; and whether or not YIHS should become a boarding school. Also, frequently when I asked alumni whether they thought the changes that YIHS has gone through since they have graduated are for the better or for the worse, quite a few answered that although they personally would not support the changes they could not evaluate them since they must reflect what the current YIHS community wants. Last, Jacob also mentioned that the people who most help the school to progress by articulating their controversial ideas are often outsiders, because they are less encumbered by a Midwestern sensibility and/or the culture of Viroqua. The past three examples illustrate how debates force YIHS's participants to come together to constantly consider/reconsider the educational repercussions of future choices. 


Certainly, not every school can or should have a relatively democratic organizational structure, because, for various reasons, not every kid, parent, or, teacher is ready for it. In the United States' inner cities and poor rural communities, people may be less concerned with debating the purposes of education than with overcoming the crippling obstacles that society and government has historically dealt them. Anyhow, this discussion is beyond the scope of this paper and my expertise. However, as one alumni said, democratic schools only work when students evaluate themselves and ask the question, "Do I want to be responsible for my own education yet? Am I ready?"


Also, one cannot downplay the frustrating inefficiencies that come with debates about the same things over and over again. Youth Initiative's administrator enthusiastically supports the organization's structure. She said, "In a hierarchical organization, people at the bottom fall asleep. While in an egalitarian organization, everyone has to be awake." This statement-that everyone in an egalitarian organization must be awake- is another way to say that egalitarian organizations empower everyone to care about their organization and to take initiative to improve it. Furthermore, she recognizes the purpose of the school's constant conflicts, but hopes that the debates don't hinder the school from moving forward. She said, "It is important for our school that the same arguments happen every three years, but we can't get spiraled down in the process too much. There has to be a balance between process and moving forward." While I agree with the administrator's statement, I believe that this balance between process and moving forward is another version of the conflict between antistructure and structure. It can always be debated, but will never be solved. 

Debate. Debate. Debate. Process. Process. Process. Just as Christensen (1976) and Schwartzman (1987) argue that the decision-making process is more important than the decision itself at an egalitarian elementary school and community mental health center, the decision-making process is what Youth Initiative is. Process is what inspires students, parents, and teachers to ask themselves what is the best way to educate myself/my student in this community right now based on what I have learned from trying other approaches? Process is what enables students, parents, and teachers to act on their beliefs about the best form of education. Process is everything at YIHS.

 YIHS's students' loss of power will not be the thing that most negatively affects the school's mission since its democratic structure will enable students to retake their power. Rather, the loss of student initiative will most make YIHS pull away from its mission of empowerment, because open communication channels and an egalitarian power structure will collapse if students do not care. When I asked one student if he thinks the school's changes are a reflection of what students want, he answered, “I would not say that's what students want. I would say they are lazy. It's like a virus that comes through the school.” Another alumni said, “while I don't really approve of the Waldorfization of the school, if that's what the students want, then that's what should happen. I guess I just get the impression that it's more what the parents want and they're pushing it on their children.” These statements and the fact that one teacher said that the 2008-2009 school year is almost boring in its lack of major catastrophes and conflicts should alert people that value the school's mission that now is a vulnerable time for the school to defend itself against becoming an organization in which people at the bottom fall asleep.  
Conclusion:


This thesis described four controversies within YIHS in order to illustrate that although debates have been articulated in many different ways throughout Youth Initiative's history, every controversy at YIHS is inherently a debate about how structured Youth Initiative should be. Second, the thesis used the term syzygy as a lens to analyze each of these controversies in order to explain how the school's best parts are also its worst parts, which means that YIHS's people will long continue to debate how the school should be structured. Last, the article argues that Youth Initiative's debates serve to make all of YIHS's people come together to keep the purpose of education at the forefront of their thoughts and intentions. 

Youth Initiative will continue to succeed at its mission of empowerment and freedom as long as everyone at YIHS stays awake to debate each other and to act on his or her beliefs in a sincere desire to create an ideal school. As one alumni said, "Start taking away a sense of responsibility and ownership by telling the students that the dead German guy [Steiner] knows better than they do and the freedom won't mean as much." Once students start believing that someone else knows more than they do about what and how to learn or stop caring, Youth Initiative will have to change both its mission and its name.
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� I recognize that there is a great deal of literature arguing the finer points of the distinctions between these organizational structures.  However, for the purposes of my argument, I have chosen to define and discuss these terms in this way. 


� The majority of Waldorf Schools throughout the world are elementary schools. The elementary school curriculum focuses on storytelling, singing, painting, baking/cooking, nature walks, and seasonal celebrations. The high school Waldorf curriculum in many ways resembles the curriculum of a traditional high school, although there is more emphasis on art, physical education, practical skills, and spirituality at Waldorf high schools.  According to the Association of Waldorf Schools of North America, "Education in our materialistic, Western society focuses on the intellectual aspect of the human being and has chosen largely to ignore the several other parts that are essential to our well-being. These include our life of feeling (emotions, aesthetics, and social sensitivity), our willpower (the ability to get things done), and our moral nature (being clear about right and wrong). Without having these developed, we are incomplete—a fact that may become obvious in our later years, when a feeling of emptiness begins to set in." Waldorf Education at any level seeks to develop all of the aspects that are essential to human well-being (http://www.whywaldorfworks.org/02_W_Education/faq_about.asp).





14

