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For any single individual to work himself out of the life under tutelage which has become almost his nature is very difficult. He has come to be fond of his state, and he is for the present really incapable of making use of his reason, for no one has ever let him try it out. Statutes and formulas, those mechanical tools of the rational employment or rather misemployment of his natural gifts, are the fetters of an everlasting tutelage. Therefore, there are few who have succeeded by their own exercise of mind both in freeing themselves from incompetence and in achieving a steady pace.

But that the public should enlighten itself is more possible; indeed, if only freedom is granted enlightenment is almost sure to follow. For there will always be some independent thinkers, even among the established guardians of the great masses, who, after throwing off the yoke of tutelage from their shoulders, will disseminate the spirit of the rational appreciation of both their own worth and every man’s vocation for thinking for himself.

- Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question “What is

                Enlightenment”
Parents, students and faculty cooperatively weave [the fabric of school life]. We will create an environment which encourages and assists students in becoming free thinkers and in maturing into active, ‘response-able,’ empowered participants in the greater society. The school, its students, families and faculty will be of service to the larger community.





- From the Youth Initiative High School “Mission Statement”

It was the perfect opportunity for me to get experience in education, in an environment which was in alignment with my beliefs about school being more than a place where you learn how to work in a factory, as had been the original pedagogical model which has stuck around far too long.

- Arthur Bernstein, Former Administrator and Faculty

Member of YIHS (see Appendix A).

There were certainly many different streams of thought, feeling and will that converged in the tempest that became YIHS.  I, to my chagrin, was not in its most primal beginnings.  I was brewing my own emancipation from the brainwashing of our legitimized, legally coercive, "public" educational system. 

- David Ecklund, Former Student at, and graduate of YIHS (see Appendix A).

Critical consciousness is integrated with reality; naïve consciousness superimposes itself on reality; and fanatical consciousness, whose pathological naïveté leads to the irrational, adapts to reality.
- Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness
I:  Opening Doors to New Types of Education
Before I start an explication of my vision for education, I would like to give the reader a bit of an idea of who I am and why I am writing this. My hope is that this section will more thoroughly inform the reader of the type of reform I will be discussing later and why and how I believe it can work. Thus, in the first section I will give an exposition of my personal experience with ‘alternative’ forms of education. This will be followed by a section which explains the theory that I hold regarding why this education is useful for students. And finally, I will propose a structure for a school that is based on my experience and theory of education.
My name is Matilda Ann Kriemelmeyer and I am 24 years of age. I attended public school until a month into my high school experience. At that point neither my parents nor I knew what my problem was, but I simply never wanted to go to school. Something that as a child I had always looked forward to and enjoyed had become a painful chore that tortured me every day. It became so bad that I would become physically ill in order to justify staying home. Most people would say that it is ‘normal’ for kids not to like school; but I refuse to believe that this is so, especially to this extreme. I had had no trouble completing my work up until this point and it wasn’t because I didn’t understand it that I became less diligent. My parents and I knew that something needed to change, so when my mother told me about a little school that had just opened up that year in another town and asked me if I wanted to go and visit, I was very excited. 

At 14 years old, I walked in the door and everything that I had once thought about educational institutions was immediately brought into question. I could see from the layout of the classroom that the structure of authority was very different. Students held the freedom of bringing their bags into class with them, and of sitting wheresoever they pleased. One did not need to ask permission to go to the bathroom; one was simply trusted to come back to class afterwards. I sat down to observe the class and I felt an ease that was wholly foreign to me in relation to institutions. (I realized later that this was because it wasn’t an institution, it was a school.) The class was amazing; the students never raised their hands, yet this did not create a chaotic mess. Instead, they allowed each other to speak, maintaining respect for one another, and learned together. I knew in a moment that this was where I wanted to be, so I signed up. A whole new world opened before me, but my awareness of this ‘opening world’ was still yet to be discovered. 

I found out shortly before leaving the school that day that the reason everything was so different was because this school had been founded by students. Youth Initiative High School (YIHS) – it seemed to me that the name itself reflected its power. It was formed in the summer of 1996 by six
 teenagers who had decided that they were sick of the public and private systems to which they had been accustomed. They wanted something more original and conducive to learning for their high school experience. These pupils were from all sorts of backgrounds, and most of them had been very good students in their previous institutions. I mention this only because it is often thought that ‘alternative’ schools are meant for ‘problem’ kids, but what does a ‘problem’ child really consist of anyway? In this school, at any rate, that was not the case. Certainly we had students with varying combinations of intellectual, athletic, creative strengths, and even rebelliousness, but none of our students were ‘problem’ children. 

Most of the pupils were very capable and motivated individuals who, in almost all cases, did not have a background of delinquency. They simply did not feel properly stimulated by the public or private systems that they had been attending, so they contacted some influential people in their community and began a school that was and is based on student involvement on all levels. They were involved in curriculum planning, hiring and evaluating faculty members, and all the other works that went along with the primary designing of the school. The students were also included in governance by holding equal voting rights on all of the committees, and even the Board.
 Students had an equal vote on all matters because it was they who had, to a great extent, started and shaped the school. They were also surrounded by supportive parents, friends, and local business owners, which made their plans much more possible. 

Now, allowing students to vote and be in charge of their own education can have the effect of scaring parents to death, but I would have to say that what these parents fear is that their child is incapable of making decisions for his or herself that will be beneficial. Many parents feel that if they or some other worthy adult (i.e. teachers) do not guide their children and oversee their experience of the world, the child may become anarchic or delinquent due to the parent’s negligence. Over the four years that I subsequently spent at YIHS this fear was proved to be needless, for the students showed their capability in abundance. Once given the opportunity to really be for themselves, they found strength and reason through their interaction with others and from within to guide them in making good decisions for the community and themselves. And after all, if parents and other adults are constantly being responsible for their children all the way up until they are ready to leave the house how will these young adults have learned to be responsible for themselves?
One student came from a public school system to YIHS. He had been expelled from his former school because he had committed a criminal act with some of his friends. At the persuasion of his friends this boy went into a grade school and vandalized their computer equipment, along with general vandalism of the building. They had been caught and, since he was a minor, he was expelled from his high school and had to do some community service. By all observable standards it would seem that this boy was prone to destructive behavior, or was more precisely a ‘problem’ child, but after an extremely short time at YIHS this destructive ‘tendency’ (if there ever was one) disappeared. He soon came to be considered one of the more responsible and intelligent students in the school. There was little social pressure for him to be any specific way except the way he actually was. One of the few social pressures that I observed exerting itself over the students was one that promoted individuality, open-mindedness, and responsibility.
 Thus, this young man was allowed to have another chance at education, and was able to find an environment that fostered his own intellectual abilities as well as his individual responsibility for his life. Once this so-called ‘juvenile delinquent’ boy was given the opportunity to partake in a much freer and more responsible form of education, he did not take advantage of it and cause more destruction, but instead was able to integrate himself with it and cultivate responsible action in himself. He went on to college after graduating and is currently living happily with his partner and their daughter.  

Along with parents the teachers and administrators must also develop a trust in young peoples’ ability to choose things wisely and ask for help, or make mistakes and actually deal with the effects of their actions within themselves. Once young people are able to feel supported as themselves in learning environments they have the ability to open themselves more fully to knowledge. They also are able to find a connection between the knowledge that they are exposed to and their inner life, thus gaining a better understanding of their own responsibility for their education. This is what this high school did for me, and I saw it happen in those around me as well.

I was directly involved in a participatory democracy through which I began to understand the weight and difficulty of political decision making. I also began to understand the importance of social contracts when one is part of a community. When I was in class I felt a kinship with my teachers because I had discussed issues with them in the political forum, worked with them on fundraisers or community service, and consulted with them on my own personal matters. I felt as though I knew these people more as insightful older friends than as authoritative teachers. I knew that at any moment I could ask a question and they would stop what they were talking about and seriously answer or open discussion about my question, so I felt free to learn instead of fearful and inhibited by strict guidelines and disciplinary tactics. 

Classes were generally conducted in lecture format, although we usually did some reading or writing in preparation. What affected me the most was that the overall mood of the class was very comfortable and focused, which made learning a collectively enjoyable process. The students who had come to the school had most definitely chosen to so they did not have much reason for complaint. They could bring up serious issues they might have, in their personal or academic life, with any teacher they felt comfortable with, either privately, at a student meeting, or an all-school meeting. Because the student’s voice is listened to and held in high esteem at YIHS there are few occurrences of rebellion; the students feel no need for this because they know they are respected, and that they have the ability to change things about the school if they feel the need to. The students at YIHS are allowed to feel and also able to feel responsible for their own education. I say ‘allowed’ because in the more conventional system it is easy for students to feel as though everyone else is responsible for making them go to school. This is due to the disciplinary structures that are in place along with the power relations between teachers, students, and administrators (I will speak about this in more depth in my next two sections). 

For young minds in the conventional system, going to school can easily become an externally imposed engagement that the students would never have voluntarily taken on. This generally creates a dislike of school and a rebellious tendency towards it and the others who are forcing it upon the student. When one has no internal connection between going to school and the personal need for going, one may have difficulty feeling responsible for or inspired and empowered by such an endeavor. Rather, students must engage in an education which constantly brings their responsibility into perspective in order for them to understand it and become responsible. 

I believe that as regards myself, this sense of responsibility was cultivated and realized as I engaged in the more political aspects of the school. I realized that I could shape my own education and that inspired me to get involved and focus on how things could be done better. I ended up co-authoring a policy for disciplinary measures
 and contributed in meetings consistently. After I had attended the school for two years a friend of mine said that she would really like to learn how to speak Swedish, a language in which I have been fluent since I was young. We then decided to write up a proposal for our own class in Swedish that could take place during the other language classes, I as teacher and my friend as student. 
The curriculum committee and the Board considered and approved our proposal, so we planned to begin the following semester. It was very exciting and nerve-wracking for me because I had never taught before, let alone a foreign language. They asked me if they could offer it as an actual class that was ‘up for the taking’ to all the students and that made me even more nervous. I decided that they could offer it to all the students that up-coming semester but that I would want there to be a cap of three students; that way I wouldn’t feel overwhelmed in the classroom, and they agreed that this was a wise idea. When we began I had two students and the learning for all of us began. I had to come up with a lesson plan every night, which I began to realize more and more was very difficult, especially since I had learned Swedish by ear and not in school where one learns grammar and such. 
So, I taught myself about Swedish grammar and investigated different forms of teaching at the same time as I was teaching the language to these friends of mine. I taught this class for a year and a half, during which I had a total of three students (the third student joined after the first semester), four if I include myself. In the end my students had learned rudimentary Swedish with fairly good pronunciation and to this day they retain some of it (but, as all languages go one needs practice in order to keep it up and Swedish isn’t very widely spoken). I learned more about Swedish grammar but mainly gained some good experience in teaching and discovered many of its trials, especially in teaching peers.

During the four years that I attended the school I was elected to several committees including the school Board, the curriculum committee, and the hiring and evaluations committee. I went from being almost entirely introverted to leading student meetings and contributing on all fronts in the school. For me this could not have come about in a conventional system. 
While I was at the school there were a few people who came for short periods of time but realized that this form of education was not particularly good for them, or did not realize this on their own and instead were eventually asked to leave. Usually, it seemed to me that these people had thought that YIHS was a slacker school but then realized that there was actually quite a bit expected of them, not only by the teachers and administrators but equally by their peers, the students. Once the student body saw these individuals’ inappropriate behavior they would address it, and soon these so-called slackers had to choose for themselves whether they wanted to make this education work or if they needed (or were going to be asked) to leave. The one remarkable thing about these occasions was that the students didn’t all start rebelling due to the rebellious student’s example; they stood up against it and encouraged those people to become responsible instead. 

These occasions seemed to indicate a similar problem to what A.S. Neill claims in relation to his school, Summerhill: basically that these students had come too late.
 These individuals had perhaps gone through something that brought them to a place in their psyche where they needed more structure, and even some personal help from a counselor of some kind. I do think that these are extreme cases though; I feel that the type of education I am proposing is, in many ways, specific to high school, but I also think that a similar structure should be constructed for younger children. The reason I focus on high school is because I feel that at that age we still have the ability to help many of our young people by offering this type of education. Freedom and responsibility of thought and action must be cultivated at a time when the young person has not yet constructed a brick wall against the aspects of the world that can help him or her become self-reliant, response-able, and critically aware.  

I have not spent any time specifically devoted to academics yet because the aspects mentioned above help to shape the academic environment. The academics were not secondary, but were enriched by taking place in the midst of these other dynamics and so I felt it appropriate to discuss these dynamics first. While I was at the school I felt more at ease in participating in class because I was neither afraid of the teacher dismissing me, nor of other students making fun of my questions and contributions. We all worked together on so many things that personal vulnerabilities were rarely taken advantage of; thus trust and respect grew amongst all of the students. I was able to feel the comfort and stimulation of a community that really worked together and cared for each other and learning. This is an experience which every child who desires it should be able to have, for it allows for growth of a most valuable kind.

In my experience at YIHS I gained the ability to rely on myself for good advice, and yet not to shut out the views of others. In other words, I have been able to make good choices on my own but am open to hearing what others may suggest. My parents had always had faith in my abilities to conduct myself as an adult as well and now I am finishing college in very good standing. I have direction, purpose, and ability to accomplish my goals in life. This is true of almost all of the graduates from Youth Initiative High School and the school itself is growing by leaps and bounds. And it is this that has been my motivation. Before I came to the school I was shy, timid, unhappy, and I hated school. But after just a few months at YIHS my true self was allowed to come out and show itself. I was free to learn and be who ever I wanted to be, and I loved it. This is true of many others who were and now are a part of that school, and after I had changed I was able to see a similar change occur in those around me. It was amazing to me and still is, because nearly all of the people with whom I went to school are out doing wonderful things for themselves and others, and are generally happy individuals. I want to share that opportunity with others; I want freedom and responsibility to run rampant in our schools. But even more specifically I want young adults to have the opportunity to think for themselves and learn through experience, critical thinking, and integration, for that is the only way to truly learn.

The type of high school that I am proposing will be modeled after YIHS in many aspects, due to my experience; but it will not be exactly the same. After I left YIHS I took 2 years off from school to work and travel. It was towards the end of those two years that I was able to find a college that I would want to attend after having such an experience in high school. I say this because just after I had graduated from high school, as I was working, I audited a class at the local university. It was an introductory class to philosophy, and while the professor was quite good, the students were horrible. They never asked questions nor did many of them answer any; some of them were asleep in the back; overall there were 60 students who did not show much interest at all in their education. I even learned from the professor later that I had done better in the class than most of the people taking it for credit and I received a B+ which came with extremely little effort. 
My experience of high school had made me crave greater stimulation and more interested peers; therefore I had to look elsewhere. I found Shimer College, which was surprisingly similar to YIHS in many respects; it functioned, and still does, as a participatory democracy, involving students on committees and so forth; it was and still is a very small and insular community, which fosters close relationships. But in two very specific ways it is different from YIHS: the books are all original source materials and all the class time is spent in dialogue about these materials. I found this to be a very wonderful aspect of the college and I feel it is something that can be implemented with students of a younger age. I will thus be adding these and a few other aspects to the general model of YIHS, while still using it as a basic foundation for my proposed school. But before I get into a discussion about the model, I would like to explore and explain the theory that underpins the sort of school I am espousing.

II: Cultivation of Critical, Responsible, and Capable Individuals


It is often said that ‘you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.’ While this proverb is usually applied to people who are at least over the age of forty, I would be tempted to say that in our American culture today, most 25 year-olds could fit this description and since that is really when one begins to be considered an adult, this phrase is appropriate for our consideration. It is intended to mean that once one has reached a certain age their ability to learn new things is diminished, perhaps even to the point of extinction. But when does such a disability begin and why? Although I assert that this phrase is certainly an exaggeration when applied to anyone – no matter what age – I will also posit that it is important to cultivate a desire for knowledge at a young age if one is going to be adept at learning when older. I believe that the reason I can say what I do about ‘many 25 year-olds today’ is because of the public school system’s general insufficient ability to inspire and invigorate students towards a lifetime of learning. I use the phrase ‘insufficient ability’ because there are some students who are exceptions, but it seems to me that one would be hard pressed to say that these exceptions are due to the ‘excellence’ of the education provided; rather, I find that few aspects of the public system even approach the point of acceptability, let alone excellence. No, I dare say that it is due to the strength, and in some cases upbringing, of that rare individual. I will grant the possibility that there are some students who will even desire the conventional educational method, but we must think of all the others who flounder or merely become automatons by their hands. 

So perhaps there is a place for the conventional educational method, but why must it be the only education that is accessible to all? We must provide affordable alternatives to the conventional methods in order to treat all of the different types of people there are in this country, and the world. Young people ought to be able to choose what kind of learning environment works best for them – after all, each person knows more about the way they feel than anyone else does. If we provide several options in an affordable manner, perhaps we may find a trend in interest and understand more about the mental development of humans – ourselves. But aside from that personal and tangential interest of mine, it is important for us first to understand the problems within the ideology of the current system and then to attempt to devise a system that may suit our needs as humans a little better. I guess the question is, “How do we value our abilities and what do we wish to experience through them?”   

In order to create a society in which people confront the world with the abilities for critical reflection and deliberate, independent action one must, at the very least, offer an education that provides for and fosters the development of such abilities. In order for people to understand the importance of community and respect for others, it is helpful to have access to an environment that provides and nurtures that type of experience and activity. In order to have a democratic public – a public that understands as well as is competent to participate in a democracy, where people are critically involved with politics – it is useful for individuals to have had some experience with the dynamics of democratic governing and politics before they are expected to know how to participate in their country’s decision making. And how can we expect people to know how to decide on a vote or bill or any other political issue if they do not have the ability to critically think about the various aspects of said decision? In order to create a world in which people from different nations, religions, and world-views can communicate and endeavor to understand each other, it is useful to have an understanding of our own language. This means having some experience exploring the different dialogical methods, dialectical variations, and societal dynamics with which we have been and continue to be involved. 

Why not begin before one is expected to act as an adult in response to the world? Frankly, as I have said in the previous section, it would be best if one were offered a foundation from grade school on in this direction, but as it stands, we ought to provide a space for those students who have found public education to be ‘not quite what they are looking for.’ I feel that these young adults still have the ability to change things around for themselves with regards to education; usually any rebellion towards the institutional method becomes intimately linked with education itself within their minds, so it is important to try to help them feel passionate and inspired about learning before they are faced with the decision of college and/or profession.   

It is to the numerous points listed above that I wish to speak in detail. I shall present the reasons that I support school reform of this ‘alternative’ nature, which will also elucidate further what I mean when I say ‘alternative’. It should be borne in mind that the previous section of this paper includes my experience in two different ‘alternative’ educational settings, which I hope to combine into something new although not all of the ideas presented here are directly attributable to either of those models.

As was said above, the public conventional school system of America has shown itself to produce these traits only through the perseverance of the rare, independent-minded student to overcome the contrary efforts of the institutional system itself. The public educational model is set up to support the development of abilities in young people that allows for them to become adept at following orders, not at investigating their own vital thoughts and dreams. From the construction of the buildings to the food provided, from the layout of the classroom to the content of the studies, the whole system revolves around nicely ordered timetables, rules, regulations, and controls. Further, one ought to consider what the well-intentioned teachers are expected to accomplish. They are in the saddest position (preceded only by the students), for they have joined a system thinking and hoping to help young minds develop into their own individual and active personhood, while what they are repeatedly asked to do is in opposition to that sort of development. Instead they are encouraged and expected to treat students as if they are mere receptacles for the institution’s nicely constructed ‘knowledge’ and ‘wisdom’.

I will take up the condition of the public school teacher later on in this paper. For now, however, it is only essential to illustrate that, in almost every regard, the public school system, whether intentionally or not, combats the production of autonomous, critical thinkers who are capable of and prepared to undertake responsible, independent action. It accomplishes this combat by enforcing a scheme of authority and power-over the student and by operating under the belief (or fear) that young people’s minds must be molded by the educator in order for the student to learn anything. 
‘Power-over’ tends to be wielded from a distance, physical as well as emotional; it relies on separation, on objectifying, devaluing, dehumanizing. It is […], the power that takes away our ability to do, separates us from our own land, our own time, our own creativity. It is the power that attempts to disrupt our ability to self-organize, to determine what we wish to do; it is the power that demands that we be indebted to a distant owner, dependent on remote experts, no longer in control of our own lives.
‘Power-to’, however, is power that affects something in our lives, close to us, within reach. It is not power that demands others do things for us, but power which enables our own doing. It is empowerment, power that flows without restriction, builds relationships, opens up spaces for possibility, enables others to develop their own ‘power-to’.
 
I intend to outline and explore the type of environment and experience that is conducive to and supportive of the abilities and the power-to which public education stifles in the development of young minds.

In my studies I have come across several different authors that have helped me in cultivating the theory of education that I here articulate and support. I shall discuss each of the authors and texts that I think will best assist me in this endeavor throughout this section. The first author, and my main inspiration, is Paulo Freire. I will be using two of his texts continually, namely Education for Critical Consciousness and Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Both of these texts contain ideas concerning actualizing our humanness (active-master) instead of becoming dehumanized (passive-slave):
 

To be human is to engage in relationships with others and with the world. It is to experience that world as an objective reality, independent of oneself, capable of being known. Animals, submerged within reality, cannot relate to it; they are creatures of mere contacts. But man’s separateness from and openness to the world distinguishes him as a being of relationships. Men, unlike animals, are not only in the world but with the world.

                 Freire outlines an aspect of being human and posits that this aspect is the distinction between human and animal life. The distinction is that, by being able to individually realize themselves as distinct from the world around them and having an ability to know things about that world,
 humans are able to relate to and with that world; animals, on the other hand, do not realize themselves in this manner and therefore become a part of that world and are incapable of having relationships with it. This distinction indicates the ability for reflective thought in humans and the ability to see a situation from a more objective view instead of being submerged within that situation. Freire goes further, describing how humans have multiple relationships with the world and are faced with different types of challenges all the time. In order to deal with these challenges, he states, “[t]hey organize themselves, choose the best response, test themselves, act, and change in the very act of responding.”
 By ‘organizing oneself’, Freire means that people assimilate their memories of experiences with the world into a structure of relations which then dictates the decision at hand. This is followed by the act itself which allows for the perception of something new to be born in a human’s consciousness; thus they ‘change in the very act of responding.’ Each time a person goes through this process of assimilation, choice, and action, a new memory is formed and thus new conditions for any further decisions are created. My question is then, “What kind of experiences do we want people to be assimilating and deciding on the basis of?”

Freire also discusses the state of a human who is dehumanized. And this is where the reader will not fail to understand the relevance of this particular jaunt into Freire. The dehumanized human is very much like an ‘animal’ as he describes them above. In order to clarify this distinction he states, “Men relate to their world in a critical way. They apprehend the objective data
 of their reality (as well as the ties that link one datum to another) through reflection – not by reflex as do animals.”
 This distinguishes two different forms of action: one that is inspired by critically reflective consideration of information apprehended by the actor, while the other is inspired by immediate reactive thinking (it may not even be appropriate to use the word ‘thinking’ in relation to this form of action), is associated with instinct, and is thus based on immediate interest. This is the difference between ‘living’ and ‘existing’; mere living is instinctual, reactive action, while existing is having the capability and use of reflective thought.
 Dehumanization is when people have not actualized their humanness (because they are oppressed), and instead regress into the reactive animal state. For Freire it is therefore the difference between a human as object and as Subject.

Integration with one’s context, as distinguished from adaptation, is a distinctively human activity. Integration results from the capacity to adapt oneself to reality plus the critical capacity to make choices and to transform that reality. To the extent that man loses his ability to make choices and is subjected to the choices of others, to the extent that his decisions are no longer his own because they result from external prescriptions, he is no longer integrated. Rather, he has adapted. He has “adjusted.” Unpliant men, with a revolutionary spirit, are often termed “maladjusted.”
The integrated person is person as Subject. In contrast, the adaptive person is person as object, adaptation representing at most a weak form of self-defense. If man is incapable of changing reality, he adjusts himself instead. Adaptation is characteristic of the animal sphere; exhibited by man, it is symptomatic of his dehumanization.

Freire continues by stating, “Throughout history men have attempted to overcome the factors which make them accommodate or adjust, in a struggle – constantly threatened by oppression – to attain their full humanity.”
 This is precisely my aim in presenting this theory of education. I mean to illustrate the importance of the cultivation of the ability for critical thought in an individual. If one does not become an integrated Subject who is aware of their own temporality, historicity, and existence, then one will not be capable of deliberate action. It is essential that our school systems employ methods that enable, support, and encourage the development of the critically reflective consciousness instead of undermining that development through overbearing guidance
 – that is, if we wish to produce individuals who will be capable of solving their own problems and making decisions with a larger view in mind than the mere immediate. 

I posit that one very effective way to cultivate this type of response-ability in individuals is through having experience with an educational environment that reflects an acknowledgement of the student’s capability to respond critically to the world. One of the only ways to do this is to give young people the opportunity to form their own opinions and learn from their experiences of the world without the constant interference of adults. The educational environment should therefore support and enable students to become directly involved with the shaping of their own education. In An Answer to the Question: “What is Enlightenment?” Immanuel Kant states that 

Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude! “Have courage to use your own reason!”- that is the motto of enlightenment.

Kant may not be expressing this in the most accessible of ways, but if we look closely we can decipher what he posits – the road to enlightenment (which I take to mean expanded thinking abilities, i.e. understanding and critical awareness, and thus expanded acting abilities) is paved with courage and the will to independent pursuit. According to Kant, people must take charge of their learning in order to even begin the path to understanding, critical awareness, and knowledge. This is what he considers to be true freedom of the individual.
 A person who remains under their ‘self-incurred tutelage’ is not able to develop a sense of personal responsibility.
 In describing such a person Kant states, 

It is so easy not to be of age. If I have a book which understands for me, a pastor who has a conscience for me, a physician who decides my diet, and so forth, I need not trouble myself. I need not think, if I can only pay – others will easily undertake the irksome work for me.

This passage shows that if people are not encouraged to think and act for themselves, if they are not infused with the power-to, they will become accustomed to others doing everything for them, and thus they will become dependent upon others and will have no ability to act. 
I liken the condition that Kant here describes to that of our public educational system, as I think Kant would, if he were here today. Students are guided to the extent of not knowing how to guide themselves through life, which is what education is intended to prepare young adults for. In these institutions, however, students are taught repeatedly that they are not capable of thinking for themselves: they are told not to decide what a text is posing, rather they must be instructed in order to learn what they are supposed to learn (students ask questions, teachers answer).
 They are told that they are too young to know what is best for them and that they must entrust themselves to the wisdom of the authorities on every subject. 

If young people are trained so ardently in this way of thinking, how can we expect them to come out of school and make decisions for themselves (as well as the country – after all, our governmental structure is a participatory democracy) in which they and we can trust? Frankly, if we do expect this then we have merely set them up to be failures in our own eyes. Personally, I cannot be pleased with a person who makes decisions without knowing why, which is exactly what one produces when one trains someone simply to follow orders and be filled up with information that has already been digested by others. These people end up with little to no ability for critical thought because they have never been encouraged or allowed to think about something critically. It is therefore necessary that young people are surrounded by individuals who want them to explore their own reactions to texts and situations; we must encourage the cogs to start moving if we are to hope for the development of functional and competent thinkers. 
Young people need to experience life for themselves in order to make decisions and learn about consequences. Without experience, understanding personal responsibility for one’s actions does not have a chance to take root; there is a process of integration that happens through experiencing something which can’t take place when one is merely told about something. Freire says: “Responsibility cannot be acquired intellectually, but only through experience.”
 People can then have relationships with the world around them.
According to Freire, holding the concept that there are consequences to actions relies on existing as a human. This concept develops in an individual’s consciousness only through that individual having an understanding of their own temporality and historicity. They must have actualized their humanness to the degree that they have left behind the imprisonment of a permanent ‘today’ and then “their relations with the world become impregnated with consequence.”
 Freire outlines how people must have the reflective ability that allows them to see themselves as separate from the world but also as acting in the world, in order to experience things as having consequences. Understanding one’s own historicity and temporality simply means in “transcending a single dimension, they reach back to yesterday, recognize today, and come upon tomorrow.”
 Thus we see ourselves in a time and place. Through recognizing that we take part in a yesterday, a today, and a tomorrow we engage our reflective ability. When we then relate the concept of our self within a location in time to the other locations, we begin to reflect upon experience, action, and effect. Finally, we are able to connect, within ourselves, the process of performing an action and affecting something, the concept of consequence.

In order to avoid getting lost in a digression, it is important to note that the process of attaining the reflective ability described above is only experienced by humans who have not been dehumanized. A dehumanized human will be, as Freire puts it, “imprisoned within a permanent ‘today’,”
 and thus incapable of action through reflection; instead, they will act through immediate reaction, instinct and reflex only as animals do. 

As was noted above (see large quotation on page 19) Freire asserts that humans become dehumanized by not making their own decisions and, instead, having to rely on others to run their lives. Kant states that attaining enlightenment requires one to be pro-active and courageous in making decisions toward one’s own education; indeed, if people are led by others early on it becomes easy and appropriate for them to lean on others forever, thus they develop no skills of their own and are always looking to others for help (see quotations on pages 20 and 21). Thus the dehumanized person for Freire is congruent with the person who remains under self-incurred tutelage for Kant. 

Taking these concepts as a foundation for the argument for high school reform we may now look further into what kind of an environment will aid the development of humans advancing in enlightened critical consciousness. As I have stated previously, my concern is that our conventional educational system employs methods and functions in accordance with ideologies that produce dehumanized humans. Freire shares my concerns as he outlines the present state of authority over young people when he describes the relationship of the elite class with the commoners of Brazil in the early 1900’s. He writes: 

The elite defend a sui generis democracy, in which the people are “unwell” and require “medicine” – whereas in fact their “ailment” is the wish to speak up and participate. […] In this strange interpretation of democracy, health is synonymous with popular silence and inaction. The defenders of this “democracy” speak often of the need to protect the people from “foreign ideologies” [...].

As we can see Freire views this type of ‘protecting’ as non-democratic. This “treatment of illness” is analogous to the treatment of students used in our public educational system today. Administrators and teachers are encouraged to see these pupils as incomplete humans, storehouses for information – “pupils are ‘blank slates’ that simply need to be filled with the scribbles of my ‘educated and experienced’ understanding of the world.” Freire states that educating from the basis of this ideology is the ‘banking method.’


Freire describes the banking system of education as a tool of oppression. I shall now examine how the banking system is the basis of our public education today and show that there is need for a change of practice. He outlines the characteristics of this system by looking at the teacher-student relationship of the conventional model: 

A careful analysis of the teacher-student relationship at any level, inside or outside the school, reveals its fundamentally narrative character. This relationship involves a narrating Subject (the teacher) and patient, listening objects (the students).The contents, whether values or empirical dimensions of reality, tend in the process of being narrated to become lifeless and petrified. Education is suffering from narration sickness.

Freire places teachers in the role of Subject (humanized), and the students in the role of object (dehumanized). To say that education is in a state of ‘narration sickness’ is to say that it is in a state in which information has lost actual bearing on the “worldliness” of our lives. It means that the educational system is simply filling students up with the knowledge that a “Subject” deems worthy and useful, while the students are left to swallow instead of digest this knowledge. Here we find that it is the active participation in learning that the students are left without. Having to sit passively absorbing the material offered by the teacher, the student finds the material all the more bland and tasteless. It is as if the educational system is dishing out useless mush that the students end up swallowing only through the feeder tube that extends all the way to their stomachs. The actual feasting takes place in the Subject’s existence and never the object’s life. 
The teachers are therefore the only people who have a continuous ability to learn because they are able to interact with knowledge, while the students may receive glimpses of this experience but are always, once again, pushed below the surface of the human. This experience occurs when students are regarded as non-autonomous receptacles for pre-digested ‘knowledge’ by the institution and/or the teacher. Luckily there are still a good number of seriously devoted teachers in the world who do treat their students as autonomous individuals, but when the institution actually discourages that through its methods how are these teachers expected to be in high numbers? 


We are thus looking for the methods and ideologies that are in place which create oppression within the banking system, and how they are used in the current public school system. The observations that I have found of our system concur again with Freire’s; he delineates: 

(a) the teacher teaches and the students are taught;
(b) the teacher knows everything and the student knows nothing;

(c) the teacher thinks and the students are thought about;

(d) the teacher talks and the students listen – meekly;

(e) the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined;

(f) the teacher chooses and enforces his [or her] choice, and the students comply;[…]

There should be no argument against the fact that these methods and ideas are in place and functioning in our public system today, but why do they amount to something oppressive? If one looks closely at this list, while considering Freire’s description of the person who exists as Subject (humanized), one can see that all action is in the realm of the teacher. There is no activity that the students are engaged in; instead they are decidedly meant to be passive receivers of information that has been neatly collated and, indeed, constructed by the teacher or the textbook editors: 

(g) the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher;

(h) the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to it;

(i) the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students;

(j) the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects.

Freire therefore sees the banking system of education to be problematic for the cultivation of response-able and independently competent individuals because of a broad lack of authority given to the students. I mean that each of the assertions listed above have to do with a lack of faith in the students to be able to handle making and doing anything for themselves. Instead, students are treated as though they have no authority over their own desire for knowledge, nor the direction that their experience of learning that knowledge should take. 

In our educational system today, for example, our students have to raise their hands and ask for permission in order to do just about anything besides sitting there silently absorbing everything that the teacher shoves in the tube. Students are expected to regurgitate for a test, instead of writing interpretive essays or engaging in dialogue to prove knowledge of a subject. Most of these students become very adept at remembering dates and statistical information, but in the end they have little ability to connect any of that with the world of reality and relation. On the other hand, when students engage with the materials that they are learning from, through dialogue and writing, their minds take all sorts of turns in exploring relations that they perceive from reality and therefore create a base for critical interpretation.  

I propose that there ought to be an educational experience offered in which students are not only engaged with their academic materials, but also have the opportunity to experience the responsibility that goes along with creating policies for the school itself and the education administered within it. The students should be involved in the governance and the guidance of the school so that they have the opportunity to experience Subject-hood to its fullest. This is not to say that the teachers ought to be without any authority but rather that the authority should be very nearly an even split between the teacher and the student. This would ensure some guidance and modeling, but nothing that would be restrictive to the students’ expression of their desires and thoughts. The experience of being respected as an autonomous individual is crucial to understanding the weight of responsibility.  


We expect people of the age of 18 to be capable of interacting with a democratic government, which means that immediately upon leaving high school a person should be competent enough to make decisions that will end up having an effect on the entire country and, further, the world at large. If Freire is correct when he says that “[r]esponsibility cannot be acquired intellectually but only through experience,” then how can one responsibly consider and decide upon governmental issues if they have not had some direct experience with making these types of decisions? Freire emphasizes this concern later by stating that “[humans] could be helped to learn democracy through the exercise of democracy; for that knowledge, above all others, can only be assimilated experientially.”
 It seems to me that it is better for a person to learn to take the responsibility that goes along with making governmental decisions before they are asked to affect city, state, national, and international policies, so why not give them some practice in school?

Trust in young peoples abilities, to develop their own independent desire for knowledge and understanding of personal responsibility, is vital for these developments to take place. In public schools there are check and balance systems in place that are meant to ensure that students have learned what they should have, that they are obedient to authority, etc. I think that these methods are meant to make things easier for all involved in the school, but what actually happens is that it helps the administrators and teachers keep everything organized, while the students are left in a world of immobility. This constant experience of immobility of thought deteriorates their ability to cultivate critical thinking skills. Freire writes:

It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards men [and women] as adaptable, manageable beings. The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop the critical consciousness which would result from their intervention in the world as transformers of that world. The more completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited in them.

Let us now take a closer look at an individual’s involvement with the local community around them. Freire’s talk of the human activity as being one that is based on relationships with the world
 easily allows me to illustrate the importance of cultivating a feeling of community and respect for others within a young person’s mind. On a very basic level, we live in neighborhoods, cities, and countries with one another, we have guidelines and laws to help us have a common understanding of what is appropriate behavior in relation to each other, and, especially today, we live only by being dependent upon one another: we have national and international relations which provide us and others with food and other necessities for the continuation of the species, etc. 

With this in mind, instead of cultivating people with the mere sense that making decisions regarding local, national, and international issues is necessary, we must couple this cultivation with an understanding of and respect for the differences among people. But this too stops short of the final destination, for we must also incorporate a cultivation of an understanding that all people ought to be considered equal as regards freedoms, responsibilities, and rights. If we do not, people may (as they have in many cases in the past) gain the impression that we need only look to the needs of the people who are like us or directly related to us in some way (locally or nationally). But that is precisely when people become dehumanized and enslaved. 

People here become dehumanized because once they are considered to be different they will also be labeled as having strange and incorrect ideas. Thus they have no capabilities to decide and act for themselves, and instead must be monitored and controlled by ‘our’ superior understanding and view of the needs of people both locally and globally. Taking all of this together, one can see that cultivating community feeling – respect for others, an understanding of the importance of dialogue between differing views, and an understanding that we are all Subjects and worthy of being treated as such – is important if we wish to live peacefully, for it supports humans in not elevating their needs over others’ and creates an understanding of the need for each other in order to survive as Subjects instead of objects.

A good example of the dangers of people acting from a mind-set of following orders and authority, as opposed to an understanding of humanity and an ability to think critically in a given situation, can be seen in the investigations and experiments done by Stanly Milgram that informed his work Obedience to Authority. In his experiments he set up situations in which people of various backgrounds were asked to administer electric shocks at increasing magnitudes to people at the command of a scientist and his
 experiment on memory.
 Milgram shows that a good majority of people were willing to administer shocks, that were at hazardous levels to the human body while watching these people (who were actually actors; a fact that the shockers didn’t know) scream out in pain time and time again, merely for ‘the good of scientific progress’ and the authority that goes along with that concept.

One method that could be used in education that can simultaneously help cultivate critical thinking, respect for others, and an understanding of the need for comparing differing views is dialogue. In fact, employing dialogue in education has the potential to foster all of the abilities that I have been arguing for, but before we examine this statement we must first understand what is meant by dialogue. 
Freire describes dialogue in relation to critical thinking by stating that,

true dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking – thinking which discerns an indivisible solidarity between the world and the people and admits of no dichotomy between them – thinking which perceives reality as process, as transformation, rather than as a static entity – thinking which does not separate itself from action, but constantly immerses itself in temporality without fear of the risks involved.
 
Thus the dialogical person is capable of the thinking process that is essential for someone to have a high level of competence in relating with others and making decisions that will affect more than just one’s self. If we are capable of approaching the world with this kind of thinking, imagine the kind of dialogue and learning that could take place between civilizations who live very differently – we could learn so much about humanity. Instead we continue to restrict ourselves to the myopic and narcissistic viewpoint of our current conventional way of life which is cultivated in people’s minds through our public system.

Thus the public and other conventional educational systems rely upon the banking system, in that it treats the students as if they were empty receptacles that needed to be filled with the right facts and data about ‘how the world works’. Students are thus unable to understand what it means to participate and actively engage in studies, so they merely absorb and adapt both of which involve no critical thinking, thus they are truly immobile. Freire discusses the situation of the Brazilian people in their struggle towards attaining Subject-hood: 

Nothing threatened the correct development of popular emergence more than an educational practice which failed to offer opportunities for the analysis and debate of problems, or for genuine participation; one which not only did not identify with the trend toward democratization but reinforced our lack of democratic experience.

This type of education, which kept the people of Brazil in a state of immobility, is an anti-dialogical system, used in the banking system and ours as well.


 Freire indicates that dialogical communication is based on a “horizontal relationship between persons.”
 Dialogue is the intercommunication of two Subjects who understand each other as such, and this dynamic makes way for people of very different backgrounds and ideologies to communicate without the intention of depositing information into the other. Instead, it is a process of listening carefully to the other person while understanding that they view the world according to different reference points of their history and not one’s own; it is a “relationship of ‘empathy’ between two ‘poles’ who are engaged in a joint search.”
 This “relationship of empathy” is possible because of the ability for reflection that one engages in and develops when critically thinking: Freire writes that since being human is being in a situation, “[r]eflection on situationality is reflection about the very condition of existence: critical thinking by means of which people discover each other to be ‘in a situation.’”
 Freire calls the educational method that he devises in contrast to the banking method, the “problem-posing method”, because – instead of being treated like a depository – a student is posed with questions which do not have rote answers and therefore must dive into their consciousness and engage the critically reflective ability within their minds in order to produce thoughts which might be answers, but most importantly are critical thoughts.


The anti-dialogical method, on the other hand, is one which suits the needs of the banking system, where, it can generally be said, there is very little to no reflection happening in the mind of the student. The student has no time to reflect, as they are constantly being bombarded with information from the teacher, through lectures and an expectation of simple regurgitation. The banking system goes further in that it even discourages this type of critical reflection by invoking statements and actions that discredit the active participation of the student and reaffirm the teacher’s authority; i.e. calling someone a trouble-maker if they ask a question that seems impertinent from the teacher’s perspective, etc. This is not an example of a teacher who is listening and engaging in dialogue with a student. Instead it communicates to the young person that their ideas are not important, that they are meant to listen only and clear their minds of their own thoughts so that there will be room for the ‘knowledge’ of the teacher to be deposited there.
 The anti-dialogical method of educating thus combats the development of critical thinking skills and supports the development of the dehumanization of the masses. 

Communication is essential for humans to live together, but in order to have a functional, and generally harmonious existence in a community, and world, one must be able to communicate dialogically; this means that one listens closely, not only to the words in order to interpret meaning, but to all of the changes in inflection, tone and body language. In addition to this, and perhaps more importantly, one must have experience in interacting with different world-views in an environment which allows for people to expound their own thoughts freely – free of the fear of societal or political condemnation, and freedom from fear of this kind comes easily through the confidence and consciousness that is provided in an environment which values and reflects the dialogical (“problem-posing”) method.

I have now come to a point where I feel that I have perhaps said enough about the mental imprisonment that is provided by our public educational system’s methods, and so I will shift for a moment to how the student is also imprisoned in body by this system; I will subsequently return to the issue of the mind in relation to the type of texts and studies one should read and participate in.

When I say that the students are imprisoned, not only in mind, but also in body, I mean that the student’s physical experiences of the public educational environment can feel similar (and perhaps are) to being locked up. Most public school buildings have a number of things in common with most jails. To name a few: there are few windows that one can see out of; in many schools, and especially high schools, the doors to the school are locked during the school day and in some cases the individual doors to the classrooms are locked once class begins; they provide the students with food from the same companies as jails do; finally, they construct similar conditions by proposing strict time-tabled schedules that are enforced by the ringing of bells and a lock-down of sorts. There are also metal detectors, random locker inspections which directly invade the privacy of the individual, the students are known by number, and not by name, and police officers patrol the inside and outside of the building. The system encourages the human body to function as a machine by mechanizing and scheduling its very movement; in my view, this is equivalent to the creation of automatons, because the moment that such a person hears a certain bell or cue of whatever kind, they will mindlessly repeat the motions they have been taught to accompany that cue. 

In her book, Femininity and Domination, Sandra Lee Bartky discusses some similarities between various institutions that high-light the dehumanization of the body, and this has partially informed the views expressed above.
 She analyzes Foucault’s discussion of power relations in his work Discipline and Punish; while she points toward Foucault’s lack of incorporating a study and integration of the effects that gender associations have on power relations,
 I am interested in the comparisons she makes and her assertions in relation to the educational environment. What Bartky appreciates in Foucault’s argument is relevant to our discussion here, as she states:

More is required of the body now than mere political allegiance or the appropriation of the products of its labor: The new discipline invades the body and seeks to regulate its very forces and operations, the economy and efficiency of its movements.
The disciplinary practices Foucault describes are tied to peculiarly modern forms of the army, the school, the hospital, the prison, and the manufactory; the aim of these disciplines is to increase the utility of the body, to augment its forces […].

The production of “docile bodies” requires that an interrupted coercion be directed to the very process of bodily activity, not just their result; this “micro-physics of power” fragments and partitions the body’s time, its space, and its movements.

From this description we can see how the school system that employs the banking method is not only controlling the mind but also the use of the body. A person is meant in every way to sit still and passively in a rigid, uncomfortable desk, without the ability to easily direct their attention to anyone besides the teacher. Also, everything is neatly regimented so that the student has no time to consciously tend to him or herself.
 From this brief discussion one can see that in order to cultivate critical consciousness one also needs to be in an environment that is flexible to the natural fluctuations of a human existence and not to the functions of machines which can carry out tasks on a completely planned and rigid schedule.

In addition to the style and space in which education should be taught, one must consider what is being taught as well. One needs to have an acquaintance with the history behind different world-views and the progression of communication and language in order to be able to communicate harmoniously with people who hold different ideas from one’s own. Besides, as Freire states, “[…] all authentic education investigates thinking.”
 And since the progression of thought and knowledge has been a continuing conversation between artists, philosophers, scientists, and theologians, it seems only right that one continue this conversation with the authors themselves in a dialogical forum.

Textbooks, which are distributed in our public educational system, are a good example of one of the tools that the banking system employs in order to fill the students with the ‘right’ information – the information that certain people think has importance and relevance to history. These books are a regurgitation of information that was digested from its original source by some person that is, to the student, merely one of many names on a list of co-compilers. For some unexplained reason these ‘compilers’ assume the authority to decide what the original author meant and intended to convey through their text; they then chop it up, and add a few flowers and thorns of their own before feeding it to us. Why not let us read the original instead? 
If one is to truly engage in critical thinking about a text, the answers cannot be provided by some absent person any more than they can be provided by the teachers. This is just another example of Kant’s ‘self-incurred tutelage’, for people are not able to make decisions for themselves about what the original author intended – they have no active engagement with the information and are thus, once again, passive receivers. We must therefore provide only original sources in our curriculum, but how does one decide which texts are worth reading?

We can decipher an interesting answer to this question within Hannah Arendt’s ‘The gap between past and future.’
 In this chapter Arendt posits that there is a space that one creates while being in thought in which their understanding of their past and their projections toward the future come together to form thinking: 

In this gap between past and future, we find our place in time when we think, that is, when we are sufficiently removed from past and future to be relied on to find out their meaning, to assume the position of “umpire,” of arbiter and judge over the manifold, never-ending affairs of human existence in the world, never arriving at a final solution to their riddles but ready with ever-new answers to the question of what it may be all about.

She then goes on to posit that this is the space which one needs to act from in order to create works and ideas that are lasting – timeless.
 Arendt writes:

This timelessness, to be sure, is not eternity; it springs, as it were, from the clash of past and future, whereas eternity is the boundary concept that is unthinkable because it indicates the collapse of all temporal dimensions.

She later indicates that “great works” can be defined by the fact that they are occupying a place in timelessness. Her final line of this chapter is a quotation from the Protreptikos, “‘[s]ome books are undeservedly forgotten, none are undeservedly remembered.’”


From these quotations one could infer that Arendt believes a text to be worthy of reading if it contains ideas which have a timeless quality – a quality of timelessness to the content itself. In other words, these ideas must have some relevance to thought and understanding at any time, no matter how many hundreds of years old they may be. Within this new approach to education then, we must read books by their original authors, that also have a timeless quality to the content itself, and we must then discuss the ideas presented through the dialogical method.


It is now clear what the foundations of my thought are and how I wish to apply them. I have also explicated my general criticisms of the current public system of education and my reasons for desiring change. I hope that this has further informed my reader to why the model I present in the following section makes sense. Through understanding how important I think experience is for learning one can see how I have allowed my educational experience to shape the way I view the world and all of its dimensions. My experience of public education led me to a new path because it was something that I found myself needing to move away from. Now I look toward a less hierarchical, but still respectful relationship of authority between students and teachers.


It is imperative that my reader understand that I do not endorse the type of all-out freedom that is suggested by A.S. Neill in Summerhill. Neill allows for children of age 4 and up to be a part of all decisions within the school; they all have equal voting power and can over-rule the faculty just by shear numbers. I think that many of Neill’s thoughts are appropriate for a school, but I feel that very young children ought to have a bit more direction from older people than he provides. Neill sees the experience of autonomy at a young age as having the effect of motivating students to become responsible on their own. While I agree with this in theory, I also find that because he does not push the students in any direction at all most of them choose paths and careers that do not challenge their thought processes in dynamic ways. Neill believes that success is judged by happiness, and I whole-heartedly agree with him. But how does one judge ‘happiness’? It seems to me that one could say that for Neill ‘ignorance is bliss’ and this is where I disagree with him. Within Neill’s school the student is allowed total freedom and autonomy which also means that if they do not want to study something, they don’t have to. I feel that when people are very young they have trouble distinguishing their whimsical desires from reasoned responses, and so will make decisions about their education that may not be very well thought through – if they are thought through at all. If we do not stimulate and cultivate critical thinking abilities within young minds it will take them a long time – if ever – to gain these abilities on their own. In our day and age it is much more difficult to say that a person can be truly happy while not being aware of the world around them because they are always infringing-upon-it and being-infringed-upon-by-it. 
While Neill seems to think that all one needs to know is what immediately makes one happy, I feel that it is a bit more complicated than that. What would happen, for instance, if one of his students goes into carpentry (as many of them have) and then finds out later, once they own or work within a huge business, that they must think about how they are affecting their workers, the environment, and the world? Would they be in a ‘happy’ situation then, and how would they go about dealing with these problems? I posit that the autonomy had by Neill’s hands is a simple one because the person is allowed to choose what they are going to do without any question, but at the same time this person won’t have much of an idea of what they are saying or doing at all, for they have never had to critically think about it.  

Therefore, I will say that it is possible that Neill’s approach was appropriate for his time, but within our current world of expanding technologies, sciences, industries, communication, and reliance upon one another, his approach still leaves the student in a certain immobile state. We must be aware of our own and others’ history and experience and be able to critically think about these things if we are to be truly mobile and free. I feel that this is especially important in the United States, as we are a participatory democracy and we are very influential in the world around us. I will thus admit that my aim in education is not only to provide a comfortable environment that supports students in their individual autonomy and expression, but also to provide them with a rigorous experience of dialogical academia and governance. This will allow the student to create and actualize a strong sense of self in the world, both historically and presently. Since theory and talk can only take one so far, I will now show a practical model that reflects my thinking.  

III: Finding Critical Awareness

In the previous sections I have outlined goals and ideals which may seem a bit optimistic, but I shall now attempt to show that achieving them is not unrealistic. The qualities and abilities that are praised throughout this paper are not difficult to cultivate when one is able to provide an environment which supports them. Within this section I will therefore attempt to construct a model of a school in which this cultivation is possible. As there are many different aspects to the structure of a school, I shall address each one individually and then bring them together as a whole.

Academic Expectations of the Students

A well rounded academic experience should be one of the main priorities of any school and it certainly is for me. Academia will be treated with the same kind of respect and diligence here as it has always deserved. Therefore the faculty and staff will be expected to reflect a love for knowledge and learning, and this is very important if students are going to be encouraged to become lovers of learning themselves. How can one become a so if one is surrounded by people who take no joy in teaching or have even stopped learning themselves? Students must be around encouraging and vibrant cultivators
 in order to find a passion for it themselves.


Aside from having encouraging and enthusiastic faculty, students must be exposed to classic texts and original sources about which I will speak more in detail later in this section. Students will be expected to undergo rigorous study throughout all subjects, but particularly the intensive study courses, which will also be described in more detail later. Students will be expected to attend classes and do their work; if they do not there are some disciplinary measures that will be in place, also described later. The students will participate in many hands-on activities within these courses which will be continued throughout the year, in order for there to be a regular relief from the rigidity that academia can otherwise afford, when pressed too hard. Students need to have a balance between actualizing the artistic and intellectual aspects within themselves. Thus, as they will be continuously engaged in some intensive study, they must also be regularly engaged in physical exercise and artistic expression. This engagement will allow for a more well-rounded experience of education. 

Along with reading original sources and classical texts, or “great books” as they will be called here, the students will engage in dialogue to varying extents in all of their classes. Hence they will be bringing knowledge into their awareness through reading, digesting and deciphering it through dialogue, and then letting it ferment, grow, and change in their minds over time and through further stimulation.

The students will be expected to take part in all of the facets of the school, as will be described in more detail later. Among these facets are politics, class organization, rules and regulations. This engagement will allow for the students to learn about life in multiple forums and to have direct involvement in their own education. Along with this involvement, the students are expected to work in some aspect of a school-run business, which will bring them experience in labor, as well as bring funds to the school. Students will also be involved in some community service directed toward the greater community around them. This will provide the students with valuable experience as well as help for the greater community. Now, let us look at some of the particulars of these expectations a little closer.       
Original Sources & Great Books

In this segment I will restate some of my reasons for using great books in place of textbooks. I will also be discussing the application of dialogue to these texts and the reasons for leaving the more traditional lecture format and taking part in a discourse that is already many centuries old.


Original sources are writings that are composed by their original author. Great books are mostly original sources, but always have a timeless quality. Plato, Aristotle, Bacon, and many more authors fit into this category by virtue of their renown, their theory, their method, and their subject material. I mean that these books embody one or many of these features in a timeless fashion, as is described in the previous section.


Great books have the ability to engage a student in a dialogue that has been going on as long as the written word through documents that may have been written hundreds, thousands, or just a few years ago. Their timeless quality, however, keeps them from being discarded because they hold pertinent information for the world of the past, present, and future. The students will have the ability to do this because these books hold keys to the time period in which they were written, to the present, and to our projections into the future.


Textbooks, on the other hand, seem to present a different kind of experience of and relationship with a given text. Many textbooks are written and compiled by several persons far after the original writings were written; the original writings are usually summarized although sometimes directly included in textbooks,. The construction of these books usually involves several editors who are meant to interpret the original sources and then produce something that is ‘easier to read’, ‘short’, and yet they hope that the body will hold true to some of the original texts’ meanings. Through this process one can see how the student is distanced, even more so than he or she is by time, from the original writer, their historicity, and the relevance of their ideas to the present. For instance, it is more difficult to have an intimate or even superficial sense of what the 1600’s were like if all the original language, and in many cases original ideas, are changed to fit our time, speech, and conceptual understanding of the world. If one is encouraged to encounter texts that are situated in their own time and space the readers can visit that time and space in their minds. Thus, they have an intimate connection and experience with a historical period as well as a thought that has had some influence on the progression of humanity.


Textbooks are designed for delivery of ‘factual’ information to the student; it serves the banking method through providing easy to swallow chunks of information that have been stripped of their context. One usually finds that this approach is lifeless and uninteresting, but at the same time makes the rote answers easy to find and memorize. But the last thing that teenagers want is to have a bunch of information shoved down their throats. Instead, students need to be motivated by the text and the environment in order for them to become engaged with their education. One also learns much more quickly and enjoyably when the topic is presented more colorfully than when it is dry and factual and extracted from itself. By reading mainly great books students will notice by themselves peculiarities of the situation, time period (and so on), about which they are reading. I think that most people of this age look very hard for stimulation and if they do not find it in the classroom than they will decide to look elsewhere. While this can have positive effects, other times it can have negative effects, i.e. destructive behavior, and so on. Frankly, it seems that today, the latter happens more frequently than the former.


Great books are dynamic pieces of literature that can rekindle or spark a love for learning in most people, while it seems that textbooks have led to a notion in young minds that reading isn’t fun, or worth spending time on. This simply must change. Instead of sitting down to read Homer’s Odyssey (which is very entertaining) young people today sit down for hours upon hours playing video games or watching television and movies. What does this do to the minds of our young adults? Minds, that should be beginning to actualize their intellectual potential, spend that energy and ability on mastering a game that in many cases does not relate directly to real life, or they zone out of the present by watching hours of low quality entertainment and advertisements. This is, of course, if they have not found some other ‘entertainment’ first. Their minds are thus craving activity but find so few substantial and interesting areas of study. Hence, they find the easiest way to provide themselves with some activity, which today has become entertainment that is almost entirely removed from reality. If people thus have access to stimulating materials is it not obvious that they would spend a bit less time with these other entertainments? I do not wish to say that all television/movie watching and video game playing is bad or should come to an end, but rather that one should enjoy these things in moderation while also engaging the mind in activities that will stimulate growth of one’s intellectual abilities.

The Classroom

Along with academics, the classroom setting is very important to bring into our consideration. The experience of learning consists not only of academics but also of environmental factors such as time of day, the approach taken by the cultivators, and the relations of power within the classroom. I will begin this discussion of the classroom by outlining a possible class schedule and structure. This will be followed by a discussion of teaching style and the overall environment of the classroom.


The classes will be separated by whether they are year-long or three-week intensive study courses. Mathematics, physical education, art, English, foreign languages, and music will fit into the year-long category, while both these and other subjects such as history, biology, chemistry, and philosophy will be handled in the intensive study courses. The year-long classes will be more hands-on than the intensive study courses. These courses should contain some original source readings and dialogue, although less rigorously than the intensive study courses, and will primarily be centered on hands-on learning throughout the entire year. 

Art and music courses seem to be fairly self-explanatory. The students will be exposed to many different forms of art and music, but this exposure will come both through the students’ own making and through their observation of the art and music that has been created throughout the ages. Students will thus have the experience of making their own art and music, while also taking part in a dialogue about the various forms of expression that have been used by humans throughout history. This will create a more well-rounded and comprehensive experience of learning about these subjects.  


Physical education ought to be treated from an understanding of both experience and ethos. The cultivator must create a forum in which the student feels free to be engaged in physical activity, while feeling that all of the students are going to be supportive of each other in physical activity. The environment must be conducive to the students’ becoming comfortable with the physical nature of their bodies, and learning about their abilities and limitations. Students will engage in sports with a mind to play well and have fun, not showing up others and winning at all costs. The cultivator must therefore exemplify the idea that people have varying tastes and abilities in regards to physical activities and that this is o.k. In physical education the cultivators ought to focus on the students’ gaining knowledge about their bodies and encourage them to dabble in different sports. If a student wishes to participate in sports in a more rigorously competitive environment they can join an extra-curricular group in order to do so, but as far as physical education is concerned there is no need to verbally pummel people for not scoring or to raise someone up above the rest for doing so. The experience is for learning and the students who are better at some sports than others should help them learn and have fun instead of trying to make them fail. 

At the beginning and end of every class the entire group should engage in stretching, balancing, and calming themselves and then begin the game, study different forms of martial arts, dancing, yoga, and movement of all kinds. Along with the experience of these different types of movement and sports there ought to be some time devoted to learning about where they come from, so there will be some reading and dialogue, but less than in most other classes. Other aspects of physical education such as health, sex ed., and so on will primarily be taught in main lesson blocks but may also be included in the lesson plan for this course. The reason for this separation is that these topics deserve their own time and place in order to receive the in depth consideration that they ought.


English class should be facilitated through literature and discussion thereof, so this class will primarily function very similarly to a main lesson block class (which we will discuss shortly). The first and second year students will also spend some time every week focused on the rules of English grammar but the amount of reading and discussion that the students will be engaged in has good potential to afford them with a fairly good understanding of those rules without the use of memorization. There will also be time allotted for creative writing of various kinds.


I feel that foreign languages may need to be taught in a more traditional fashion, because it will be helpful for students, in this case, to take part in some memorization and repetition. In learning words there is a need for repetition of exercises, but that does not mean that they will be doing boring busy work. Thus the cultivator needs to be creative in their creation and delivery of lesson plans. These plans should be interactive and fun for the students; one could have a daily journal on the black-board, translate a short story, converse, and so on. It does not take all that much for fun to be had by all. There could also be a section in which the students would learn about the history of the language that they are studying and learn a bit about that country. In an ideal case one would have enough financial support to provide an exchange program with schools in other countries and the students could have the chance of emersion in that culture. After all, emersion in a country that speaks another language is one of the best ways to learn that language. 

Mathematics may also need to use the somewhat more conventional route, in that it would be helpful to use some repetitive exercises. The cultivators could come up with interesting mathematical questions so that the students can become more engaged. One may consider using more examples from everyday-life situations, which will help the students to see some very simply useful qualities of math. In the teenage years people are trying to figure out what they should stick with and what they should let go of in order to go ahead with their lives, and we, as cultivators, should not let any section of knowledge fall by the wayside due to boredom. Students ought to be exposed to all areas of knowledge in a way that is stimulating and engaging. We must at least give them the chance to find the stimulation that can come from any object of study if only it is approached with creativity and critical awareness. The students will then be more able to choose a life and profession that suits them. Original source materials such as Pascal should also be included in the mathematics course; this would bring the potential for very rich dialogue to the classroom experience. Understanding the roots of mathematics can help with the question of the importance of studying this subject.


As has been said, the courses delineated above are intended to be year-long and would be allotted at least forty minutes apiece each day. These courses would be scheduled over the week in accordance with the respective schedules of the cultivators. The intensive study courses, on the other hand, will be held at the beginning of each day for two hours over the course of three weeks.  

In order to discuss the intensive study courses in detail I will first explore their involvement with dialogue, which will be followed by the more technical aspects of the courses. One of the most important things to educate young people in is communication, because people must be able to articulate their ideas to themselves in order to go out in life with a clear understanding of what they are interested in doing and being. During the teenage years the human psyche brings in information and creates a base which can then develop into a solid identity. It is a time when we all start to look to ourselves and therefore it is important to be able to communicate with oneself as well as those around them in order to understand human motivations better.

We can see that it is important to cultivate communication skills as well as vocabulary and knowledge, so I propose that all of the intensive study courses be held in a dialogical forum. In other words, in any given subject, the students would be expected to read a substantive quantity of an original source text that is focused in that subject, then come to class and discuss with everyone what was read. There may be some special speakers, trips, and so on, in which case the dialogue of the class would take a brief intermission and then continue in the following classes with the next readings. The dialogical forum allows for the students to strengthen their reading ability, their vocabulary, and their understanding of different ways of speaking about a topic. This type of engagement is helpful in producing young adults who are capable of conversing in multiple forums, well read, and strong minded. 

The dialogical forum is also one of the keys to stimulating the growth of critical thinking skills. When a person is asked to read a text and speak about it seriously the next day, one can become inspired to read very carefully and thoroughly. Through this type of interaction with a text one has the opportunity to become motivated and passionate about one’s own ideas as well. In the dialogical classroom there are several voices and an aggressive person may be suddenly struck by the realization that there are many ways of reading a text and that their idea is not the only one of interest, while a timid person may realize that their voice is just as important as any other voice. In time students can gain the ability to see many perspectives and interpretations of a text while reading it. Through discussion they will learn how to make an argument for a specific position or idea and support it by what they have read. Over time a student will be able to find the main thread of most arguments presented both orally and written. Once they have this ability well in hand and have had some experience in governance, as has been suggested, they will be capable of discerning for themselves how well different sides of various issues (world, communal, political, and etc.) can support their arguments and proposals. In short this is one of the steps in cultivating the ability to think critically in any person.

Aside from the dialogical forum in which most of the course work will take place there are a few other aspects of intensive study courses that need to be explored. As was said above, the student will have read a section of text and will be expected to be prepared to speak about it. After three weeks the students will have been instructed to compose a ‘course-book’, which will contain all of the student’s written work for that course, i.e. papers, drawings, and so on. It will be required that this book contain some art work. This could be a decorative boarder on the pages, pictures to go with their writings, and so forth. This book will be due a few days after the final class session and will be judged based on whether it shows that the student was actively participating in all the aspects of the class, as well as on their progress in learning the material. Composing all of this material will help the student integrate and reflect upon what they have learned throughout the course, as well as being fun to make. Finally, the intensive study courses must cover all manner of subjects from biology to world religions, from healthy cooking to sex education, etc. This way, students will have the ability to dabble in many things in order to learn what they may wish to focus more intently upon in the future.

In all of the above mentioned courses the cultivators are charged with the responsibility of withholding their own opinions, judgments, biases, and agendas to the best of their ability. They must be of the mind that all of the students have valuable contributions to make. They must be able to allow for the students to learn through dialogue and on their own what the authors are trying to convey. The cultivator should interject only when the conversation has come to a halt, the students have gone totally off-track, or when one or two students are monopolizing the conversation or being rude to others in the class. The role of the cultivator is not to lead the students on their path to knowledge. Instead it is to be helpful when necessary, observe progress, support students, and clarify things only when there is no student who feels up to the task. This way the students have access to the help of others but essentially are taking charge of their own path to knowledge. Cultivators are like gardeners; they bring water to the soil of the student’s mind so the roots can soak it up and filter it through its many parts in order to make something productive happen within the individual and for the individual’s growth.  

The students are able to learn that everyone’s opinion deserves to be considered in discussion, and that all voices matter. They see that the cultivator is not there to tell them what to think, but rather to aid the student in their own academic inquiries. In this environment the students are encouraged to find that all learning can be an experience of self discovery. The cultivator-student relationship will also help the student understand that the adults are not the only authority figures, but instead that they are all authority figures on their journey together through growth and knowledge. Students can therefore begin to view their ‘teachers’ simply as people who have knowledge to share and that this offers the students an opportunity of learning with them. They can then move towards no longer feeling the need to rebel against adults because they can see that many of these adults are on their side. All of the students, faculty, staff, and administrators will be known by first name, which will also help mend the schism between students and ‘adults’ that our public system has held onto so dearly. Again, one is more willing to learn from those with whom they are comfortable and connected and this does not easily come out of separation and unequal authority structures. 

In alignment with the desire to reconstruct authority relations into a more egalitarian state we must have all of the participants in a class on the same level, so everyone will sit together around a large circular table in the classroom. There should be a blackboard on at least one of the walls so that discussion can be clarified through diagrams and so on. There must be many windows in the room so that natural light may come in and students can look to the window if it helps them think. There should be no fluorescent lights; all overhead lighting should be soft and warm to provide a comfortable space for learning. Ideally one would have access to houses with large living-room type spaces in which to hold class, for this can be one of the most comfortable environments to spend extended periods of time in. The more that one can bring learning out of the sterile and unfriendly environment that we have in our public system, the more a student has the opportunity to see that learning can be fun, comforting, and that it goes on throughout all aspects of life, it does not begin and end when a bell rings, but rather continues throughout all experience. There will be no bells at all in this school, but plenty of clocks and the students will be expected to know what time they are to be in class.

Governance 


As has been said this school will function as a democratic body in all of its decisions. This is to say that there will be designated committees in order to handle each particular aspect such as curriculum, hiring and evaluation of faculty and staff, etc. I will discuss the role of each of these committees individually later in this section but for now I wish to focus on the reason for having 13 to 18 year old people involved in these committees.


Democracy and freedom are two of the ideals that this country was founded upon and yet we find ourselves within a public that does not critically involve itself with governance. So why does our public seem so docile and sheepish? Why are we merely content with the theatrical display of our candidates during their campaigns? Why are so few people aware of the issues before they vote? Why does it seem as though people don’t see past the superficial circumstances when making their political decisions? I feel that part of the answer can be found by looking at our public educational system. It simply does not focus on nurturing critical thinking and responsibility in the students, and so produces individuals with these abilities rarely and by accident. These few realize these abilities within themselves despite our flawed system but they are always exceptions to the rule. The ‘rule’ in this case are the people who come out of their high school education but still have little direction or motivation to do something productive with themselves. In addition they have little understanding of responsibility to themselves, others, or the world. These people are not stupid nor are they disabled; they merely have not had the chance to see themselves as the powerful beings they are. Stifled by a system which does not allow for creativity of mind, nor instill a sense of responsibility, they fade into an absorptive existence that makes them move only by being pushed. They will simply swallow what they are fed by all of the various media outlets and have little inclination or ability to think about how they are assimilating them into their understanding. 

Responsibility, critical thinking skills, and creativity of mind can only be found where a person has been allowed to speak for his or her self. People may need to make mistakes and deal with consequences in a way that is critically stimulating instead of merely becoming angry with authority through staying after school in the principal’s office.

In high school people make an important shift from the adolescent to the adult way of thinking about the world, if they have the opportunity to do so. But how can a young mind realize and actualize this shift if it is constantly being pushed and directed by others? How can a human realize their own potential if it is never allowed to make an appearance? One of my main complaints with our public educational program is that unless one has learned it elsewhere students have little opportunity to experience any personal responsibility for their actions. We must give students the opportunity to have their own experiences with responsibility while holding high expectations of them. 


I hypothesize that one would gain more insight if approached by a fellow student instead of an adult because it is important that one be approached by someone with whom they feel comfortable and connected with, besides the fact that teenagers usually care more about what their peers think of them than what teachers do. When a person is approached by someone who they feel understands them a bit better this person may be more likely to realize, in their self, why things may be considered as acceptable or unacceptable in a community setting such as a school. Continuous responsible action can only come from an internal shift of an individual’s understanding of life, people, community, experience, and so on. This occurs only when people are enabled to critically think about the world in which they find themselves, while a mere talking to will not usually have this effect, especially considering teenagers. This period of growth is spent breaking away from adult guidance and finding one’s own authority, and instead of trying to stop this from happening adults should embrace it and give these young people the support they need to move ahead and learn. If adults choose to reject the movement of the young adult towards independence they usually find that their own actions are quite detrimental to their relationships with teenagers. Blind rebellion can be a strong flame in hearts of the young and one should be careful of igniting it. If a mind develops in defiance of the world around it the ability to learn from it will be blocked by their own obstinate refusal to listen to others. This is a dangerous place to leave the minds of our youth in. 


In order to develop responsibility for action in young minds it is also important that students are able to experience the actual consequences of those actions (i.e. disorder, destruction, and/or distress) and not the consequences of the consequences (i.e. getting yelled at). When a person repeatedly commits destructive action and continuously has someone else to hold them accountable for it how are they to learn to be responsible for themselves? And if they don’t get caught every time won’t that suggest to them that one can do bad things as long as one gets away with it? Don’t we want our young adults to be able to distinguish right from wrong action on their own? After all we won’t always be there to slap their wrists and give them a good talking to. So the question we as parents and educators should be asking ourselves is how can we better cultivate the development of responsibility and independence in these young people? I feel that throughout this paper I have given a few answers to this question, so I shall not elaborate on those further here, but will instead continue with more of the specifics of the school structure.


The members of the body of the school are as follows: students, parents, faculty, staff, and administrators. So at any all-school meeting one ought to see several people from these respective parties in attendance. At the first all school meeting of every year people will be voted on to various committees. I would suggest that at minimum the following should be included: a curriculum committee, a hiring and evaluation committee, a board, a fundraising committee, and an admissions/marketing committee. All of these committees will be comprised of people from every party within the school body, and mostly should be voted in by their respective constituency. These are what I consider to be the bare minimum in starting a long term, functional system.


The Curriculum Committee would handle all minor, and most major, issues concerning academics within the school. This committee will construct the teaching slate and what intensive study courses will be taught each semester. Along with the English, music, art, language, physical education, and mathematical classes offered by the school every year all students have the opportunity to write proposals, if they are unhappy or not stimulated, for classes of their own design with or without a tutor. This committee would consider and grant or deny these proposals as they see fit. In difficult cases they may want to seek the advice of either the faculty or the board. 


The hiring and evaluation committee is fairly self-explanatory; they deal with the hiring and firing of faculty and staff members as well as the evaluation of their progress as a cultivator at the school. This committee will interview applicants and decide who will be hired for a trial period. For the duration of this trial period the cultivator will have a mentor from the more experienced faculty who they can learn from and ask for help and guidance in this environment. Every student will fill out a faculty evaluation at the end of each class and this committee will read all of them and hence evaluate the faculty member’s position in the school.


The board will deal with the overall finances and well-being of the school, and occasionally they will deal with matters related to any one of the other committees. This committee is in essence the last word on all important long-term issues the school may face.


The fundraising committee will be responsible for organizing events that will bring money in for the support of school functions. This committee is necessary whether one has enough funds or not because it is always useful to learn how to raise money, and if there is overabundance one can share the wealth. 


The admissions/marketing committee will handle the interviewing, and the admittance or denial of students who wish to join the school. The admissions policy is an open one, but the interviews are meant for the committee to get a feel for whether the student will benefit from being at the school. This committee will handle the assigning of mentor groups
 to students as well. This committee will also be in charge of how the school is marketed to the outside world, websites, mailings, and such.


This is a good initial governmental structure. After time and growth create stability it may be appropriate to revisit each committee’s role and perhaps create more committees if necessary. The main focus of this design, which ought to be upheld throughout whatever adjustments take place, is that the responsibility for the school is shared by all of the parties involved. One must have students, faculty, and administrators on every committee because they are the main participants in the school. Some of the committees and the board require that the student representatives be of a junior or senior level because of the confidentiality that is or may be involved. If one examines the different committees above, one can see that there is an effort to share the governing load with the parents and staff in a manner that will remove some of the load from the faculty, students, and administrators, but they will still be the primary influence and life of the school.


So within this system rules and regulations will be constructed and passed by people from each constituency. At the very beginning all parties will have to work together to create these rules. After the school has been operating for a while one must attempt to keep the school from becoming stagnant, or even worse, outdated. In order to guard against this, I propose that one of the only unchanging rules of this school be that the entire school body must revisit and consider revising their mission, purpose, and policies about every two years. Every new student must take on the task of reviewing a specific rule or regulation and then writing a 3-5 page paper on why the rule should either remain the same or be changed, and if so, why and to what end. This will help the new students understand what kind of a school they have joined. It also shows them that they have a voice and binds them to the community because they have to think about the impact of this or that rule on everyone. In the ideal case the student will immediately feel a sense of responsibility to the entire community, and if not, this will be the beginning of their journey to realizing that responsibility.

School Businesses

Businesses are usually constructed in order to make money, and while the businesses orchestrated by the school may eventually aid the school’s funding, the primary goal is to offer students a comfortable environment in which to learn about work. Many young people do not go to college after high school and it is useful for them to learn about what it means to work with others on projects that produce items for retail before they are in need of finding a job. Today, many teenagers seek employment outside of their school, if indeed there is work offered them by the school. This would certainly be encouraged at the school which I have outlined, although the students would still be required to work at least a few hours a week for the school business. This requirement will bring a better sense of community to the students; they will have to work together and discover how to meet standards consistently. 


Another very important aspect of work, which aids consistency in meeting standards, is the comfort afforded by the environment. Young people ought to have the chance to have an experience of work that supports creative thinking and critical problem-solving skills. If one works within a community that has already decided that both young people and adults have the same rights to freedom and responsibility, one has a good chance to feel respected and valued. This mind-set would be coupled with an effort to work towards high standards of personal responsibility and critical involvement in the business. Comfort is felt when one can sense little to no antagonism in their surroundings. I think that when a person has a high respect for the individuals around them, this person will be more likely to be supportive and constructively critical, instead of insulting and demeaning others when they have made mistakes.    

The students will also have the opportunity to work off tuition or earn a few extra bucks by working for this business. They will also have the opportunity to experience a value of work that goes beyond money. I think that this opportunity is available when people have the opportunity to be a part of the entire process of production. For example, YIHS developed two businesses while I was in attendance there, sale and delivery of landscaping mulch, and a book-bindery for supplying Waldorf schools with ‘main lesson books’ (which are basically synonymous with what I call ‘intensive study course books’). Although it was not required, almost all of the students participated in at least one of these businesses, and while we learned about work, we also learned about the importance of working together and community support. 

But, unlike YIHS, there would be a small amount of hours required from each student to work in one of these businesses. This is suggested for a few reasons: first, as has been high-lighted above, the sense of community amongst the students will be greatly enriched by their experience of having to work together; secondly, it will provide a situation in which the affluent students are not privileged due to their ability to pay full tuition; instead they are brought to the state of worker just as those students who can not readily afford the school, and who need to work off tuition. This will provide an opportunity for students to learn the value of labor and the laborer. I think that this may also result in less in-school class division because all students are expected to participate to some degree in everything.

Community Service

As was briefly outlined above, work is a valuable experience for young people to have. Therefore they ought to have several opportunities to experience the different kinds of work that can be done, namely work with pay and work without pay. So in addition to that small amount of hours required of them to work for the school’s business, the students would take part in a mandatory community service week. There would be many different options of what students can do, from picking up trash off the side of the road to raking a nearby elderly person’s yard; spending a few hours at an elderly care facility and entertain, play games, garden, listen to, or tell stories, and so on, with the elderly people who live there; or organizing a group to work with Habitat for Humanity and other organizations. Students will thus have the opportunity to experience doing good things for the community around them without receiving financial compensation. Instead, they will be allowed to have that wonderful feeling that brings people closer to humanity, that of helping others while receiving nothing material in return.

Student-Choice Theme Week

In addition to the community service week there will be a student-choice theme week. This week could take place during the opposing semester of the community service week. A few weeks previous to this, students will have time to deliberate and decide what kind of subject they would like to spend an entire week focused on. It could be dance, martial arts, gardening, music, art, philosophy, history, or just about anything that the majority of the students agree upon. The faculty, staff, and students would then all look into how this subject could be brought into the school for a week of intensive study, practice, or both. 

The chance to decide, and help make manifest, what will be studied for an entire week, offers the students another opportunity to become actively engaged in determining their own educational paths. This can easily have the effect of creating a bond between the student and their educational experience, so that they will begin to value their education more and more. I feel that almost everyone is able to take joy in learning, if only they are offered the right environment – one which they have been involved in creating. Therefore a student-choice theme week is in alignment with the fundamental principles of this type of ‘alternative’ education.

IV: Conclusion

I began this paper by explicating the educational experience that I have had over the years that form the foundation out of which this document has now arisen. My second section gives an idea of what kind of capabilities I think must be cultivated in a high school environment and why. While my third section, the model, envisions a possible incarnation of my ideas and proposals. I shall now briefly show how they fit together and reinforce each other.


My experience at YIHS had a major influence on my thoughts and plans; after all, the models are almost entirely similar. There is also quite a bit from my experience at Shimer College represented here, especially as regards dialogue and original sources. The question is, “Does my theory support and manifest itself through my model?”

In many places in my third section there are sentences which could almost be directly excerpted from the previous section. I feel that critical thinking, personal responsibility, and respectful social skills are ideals that are interlaced throughout the entire model. Some examples of this are: the concept of student involvement in governance; the active participation of the students in constructing their own education; dialogue and original sources in the classrooms; and extensive community involvement. I have had experience with all of these situations for eight years now, and I have found that my abilities to be responsible, free, non-prejudiced against other cultures, and to critically think about my situation in relation to the greater world around me, have been heightened, strengthened, and secured within me. I feel that there is a direct connection between this and my educational experiences, and I give some reasons why throughout my second section. Now, I certainly will admit that there are other factors involved, such as my loving, supportive parents who believed then and still do in the autonomy of their children. But whether or not this is the case in the home, I think that young people can take charge and foster these things in themselves, if provided with a proper environment for developing these abilities.   
The school that I have presented here certainly makes for an academically rigorous experience of education, and it is not without structure or rules. The difference from public education is ideological; my ideology holds faith and trust in the abilities of students to mature through being accepted as they are and allowed to blossom independently, rather than the ideology that teachers know and should supply students with the personality and beliefs that ‘ought’ to make up their being. My ideology is consistent with the belief that we must cease the dehumanization of our world. I see no reason why people should be ignorant of the world in which they live. To conclude, I shall quote Freire:

Critical and liberating dialogue, which presupposes action, must be carried on with the oppressed at whatever the stage of their struggle for liberation. The content of that dialogue can and should vary in accordance with historical conditions and the level at which the oppressed perceive reality. But to substitute monologue, slogans, and communiqués for dialogue is to attempt to liberate the oppressed with the instruments of domestication. Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the act of liberation is to treat them as objects which must be saved from a burning building; it is to lead them into the populist pitfall and transform them into the masses which can be manipulated.
 
Freire outlines the importance of active participation in dialogue if one is to be free in mind and body. He also warns us against what I feel the public and conventional educational method has been doing for decades now, namely, feigning libratory action and in fact creating objectified victims of the world that become the dreaded herd. Freire states that,
If men [and women] are unable to perceive critically the themes of their time, and thus to intervene actively in reality, they are carried along in the wake of change.

This means that if we do not activate our young people today, and initiate their abilities to critically think and responsibly act in this world, we will all be swept along into the future blindly. 
If the majority of our populace is accustomed to non-thinking and to simply accepting the direction of others e.g. advertisements and other forms of media, what kind of future do we have? After all, our resources are more depleted each day, just as disease and hunger are further spread throughout the world. We require critical thinkers and responsible actors in order to avoid the degradation and eventual extinction of ourselves. Surely, we need scientists to work towards environmentally sustainable solutions to our consumption, but it’s the everyday people who consume and move the world, and so are the ones to be educated. I am satisfied with my hypothesis that this educational model will produce individuals with the abilities valued above. So, “Does my theory support and manifest itself through my model?” Though I think it does, you, the reader, will have the final say.
Appendix A

The following is a collection of interviews that I conducted via e-mail. I chose to interview both founding and current members of YIHS. Not all of these responses support my views, but I feel that it is important to hear all of the voices possible and since these are all of the individuals who have responded to my request I shall present them here. The interviews have been done retrospectively and so are further from the actual experience – the only exceptions may be Jacob Hundt and David Banner, as they have continued or returned to work with the school and are currently involved there to some degree. I hope that the reader will find these interviews as interesting as I did upon reading them, and I hope that they may help the reader to understand even further what participating at a school like YIHS was and may still be like.

Interview with Arthur Bernstein, Former Coordinator/Administrator and Faculty Member of YIHS:

1. Who first came to you with the idea?

I first heard about the school from Mary Jane Rondeau.

2. What was your initial impression of the idea?

I was very interested.

3. What role did you play in helping the school get started?

I was not there for the very beginnings of the school.  However what I did do was serve as the first full time coordinator for the school, helping to give it stability that it had been lacking when staffed by volunteers.  From the second year through the fourth year I served the staff, parents and students of the school as the main contact point and assisted in the definitions of policies and procedures as faculty chair.
4. What experience, if any, had you had in education previously?

I was fresh out of college with a degree in secondary education, and looking for a teaching opportunity.
5. Why did you choose to help the school get started?

It was the perfect opportunity for me to get experience in education, in an environment which was in alignment with my beliefs about school being more than a place where you learn how to work in a factory, as had been the original pedagogical model which has stuck around far too long.
6. How long were you, or have you been, involved with the school and in what capacity?

I was involved for ½ a year as a part time mathematics teacher, and for 3 full years as school coordinator.  Since then I have substituted a couple of times,
 but have not been directly involved for about 3 years.
7. What were some of the major difficulties you encountered in getting the school started?

Trying to bring enough order to the chaos, to allow an opportunity for all to grow.
8. Did you have any initial disappointments with the school, and if so what were they? Did these things get corrected later?

Disappointments centered around some people trying to influence the school more than they should have.  Also while it was a reflection of the fiscal reality of the school the pay was very challenging, even in my state of life at that time.  I believe as the school grew it became more difficult for small factions to influence things, and I do not know what has happened with the pay.
9. What do you see as the strong and weak points of the school, both then and now?

Strong points:  Students are encouraged to think for themselves.  Faculty members are encouraged to teach to their strengths.  Most everyone involved enjoys what they are doing.  Weak points:  Disorganization, lack of a clear vision especially in the first few years.
10. What are some of the major things you feel that you have learned from your experience with the school?

I have learned that teaching does not have to be the public school model in order to be successful.  This has been very influential in my choices for my children’s education and will continue to be.  I have learned that the power of personal connections can cause amazing things to happen, and is one of the most valuable things about any experience.
11. What is your view of teenagers, was it affected by this experience, and if so, in what way?

I view teenagers as young people who are growing into themselves.  Depending on what they think of themselves, this process can be easy or painful, both for themselves and others.  My view of teenagers was greatly expanded by my time at YIHS.
12. How do think this type of education affects a person’s ability to function in the world?

My belief is that is allows a person to know what they want, and be more able to claim it.
13. How do you see this education in comparison to your previous educational experiences?

Very different from my experience in public schools.  I enjoyed being part of it very much, and have no interest in teaching in any environment that is very far from it in ideals, should I go back to the teaching profession.
14. Any other thoughts or comments?

[None]

Interview with David Ecklund, an early member of YIHS:

1. Who came up with the idea, and what were their reasons? 

There were certainly many different streams of thought, feeling and will that converged in the tempest that became YIHS.  I, to my chagrin, was not in its most primal beginnings.  I was brewing my own emancipation from the brainwashing of our legitimized, legally coercive, "public" educational system.  It has always been my opinion that Jacob Hundt was, and in many ways, continues to be, the prow of the ship.  He had the more matured intellectual capacity, the family of influence behind him with its vital connections in local Waldorf/anthroposophical circles, and a charismatic nature that allowed him to rise above many gutsy shouting matches.  Surely, there were many adults involved, and it’s possible that they were more influential than Jacob in terms of the Idea, but Jacob was the bridge I think, between the raw will and the passionate ideals of the youth with the cultured perspective of the elders and parents.
Rather than guess what Jacob's reason had been, I will state what seemed common to all the youth and the adults which strove to support the core impulse.  We knew, or at least felt, that we were being lied to, and wanted the truth, or, perhaps more accurately, the lack of those hated lies.  Perhaps foremost amongst all the illusions that had been handed us from various institutions, traditions and prejudices of those around us, was the picture of the human being as void of Spirit, void of Soul, and empty of Purpose.  On a primal level I think all of us, certainly myself and my close friends who were involved, felt this as a vast disappointment in the thought-environment we were in a rage to extricate ourselves from it: to me it echoes the "spirit of '76".  On a simpler level, we wanted: first, out of anything that didn't meet our need to be acknowledged as Individuals, and (a somewhat distant) second, to seek those who could truly meet that need- to meet us.

2. How old were you and the other students when this idea took shape? 

 

15, it was the summer after my half-attended freshman year.  I had quit after reading "The Teenage Liberation Handbook" (a great resource, at least in its cutting critique of "public" school and rationale for leaving it!).

 

3. How did the seven students come together on this idea; did you already know each other?

 

7?  I didn't know all of them and none of them well except for Joshua.  We had heard about their efforts and decidedly we'd like to join in.  A sense of companionship on the adventure for authentic teenage-hood seemed to be the highest motivating force.  The structure of the school, I assumed, would arise for that purpose naturally.   HA!

 

4. How did you all realize it was a possibility? 

 

What a strange question!?!  I think that it is biased.  "Realize" is too strong a word.  I simply knew that it was the best thing going.  I would attempt it just as a surrounded army will attack the weakest point in the ring: by necessity.

 

5. What were your first steps in collecting funding and gaining the necessary support for the school? 

 

I weeded a tobacco field.  I attended meetings.  I talked passionately to fellows about the glorious potential of the bold experiment.  I was an enthusiast, in short.

 

 

6. Did you consider any other forms of education as a base model for the school, besides Waldorf? 

 

Waldorf is a name given to a teaching method based in indications that Rudolf Steiner gave to anthroposophists who wanted to start a school for the children of a cigarette factory's workers.  It has never, in my knowledge, lived up to the impulse that Steiner guided.  The true spirit of anthroposophy, as I experience it, is certainly the same spirit that I wished to found the school out of.  At the time, I had no knowledge whatever of its philosophy or pedagogy.

 

7. What was peculiar about the Waldorf system that you wanted to bring to the high school? 

 

Again, I felt that I would accept any system that allowed me to be with other teenagers striving for the same goal and that did not violate my sense of dignity.  I did not become involved in the debates more than out of that principle

 

 

8. What were some of the major difficulties you encountered in the first months? 

 

Hmm... What I now consider as difficulties are much different than what I did at that time.  Drugs I now consider a tremendous difficulty.  Also: sexuality without a strong moral capacity to handle it, honoring other people, communications skills, emotions, becoming a man, psychic experiences... the list goes on.  I needed to be met as a human being.  It took Tamara Slayton to do it.  So many people "tried" to serve as teachers, but had NO IDEA what it means to educate adolescents.

9. Did you have any initial disappointments with the school, and if so what were they? Did these things get corrected later? 

I think I covered some of that in my last email.  The lack of girls is definitely up there.  The lack of courage on the teachers' part to stand up to us.  This, in general, is not corrected.  It is the major failing of our age that human beings do not cross the antipathy between them and truly enter into another's experience.

 

10. What do you see as the strong and weak points of the school, both then and now? 

 

I'm going to make a list of what I see now:

 

Strong: Students on almost all committees with real votes

arises out of the community

is unprecedented

low tuition

passionate teachers

anthroposophical influence

amazing student talents

 

Weak:  Lack of funding

Wimpy teachers

Lazy students

drugs

eroticism

tuition

students who did not found it and don't understand its history being apathetic to its founding and operative documents (see lazy students)

Lack of assistance in the real needs of life: how to pay rent, do your taxes, navigate the legal system, survive in the wild of nature and of the city, how to relate to the true essence of another human being, knowing what a rock, plant, animal really is, how to take care of a car and/or avoid needing one, how to create a shelter, how to face the challenge of the age we are in (Lack of the true radical.  The school is not distinct from the surrounding culture enough to truly live up to what it takes to be a human being in our age.) How to deal with one's consciousness, esp. the lower nature (sex, power, etc) and death.

Parents who are a liability to the development of their children

 

11. What are some of the major things you feel that you have learned from your experience with the school? 

 

That it would take something truly devastating in the extreme to be worse than "public" school for a child with a sense of destiny.

That the ability to communicate is only matched in importance with the ability to know, that both of these are the rarest of treasures, and that one must WORK HARD to find them.

Without art we are not human.

If I don't get a grip on my appetites they will not let go of their grip on me.

 

 

12. How do think this type of education affects a person’s ability to function in the 

world? 

 

I don't know if I can answer that directly.  "This type of education" has not really been defined yet.  I'd say most of what I learned resulted from a sense of the Ideal, and not being able to achieve it the vast majority of the time.  Having a sense of the Ideal is a beautiful thing necessary to transcending materialism in a healthy way.  Having one's attempts thwarted without a guide who can really show the way is traumatic and debilitating.  We did NOT have that kind of guide in almost all cases, in the sense of the higher Ideal of the school as I think it.  To the extent that we did (and do) we are a shining light of the true human being to the world, and a sense of profound joy accompanies that knowledge.

On a more practical level, it challenges one to fill in all the details on their own.  The education I experienced it (of course) completely different from any other YIHS student.  I say this not just because I am in individual, but because my vision of what the school should be was very different in specific ways.  I hope that has become clear.  Let me add that I did not turn in a single main lesson book the first 2 years!  I was religiously opposed to work that I didn't love.  No teacher took me to task for this.  No adult really met my concerns and proved them wrong.  That is truly a shameful lack of care.  

 
13. How do you see this education in comparison to your previous educational 

experiences? 

 

Previous... oh boy.  Light-years ahead.  I wouldn't call the institutions I was in previously as even being educational!  YIHS at least put the possibility on the map for a true [adolescent] education for me and many others.

 

14. Other thoughts or comments?

... hm.  Yes.  Parents and students should be wakeful to the possibility that it would be better to do nothing at all than create, sustain or consume a harmful educational system.  There should be a vital sense that if one woke up to the fact that the school was not serving one, that one should purge oneself of it: the stakes are so high for the youth of today.  Parents should stand for their kids by not tolerating or endorsing damaging actions.  It would be better for most adolescents, I think, to leave home and go for it on their own than to have their parents indulge them in being morally and spiritually sick.  Everyone on the planet should have clear answers to these questions (or want them) like having (wanting) air to breath: What is worth fighting for?  How do I fight in a good way?

Love and will,

David Ecklund

Interview with Jacob Hundt, a founding member, graduate, and teacher at YIHS:
1. Who came up with the idea, and what were their reasons?

Ever since Pleasant Ridge (PRWS) was started it seemed obvious that there should be a Waldorf high school in Viroqua at some time. The question was, when? As students in high school or going into high school, the founding students of YIHS felt that the answer to this question was “Now!” Others in the community, however, including some who became teachers at YIHS, felt that it would be better to spend more time planning. In general there seemed to be a lot of support for the idea, if not always a lot of willingness or ability to do anything to support it. 

I think that the first person who started talking in the process that led directly to creation of YIHS was Ethan Schandelmeier. Ethan never attended PRWS, although his brother and sister did. He was too old when his family came to Viroqua and he went into the public schools, where seemed to have a rough time of it. The first time I heard of Ethan was when my mother, Dawn Hundt, told me that he had come to the Pleasant Ridge board meeting (in Fall 1995?) and asked them to start a high school. My mother was always a big supporter of the idea of a Waldorf high school and she suggested that I get in touch with Ethan. I didn’t actually do this until later, but the seed was planted in my mind. My mother, along with Terry Beck and James Lewicki, two other Pleasant Ridge parents, had tried to start a Waldorf-inspired charter high school in Westby in 1993. This never came to anything, but again, a seed was planted.

At this time I was a 10th grade student at Aquinas High School in La Crosse. After I had heard about the idea from my mother, I began to talk about it with my friends at Aquinas. This was the group that ultimately organized the first meetings on the subject, first at my house and then with David Banner and other people at the Landmark Center, which ultimately led to the creation of the school. Ironically, of the 5 or 6 people at Aquinas who were discussing the idea, only Kate Slattery and I ever actually came. 

2. How old were you and the other students when this idea took shape?

I had just turned 16 and the other core founding students were mostly 16 and 17, high school sophomores and juniors. This was in the spring of 1996.

3. How did the seven students come together on this idea; did you already know each other?

Actually, YIHS opened in the fall of 1996 with 11 students. We were all former PRWS students, siblings of PRWS students, or close friends of PRWS. The idea was spread entirely through word of mouth in the wider Pleasant Ridge, “Alternative” community. No one student knew all 10 other students to begin with and most of us met each other for the first time in the process of starting the school. 

4. How did you all realize it was a possibility?

I think this depends on the person. I thought of it as a possibility from the beginning. People had started Pleasant Ridge, Organic Valley, etc. etc. hadn’t they? On the other hand, there are still people who aren’t sure whether or not YIHS is a “real school.” In general, my sense is that this is community which welcomes and encourages new initiatives, so it seemed like a real possibility from early on for many people. There were a couple of other important steps, though. The realization that the Landmark Center was available was important, as was the agreement of the first couple of teachers, especially Kate Walter and Spark Burmaster.

5. What were your first steps in collecting funding and gaining the necessary support for the school?

From the beginning it was clear that the students would have to play a big role in fundraising. Our first two (rather unsuccessful) fundraising activities were weeding a grossly overgrown tobacco field for Frank Taylor and organizing a aerosol potato gun game at the first Viroqua Wild West Days at the Fairgrounds. Our first seriously successful fundraisers were the concerts played by James Gustafson’s band “Screet” and other groups and the stained class window restoration project for St. Joseph’s Catholic Church in St. Joseph’s Ridge. Mostly, though, in the first year we depended on volunteer teachers (especially parents) and a generous rent deal from Nancy Rhodes, owner of the Landmark Center.

6. Did you consider any other forms of education as a base model for the school besides Waldorf?

As a “base,” not really, although there were lots of discussions about whether we needed a “base” model at all. Some felt that we should make things up from scratch, and to a certain degree this is how it happened. Probably the most seriously considered alternative model was a very individualistic model of the school as a “resource.” A library, a computer system, a space to work, and some faculty mentors, but no regularly scheduled classes. In essence, this is the model adopted by the Laurel Charter High School across town.

7. What was peculiar about the Waldorf system that you wanted to bring to the high school?

For me, the most important thing about Waldorf education is its explicit commitment to human freedom. Unlike some other models of education, Waldorf pedagogy is able to back up its claim to foster the development of free people with a richly developed philosophical explanation that is, a its base, spiritual. If you look at the problems faced by the public schools and by other schools which use a similar approach to education, you will see that the biggest issue is that the human being is viewed as a machine – sometimes a calculator, sometimes a tape recorder, sometimes a word processor, but never a real thinking, feeling human individual. This is a product of their philosophy, which is derived, via Behaviorist psychology, from the crudest positivism of the late 19th century. 

Waldorf education, on the other hand, assumes that each human being has a unique task in life and a unique perspective which has to be honored and addressed. In my view, such a position can not be maintained without some kind of spiritual worldview, without some concept of an immortal soul. On the other hand, the community in which YIHS developed does not have a dominant religion or spiritual tradition, even though spirituality is very important to many people here. For me, Waldorf education is perhaps the only way that such a diverse community of Buddhists, Rastas, Orthodox Christians, Quakers, Catholics, Taoists, Wiccans, Agnostics, Pagans, etc. can have a school together that is not coldly secular and materialist. Because it claims to be a “science” rather than a “religion” Anthroposophy can deal with diversity of belief and practice, while still remaining serious about the importance of spirituality in education and everyday life.

There are other practical advantages to being a Waldorf school. For one thing, it ties us in which a worldwide network of schools. We have taken advantage of this to arrange exchange programs with Steiner schools in Germany and now in France. We have also been able to attract families interested in Waldorf education and Waldorf teachers from different parts of the US. In general, YIHS uses the Waldorf curriculum as a template, as a place to begin, to which the school has added and subtracted.

8. What were some of the major difficulties you encountered in the first months?

The freedom offered to students –and teachers—at YIHS was a radical challenge for everyone involved. Our first main lesson teacher, Kate Walter, didn’t deal well with it and soon left. Some students took advantage of their freedom to smoke pot and not do anything at all and the school was challenged about how to do this. The students also struggled to develop a civil tone of discourse. Many people commented on how mean the students were to each other, in stark contrast to today, when many people who visit observe just the opposite. In spite of this, the school doubled in size in the first semester, which produced its own challenges. As a one room, one class high school, the diversity of ability and experience among the students was immense, and this took time to work out. Ultimately, it became clear that 4 grades in 1 room was too much.

9. Did you have any initial disappointments with the school, and if so what were they? Did these things get corrected later?

I was most disappointed by how much effort it took to get the students to work together and to respect the school. I felt like I was putting all of my time into building the school up at the same time as some others were putting in a lot of time wrecking, for no obvious or logical reason. I see now that this was an inevitable and necessary part of the decompression process of students who had had a particularly hard time in public schools. I had had it easy – I was well adapted to life in a conventional school, but for others it was produced a really violent reaction. It took awhile for them to separate YIHS from schools in general, to realize that at YIHS there was no “them” trying to ruin their lives. Mostly this just took time and patience. There were teachers, students, and parents who couldn’t handle the chaos of the first years, but I think that you just have to stick with it. A positive civic culture can only be built up within a country or within a school through years of patience and toil.

10. What do you see as the strong and weak points of the school, both then and now?

The strengths then: intimacy; energy; radical creativity; that ineffably exhilarating feeling of successful revolution; the expansive sense wide-open possibilities; opportunities to build organizational structures from scratch 

The strengths now: intimacy; well organized, committed, and hardworking student body; incredibly overqualified and enthusiastic faculty; strong community respect and financial support; structured flexibility that supports students who might have been drowned in the early creative chaos

Weaknesses then: undisciplined, unformed student body; lack of civic culture; lack of most shared norms and standards; suspicion and lack of support in community; novice, sometimes uninformed teachers

Weaknesses now: a little bit less intimacy, bigger classes; somewhat less radical creativity, more conventionality; students have less opportunity to create new organizational structures

11. What are some of the major things you feel that you have learned from your experience with the school?

How to operate socially. Conventional school systems encourage and reward self-centeredness. A smart student can do well without talking to anyone. At YIHS I had to be able to exert some kind of influence on other students if anything was going to happen – through flattery, bribery, threats or through respect and attention to better angels – in one way or another, one has to be able to interact. In an extended sense, I really learned the value of a strong community and about how the experiences of people in a well-connected community can benefit the whole and build on one another over time. More fundamentally, I learned that radical change is possible and that the way to achieve it, in the long run, is through cooperation rather than confrontation.

12. How do think this type of education affects a person’s ability to function in the world?

I think that this type of education creates people who are both very confident about taking action and very interested in making life better for other people. It counters the tendency towards fearful, impotent self-interest.

13. How do you see this education in comparison to your previous educational   experiences?

There really is no comparison between YIHS and Aquinas or public school. At YIHS I had ownership at YIHS, which meant that even if classes or other things didn’t go well, there was still always the benefit of learning ways to make the school better. If things didn’t go well in a class at Aquinas, I had the sense that it was something bad done to me. In one place I was an owner or a collaborator, in other I was a victim. This distinction changes one perspective on everything.

14. Any other thoughts or comments?

See my attached Master’s Thesis.

Interview with David Banner, a founding member and former (occasional) faculty member at YIHS; he is also the parent of a graduate of YIHS:
1. Who first came to you with the idea?

I was part of the founding team for YIHS; 6 high school students came to my office at the Landmark and asked if I would help them craft a vision for a Waldorf-inspired high school. I said yes!

2. What was your initial impression of the idea?

YES!

3. What role did you play in helping the school get started?
Founding team

4. What experience, if any, had you had in education previously?

University professor for 25 years

5. Why did you choose to help the school get started?
I loved their passion and initiative!

6. How long were you, or have you been, involved with the school and in what capacity?

Since its inception, less in the last few years

7. What were some of the major difficulties you encountered in getting the school started?

Admitting clearly at-risk kids in the first two years because the Board felt we were financially required to do so…I opposed this idea but was overruled.

8. Did you have any initial disappointments with the school, and if so what were they?   Did these things get corrected later?

First two years, virtual anarchy, got a bad reputation for the school which it has now overcome.

9. What do you see as the strong and weak points of the school, both then and now?

Then, weak, drug and alcohol using student body, some inconsistent faculty; now, the school is strong and vibrant.

10. What are some of the major things you feel that you have learned from your experience with the school?

That students are resourceful and, when empowered, they can do great things like self-management and leadership.

11. What is your view of teenagers, was it affected by this experience, and if so, in what way?

I think they are absolutely GREAT!!!!!! 

12. When you were introduced to the school did it seem like a functional and reliable system, or did it take time for you to trust the process?

See other answers

13. How do you think this type of education affects a person’s ability to function in the world?

It absolutely empowered them to be fully themselves in an authentic way and they WILL be the leaders of tomorrow!!!!!(like Tillie!!!!)

14. How do you see this education in comparison to your previous educational experiences?

Way superior to my public school prison of thought police………although I survived that process, I would have loved a nurturing place like YIHS.

15. Any other thoughts or comments?
No

Appendix B

The following is a more in-depth proposal of disciplinary measures that work towards the individual becoming more responsible through self discipline, peer discipline, and finally the involvement of the individuals mentor group. I hope that it lends clarity to my assertions about student authority in the school, as I also discuss student involvement in rule-making. 

I propose that we create a system in which the individual student who has committed an offence has multiple chances to realize why they should not have done what they did; a system which also gives them support and council as they journey through shifting their consciousness; a system that will allow for the individual’s reasonable, responsible, and actualizing faculties to appear.


So in order to insure the offending individuals direct, introspective involvement I propose that there be steps of disciplinarian measures such as these:


1st Offence: Offender is taken aside by a student member of their mentor group, which will be explained later, spoken with about why they committed the offence, and given support.


2nd Offence: Offender is taken aside by a faculty member of their mentor group and is spoken with about their offence and given support coupled with a warning.


3rd Offence: Offender must meet with entire mentor group to discuss all offences thus far committed and an arrangement is reached on how the offender can show their remorse to the entire school community.


4th Offence: Offender must meet with entire mentor group and is given one last chance to show their dedication to the school through a rigorous academic expectation of some kind, i.e. a paper about the school and why they wish to still be a part of it, or something of this nature.


5th Offence: Offender must meet with mentor group and is politely informed that they may not return to the school for an indefinite period of time.


In this layout the student would first be confronted by one of their peers, which usually has a better effect than being yelled at by someone that the student can not relate to. If the student does yet another thing that is determined as destructive towards the community then we ask an older person, someone from whom they may feel more comfortable asking for help or becoming vulnerable with if there is something that they are acting out towards. The idea is for the student who is committing offensive acts to know that the members of this mentor group are there for his or her support and guidance either when they are showing their need for it to the community or if they request it. This is followed by a meeting with their designated mentor group which is a group made up of two upper-class students (preferably one male and one female), one faculty member, and one administrator (with hopes that if the faculty member is male the administrator will be female, or vice versa). Each first year student will be assigned a mentor group of this sort when they join the school and it will be assigned to them for two years. After two years students who still have interest in the school will be expected to act responsibly and ask for help from those in the school whom they are comfortable with. But, on the off-chance that there is someone who gets into trouble during their third or fourth year, a group will be compiled as needed. 


Aside from having a way to help the development of self-discipline and responsibility in our youth we also need a system to determine what will warrant a student fitting into the category of ‘offender’, so we will need rules. How will we make rules in alignment with what has been said about nurturing the development of independence and authority? We need a system in which the student has a first hand relationship with the rules and the crafting thereof. Students must be involved in the making of rules and regulations in order to feel responsible for and to the community. It is also important for all of the members of the community to be acquainted with one another so that one knows those whom they affect with their actions. This is one of the reasons for the school to remain small (optimally no larger than 60 students). This is also important in relation to the mentor groups because if there is someone in a student’s group who upsets them they can choose someone else, who is willing, to take this person’s place as long as they are from the same constituency (once again, the role of the mentor group is to be supportive and comforting as well as guiding and somewhat disciplinary).
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� Initially I was under the impression that it had been seven students who had started the school (which is indicated in my interview questionnaires), but I found out through the interviewing process that there were only six (see Appendix A). 


� This condition has since been changed at YIHS, in that they have restricted the student members of the hiring and evaluations committee to being non-voting members. I disagree with this change. To my knowledge, all other committees remain as stated above. 


� The use of marijuana was not of a small degree, which is obviously not something to replicate, but I can’t say that there was any kind of strong peer pressure toward it. Both the students who chose to engage in this use and those who did not were considered ‘cool’, fun to hang out with, and a part of the social group. No matter what one’s persuasion the students respected one another’s decisions and did not chide or try to persuade each other either way.


� A policy that is almost identical to the one I helped write in high school is presented and discussed in Appendix B.


� A.S. Neill, Summerhill, pp. 53 – 62. I disagree with the extreme amount of freedom that Neill advocates throughout his entire book, and therefore do not use him as a major source in my paper, although I do find that he holds many relevant beliefs about freedom and responsibility.


� Notes from Nowhere (ed.), We Are Everywhere, The Irresistible Rise of Global Anticapitalism, p. 389. This book was written by multiple anonymous authors. I would like to note that I am not here to discuss capitalism, this is why in the bracketed area, with the ellipsis, I left out a direct statement about capital. The conception of power-over as opposed to power-to, presented in the section entitled “Power” of this book, is certainly applicable to the power relations that most students find themselves dealing with in a conventional environment of education.


� It is important for the reader to bear in mind that the words active and passive are extraordinary simplifications of Freire’s notion of being human versus dehumanized. I will be giving a more complete exposition in what follows and only wish to allude to it at present.





� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 3.





� I am not sure what we can know about the world objectively, if anything, but I am willing to believe that we have the ability to reflect upon our own experience of the world in a way that is similar to objectivity. This way is similar to objectivity in the sense that one can take oneself out of reality, but only in that one can view one’s own life situations without feeling attached to them and therefore affected by them. I mean that a person is capable of looking at a given situation that their identity-self is immersed in from the position of ‘a fly on the wall’, if you will allow the expression, but this takes some time and training of mind. This type of detachment from a situation gives one a point of view of one’s own involvement in a situation as if they were not in it and instead were watching it unfold in front of them among actors on a stage. One thus has the opportunity to view one’s own experiences in a more objective manner. At this point, however, I do not agree with any notion of a human capability to find the ‘truth’ or ‘essence’ of anything outside themselves without relating this external object to the species in some way. Thus, as regards the external world we cannot help anthropomorphizing; in fact it is the way we ‘relate’ to the world, to use Freire’s term. It must also be noted that I am not certain how far I am willing to go with Freire in his belief in the potential utopian ideal, but I am certain that, as far as ‘ideals’ are concerned, more humans being aware and critically conscious of themselves and the world around them is a positive goal to strive towards.  





� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 3.


� It should be noted that I am thinking of this ‘objective data’ as something that is only objective through our perception of the external world, see footnote 3 above.





� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 3.





� Ibid.





� Ibid., p. 4.





� Ibid., p. 5.


� It should be noted that this undermining may not be the conscious aim of the public educational system, it is, however, what it has produced.





� Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: “What is Enlightenment?”, p. 1, Konigsberg in Prussia, 30th September, 1784. 


� Ibid. p. 2.





� It is unclear to me whether Kant would include women in his use of the word ‘man’. Later in this essay he does say, “That the step to competence is held to be very dangerous by the far greater portion of mankind (and by the entire fair sex) […]”(p. 1). I am not sure if by this he means to say that women see this type of assertiveness as dangerous or if he is questioning their capability of achieving the state which leads to enlightenment of this kind. Regardless, I shall choose to give him perhaps more credit than he deserves by taking his usage of ‘man’ to be applicable to women as well. 





� Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: “What is Enlightenment?”, p. 1, Konigsberg in Prussia, 30th September, 1784.


� I would like to briefly discuss the issue of questioning by way of a preface to my later discussion of dialogue, and I feel that the example here given of questioning needs a bit of explanation. It is not that I think a teacher shouldn’t ever answer a student’s questions, it is just that people can grow so much more by investigating their own thoughts, those of their peers (including the teacher, yet not in an answer giving way), and thoughts afforded by some text or lesson. Through this experience of exploration of thought people are able to come to realizations within themselves, which does not happen when one is being ‘filled up’. So a teacher should give direction only when necessary, meaning only when the students are at a stand-still and don’t know where to go, or are very far off track from what is being explored. These issues will be discussed in detail later. 


� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 16.





� Ibid., p. 3-4.





� Ibid., p. 3.


� Ibid., p. 4.





� Ibid., p. 14.


� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pp. 71 - 86.





� Ibid., p. 71. It is useful to note here that this ‘narrative character’ is similar to Kant’s concept of ‘self-incurred tutelage’, but not the same for it implies an external oppressor/narrator, whereas Kant believes it is always due to a person’s choice or lack thereof that they end up receiving narrative. 


� Ibid., p. 73.


� Ibid.


� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 36.


� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 73.





� See block quotation on p. 17 of this document. 


� I exclude females here because Milgram does not provide experiments in which the female takes on various roles including that of the ‘teacher’, who is the actual subject of study, and in one of his appendices he states that this would make little difference, but I disagree. It seems to me that men have been doing studies on men and then in the end merely roping women in with those studies – why can’t we just study both respectively and together?





� Milgram’s study had nothing to do with memory, which was simply a ruse used to acquire the subjects for his study. He advertised that there was an experiment on memory being conducted and that he needed people to fill the positions of ‘teacher’ and ‘learner’ within that study. He actually employed actors for the role of the ‘learner’, who never really received any electrical shocks at all but certainly made it look that way. The ‘teacher’ was set in a certain position of authority while also being told to follow certain procedures set forth by the experimenter. Milgram then studied under what circumstances and for how long the subject continued to administer dangerous levels of electricity. He found that people are much more willing to shock the innocent ‘learner’ than we would hope for. He posits that this is due to our docility and obedience toward authority – in short, the majority of people are as able to make their own decisions as a single cow in a herd. 


� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 92.





� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 36.


� Ibid., p. 45.





� Ibid.





� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 109. 


� No wonder we have so many so-called ‘delinquent’ and ‘juvenile’ teenagers in this country: when they try to express a desire for real learning they are labeled as such and so go forth and continue their identification with that role in life. 


� Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination, pp. 63 – 82. 





� While I do agree with Bartky on the importance of this issue, I do not wish to focus on gender in this document – I would need much more time and consideration in order to involve a discussion of that topic which would give it the attention it deserves. For now, I wish only to incorporate Bartky’s argument peripherally, and to bear it in mind in relation to what she elucidates from Foucault about power in regards to the school experience.    





� Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination, p. 63. 





� When I was in public high school for a month, before switching to YIHS, I had three minutes between each of my classes in which I was expected to run up three flights of stairs, unlock my locker, change my books, and run back down the stairs to my next class – there was never time during these three minutes to go to the bathroom and thus I was forced to ask the teacher for permission to relieve my bladder. On one occasion in middle school I asked this question and the teacher told me no. So I sat there for the entire class not being able to think of anything except when I would be allowed to pee. A free person should never need to ask another person for permission to carry out such a task – I certainly won’t ever do it again.


� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 109.


� Hannah Arendt, Life of the Mind, pp. 202 – 213.





� Ibid., pp. 209 – 210.





� We can see that this space is similar to what seems to be happening in reflection and critical thinking for Freire. 





� Hannah Arendt, Life of the Mind, p. 211.





� Ibid., p. 213.


� I shall explain in detail the change of the title ‘teacher’ to ‘cultivator’ later in this section. For now it can be understood that this change is happening because the role of the cultivator is different from the role of a teacher. The concept of the ‘teacher’ is based on the concept that the student is a receptacle for the teacher’s knowledge. The ‘cultivator’, on the contrary, engages with students from the basis of an understanding and recognition of the students’ many gifts and abilities. A ‘cultivator’ understands that these abilities do not need to be installed into the student but rather that students need to be watered and allowed some sunlight in order to grow.   


� There is a detailed discussion of disciplinary measures and rules given in Appendix B.


� These are groups that are made up of both students and adults, and are organized for the purpose of supporting the student through his or her education. For more on these groups, and a discussion of student involvement in rule-making, see Appendix B.


� Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 65.


� Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, p. 7. 


� Mary Jane Rondeau works primarily as a midwife in and around the area of Viroqua, Wisconsin, and is a mother of several children who attended the Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School (K-8) there. She is a prominent member of the community. 


� The original response left out the ‘s’ on the end of the word ‘time’, I have added it here for clarity. There are other such corrections throughout these interviews, but since they are so minor, I shall not take note of them further.   


� I chose not to include this here because of length.
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