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‘ J ‘ .
. .
This is, I'believe, an excellent, exciting, and worthwhile publication. .
The authors have expressed their views lucidly, pomtédly, and'with a

> refreshing candor. The audience that \\/lll find th booklet to be of

help goes far beyond those who are specmcally nterested in -
\;somethmg called “open educatnon " If you have an interest in the

improvement of classroom instruction in any of its dimensions,

this will be well worth,reading. ‘

After 28 years of readmg so many of the books and articles v
publlshed for and by our- professmn ] find myself either bored with ’
most.of what | see or irritated by the shallow, superficial trivia that
appears in print. | am delighted to see this exceptlon and . T
congratulate the authors as well as the ASCD Publications ‘ .
Committee and Robert R. Leeper for making it come’to pass.

For me the most interesting aspects were the opening sections
‘which describe the concept of “openness,” and the description
of.open education and American values. These helped m2 rethink

tand clarlfy my own notions abput why “humanistic™ education,
"‘progressive” education, and other holistic approaches to teachmg' .
and learnirfg have encountered so many barriers at various tlmgs
in our history and in our present day.

Other reader§ may well find the case studies to bé of most
interest and value since they explore the “success” and “failure™
of open education programs in a variety of settings. There are '
enough specific details given to enable us to arrive at our own
conclusions about what'we might.have done—or might do—in
trying to achigve some of the goals set forth for open education.
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The concluding.sections give a sober account of the prospects
for the ideas which characterize open.education. Vincent Rogers
says in his final sentence, "'l hope these ideas contribute toward a
more reasoned approach to change in American education and
perhaps help to counteract our self-defeating tendency to move R
with fad and.fashion from one extreme to the othsy Iearmng little

. from the past...."” | believe the authors have su‘éeeded in that
hope. If not it wo'n't be because theyéidn't try The rest is up to us.

. ) , DELMO DELLA- DORA Pres:dent 1975-76
. Association for Superws:on and ’
. Curriculum Development ®
e , [ . )
[ [«]
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The Concept of '
Openness:
An Introduction

q
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Vincent Rogers and Bud Church . )

)
’,

It was in 1966 and 1967 that we first visited open classroofs,in
Britain. Both of.us came to this experience out of the background
of discipline-centered, sequentially organized, concept- and ) ~
generalization-laden classroom and curriculum work that . P
- dominated American education during the firsthalf of.the decade
of the 60’s. We 'were interested enough'to,wan,t to see whaf was
happening in Britain, yet conditioned with a considerable skepticism
that.grew out of our exposure to many of the dominant educational
* themes of the times. )
We came, saw, and were conquered as were thousands of
other Americans who made the pllgrrmage For many of us, we
saw in the best of Britain's open schools’ (and perhaps for the first
time in our own educational experlence) children deeply involved
.in therdaily life of the school; children who took responsibility for
much of their awn learning; children who made intelligent choices .
about what and how.to learn and how to spend their time; children
who cared about materials, animels, and each other; children who
created things and ideas of beauty, children who cared about
. learning itself. : . : L
' The British, of course, did. not invent all of this. British
educators have long been aware of the work of Dewey, Froebel,
Montessori, and others whese thinking contrasted sharply with the
dominant, more repressive European view of education. British,
educators (Whitehead Neill, Nathan and Susah Isaacs, for example)
shared.in this development, of course, but the movement toward

RIC .~ ~. 8
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2 Open Education: Critiqye ahd Assessment -
\

‘openness in Britain clearly had its roots in a hody of educational

thought that has been available to all of us, Americans and British,
for many,.many years. ’

During the decade of the 60's however, it was Britain that
emerged as the stronghold of child-centered, informal education in
Europe and:the United States. And it was for this reason that
America'n educators came to Britain in such large numbers at'
thattime. | . !

The exporting of these ideas began at once, through ward of
mouth and through hundreds of books, Journal articles, newspaper
and magazme stcries, television and radio programs. Britain's
balance of payments delicit may be enormous industrially and
agricultural‘ly. but in the realm of educational ideas during the past
ten years she has become one of the world's leading“exporters.

Given all of this.activity, movement, and stimulation, how fares
open education in the United States in 1976? What.changes have
the British and other neo-progressive thinkers and practitioners
brought to American education? Where and how do we differ from
British pracYuce’ C@n open education succeed ona large scale in
America? Where it has succeeded, what factors explain its success
and conversely why has it failed when it has failed? How do
American teachers and administrators view their experiences in

‘oplen schools? What does research tell us about open education?

And, finally, where does open education go from here? These and
other questions will be discussed in the chapters that follow. -
. Y
. /

What Is “Openness""

Beforedelvmg into these issues, however, it occurredto us
that it would probably be wise Io make one more aitempt to clarify
the meaning of “openness,” at least as we are using it in this book.
There are significant differences between the way open teachers
(and ad mlmstrators) believe and behave and the beliefs and
behavior of morg traditional teachers. There is no ""rightness™ or
"wrongness™ attached to such differences. The best open and
traditional teachers share many common traits and characteristics—
for example, their professional involvement and commitment, their
genuine care and concern for children, and their desire to have ,
education be an alive, interesting, and happy experience.

¥

¥

.
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Nevertheless, there are important differences that cannot\be’and‘
« should not be ignored or glossed over. ’

The tradifional teacher sees her or his task 25 frafiSmitting
knowledge and skills, the objectives for which are dete:mined
ahead of t|me with the curriculum essentjally prescnbed Tests can
measure whether this has been accomplished. Grading can be
based on the test's sorting.out levels of achievement. The emphasis
is on cognitive development; the life'of the body, the sefises and
feelings, are secondary to what happens in the head. Correct
answers still dominate. There is concern about being efficient and
not wasting time. Content and skills tend to be compartmentalized
{or efficiency’s sake. The excitement of learning tends to depend
upon teacher stimulation and external motivation; it is the teacher
who is primarily inventive and creative in the situation with the
children iollowing. A large part of the teacher’s role consists of
working hard to be inventive and to embellish the prescribed
curriculum so it is interesting. Much of the emphasis is on ,
preparing for the next step in learning and for the future in general.
There isn't much trust that learning takes place unless the teacher
does something that is highly controlled and orderly so that as
much as possible he or she is on top of exactly what the children ..
are learning. There are few loose ends. What a child knows is
ultimately more important than what a child is, for the traditional
teacher the quality of knowing is more important than the quality
of being. .

In open education the teacher is less content-centered and
more person-ceptered. Her or his task is to set up opportumt:es
for learning ekperiences, both in and out of the classroom, where
she or he ¢an watch children and see what they respond to. While
sheorhehas a gdod idea of the possibilities within:the experiences
she or he has set up, the actual questions brought.to the materials

1

3

or the activities by the children become the basis for the curriculum .

and much of the ieacher’s time is spent helping children pursue
those questions; helping them to structure their learning.
Consequently, curriculum is generated out of where.the children
are’and what they bring to the situation and is not predetermmed y
It is difficult to test for this and even more difficult to gradeit.

-

No distinction is made between aﬁB}:we and cognitive development.

Correct answers aren’t so important as good questtons, pursuing

. -

D) r jo'
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questions often results in dead ends which are not mistakes, and
certainly not failures, but part of learning. This tends to minimize
competition and promote collaboration. p

Because it is this process that is important, rather than N
predetermined achievement or product at a.prescrlbed time, there
is more leeway for children to lose themselves in what they do

ithout feeling they are wasting time. Leeway is also given for
‘:g}ial time, for childhood is a valued time of life for its own sake.
The excitement of the learning is less dependent on the teacher's
input and motivational techniques and arises more from the actual
engagement of the child with the learning experience which he or
she has had a céntral part in initiating. There are more loose ends
that the teacher cannot have control over, but there is a feeling that
the teacher does not always have to be on top of everything for
legitimate learning to be taking place. The teacher trusts that
learning often takes place without him or her. Because the teacher °
cares about the children there are limits to their behavior. (A totally
permissive adult like a totally authoritarian one really does not
care much about the well-being of children and the children know
it.) Forthe open teacher what a child is is ultimately more
important than what he or she knows.

. Perhaps the basic question we should concern ourselves
with is: given the best traditional education and the best open
educahon do childrensarrive at different places after 12 years?
In maniy respects, no. Both should have achieved their fullest in
terms of skillsin readmg, writing, math, general knowledge, and
cognitive development.

For many parents that is enough to make them choose the
traditional which is more orderly ggd has fewer louse ends, that i ns.
it is safér, more familiar, But.as Charity James points out in
Young Lives at Stake,' there is a giffe;'ence in the way lives are being
. spent. Do those differences matter at the time so that one group of

children will have a different kind of childhood from the other? Over
. along period of time, do those differences affect the way children

go about learning, the kmds of questions they raise, the feelmgs .

they have of control over their own destinies, their wnllmgness to

1 Charity James. Young Lives at Stake., New York. Schocken Books, Inc.,

1968.




The Cbncept'ol Openness: An Introduction 5

ponder, the way they wonder about experience and the connections
they make, their view of the resources within themselves and,
outside to draw upon?
Whatever the differences between traditional and’open
education, they ‘are qualitative ot quantitative, perhaps observable
but rarely measurable. Ultimately they ccme down to value .
judgments not only about two different processes of education, . ‘
but two different ways of spending one's youth.

N
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" Open Education and
. -American Values:
ATentative Exploration

.

Bud Church

/

The trouble with education may'be that itis
already dead as & meamngful enterrﬁynse and the -
efforts of the “establishment” are not attempts
to cure symptoms at all, but really a series of
episodes of digging up and reburying the corpse.!

’ CL James B. Ma.Jonald

~ And you he made.alive, when you were dead . .
that he might create . .. one new man in place of
two . . . thereby bringing the hostility toanend ...
so making peace.

Ephesians

3
Y

Runmng workshops involving other teachers, parents and college
students, ! often'start by asking them to bramst’orm about what '
qualities come to their minds when they think of young children.

The list is almost always the same. active, curious, exploratory,
inventive,.exuberant, fantas:zmg questioning, testing, stretching,
wondering, bodnly, physical, sensual, literally in touch with the
concrete world or thmgs play-oriented, capable of intense
concentratuon on immediate tasks and interests to the point of
“losing time,"* self-centered but not egotistical. Although there is .
a difference between a five'year old and.a twelve-year old in regard

) * - -
. > N
I James B. Macdonald.,! "Myths About Instruction.” Educational
Leadership 22 (7): 571-76; Mdy 1965.
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to these qualities, the list applies to the whole age range of the
. elementary‘school years. ' ;
Recently | brainstormed about this at a workshcp with a dozen
or so psychologists and doctors who work with disturbed children
at a mental hpspitai and sig‘nificantly—although they represented
Rogerians to Skinnerians—they came up with the same list. They
speculated that the deviations from this list that they encounter
in their wo};k are the result of severely aberrant cdntingencies in
a child’s envirgnment and are not fundamentally inherent. In fact,
they agreed that if anything were “‘inherent’ in a child, it is the
disposition toward the qualities listed above, that these are *
“normal’ or “‘healthy” until they are thwarted. As Skinner-points
outin Walden Il, “No one asks how to motivate a baby. A baby
naturally explores everything it can get at, unless restraining
¥ forces have already been at work. And thistendency
doésn’t die out, it's wiped out.” # Children inherently
.have, then, as George Dennison puis it in the Lives of Chi{dren,
a “'gay intelligence’ that the environmenf either promotes,or stifles.
Speculating further, these doctors also agreed that the
environments of most children seem to work against the healthy
development of that gay intellig(ndce. They see the worst cases of °
that in their work; but almost all chijdren suffer more today either
from negleczt or abuse (a problemdefinitely on the increase in our
harried world), or from subtle kinds of inanipulations and pressures.
The 1970 White Hoqse Conference on Children exposed a central
paradox in our society. on the one hand we seem to w ~rship youth
and idealize childhood, while on the other hand aquits seem to
secretly hate apd fear the young. Dr. Albert Solnit, Director of the
‘Child Study Center at Yale, has asked, “Why do Ameticans really
not like children?” 3 -
Certainly-the evidence is in that the schools contribute .
significantly to thwarting the inherent dispositions of childhood.
Why? Why does conventional schooling continue to cherish and
reward silence, passivity, docility, compliance, busywork, empty

2 B. F. Skinner. Walden II. New York. Macmillan Publishing 05., Inc.,
1948 (paperback edition). p. 123. .

3 Kenneth Keniston, ' ‘Good Children' (Our Own), 'Bad Children’ (Other
People’s), and the Horrible Work Ethic.”’ Yale Alumni Magezine. page 6,
April 1974. -

-




N Open Education and American Values 9

.

abstracting, bits and scrapsof information, compartmentalized

| knowledge, “‘delaying gratifications for future rewards” asthe - .
jargon puts it, prosaic routine? -

The most significant dlfference between open'education and
conventional schooling is that open education values the mherent
chxldhood dispositions; instead of behaviorally modifying them out
of the child, open educators want to preserve and strengthert them
as the driving.powers behind real Iearmng Doesn’t that make
sense? ‘‘Is some sterectype of schoolmg so built into our culture,”
asks John Goodlad_at the conclusion of Looking Behind the &
Classroom Door, “that it virtually shapes the entire enterprise,

. discouraging or even destroying deviation from it?” ! The answer,
of course, is “Yes.” But that only begs the question: Why do we
settle for that stereotype?

' One answer is that conventional schooling is easier to manage
based as it is on uniformity, reglmentatlon control of various kinds.

As a classroom teacher trying to practice open education dayin and
day out s can appreciate that. Sometimes | long to tell all twenty-five

. unique bundles of energy in my classroom what to do and no

nonsense. But I am convinced that the classroom management is -
easier at least partly because the stereotype, the accepted pattern,
is always easier to manage. |f the assumptions and practices of
open education were the standard, aceepted way of doing things
as they are in many British schools, then informal classroom
management would be considerably easier and the burden of open
educajors having to “prove” themselves would be less. 5
‘ Conventional schooling has not prevailed because it is easier;
it is easier because it has prevailed. The question still stands:
Why has it prevailed? !
A deeper answer is that historically this is the pattern of
schooling that has developed, shaped by and serving the political,
social, and especially the economic, needs of the America of the
past hundred years. Now it is entrenched, and although the society
has changed since the industrial model became the pattern for
. schooling, the industrial mentality persistsand the schools continue
to serve it well. Although there will be complaints from time to time,

-

-

1 John 1. Goodlad and M. Frances Klein. Looking Behind the Classroom
Door Belmont, Calif.. Wadsworth Publishing Company. 1974, Reprinted
| by permission.

’ 2
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the society pretty much has the kinds of schools it wants. Until-

that mentallty changes the schools won't change. For me, however, .
that still begs the question: Why did the industrial mentality become
so entrenched m_the first place? Why does it continue to prevail?

Man lefers from -Other Creatures

To really explore an answer means raising basic questnons
about man and his existence, and raising them in fresh ways To
do that we have to listen to voices that are not those of educators,
perhaps not even known to educators. | can think of. -several such
voices today, but the one that has struck me for seyeral years as ,
having the most to say about the issue raised here is that of )
Norman O. Brown in his book Life Against Death.® Brown’s unique °
interpretation of man and history, based on insights derived from
Freud, offers us a valuable perspective from which to look at three
related issues: (aLWhy schools are as they are;-(b) why open
education probably.will nof change things very much; yet (c) why
opén education is nonetheless a viable and absclutely necessary
force to keep alive.

" Brown begins with the assumptlon that whatever else man is,

he is a creature; what is unique about an.individual is his body. .
His basic self is 2 body self—a whole-body self—and his fife is )
meant to be lived through all the organs and senses of h:s body.
Furthermore, when that creature dies, that is the end of the body
and hence of the self. Nothing lives on. -

Man is different from other (Creatures, however, in one
cgtegorlcal way. Man'’s evolvement of a complex nervous system
has thrust'him across a threshold into a kind of consciousness no
other creature has. In no way does this make him Jess of a creature
in regard to‘death. But it does make him conscnous in ways other
creatures'are not; it gives him the capacity to be’ "‘conscioys he is -
conscious.” That is, man is a creature that is self-cbnscious. In this
self-consciousness is rooted man's ego-self. Man i isthe creature
with an ego. . .

Man’s self-consciogsness makes him aware of certain

conditions of his existence of which other creatures are ”innocent."
. A

i Norman O. Brown. L/Ie Against Death. Middletown, Connecticut.
Wesleyan University Press, 1959,

16




. Open Education and American Values 11

The decisive consciousness is of time. Man has an awareness of
past, present, and future that no other animal has.

More important, however, is that this awareness of time gives
man a realization of his own death that no other creature has. Only
man can abstract death, ponder its coming, be preoccupied with its
meaning, dwell on it, fear it, try to run from it.

More to the point, each man knows of his own-inevitable end
the end of his body and hence the end of his ego, h|s self. No other
animal has to live with that. Animals live as if life and death were a
unity. But the’human ego dreads the knowlédge of its 6wn )
mortality and flees from it, setting “life-against death.” ““The flight
from death,” says Brown, “‘distinguishes men from animals.” * The
flight can take many forms, from suicide (the ultimate solufion!) to
the elaborate construction of comforting afterlives and rituals for
getting.there. “To philosophize is to learn how to die,” said
Socrates. Most men would rather flee.

The result of death- anx‘\ety and the consequent flight from
death is repression. Repress:on is the way the human ego protects
itself from dying. What is'repressed is the life of the body for it is
the body that obviously perishes. In the task of protectingitself, the
ego fabricates a duality of mind or spirit or soul as separate from P
the body and in that way the ego is able to repudiate the body. .
Consequently the life of the body, the only life we have, is negated.
Inthis way the ego Gan repress the fact of death, but in doing so
ironically has to repress the very organ of life. As Brown putsiit,
the protective repression results in “a more active form of dying" *
for it denies and dilutes the quality of livingness the human animal
could experience through the only vehicle it has, the body. The
repressive project, writes Brown, “firns life into death-in-life.” *

The point is, argues Brown, that repression cuts us off from
“the ultimate essence of our desires and our beigg [which] is
nothing more or less than delight in the active life of all the human
body.” * Freud called this the pleasure-principle. Its activity is
play. “Play is the essential mode of activity of a free or of a
perfected or of a satisfied humanity,” says Brown. He goes on to

ogbid., p. 100.
71bid., p. 160.
8 Ibid., p. 285.
9 Ibid., p. 30.

i7
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add, “in play life expresses itself in-its-fullness; therefore play as

an end means that life itself hgs intrinsic value.” ' Elsewhere Brown
claims that “‘every ordinary man has tasted the paradise of play in
his own childhood. Underneath the habits of work in every man

lies the immortal instinct for play.” !* Pleasure, joy, happiness,
celebration—these are the aims or parp/os‘es of being. We are

to enjoy.

Most men, if notall, dieﬂwithout ever being alive. “To be awake
is to be alive,” wrate Thoreau in Walden; ‘| have never yet met a
man who.was quite awake. How could | have looked him in the
face?” | suspect this is closely related to what Arthur Miller meant
by his deflmtlon of tragedy: "'Tragedy arises when you are in the
presence of a man who has missed accomplishing his joy." '
Perhaps that is why the tragic vision catches us so profoundly—
none of us can escape the tragic fact, not that we die, but that in .
our flight~from-de'ath we miss the joy of being. “Ripeness is all,”
said Lear. “The rest is silence,” said Hamlet.

The energies, of life which have been repressed can't be
ellmmated however. That is another side of the tragedy for they
emerge in sublimated and often twisted ways. The result is the,
activity of culture and history. Man is the gnimal that makes history.
The ego creates culture as a sybstitute for the living body it knows
will die and thereby seeks to gain a kind of immortality through that
creation. Things of the world become objects to possgsg or

'mampulate rather than activities to participate in. Dead cultural

artifacts live on. kingdoms, corporations; governments,-industries,
investments, fortunes—evenbooks—are "'immortal.”” However,
“the more the life of the body passes into things, the less life there
is in the body,” argues Brown. '"'The inevitable irony redresses the
balance in favor of death. Death is overxome on condition that the
real actuality of life pass into these immortal and dead things.” "
The cultural activity for this,sublimating we call work. Man
works, heaps up things, makes a name, prepares for the future,
to compensate for his final nothingness. As Brown puts it;

10 1bid., pp. 33-34. .
. 'vibid., p. 36.
12 Arthur Miller. "'The Nature of Tragedy.' New York Herald Tribune,

»

.

13 Brown, p. 286. ’
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The alienated consciousness is correlative with a money economy.
Its root is the compulsion to work. This compulsion to work subordinates
, man tq things, producing at the same time confusion in the valuation of
things and devaluation of the human body. It reduces the drives of the
human being to greed and competition. !4

The peculiarly human traits of acquisitiveness, possessiveness,"
power, competition, greed, aggression, the will to mastery over
nature and over other men, are sublimated characteristics of each
one’s flight from death and consequently are ways of being
dead-in-life. *'"Having” and “getting” substitute for being. Yet they
bring no enjoyment or peace. Man’s history is a tale of accumulative
non-enjoyment. -

The eqgo, in its denial ¢f the body and the senses, allies itself
with the life’ of the mind, with ratlonallty and reason. The head is
separated from the rest of the body and replaces ihg body. This
produges, suggests Brown ““an inhuman consciousness whose only
currency is abstractions dworced from real life—the industrious,
cooly rational, econornic, prosaic mind.” '* Abstract knowledge
c¢an keep experience at arm’s length; it can also be valued and
collected like a possession. ‘“Knowing’’—especially the narrow
scholarship of academia—becomes another substitute for being.
Knowledge in this sense is not to be confused with wisdom, as
wise men have always warned us.

What we call cultural and historical progress and its,
‘at'tendants-—work, wealth, technology, knowledge, power-—are in
the final analysis not satisfying to man because they do not satisfy
the gift of his body. -In fact, each new step divides him further fram
his body and alienates him from his true self. Inits flight from
death the ego simplyfinds faster ways to run sg that modern man 1s
more fractured, more harried, as he gets more and knows more.
“What mankind is deing,” claims Brown, ‘‘seems to be making itself
more unhappy and calling that unhappiness pﬁ’)gress " 1" Modern
man is more distracted than ever from accompllshmg his joy,
Ieavmg h|m dangerously unsatlsfled and restless.

"This sketchy summary does not do justice to Brown's thought;
nor is Brown necessarily the‘last word on a very complex issue.

14 1bid,, p. 237,
15 Ibid., p. 238.
16 jbld., p. 16.
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'power. Adults want death in the sehools, and the schools comply.

“of schooling, it is a requirement. Deadness is a behavioral objective.

time preoccupatrons which make a fractured madness of the present

14 Opqen Education: Critique and Assessment

But where thotsa‘nds of others'are hacking at the branches,as -
Thoreau put it, | believe that Brown is at least striking at the root. . 4
If nothing else his thought is suggestive in getting at the reasons o
behind the reasofis why adult egos create adult institutions called
“schools™ in which “to.keep young hearts and minds in custody
till they are without passion,” ' as Edgar Friedenberg has put it.
To avoid death man creates death. Man has a stake in repudiating
his body, in repression, in dying, that he isn’t going to let some '
educational romantic deny him. Man has a powerful (Brown would
say “‘demonic”) allegiance to time obsessions, work compulsions,
rational calculating, economic preoccupations,:preparing for the
future, busyness, punctuality, uniformity, competition, success,

That is their socfal function. Drudgery is not an unfortunate outcome

Brown would see in the titles of recent books and articles -
about the schools such as “*Death at an Early Age,” “Our Children ) .
Are Dying,” “Killers of the Dream,” *'School Is Dead,” “Mgrder in
the Classroom,” far more than mere metaphots.

A New Kind of Wholeness , / T .

v

This cbuld be a-very pessimistic conclusion (and.indeed, .
Freud ended up a profound pessimist). But Brown, taking his cues
from religious insights, is convinced that the life-instinct persists
within each of us and that it emerges as a subordinate force in
history operating against the death-in-life values clung to by. thfe
larger society.

. The life-instinct works to promote a kind of union in the psyche
or spirit whereby the ego can embrace death as part of life. When R
that happens a crucral kind of integration can take place that Bréwn
would call "the resurrettion of the body," the title of the last chapter
in his book, creating "one new man in place of two'"as Paul put it.
This integration would bring together the whole body and the head.
It would bring together play and work. It would emphasize
partrcrpatmg in the space of the here and now, and de-emphasize

1"Edgar Z. Friedenberg. The Vanrshtng Adofescent. New York. Dell
Publishing Co., Inc., 195¢ p. 37.
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Al

and obsess us with the p%st and future. Integration would mearr
emphasis on sharing, cooperation, communion, love, rather than
competition, compartmentalization, ranking, gradirfg in every sense.
It would mean a kind of wholeness. As Dennison has written,'
“the experience bf learning is an experience of wholeness. . .. The
-~ young want wholeness. , ;. Anything short of this wholeness is not
true learning.” 18 A g

These are precisely the values of what today is called “open
education,” valueswhich educators can trace ack through Dewey
and Whitehead and Froebel to Rousseau and P stalozzi and
Comenius, and far earlier—values which have always been imglicit
in the artslar;'d ima certg’m level of religious thinking whenitis ,
not perverted by death-in-life. Open education is the life-instinct
operating in the educational sphere. The desire of open education
# the schools is to integrate, to make whole, what it finds fractured.
Its contradiction of the death-instinct is its social function. Teaching
in an open classroom is a “‘subversive activity," ndt in the .
Postman/Weingartner sense of trying to dlsgmse its true Tntentlons
but because it goes agamst the death:-in-life values of the dommant
culture. , , e

As: shch open education is probably not going to make much
of an |mpact any more than life-affirming and informal attempts to
reform schooling have made much impact in the past. In the
schools the head will continue to have priority over the body;
w» time by the clock will continue its obsessive demands; work will
confinile to have priq'iity over play; knowing and getting
will continue to have priority over being; and forces of division will
continue to have,prlorlty over forces of union no matter what the
words say at the beginning of the faculty handbooks and no matter
- what educational clichés the teachers and administrators use:
Open education is not an idea whose time has come. =

Open educators will persist, however, even though many will
find that going against the grain is divisive to their own beings,
mentally unhealthy, literally “‘unwholesome,” increasingly more
exhausting than exhilarating, more work than play. For those who
persist it will not matter that its time has not come. Like Dewey,
they behave on the conviction that: )

L3

18 George Dennison. The Lives of Children. New York. Vintage Books,
1969. pp. 75, 103. g
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All endeavor for the better is moved by faith 1 what is possible, not
by adherence "to the actual. Nor dges this faith depend for wgrgovmg “
power upon intellectual assurance or belief that the things rked for
. must surely prevail and comé into embodied existence. . .. The outgcome,

given our best endeavor, i$ not with us.!? - . °f

Brown himself suggests that *‘utopian speculatlons must come
back intp fashion.” He goes-on to say: . Pe

. .

Recognitign of the world as i{ is by no means excludes desira or
activity to chanZe it [l order to bring reality into conformity with the
pleasuré-principle.

+ We need {o “make donscious the'uhcons' 'ous harmony

between ‘dialectical’ dreamers of all kinds—ps¥choanalysts,
_political idealists, mystics, poets, philosophers,” ! Brown
contends. It does not matter that he djd not include “open G;
educators” in the list! The fact réfnains that open education
'represents a secondary progressive and life-affirming functlod that
. Jsin radical opposition to the primary reactionary and repressive

functlon of the schools. .

If the life-instinct is [elated to the valuesiin ppen education
asis argu‘ed here, tHen open educational practices are indications
of thé surfacing of the life-instincét in one of the most lmportant ¢ !
institutions of the culture—perhaps tﬁe mdst |mportant—-the school. q

" Itis a possibility that each su rfacmg Ieaves its mark more definitely
N even though itisa threat to the dominant values of the culture
invested in death -in-life and as a resdilt is ultimately beaten down.
. Open education may not prevail, but it may leave g critical impact
for the future when the life-instinct is an idea whose time has come. |
As Brown remarks at the end of Life Aga/nst Death,ina moment of
| rash utopian speculatton, “perhaps our children will live to livea -
B . full life.” 22 Such a possibility has to continue fo impel us.

| . . s -
t , ':_ 1% John Dewey A Common Faith. New Haven/(?oﬁnecticut. Yale
‘ University Press, 1934. Paper edmon 1971 p. 23. e

26 Brown, p. 153.
21 fpid., p. 322. ' .
22 pid., p. 322. -~ ey
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A ‘British View of Open
Educatlon N the U S.
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My wife and | left teacﬁing positions in England in 1966 to come
to the United States to teach teachers and to study. At about'!he .
same tinie a set of ideas and educational practices, known in the
U.S. as open education or the open classroom, made the same .
transatlantic journey. In 1966, the massive report Children and P
Their Primary Schools, more popularly known as the Plowden
Report,! was published. It documented the fact that a set of fresh
idéas about early chooling exberiences had made a substantial
dlfference to what went on in a third of Britain's pnmary schoo}s

-. and had made some impact gn another third.

The following year saw'the publication in the New Republlc
of Joseph Featherstone’s series of articles “The Primary School
Revolution in Britain” 2 which brought to the attention of the
American public-the developments across the Atlantic. The timing
o‘,thls series seems to have been especially propitious. Critics like
Goodman, Frledenberg, and Kohl were characterizing the nation’s
schools as joyless and absurd, while a series of expensive attempts
to change what happened in schools—from New Math to Sensmvnty
Trafhing—seemed to have made little difference.

. The news from Britain seemed to cuggest that schools coUId

be placeq Whl?!"l fostered exciting learning and that this.could. )

~

1 Lady Bridget Plowden et al. phildren and Their Primary Schools.
A Report of the Central Advlsory Council in Education. London. Her Majesty s
Stationery Omce, 1966, .

2 Joseph Featherstone. “"The Primary School Revolution in England
New Republic. Augast and September 1967. ~
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happen, not only in few special schools but in a large proportion of
the state schools of a nation. The “Open Education Movement”
was off and rolling! 5 g

When my wife and | entered the United States we were aware
that beneath the often deceptively similar language there were
_concealed some rather different basic assumptions. It was one
thing to learn to call a “lorry” a *truck” and to remember.that those
“trucks” dro¥® on an unusual side of the road, byt as we began to
exptore the educational system we began to see that there were .
other differences, less conventional and more fundamental, in sut
thlngs as the purposes of education or the appropriate reIatlbn“shlp

: between a school system and the commiunity in which it is lmbedded
We had to understand these dlffe'rences, just to them, embrace
some of them eagerly)and attempt to resist-others. It was, and
continuesto be, an eicntlng and exhaustlng cross-cultural

_ experience. ' ! T P

- N
[]

W #

L]

4

- X i )
Reflections on Opgnriess . L
While undergongg this eXpenence we have also spent quite a
.lot of time looking at how the educatlonal ideas which came across
at about the same tire as we d|d Have survived the journey. What
follows represents dne person S reflections on, the ways those ideas g
and practices assocuated Wwith theantnsh Infant Schqols have
) accommgg,ated themselves to, and been assimjlated by, the
American educatlonal field. it is written by someone who stands
with one foot-in the culture in which he was born and raised, and
the other in the country in which he has spent the past,decade o
his life, who has respect for, and concérns about, the assumptions
of each €ulture, and who beheves that each has something to Lé:ajp
from the other. | N
Open education is not the brainchild of a single great
educational philesopher, although the ideas of Froebel and Dewey
seeh to lie behind many of its beliefs. It is not the product of a
school admmustrator of reat vision, aIthough such\men as .
Stewart Mason in LeicestersHire and Sir Alec Cleggi in Yorkshire ' .
have been of great significance in its growth and development. T.he'
influence.of Jean Piaget can be seen at work in.it, but so can the
impact of the wartime evacuation of chjldren and their teachers

[} .
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o

from the cities to new rural settings. TheHadow Report of 1931 on
The Primary Schoc! ® played its part, But so did the fact thagclass
sizes in infart and Junior Schools were up to almost’ fifty children.
What is happening in these schools is overdetérmined in the sense
in which Freud used that‘term representing the floging together of”
alarge numper of separate.rnfluences and strains, strengths and
weaknesses, which go together to.make a culture.

_ Open education in the United States:has.not yet achieved the
impact that its advpcates have hoped for, and it seems to me that
part of the re SOI}IS that insufficient attention has been gwen to ¢
the fact that hat is involved is taking ideas which have deep roots
in the soil of one culture and attempting to transplant them toa
different society. Whlle,l believe that Durkheim was 'exag eratrng
when hes‘ard that “Educatrd’n is only the image and reerc?ron of
socrety, there arg social, cultural, economig, educational, and
potitical differences bethén the two societies which, if ignored,
make a fruitful transplant, ofﬂucatrona[ rdeas and practices very

M difficult to achreve Cultures are cqmplex, and generallzatron\
about them are dangerous and yet there dc seem'to me to be broad
differentes, some™of whrhn are impeding the early translation of
educatronal}:ractrces from one culture to another.

5. -

Mtrtude Toward Authonty . y

Qne area of cSaar cultural difference seems to exist wrth
regard to attitude taward authority. |1 would like to suggest a
continuum for such attitudes to authority. Toward one end would

be an attitude of respect for, and acceptance of, duly constituted
authority. At its extreme thisTould become mindless submission.
Toward.the other end of the continuum would be a quesfioning

and skeptical attitude toward authority, which at its extreme could
become mindless rejectior: of authority. It seems clear, as a broad
generalrzatron that British socrety comessomewhat closer to the
"acceptance of authority™ end of the continuum than doe§ American
society. This fact has implications for attgmpts to introduce open
education in Ametj

‘ Forone thing,aun this British attrtude of somewhat greater

3 Sir Henry Hadow et al. The Primary S¢hool. London Her Ma;esty ]
- Stationery'Office, 1931, '
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. [ '
acceptance of authorlty there is a strong tendency to feel that ’
“the school knows best.” Whatever it does to, for, or with the éBrId
is generally assumed to be correct, Parent associations are,not as
significant a pojitical rnfluehce on the school as they frequently,
seem to be in the United States ‘and parents tend to come to, the
"ﬁgpool to be told how their child is faring., The degree of parent
irvolvement.described by Barth in Cliapter 4 of this booklet would
be unheard of. Thus when teachers in the United Ktngdom began
to develop new ways of arranging time, space, and the curriculum,
parents were probably neither more nor less puzzled than American
parents but there was little parent or community challenge to what .
was being attempted. . T
Teachers working toward open education in the United States
have not generally been so free from challenges. They have been
asked in no uncertain terms to justify their * periments” with ,
children, and to demonstrate the efficacy of what they are
attempting as away of producing either success in the basrc skills
or entry into a prestigious college, depending on the partrcular
concerns of the parent group involved. Thege challenggs to a,;ner
way of structuring the learning process come at g time when
teachers are in a rather vulnerable positign. Because they are
trymg a new approach to teaching they have given up those
practices with which they havz experience, to take on new and
urfamiljar ways of helping studehts Iearnt The new, waysiseem a
little awkward at first. Things that were dealt with almost by,
secohd natqre in the past require more thought now as teachers ,
begin tp ég(plore the implications of d different approach to
teaching. ¢Thus teachers in thjs new srtuatton will not fegl the same.
confndence in replymg to chatlénging questtons as they might have
done the previous year or as they will aﬂ.er three or four years of the
new approath. And ify ddition they do not yet have the support of
tangible~xgsultsgvhich they can show te parents. The teacher can
explain to}fents that attempts to-compare open classroom resultc
wnth?hose of more regular classrooms seem to indicate that
achievement in reading and math remains about the same, while
children in open classrooms seem to show such attitudinal .
differences as great curiosity and enjoyment of Iearntng. Yet the

~teacher still cannot say, with certainty and confidence, "My class

is reading just as well this year and enjoying it more."
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k
Problems of Freedom and of Boundanes

~

Just as a British teacher- beginning a more open approach in
the classroom is likely to have his or her duthority in so domg more
accepted than may‘his or her American colleague so too the British
students will tend to enter the classroom with some greater
acceptance of the authority of the teacher-and the school than
may the equivalent American students. This acceptance of
authority brings its own specific educational prebiems, which wili
tend to reveal themselves over the course of t|me bu' the tact tnhat
students enter with-this mind-set does make it easier for teachers
at the beginning, which is ré‘ally useful because beginnings are
such important times. :

A British teacher begmmng an open classraom can make
suggestions to students, or establish requirements which students
will tend to accept and go along with, so that it is relatively easy ta
get atteast an appearance of children working independently.
The teacher may have a problem later on in helping such students
to.become truly independent and self-directed, but he or she does

_have a bitof lead tirng#to work on that. *

An American teacher, establishing an open ciassroom, may be
working with students who seem to view suggestions or requirements
as an infringement on theirindependence and who resist from the
beginning. The teacher then has to face the problem of boundaries,
requirements, and authority right at the start when he or she is least
prepared and most upcertain of what he or she is trying to do in the
classroom. This situation.is made more difficult if the teacher is
espeC|aILy vulnerable to resistance or challenge from students.

- Among teachers (especially young teachers attracted to open
education), there does seem to be a significant proportion who seé
open education as an approach which will allow them not to exert
authority in the classroom. Thus when the students begin the
inevitable process.of.testing the teacher, too often what is revealed
is an adult who is uncertain of his or her own authority, reluctant

" to provide boundaries, to make demands of students, and to help
students be less bound by their own immediate impulses. o
If open education is to flourish in the United States it seems _
. important that such broad and deep cultural differences be taken
into account. This might include greater efforts to win initial -t

$
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support from parents and community groups,-and more preservice
and in-service support for teachers so that they have a clearer
understanding of how they are proposing to structure their °
classroom.

Within such broad differences between the cultures, there are
also major differences in the cultures of the schools of the two s
nations. Lillian Weber: in making a cross-culturgl comparison in her

book The English Infant Schools and Informal Edl.icatioh, write}s:
* r

By the time | returned to America it had became clear to me that the
whole fabric, not just the pieces, of the entity I've described, English
publicly maintained infant education, was different from the long-standing
institutional forms on which American public school systems were built.4

Thus "the whole fabric” of the schools in which open education .
began and is developing is different from the fabric of tRe schools
into which some educators are trying to introduce open ed ucation
in America. Weber was particularly struck by the fact that in
comparison with the English schools she saw, American school
systems are standardized, top-down bureaucrati¢ systems with
little rcom for :nitiative on the part of principals, much less teachers.
This tradition of autonomy for head teachers®and teachers in

. England is important but in my view another critial element which
combined with this atmospher.e of autonomy to help produce open
education is the size of schools.

I have worked with student teachers in an elementary school
in New York City with two thousand stydents. In England a@nmary
school of three hundred students is considered quite sizeable.

In a small school a head teacher with dutonomy can begin tocreate

a particular tone or atmosphere in the school. The reduced amount

of paperwork in a small and less bufequcratic system means he or

she can work closely with the staff as an educational leader. He or

she knows the names of all the children and knows each staff

member very well, * .

The fact that the teachers have, by tradition, a high degree of g
autonomy means that. rather than issuing instructions, the head *
teacher works 1n a more collegial way ts influence practice. The
autonomy means that classrooms and schools can and do differ

a r -
1 Lillian Weber. The English Infant School and Informal Education.
Engiewdod Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1971.
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widel);, and it-is important not to imagine that everything in British
primary education is “open.” The fact of reJative autonomy for
headmistresses and teachers means that there are schools with
desks in neat lines, where children parrot responées in unison, and
a mile down the road may be one of the schools which have become
showpieces of open education.

Open education began in these small autonomous schaols
partly because, it seems to me, in them it is possible more easily to
establish the relations among adults which allow and encourage
the sort of learning that open educatlon values. In a small school
with a tradition of respect for the individuality of other teachers it
is possible for adults to support, help, and learn from one another.”
If the adults are not supporting, helping, and learning in this way
then | think it less likely that the children will feel able to learn and
to help one another. In a small school a child is more likely to have

. the sense of security that comes from being part of a society where
he or she knows everyone, is known by everyone, and has some
sense of personal significance. This security can provide a safe
place from which to undertake the risks involved in learning.
Size is an important facter but behind the issue of size.lies an
attitude of mind. The attitude responsible for the production of
. large elementary schools has been influenced more by ideas of
éfficiency taken over from the world of business than by educational
ideas, and Weber sees such attitudes permeating the American 4
educational culture. Standardization, systematization, and control '
through centralized curriculum are antipathetic to open education.
One of the challenges facing advocates of open education in
America is to find a modus vivendi between the prevailing culture
5 of the schools and the assumptions and needs of a more open
approach to lea:ning.

. »

Holistic Approach to Openness

All aspects of a culture are linked to the other parts, and
another broad difference between the culture of British and
American schools has connections with questions of size and
efficiency and goes beyond them. What happens in British primary
schools tends to be more holistic, or all of a piece, while in America
things tend to be somewhat more segmented. Large American

' 29
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4

elementary schools have special teachers in such areas as drama,
science, art, music, and physical education while smaller systems
use traveling teachers. In the United Kingdom such specialists,
partly for reasons of economy, are rarer, and the individual
classroom teacher takes on many of these areas as part of his or her
regular teaching. The level of expertise involved-in the teaching
may suffer but, t6 compensate, there is the possibility of a much
greater integration of learning. Visitors to open classrooms
comment on the way learning seems to flow, with activity in math
affecting children’s painting, or their reading affe~ting their drama
and movement. Such a flow is made more possible because the
teacher has responsibility for working with all these areas and,can
be alert to useful connections. In this way an integration of ’
cognitive, aesthetic, and affective concerns is made possible. By
contrast a teacher attempting an open classroom in the United
States may find this flow of learning harder to sustain, A colleague
who is a subject area specialist may resent what seems like
intrusion onto his or her “turf,” materials may be unavailable to the
classroom teacher because ‘‘paint is ordered only for the art
teaciier,” his or her own training as a teacher may not make him

or her fee! confident in working with music, physics, art, math,
botany, and much else besides. The free flow of learning which
some American educators want to see happening in this country’s
open classrooms will only happen if the teachers are enabled to be
_more free and flowing themselves; free from too much external
control, free to trust the capacity of children to learn, flowing in

the sense of being able to go sometimes where the learning of the
children seems to want to go rather than where the lesson plan

and curriculum guide say it is supposed to go.

This holistic approach is deepened in Britain because the
religious and civil domains are interwoven, rather than demarcated.
Each morning the whole school comes together for an assembly
which is part religious service and part community meetirig and.
Which can increase the sense of participation in a manageable
human group with something in common. In British schools this
morning assembly is augmented by a regﬁlar element of religious
instruction, again generally done by the classroom teacher. At
its worst this can be soul-deadening and at its best it allows a
spiritually alive and sensitive teacher to:blend spiritual and moral

L4
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concerns with the cognitive, affective, and aesthetic. The
Constitution makes this spiritual and moral dimension difficult to
approach in the United States, while, as to the whole community
of a school meeting together, | sometimes wonder if this happens
only-when someone pulls a fire alarm!’

I have suggested a number of differences between British and
American culture.in general, and the cultures of thg school systems
in particular, which go some way toward explaining the fact that
attempts to introduce open education into the United States have
encountered real difficulties. Itis also worth'remembering that the
beginnings of open classrooms in Britain go back more than
30 years, and it has been and continues to be a slow and organic
growth of an educational approach developed.in and suited to a.

. particular society. This does not mean that open education cannot
take root in American soil. Introduced thoughttully and sftwly, with,
careful aitention being paid to the particular needs of the situation
and of the children, it can flourish. .

1 ~

-

A Living, Growing Process
)

. Perhaps this point about attention to immediate circumstances’
and the needs of-the particular gréup of children involved is the
{undamental one. Many educators who have gone to the United
Kingdom have tended to look at room a'rrangements,,classroom
practices, and specific materials and to copy these down for later
introduction into their own classrooms. What they have looked a.
less, it seems to me, is the attitude which existed in the mind of the
teacher who established such a classroom. How did he or she
come to set the room up in this particular way? Almost certainly
not simply by reading a book, attending a lecture, or observing  *
anothér teacher, although some of these things may have.played-a
part. The attitude which produces an open classroom begins with
the children, their characteristics, their needs, and their learning.
The teacher then asks, “What can | do to jmprove the quality of
the learning?"' He or she makes a change, perhaps a modification
of another teacher's idea, or something quite his or her own, and
then watches what Happens. Does the learning improve? Does the
ides need modifying, or should it be abandoned? The test for this
is not whether the change brings the classroom nearer to sdme

Q
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idealized pigture of what an open classroom should be like. The
test is, do the children learn, do they increase their capacity to
continue learning and enjoy their learning? s

Open education |s a name being applied to the approach of
teachersin a group of schools who, in trying to improve the quality
of learning, have come up with some broadly similar belieis and
practices. These are being shared and constantly refined. The
processis a Ii\;ing, growing one. There is enthusiasm about it, and
some opposition to it. The particular way these schools are going
represents an attempt to maximize the learning of chiidrgn within
the context of the particular opportunities and constraints which
the British educational and,social system presents. )

American educators can learn from the British experience,

and vice versa, but the American context offers other opportunities,

and other problems. If too mugh attergion is focused on the other
side of the Atlantic | am afraid that American teachers may miss
their unique opportunities and fail to wrestle with their unique
problems. Somé& of this explains why open education has been
seen by some people to be failing in America. The temptation is to
look at the technique and the trappings. The salvation may be to
look.at the children and ask how they can be helped to'increase
their capacity to learn. Then, what happens in more and more
American classrooms may or may not be called open education,

_ but it will be good-education:

-




Opening’Up and Making

It Work: A Case Study

s

Bud Church

In éeptember of 1971, three elementary school teachers in North
Haven, Connecticut, started an alternative “open classroom”
pilot project. | was one of them.

At the end of its third year the project underwent a thorough
evdluation. Based on that evaluation, the administration
récommended td the school board that the project be removed
from its “‘pilot” status and be officially endorsed as an ongoing,
regular program. The board so voted.

At least in those terms, the prodram isa “success.” Although
no two sets of circumstances are alike, it may be helpful to someone
else to consider the process we went through to design, to
implement, and especially to evaluate what we call the
Integrated-Day or |-D Program. . ‘

We modeled the I-D Program after practices in certain British
Primary Schools that have become well known in this country
throtigh the writings of such Americans as Joseph Featherstone, .
Charles Silberman, Vincent Rogers, Lillian Weber and others,
as well as through the literature of many British educators. We
have adopted nearly all of the assumptions about children and
their learning implied in the practices of those British schools, and
we have beer workmg to adapt those practices to suut American
conditions. - ' <ty

Many different kinds of practices, however, are called “open
education.” Recently | was on a panel discussing how
mdnvnduahzed learning takes place-in an open classroom,

The soaaker who preceded me took pains to assure the audience

4
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that when he spoke of “open education” he certainly did nof mean
“British Primary.” He went on to talk about putting children on
individually guided tracks with daily pre-testing and post-testing
to determine what instructional modules to plug into each child,

“or to decide if a child needed-to be *“recycled.”

That is one approach to individualization, but it is a misnomer
to call it an “‘open” apgroach It leaves no room for the learner to
make any significant determinations ab0ut his or her own Iearmng
dnd his'or her own growth. Itis founded on the assumption that
schooling is almost always based on: a belief that a chi}d is a
passive and empty vessel and that learning is something somebody
else does to the child. Such programs try to assemble a child’s
mind the way RCA assembles a TV set. ,

When my turn came to speak | assured the audlence that what
| meant by “open’ education was ‘‘British Primary.” Then | talked
about some of the children in the I-D Program, their questions,
explorations, decisions, projects: their mistakes and conflicts,
their exuberance, their growth as learners and people.

This chapter, however, is not-a description of children's
activities, nor an account of how we try to run open classrooms
modeled on British Primary school methods, nor an atteimpt to
justify the philosophy behigd our approach to open education.
What this chapter focusgs on is how one such program has
survived successfully when it does not fit the notiof of schooling
*most people hold. What follows-is a presentation of events
significant to our development. A crucial aspect of that development
has been our struggle with evaluation, and that topic is given
$pegial attention.

This chapter, then, is more bonesthan flesh it outlines those

1
forces and structures relevant to our success, but suggests little,

of the joy and pain, the blood and guts,.of living with it every day

A Beginning |n Openness

In 1969, after having taught high school English for ten-years,
. I went to teach the fourth grade at an elementary school in North
Haven There | met several fine, experienced teachers ‘two of
whom, Joyce Harrison and Beth Stott, later began the I-D Program

with me. N ) .

— -
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The next year | took a sabbatical to study British Primary
educati%n under Vincent Rogers at the University of Connecticut.
This included spending some time in well-established British
Primary Schools in Oxfordshire, England,\and visiting several open
* classroom projects in the New York Conpectlcut and Boston areas.

I January of that year | wrote a position paper called “The
Integrated-Day Approech as a Possibility in North Haven.” This
paper was submitted to the superintendent with the understanding
that he would distribute it to the members of the- admlnlstratlve -
council for conS|derat|on

The paper had two sections. Ore section discussed the
assumptlons underlying the integrated- day approach to learning._
The other suggested a design for |mplenfent|ng a program based On
those assumptions, including such practical considerations as
staffing, the role of the teacher, room arrangemenf the principle
that the way space is used is more |m"}>rtant than time, the
integration of basic sk|IIs with other Iearnlng experiences, record
keep.ng, selectlon of chlldren and the role of parents.

The section dealing with these underlylng assumptions was
later condensed to one page. This one-page statement of the 13
assuinptions has served as the central document behind each step
of the I-D Program's evolition, so it is. worth stating in its entirety:

N [}
ASSUMPTIONS UNPERLYING THE ‘D PROGRAM

o1 Erik Erikson calls the stage from about 5-12 the age of mdustry
The child. learns best when he is active, moving, communicating, sharing,
tinkering, putting things together, taking things apart, manipulating
concrete materials, in short, using all his senses in activities that are
real to him. To squelch this is to run the risk of what Erikson calls
“Inferiority.”

2. Asan active learner, the chlld is the principal agent in his own
qgvelopment. He is innately curious about the world and ifiitiates

activity to explore and learn about it. - o
3. Learning is something a child does, it is not something done

to him. . »
4. Each child is unique in the way he leams. T

The best learning starts from the child’s experiences and
mterests .

6. Over a period of time every child should learn important skills

35
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o T ' L
_and principles, such as the three R's. These are the tools of the culture.
Most children come to schood wanting to learn thesé.
4 7. Toachild, reality is g whole, a unity, not divided into separate
AY
sub;ect areas antrisolated skills. . '

.8. Play is a child’s work. When a_child initiates activity in which
he gets involved—and all children db-—he is playing and working.

s, 94 Aschool, a classroom, should be a rich learning environment
dellberately designed with much to explore, to wonder about and to get
active with. It should extend into the community and relate to the home. R

. The teacher's role is to assess and guide the learning toward long-range
s objectives he has clearly in mind. _—
1Q. Aesthetics arg the heart of a child’s world. As Silberman says,
“poetry, music, painting, dance, and the,other arts are not frills to be
indulged in if time is left over from the real business of,education; they,
-are the real business of e\gucation.” 1

. 11. Assessment of a child's efforts and growth should be made on
the basis of his individual learning.’ How one child compares with
, another is irrelevant to a teacher’s work. What is important 1s that each
* child shall have opportunities to employ his own powers in activities
v that have meaning. Mistakes are not failures. Evaluations must not be
turned into judgments. \

12. Children need to learn to live together. They need the chanc°
to experiment socially as well as intellectually. They need adults who
are dedicated to helping them work through the “solutions of théir
interpersonal and personal problems ad well as their academic ones.

13. Childhood is a stage of lifein |tse|f to be enjoyed and savored,
it is not, simply something to be passed through on the way to adulthood.

N 1

I3

A . After the administrators had had time to read the position
paper, the superintendent arranged for me to meet with the
admlmstratlve council. My goal was to get one of the seven
elementa ,school principals to consider the idea of starting an
alternative integrated-day pilot project for grades 1-3 in his or
her school. After three hours of discussion, no one offered to
take it on. . N :

That could easily have been the end of the whole idea except
that the superintendent made a key decision: he announced that
if 1 went to the Curriculum Steering Committee and to the school
board and received their approval, he would decide which school
to put the pilot project in.

¥

T

1 Charles E. Silberman. Crisis in the Classroom. New York. Random House,”

.

Inc., 1970. p. 8. .
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«  With that in mind Joyce and Beth began to work with, me .,
more closely. We met with the Curriculum Steering Committee in
February. Th|s committee, made,up of representative teachers and
administrators from each of the schools i in the district, has the
power to vote for, or against new programs. Once they were
assured that no tegcher would be forced to teach in such a program
and that parents would volunteer for it so that no chiid would be
forced to be in it, they gave their approval.

In order to give the proposat a full hearing, the superintendent
arranged a special meeting with the school board in March. Board
members had been given literature on open education to read.

“ Vincent Rogers attended the meeting as a consultant. After a
couple of hours of discussion, duging which the superintendent
voiceg his support of the program, the school board voted .
unanimous approval of a pilot project. The board specified one .
condition: the pilot project could not cost any more than a regular
program. We agreed. We did not want to run the risk of having
the program criticized on the grounds that it cost more than the
conventional program.

In turn we stipulated three conditions that the board
agreed to:

1. The I-D Program would begin with grades 1-3, and it would
expand a grade upward each year so that the children would
continue in this type of a program as long as their parents wanted it.

2. No “hard” evaluation would be made for three years,
although a yearly assessment of ihe program’s progress would be
submitted to the board.

3. If after three years the program proved to be suceessful, it
would be officially endorsed as an ongoing alternative program with
vertical expansion a grade a year right up through high school
so that ultimately there would be a K-12 alternative school for those
parents who wanted it. ’

Soon after the meeting with'the school board, the superittendent
selected the Ridge Road Elementary School as the location for the
pilot project. For some time a small group of vocal parents from
the Ridge Road District had been after the school to be more
flexible. The principal had tried to satisfy these parents with small

.
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changes in the school’ s*program he wascaDCerned that any major
\ change mrght do more harm than good. Ohce the decrsmr was
made, however,.hé expressed his wiilingness to heIp in any way
- hecould. | N
~ With the principal's help we set up a meeting in April for all
. Ridge Road parents who would have children in grades 1, 2, or 3
the following September. Nearly three hundred people'turned,out.,
The principat introduced me. | showed slides of British schools and
\ refgrred to the st of 13 assumption's which had been sent td the
parents. Then Joyce spoke about the learning of writing and '
reading from a language experience approach and Beth talked
ahout the learning of math from a mampulatwe expenentral -
approach .
We tried hard not to sound as if we were crrtncrzmg the
conventional prggram. Our approach was not better or worse,
simply different, with a view of child 'development and of how
children learn that is different from that of the cenventlonal
instructional program. Ourp ysition was that parents have a right to
a choice, baséd on their own yalue systems about what is
worthwhile for their children. '
v Nonetheless, the parents p'res’sed‘us for “hard data," for test .
results and gesearch statistics, to prove that our way was better. |
| 'We'had antrcrpated some of t'hrs but we had not realized how much
| anxrety, even hostility, ould be aroused Our answers, of course,
3 " did not satisfy anyone looking for quantrfrable certainties. Indeed,
| we are suspicious of the numbers game in all its manifestations and
; o said so, which heIp}d to clear the air. Quantifiable research has ltS
| place, but perhaps’much less in education than educationists .
|
\

(especlall n academia) have been forced to acceptinorderto ¥ =

. app spectable in an age that worships technology. .

. ) On the other hand, uspect that many parents didn't cdre at

[ .. aall gbout “hard data" but simply wanted to size up the three
teachers. These parer.tsrtrusted more their subj ectwe intuitions than
they did any flguresb. Perhaps they know thafﬁh te is not much

Qrel‘able research’tosupport any;hmg in education:® )

“In any case we did satrsfy enough parents so that 50 children

were srgned up for the program that’mghi Pérents of anothet ' _ °
75 chrldren expressed interest but wanted more‘trme to thmk it ovel.

.
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To begin the program we needed approximately 75 children,
ideally 25 at each of the three grade levels. Accordingly, we held
another meeting in May just for those 75 parents who were on the
fence. We ran the meeting informally, simply‘answering questions,
most of which were about reading. At the end of the evening,

25 more children were signed up. We now had our 75, and happily
the total broke down to about 25 at each grade level.

L

First Yer~
1

It \.uk most oﬁ@ summer for the three of us to setTip our”
rooms. We made a point of getting to know the parents, and many
helped to set up the rooms. We decided not to do complete vertical
grouping. Beth and | would have classes of first and second graders
.mixed, but Joyce would take aii of the third graders. Although our
three rooms were adjacent to each other at one end of a corndor
and we planned on the children being able to move quite freely“
from one room to another, we were not team teaching in the usual
sense of that term. Each of us would have a self-contained class
and 25 children we were totally responsnb}e for. In other words,
we were not going ‘‘open space,” a concept morc in keeping with
individualized instruction th (qn with individualized learning..

To try to capture the éxhaustion and the exhilaration of that
first year would require a book and is not the purpose of this
chapter. The following points, however, highlight some of the
significant organizatnonal/and pohtncal‘developments during the year.

—The principal became actively s[xpportive 6f the I-D Program,
taking the position tnat both open and conventional approaches are ‘
viabie ways to ed:cate children. Thus helped to allevnate tensions
between the two staffs.

—The i-D Program was mstrumental in gettlng the school
board to develop a policy letting parents drive small groups of
children on “experience trips” without the teacher.

. —There were too many visitors the first year, almost four
hundred! We developed a Visitor's Guide and a regular procedure
for visitors. . !

—We develoned close contacts with the parents, usmg them
m the class, calling them at night, being available at any time for

v
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them to talk to, and settihg up evening adult classes on everything
from Piaget’s theories to making games.

—We had close ties with the University of Connecticut; for
example, each of us had a student teacher through most of the year

In addition-to the many meetings-and teIephone calls with
parents, twice a year we followed the policy of the school systemn
and held a formal conference with each child’s parents, once in
November and again in April. At these conferences we concentrated
on showing parents the actual work their children were doing in.all
areas: books the children had made or written, the books they
were currently reading, phonics games they were playing, math
materials they were using, art work they had done {much of which
would be displayed in the room or ip th2 corridors), or projects
they were pursuing. The emphasjspWas on presenting the actual.
activity of each child to his or her parents without applying any
secondary standard of a grade or a comparative norm. We would
discuss how the child was progressing compared to how we felt
she or he might'progress, but never in comparison to how other
children were progressing (see assumptien 11). In January and

" again in June we wrote a detailed evaluation for each child and
sent it to the parents in lieu of the standard report card.

To assess the first year we devised the following three-part
procedure:/

1. Inorder to determine‘the extent to which we were
operating the I-D Program consistent with our philosophy, we put
the 13 assumptions into the form of a rating scale. Then we asked
eight observers, four administrators from within the system 2nd
four college or state level people from outside the system, each to
spend a day in the program. The task of each was to judge on
a continuum from "strongly agree' to “‘strongly disagree” the extent
to which the program was-practicing its assumptions. All of the
observers agreed that the program was attempting tg:meet all of
the assumptlons to a signiticant degree Y

2. In order to get feedback from the parents we asked them
to respond in writing to five questions regarding (a) their child's
attitudes toward school and learning, (b) their child’s feelings about
himself or herself; (¢) what relationship the child was making

-
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*between school and home; (d) their reactions to their child’s
. "progress in skills in the three R'’s; and (e) their feelings about their

child’s attitudes toward.reading, wntmg, and math. Over 80 percent

of the questionnaires were returned. Only a small fraction of the

ahswers was negative in any way. The parents were supportive and
apparently pleased. -

- 30 Wégave,each child about two dozen standard skill sh§e§
in reading“and math at about the level we anticipated each ¢hild
to be to see if the *level” we assumed he was at in conventional
terms was about right. In every case the chitd knew the skills

we knew he would know, and did not know the ones we knew he

would not know. - . , -
] ,

The principal, impressed with the results after only a year, put
together a 34-page packet for the central office and for each school
board member summarizing in detail.the procedures and the results
————ofthe-three-part-assessment..__.__ - 5

In the spring we invited kindergarten parents to a meeting
because we viere orily seeking children for the first grade for the
next year. The format was the same as the year before except that
instead of showing slides of British schools, we had slides of our
program. More important, the parents were able to visit the
I-D classrooms. The equivalent of one class of first graders were
enrolled, precisely what we had hopéd for.

2

Second Year

For the second year we planned on two first-second grade ;

classes and two third-fourth grade classes. (In keegmg with the
" nongraded approach we are actually practicing, we have tried to get

away from referring to grade levels but have been unable to do so.)'
Beth decided to take a leave of absence to visit open classrooms
elsewhere, especially in North Dakota. Because {eachers work so
ciosely together in the program, Joyce and | were allowed to
become actively involved in the hiring process.

The second year there was less pressure from outside to prove
ourselves, but there was a greater desire W|th|n ustomove froma .
makeshnft operation to doing it right. While we still believed that
an open program should ultimately operate at no more cost than
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Using junk imaginatively is desirable in an open program, but we became
impatient with so much makeshift material.

- &

a regu‘lar program and perhaps cost even less, there is an initial
outlay that is des.rable to put together a decent open-learning
environment, from significantly different kinds of furniture and
architectural a..angements, to decent animal cages and sets of tools
for working clay. We bad assumed that because we would not be
using class sets of basal readers, workbooks,-and subject texts,
that that money would be available for other uses. It became clear
that not enough is made available that way to start a program.

(We did get a few hundred dollars of leftover Title Iil money without
which we would have been in real trouble, it bought enough
manipulative math equipment and art supplies to get by.)

We also needed a "‘kitty" that we could draw from for
spur-of-the-moment purchases. We learned that ts not legal in
Connecticut, so we developed our own kitty putting in money from .
talks and workshops and our honorariums for training student
teachers. Like most conscientious teachers in any program, we,
spent hundreds of additional dollars out of our own pockets.

The first year we made do by scrounging wherever we could.
cellars, attics, garages, tag sales, dumps, warehouses, begging at
stores. Being resourceful and using junk imaginatively is desirable
in an open program, too much of the slick and commercial is not
in keeping with an open philosophy. Yet there is a limit, and the
limit is reached when the environment looks and feels dilapidated,

cluttered, a collection of stuff that everybody else has thrown away.

X
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' Then it gets in.the way of the order and the aesthetic quality that is
needed for children to feel good and learn beautifully. That second
year we developed higher standards for what a learning envirpnment
‘should be and became impatient with o much makeshift material.
Although we had no choice but to operate in a makeshift way,
ironically we came under attack for it: we were told by the fire
marshal to get rid of the rugs we had scrou nged; the health
inspector told us not to use the wooden animal cages we had built;
we were warned that dressup clothes from home rnight c'ar'ry
diseases; fire and safety regulation$ kept us from using the hallways
as we wanted to; we were told not to let the children go barefoot
in the gymnasium. There was one Hassle after another related in
. .

S
*
.

We wers told not to fet the children go barefoot in the gymnasium.
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part to'the makeshift quality of how we had to operate and in part

to a school mentality obsessed with the cautious and antiseptic life.
During the second year some of the only humdr we had outside of 3
our work with the children came when we would chuckle over our
attempts to create more relaxed and humane learning experiences

for children while we were almost killing.ourselves to do it!

On top of all this the central office made the decision o give
standardized tests to every grade throughout the system in a show
of “accountability.” Throughout the year we had been in a dialogue
with the administration about what made sense from an I-D point of
view regarding testing and evaluation. This culminated in a position
paper | wrote called “The Mystique of Standardized Tesing. "It
drew on material from the NEA, from a Rand Corporatlon study,
from Lillian Weber and Deborah Meier in New York, and from
Ed Dyer and Ted Chittenden at Educational Testing Service, among
others. After several meetings, the central office decided to test
only grades 3, 6, and 9. Because we felt We had some influence
on that decision, we compromised and agreed to have our third
graders tested withthe rest. So far as we know nothing was ever
done with the test results.

‘We also spent a good dea} of tlme the second year puttmg
together a position paper justifying the inclusion of kindergarten
in the I-D Program. The administration agreed to thisso the |
subscription meeting for the next year included parents of
pre-kindergasten as well as kindergarten children.

There was I¢ss pressure for a formal assessment the second
year than there haq been the first year. The central offnce had
designed a rating soale with the awkward but accurate title of
“A Parent's Perception of Fundamental Beliefs of\Education in the
Elementary Schools of North Haven.” It was to be givento a random
selection of parents throghout.the system, OnTtwere 16 questions
ra‘nging from “To what extent does your child’s school—its total .
experience and environment—exert a po_si‘tive influence on his ‘
well-being?" to a variety of q is;ons on the development of skills,

the promotion of individual intexests, the minimizing of tension and
fear, the fostering of good humanirelations, and so on. The
questionnaire was so compatible with the 13 |I-D assumptions that we
decided to use it with all of our parents. /

44
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The I-D Program came out looking good on the questionnaire.

This wasn’t surprising since paren'ts volunteered for the program.
But the results did do two things: first they indicated that with our
parent population we were accomplishihg not only our own goals
but also the official goals of the system; and second the results
were an endorsement of the program on the same basis that was' ,

' being applied to the rest of the system. The schoolnboard accepted
the results of the questionnaire as the second year's assessment.

Third Year

Going into the third year it looked as if we would have a solid
staff of five veteran teachers, including Beth who planned to returr/
and take one of the K-2 classes. Then | got an offer from
Dartmouth College to become Director of Elementary Education.
Although torn by doubts, | took it. | was abandoning in its crucial
third year a program | had been instrumental in starting.

All the frustrations of the second year were put aside under
the weight of the third-year evaluation to determine the future of
the program. | kept in touch with the principal and with the staff
and felt both pleased by how it was being handled and empty
at riot being part of it. '

The decisive third-year evaluation had four parts:

"

1. By far the most important part was a Pupil's Attitude
Inventory. Above all else the I-D staff wanted to know how the
-children jn the program perceived their experience. This was more
important than testimony from outside observers, inside observers,
or even parents. ¢

) The Inventory, essentially a techmque for interviewing
_children, was developed in Chicago in 1970-71 by the research
staff of a Follow-Through Project directed by Dan Scheinfeld. It
was refined by Nancy.Miller and others at the Center for Teaching
and Learning)g:t the University of North Dakota. The interview
questionnaire, called “And What Do You Think?" revolves around
20 key questions asked of the children. According to Nancy Miller,

The interview attempts to learn whether the child perceives the
environment as containing a variety of options, if the child is able to act
upon what he or she wants to do (a project or something he or sherwants

45
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to learn more about) and if not—why not, if the child sees the materials
and the peopie in the room as resources helpful to or hindering his or her
movement and goals, whether the child perceives himself or herself as

" an influencing agent able to bring about change, and the child's general

feelings about'the classroom and whether the child is able to express and
act upon those feelings. The children's responses will also help in
understanding the characteristics and the extent of the structure: of the
room and the relationship between this structure and the children's
movement.? .

~

The actual interviewing of 11 girls and 11 boys, evenly
distributed from throughout the grades and selected at random, was
conducted by two outsiders knowledgeable about the |-D Program
but not directly connected with it. Tape recordings were made.of
the interviews. The I-D staff listened to the more than 36 hours of
tapes and recorded the responses of the children. From these
recorded responses 17 generalizations were derived regarding the
attitudes of the children toward their experiences in the I-D Program.
Ahighly positive correlation was established between the
17 generalizations and the 13 assumptions that underlie the
I-D Program. ’

2. The system-wide parent questionnaire used in the second
year was given again to all I-D parents. This time the responses to
the 16 questions were more systematically analyzed. The high
positive feedback from parents continued.

3. Adetailed descriptive summary was made of the recording
and reporting procedures used by the |I-D teachers, these have
already been discussed above in some detail under the summary
of the first year. It isimportant to emphasize that each I-D teacher
developed his own procedure for each of the following. (a) kéeping
track of skills in math, reading, language, and inquiry usually by
way of some system of individual skill cérds, (b) keeping actual work
of a child where possible especiaily in art, in written work, with
projects, etc., (c) keeping anccdotal records of a child's emotional,
social, and attitudinal growth, and (d) using the above records to
report formally to parents four times a year, and informally
many times. ‘

’ S
2 Nancy Miller. "History hnd Development,of the Children's Interview."”
Unpublished paper. Grand Forks. University of North Dakota, June 1973.
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4. Flow charts of children’s actual activities over a period of
time were developed fror.n anecdotal records to show the flow and
integration of learning experiences.

All of the materials related to the four parts of the evaluation
were put together into a 36-page report, and a copy of the report was
given to each school board member. A special school board
meeting was held to review the report and to determine the future
_of the program. At the meeting, each I-D staff member made an
oral presentation related to one of the above parts. The report
also included an introduction summarizing the history and
philosophy of the I-D Program, as,well as the following
recommendations which were presented by the school principal.

1.  The “pilot” status be dropped and the 1D Program be
endorsed as an ongoing alternative expanding a grade a year
until it is a full K-12 program. * :

2. The |-D-staff members continue to have a majorsay in the
recwiitment of personnel to the program.

3. The I-D staff be allocated that proportion of the Ridge Road
School budget equivalent to its percentage of the student population
with authority to determine how it is spent.

4, Afull-time pajd teacher aide be assigned to the I-D Program. ~

All four recommendations were approved. At leastin terms
of formal procedures, then, we had been officially deemed a »
success. , , 5

| say “‘we"” because that is how | felt as | kept in close touch .
with the above proceedings throughout the year. The feeling
became so strong that in the spring | resigned from Dartmouth
to return to where, for me, the action is. |1didn't feel that what
| was doing at Dartmouth matched in significance the pioneering
that is going on in the I-D Program in North Haven.

In some ways, however, the pioneering is just beginning. The
next step for the program is its transition to the junior high level.
The junior high in North Haven includes grades 7 and 8 and is fed
by all of the elementary schools. Expanding a program based on
I-D aséumptions to that level with children who have been in such
a program for several years is breaking new ground. The

47

IToxt Provided by ERI




44 Open Education: Critique and Assessment .,

foundation has been laid at the Ridge Road.School, but not without
problems that will continue to plague us. Nonetheless there isa |
sense of satisfaction and of hope that makes it all worthwhile. - j

. Significant Factors

In closing, two questions deserve attention. One is: Wh;t
contributed to the success of the I-D Program? Several factors
seem significant: ' ‘

1, Experienced teachers who had been with the system for
some time in one capatity or another and,had gained a certain

_ credibility initiated the program. On the one hand this meant that .

even those who disagreed with them acknowledged their
credibility as educators; on the other hand it meant they knew the
system how to work through channels, how to keep key people
znformed They weren't innocent. *

~

. 2. Theteachers took active leadership in the program. Most
importantly this meant that they anticipated needs so that they were

_on top of key issues such as evaluation, recruitment of children and . .

staff, communications with parents, orexpansuon to thejumor high.

3. It can't be overemphasized how |mportant it was during that
first year for the three teachers to have each ather for support ’
during all the moments of doubt and frustration. { /

4. The program was evaluated on the program's terms, not
on conventional terms such as sféndardlzed test scores. The
program sought ways to be accountable for all the goals it said it
would be accountable for. These included the three R’s, but not as
isolated skills measured against a norm. The overall learning
behaviors and learner attitudes of individual learners were what
mattered. Standardized tests not only do not measure these but
actually subvert such concerns because what they do measure
is given such outlandish importance. We are convinced that there
is considerable evidence that the single-minded push for docile and
uniform test passers at 6, 7, and 8 contributes sigrificantly to so
many nonreagers and “reluctant learners” at 16, 17, and 18.

’

5. The teachers were given three years to work through the
program before being evaluated. If anything, that is a minimal
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amount of time, just.a b.eginning'. But given the mentality of instant
results that accompanies most new programs in American schools,
it was a generous amount of time. .

6. Evenin moments of their own doubts and ambivalence,
the parents remained supportive and helpful. We are convihced
that parents need to be brought into the process of their children’s
education even more. ’ , ‘

7. SBme key people, notably the superintendent and the
principal, were responsive. In spite of the frustrations and problems,
especially during the second year, we never lost touch with the
administration. Even in some of the darker moments there was the
understanding that we all were working for what was best for
the children.” T ' . 01

"8 The program was voluntary. Some'may see that as the
most important factor-to.its success,.and it cannot be denied that

. ‘being an identified "alternative” gave the teachers the freedom
to operate more on their owri terms. The heart of an'open ¢
education program, however, is the consideration given to each
child as an individual and making whatever arrangements necessary
to contribute to his ultimate development as a person and a learner.
An alternative program might:make tI}gt,easier, but I am not
‘convinced it is necessary. The irony i$ thatwe have to develop
an alternative program to try to accomﬁ.lish what should be at

the center of every program. ; -

"Asking what factors contributed to the success of the
I-D Program begs the second question: Is the I-D Program really
asuccess? Survival and expansion are not enough. The real
criterion of success is the extent to which it makes a qualitative
difference in the lives of the children who come through it.

The ultimate.goal of open education Is something akin to
mental health. Mental health is being awake to life; it is feeling
excited about living and learning; it is related to joy and 'celebration;
it is being in touch with one’s unic’;ug personal and intellectual
powers; it is feeling control over one’s own destiny. Mental health
is perceiving school as an institution that promotes that kind of
growth rather than fostering the sense of anxiety and failure and
alienation and boredom alnd purposelessness and docility that has
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been shown by an endless_parade of critics to be the real Iseson
most children learn in school even when they do well on the
standardized tests. Mental health is the only success for which we
ultimately want to be held accountable.

In that regard we have taken accountability seriously, stating
our assumptions, deriving objectives from them, setting up
practices consistent with them, struggling to make them work, and
evaluating ourselves accordingly. We wish all programs, all
teachers, would be as rigorous, no matter what their pedagogy.

It is too bad that the "accountablllty" movement is so narrowly
cqncewed usually deteriorating into trying to find out whether

skills and information are being pumped in or not according to a
grade-level, assembly-line timetable—an industrial rather than-an
educational accounting (which of course is where the term came
from!). Schools that behave like factories—even factories with
individually guided assembly lines—could in the long run, ironically,
be sacrificing children's deeper development and potential for the

_ gratification of immediate scores! .

All schopols, however, claim to have broader goals than that;
they want to promote positive attitudes about learning along with all
those skills and all that information. Maybe the burden, then, -
should be on all programs to be as accountable for those broader
goals as they try to be for skill and information goals. Maybe the
burden should be on school boards and admlmstratlons to broaden
the notion of accountablllty so that teachers are not forced t6 play
the “skills game” at the expense of other ditnensions of human
development.

In the I-D Program we used some evaluative instruments of a
kind that we recommend to all programs if they are serious about
being accountablé for and evaluating all of their goals. Hopefu'lly,
more such instruments will be coming out in the future. We need to ( !
experiment much more in these directions.

That may turn out to be a major contributibn of open
education—keeping the schools honest. Only so can they move
away from the practice of separating narrow skill development
from broader human development and consequently become
accountgble for §II the goals they give lip service to. For anything
less than this, they may ultimately have to face the charge of
malpractice.

-
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‘Open With Care:

A Case Study’,

e

N .
Roland S. Barth

L]

Several years ago | accepted § position as instructional coordinator
of two inner-city elementary schoozs inyol@ed_ in a new foundation-
university-public school'project. Six tedchers were hired who
shared a mutual commitment tdfopen eﬁucation They all entered
the project aware of being young, white, mexperlenced Iuberal and
from “out of town,” movmé into a worId of older, predominantly
black, conservative, and.cautlous adults. Nevertheless, they were
buoyed by support for their ideas, by opportunities for staff
development, and by what lookéd like an opportunity to put ideas

.\ intogractice in an urban, public school setting.” They dared-believe

radically different things'aboqt children, learning, and knowledge,
and were prepared to act on thesé beliefs.
AN

. ’
~ -

September ,

The first week of school, the classroom of one of the teachers,
not unllke those of the other five:

Desks arranged in clusters of four or five, no names on desks,
children choose where to sit.  +

Cardboard furniture, tables, boxes, shelves (all made by the
teacher) arranged into nnterest areas at which children are engaged.
in a variety of activities with a good deal of excitement and noise.

* This chapter 1s adapted with the assistance of Beth Barth from. Roland S.
Barth. Open Education and the Amencan School. New York. Schocken
Books, 1974.

¥
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Rooms are arranged into interest areas at which
*in a variety of activities: painting, leather work, looking at picture books,
making things out of yarn, making things out of clay, watching and handling

_rabbits and gerbils, watching fish in the aquarium.

’

s

painting, leather work, looking at picture booi-xs, making-things out
of yarn, making things out of clay, watahing and handling rabbits
and gerbils, watching fish in tHe aquarium.

i Teacher's desk placed at the back of the room, teacher moving
from activity to activity and from child to child, offering
encouragement, but also keeping children under control.

Teacher is smiling, kind, soft-spoken, trusting.

Children leave the room freely ta go to the bathroom or to the
water fountain whenever they choose.

oL

i
\

-
«children are engaged
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At times the teacher organizes more directed activities such
as math\games, blocks p zles etc. or reading periods on an
individua) basis, u mostly library books, few texts.

Little or no homewdtk given, unless a child chooses to take:

home unfinished work or a book of interest. ’
A variety of interesting things available to children who are -
finished. s

December

‘Three months later, the same classroom agam not unlike those
of the other teachers:

Desks arranged in four rows with six to'a row. Each child is
assigned to and sitting at a desk with his name on it.

Most of cardboard furniture gone. R .
No animals. -
No evidence of leather, yarn, paints, clay.

Teacher's desk dominates the front of the room from which a
vast number of dittoed sheets are dispensed.

_ Teacher does not smile, rather directs and reprimands children,
often yells at them in what appears to be almost continuous anger.

Bathroom psss reduired to go to the layatory. -
Teacher's permission required io go to the water fountain.

Children divided into ability groups for math, working silently
in their seats on worksheets, workbooks, and textbooks.

Children divided into three reading groups, each of which . ~—
uses a different level basal'text. .
Homework assngned‘each night in math and reading, R

classrooms over three months were major, and, from the point of *
view of open education, regressive. The dramatic turnabout involved
all parties to the &ducational enterprise. children, parents, tea?;‘hers‘, ’
administrators, and the plan of the program itself. Let us examine

the major sources and forms of resistance to change in the

direction of openness.

What had happened? The changes which took place in these
|

v
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The Program

. The Lincoln-Attucks School Program was set up to serve
six hundred mostly black students in two inner-city elementary
schools: It was the first major attempt to combine pr|vate .
foundation support with resources of the un|verSIty to augment the
usual offerings of the public school system. The f,pundatlon would
provide $100,000 to the schools each year for five years and a lump
sum of $500,000 to the university; the publi¢ scheols would provide

* the services and funds customariy available to elementary schools,
plus about $180,000 in TitIe | funds the first year; the university
would use the $500,000 from the foundation to recruit and pay for

. several additions to its staff to work in'the program.
~ Two adjacent elementary schools were selected: Lincoln and
© Attucks. Underlym_g the remarkable concentration of resources

upon these two schools was a major assumption: because the
problems of inner-city children are,great, the resources necessary

to solv«e them must be of similar magnitugte. .

No good purpose is served if projects are spread so thinly over so
many educationally deprived children that there is no possibility of
significant and permanent advantage to any. The guidelines call for a
miassive efforgconcentrated on fewer children, thus improving chances of
achieving substantial gains. .

.~ * A great deal was'riding on the program. The foundation
* wanted to place its résources in a critical situation, where.the
likelihood of success was great and the prospect for dissemination
hlgrt The umversnty needed to relieve growing, often hostile,
pressures from students and community by becoming significantly
involved in problems of the inner city. The school system wanted
to regain the support of the black community.
In addition-to. these largely unstated goals were the formaI

objectives of the program '

To increase our understanding of the respective roles—and their
interaction—of school, home. and community in individual child
. * development and learning

. To permit parents, teachers, and administrators to evu.ve bettér
patterns of education

To enrich curriculum and provide the specnal services. necessary
for quality education for all children iy .

ERIC © oA T C
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To develop mstruchonal programs and practices flexible enough to
strengthen the assets and remedy the rieeds of a diverse range of pupils

To improve the relationship between the pupnls and their teachers,
parents, and cqmmunity .

To imprcve the students’ self-respect, iden&ity, and self-confidence
© To improve the basic skills of the students

To develop patterns of shared responsibility and decision making
amoqg_the parents, the staff, and tne students:

- These were legitimate ends. However, no one mentioned
means the operational specifications to be employed in achieving
the goals. .

.. no one fully understood the problems of providing quéllty
education in city schools. ... Thus it was decided (at the outset) that no
specfic intervention or me:hod would be introduced during an introductory
period. {t was felt that it would take about a year of observation and
appraisal before a clear cut indication of program direction would be
apparent.

In short, unknown to most, the plan was to study the problems
thoroughly before determining how to rectify them. This absence of
a pedagogical plan led to crippling problems, three of which caused
most of the difficulties: selection.of inappropriate schools,
haphazard choice of staff, and lack of administrative organization
and leadership.

- .
&

The Schools . ‘

It is not at all clear why two schools were selected for the
. program. Lincoln School was constructed in 1928, and for many
' y€ars it served an Italian,nen.gﬁborhobd with a K-6 parochial-public
education program. With the loss of its middle-class population,
Lincoln became black and jower class—a dumping ground for old
teachers, inexperienced teachers, and misfits who could not be
fired. These conditions created a volatile situation. Objections
of militant parents were reaching threatening proportions. Because
the foun&ation-.university-public school program seemed to offer
the resources necessary ‘for rapid, significantchan‘ge, Lincoln
was chosen. i
Parents responded with suspicion. Thay were told that they

.

*~
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must be included in the program, that the decision had already been
made “downtown.” Only two of the twelve teachers from the
previous year were invited to stay on in the new program. ,An able

_ black woman, one of the few teachers in whom parents had

confidence, applied for the posntlon of instructional coordinator for
the two schools and was turned down in favor of the author. No one
from Lincoln was placed in a position of major responsibility in the
new program. .

Attucks was a new K-4 school in a mlddle class community.

It was selected for inclusion in the program because it was only a
ymile from Lincoin; its new building offered a fresh start
unencumbered by traditional people and practices, it was small,
but it had the second highest concentration of blacks in the city—
96 percent.

Unlike the Lifrcoln parents, those at Attucks jumped at the
chance to participate in the program. In early May five teachers
from the previous year's staff who wanted to join the new program
were hired, and in June their principal was offered the position
of admnmstratlve coordinator of both schools.

The contrast between Lincoln and Attucks is marked. If the
program had had a fixed rationale, the choice of schools might
have been different. As it was, the choice of schools was directed
by expediency and then a rhetoric was imposed. ' The two schools,
teachers, and parents will work together in every way, and

. cooperate fully as equal partners in the program.” d

- .

The Staff

-

" Nor did a rationale underlie selection of administrators and
teachers. The director attempted to fill the stable with strong, able
people, without regard for background, color, or sense of direction.
Furthermore, each was led to believe that she or he would have an
important place in the new program and would be able to do what
he or she felt was in the best interests of the children, whatever the
approach.

Sixty people were hu'éd to serve the six hundred children in the
two schools. Staff polarization was assured. young/old, black/
white; those from out of town/those from the city, university/

nonunjversity, experienced/inexperienced, administrators,/ teachers,

-
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traditional educators/open educators; professionals/
paraprofessionals; Lincoln/Attucks. These tensions were
aggravated by the absence of a clear policy or educational  +
philosophy, and the lack of clear job descriptions for each of the
25 nonteaching adults. A variety of firmly held, intrinsically
contradictory educational beliefs were off and running.

Administrative Organization ,

The third major source of difficulty was the lack of
.administrative organization and leadership. One principal would

be responsible for all admlmstratlve duties in both schools, and
another for instructional matters. The planners believed that
separating the administrative and instructional duties would make
each principal more effective. Because whites held the positions
of administrative and instructional coordinators, it was decided,
for political reasons, that a black would be appointed in each school
as a kind of “building leader,"” to handle the *'day-to-day” decision
making. It was not unti! decisions had to be made,.until the
program was called upon to act, that the viability of this 1%
organizational model was tested—and broke down.

On the first day of school everyone made decisions. At Lincoln
the building leader made room assignments, the instructional
coordinator made room assignments, the director made room
assignments, and the teachers decided among themseives what
their room assignments would be. The administrative coorrdinator,
the instructional coordinator, the curriculum resource teacher, and
the director all tried to get supplies from downtown. One teacher
in distress with her class had 11 administrators descend on her
the first day to “help.”

In this state of tensnon msecunty, and exhaustion everyone
quickly reverted to familiar alliances. university people met with
university people, blacks met with blacks, whites met with whites,
and the six teachers who shared a commitment tc open education
and who had been trying to dissolve themselves as a unit, regrouped.
The tentative trust between individuals of diverse backgrounds
gave way to suspicion and antagonism.

The I2ng-awaited improvement in services for children was in
jeopardy and as.the situation grew worse, the liRelihood of
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intervention from the press, the university, the foundation, the
superintendent, parents, and militant black groups increased. The
director and the head of the univers?ty team, fearing a public
debacle, assumed responsibility, announcing that henceforth they
were ‘‘codirectors” of the program. But, because they did not know
where they were going, the new codirectors-could only attempt to
minimize dissonance as it arose. This was a defensivé and
dependent orientation, hardly capable-of conveying confidence,
let alone anticipating subsequent-problems. If dissonance was
minimized it was due more to collective exhaustion than to any
successful administrative strategies.

It was in this setting that the six teachers attempted to set up
open classrooms. Despite their sensitivity to the perils of the .
program they instinctix{ely,displayed well-established but
inappropriate modes of dperating when the going got rough.
One of the most important concepts was color blindness. They had
been taught that skin color is only pigiment and that there are no
real differences tetween black and white people. Furthermore,
to differentiate is to discriminate. The open educators believed that
what was best for white children was also best for black children.
The nature of children, the learning pracess, and knowledge is the
same for-all. They believed that education is experience
encountered, not knowledge transmitted, and that an experience
curriculum is as appropriate for black “‘deprived” children as for
white suburban children. So the six chose to establish open
classrooms at Lincoln and Attucks.

=

Hesistance to Open Education from Children

Open ¢d.cators assume that children learn by exploring a
variety of materials, by making choices, and by posing and solving
their own problems. They also assume that children welcome
opportunities to.do these things. The children in the program
did not. The efforts of the six teachers were unsuccessful from the
begipning. Following theory and intuition, they allowed children
to make decisions. But children have limited capacity to attend to
a task and attention becomes even more difficult when many options
are available. In this case a rich environment of manipulative
materials only made it less likely that a chjld could focus on any one.




" Open educators assume that children learn by exploring a variety of ’
materiais, by making choices, and by posing and solving their own problems.

A common pattern emerged. A teacher would introduce choice
into a classroom situation. The children would use the situation to
'disrupt the classroom. The teacher would withdraw the choice,
often punishing the children as well. Everyorie would then feel
frustrated and resentful. Teachers learned an important lesson -
quite contrary to open educators’ assumptions about children:
trust in children’s capacity to make choices is not warranted and
will be abused. .

Why did this happen? The answer lies in at least two places:
the needs of the children and the needs of the teachers. As these
children saw school, only two conditions could exist: firm,
authoritarian order or chaos. The children were affaid of different
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experiences; the more different, the more they were afrafd. Itis

not surprising, therefore, that they were merciless in their demands
for teacher-imposed order; or that they remained dependent upon
adult contrc, for any productive, organized experience. The
children wanted stability and evidence of concern in a familiar fon:m*.
The open classrooms and their teachers provided neither.

Like the children, the six teachers had a polarized conception
of school: either authoritarian rigidity or creative freedom.
Unfortunately, the dichotomies of the children and the adults were |

» indirect.conflict. Teachers’ practices intended to facilitate learning
were perceived as chaotic by the students, who rejected them out
of hand. This pushed the teachers more and more toward what the
students would call order and the teachers would call tyranny.
The teachers found this distressing. Most soon decided that the
ideas and practices of open education would not work. They tried
to revise their teaching along more traditional lines. They set up
reading groups, introduced basal texts, and required homework.
But after each attempt, the teacher would usually hate himself or
herself and the administration, and feel hated by the children as well.

The teachers were firmly on the horns of a dilemma. They came
to the conclusion that it would be best to “‘go straight” only to
discover to thelndismay that they could not. jith no preparation

« for the traditional role which was being denﬁéed of them, they
were unable to assume the role of manager of children and
transmitter of knowledge. One teacher observed, “What | need
is a cram course in being a traditional teacher.”

The difficulties these teachers experienced seem to have
general significance. Open education attracts many who find the
“facilitator-of-learning" mantle a comfortable one under which to
hide. Many advocates of open education have not resolved their
own autﬁority problems, and are unwilling, if not incapable, of being
authorities themselves. They identify with the children, and see
themselves as colleagues in the war against the oppressive system.
Many have turned to open education because they do not t?elieve
children should be ‘managed.” Yet when teachers are reluctant
to be directive, children perceive this as insecurity and not.as
caring. They exploit the teagher’s conflict ober assuming a
directive role and react wulémger, which forces the teacher to
assume a role he fears and detests.
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Because the teachers were so caught up in this conflict, they
were unable to explore appropriate steps or developmental stages
to lead children from dependence upon authoritarian adults toward

assuming more responsibility for their own learning and behavior.

Resistance from Parents

Not surprisingly the parents, like their children, alsé had a
model of quality education which resembled a military academy
more than the open classroom.’ Parents expected, wanted, and
demanded, clear evidence that each child was under the teacher’s
control at all times. The only alternative, as the parents saw it, was
that the children were out of control. They believed that the ideal
relationship between teacher and student was that of superordinate
and subordinate. If the child will but respect and obey his teacher,
he will learn.

Parents visiting the classrooms of the six teachers were
astonished and angered by what they saw. children with their-backs
to the teacher, playing with animals, games, and each other;
teachers called by their first names; a variety of activities going on
simultaneously, movement, mess, and noise. The parents considered
this disrespectful ahd a source of intense embarrassment. Only one
thing infuriated them more than seeing their children behaving in
these ways—seeing the teacher do nothing about it. *... one of
the parents asked me if my room was some kind of psychological
experiment. ... did | believe that children could not function in
a neat environment."”

Some angry parents stormed into the principal's office and
demanded to know, “Why can't this place /ook like a school?"
"Where are the textbooks, reading groups, _lgrkbooks, worksheets,
homework?"” “Show me what the children ale learning;” they
demanded. “If | want my child to go to a zoo, I'll take him to a zoo.
He's in school to learn.” )

Examined more deeply, few parents really objected to the
animals, the crafts, the woodworking, or to the notion of a “rich
manipulativé environment.” The parents and the teachers wanted
the chlldren to “catch up” academically with white children. Their
dlsagreement was.over sequence. The teachers believed a child
must have experiences with materials in order to **catch up,” that
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manipulative experiences are.a necessary precondition for the
development of skills and abstract concepts. The‘parents, on the
other hand, knew their children were several grade levels behind .
in most subjects; they saw games, toys animals, blocks, and other
manlpulatlve materials as frnvolous and appropriate only after
children have ‘caught up” on skil}s, csncepts and disciplines,
‘through dr1II and workbooks.
Perhaps provoked by what they found lacking in the teacher’s .
professional behavior, parents began to focus on what they expected
“of the teachers’ personal behavior. A teacher’s dress should be
modest, sober, supplying ample coverage. There was concern
about where the staff lived. The six teachers, living Peace Corps-like
beside the schools, made parents extremely anxious. “How can
my child fespect a teacher who I|ves in that shabby house?” It also
upset the black teachers in the program for whom it raised the
uncomfortable question of why.they were not living in the school
community instead of in the white suburbs.
¢ The differing expectations of teachers and parents about
quality education placed the two groups on a collision course.
Concerned parents wrote a letter requestlng that a black principai .
be appointed; they applied pressure to move the teachers out of the
neighborhood; they wrote petitions demanding the six teachers be
fired. W|thhold|ng themselves, by not coming to meetingsor  °
conferences was perhaps the most devastating tactic parents
employed to weaken and ugdermine the personal security of the
six teachers and to, kill their attempts at innovation.
" More than a concern for appearances, traditions, morality,
and their own egos led parents to a military academy concept of
quality education. Theif.xeasoning had logic. “We want our children
to go to high school, to cdllege, to get a good, white-collar job, to
have a home, a carﬁyd raise a family. In short, we want them to
do what you (whites) have done.” “If our children have the kind
of educational experience vou had they too will make it." “But,
since our children are starting with many strikes against them, since
they are already behind in reading, writing and arithmetic, and
self-control, they will have to have your educational experience
only more so. More respect, more obedience, more authority, more
“homework, morést)oo_ks, more discipline.”
Paradoxically, although parents did not like what was
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happening to their children in school, they were reluctant to risk
anything different. Their implicit mandate to the program was

to improve dramatically their children’s education .. . without
significantly changing anything. Under such a mandate, the greater
the deviation from traditional educati‘onal methods the more
resistance could be expected.

Resistance to Open Education from Administrators

The six teachers had expected to participate in important
school decisions, particularly those which directly concerned them.
They assumed that administrators would make decisions about ,
routines dhd schedules, whereas decisions concerning substantive
issues, such as curriculum, report cards, discipline, homework, or
rules, would be group decisions. In short, the six teachers exgected
to find a democratic decision-making model in the program, a model
somehow consistent with ideas of open education. ¢

What they found was a power vacuum caused by the lack of a
clear plan and strong leadership. Seeking to fill the vacuum were
a dozep power-seeking and frightened administrators. Each (
member of the administration and of the university. team had a great
deal, personally and professionally, riding on the program. For
most this was the first position of significant responsibility, and,
like all first €xperiences, it carried with it unreasonably high
expectations and a good.deal of insecurity. They felt that long years
of personal experience, their superior knowledge of their own race
(for the blacks), and their positions of responsibility in the program
entitled them to make important judgments and to have those
judgments respected and carried out by the rest of the staff,
particularly by teachers. In short, the university and school
administrators expected the same respect and obedience they had
accorded their superiors for many years.

Confronted with demands for traditional practices by
authoritarian administrators, the six teachers found themselves in
a situation they had neither anticipated nor were ready to deal with.
On the one hand, they felt they should be supportive, especially to
the black administrators, on the other they brought a pronounced
hostility and distrust of authority figures, paren}s, professors, or
school administrators, Black authoritarians defied their
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categorization system. What teachers saw to be incompetent
behavior could not be called incompetent without black and white
fearing such accusations were based upon color of skin, not

* performance.

Their first, and perhaps easiest, response was to make
concessions of form. When “orderly” rooms were demanded, they
arranged children’s desks in straight rows, but changed them once
or twice a day for skits, dances, or games. Miniskirts and loud
ties were replaced by more conservative dress. *Play periods” or

" “'free time" were changed to “activity period” or to “‘work period.”
The teachers, surprised and disappointed when thegg surface
concessions were not sufficient, reverted to strategies which had
enabled them to resolve difficult problems in the past: verbal
facility, color blindness, honesty, efficiency, and emotional and
physical withdrawal. . .

Unfortunately, color blindness in the white teschers was not a
virtue. In a situation where credentials came to mean power, not
to acknowledge a black’s color was an aggressive act, intended to
deprive the black of his credentials.

When an offerisive decision—to give homework, for example—
was made.by an administrator the six teachers responded by
preparing and delivering a well-reasoned, careful, persuasive, and
logical argument against it. Unable to outmaneuver the teachers
verbally, administrators had to pull rank in order to emerge from
the confrontation without loss of face. In this way, teachers time
and again won the arguments, but lost the battle.

When the teachers saw ways of making things operate more
efficiently, they suggested them. But many administrators use
inefficiency as an indirect, even unconscious, means of getting
teachers to do what they want them to. As these teachers became
more efficient and self-sufficient, they escaped this indirect
administrative control. For example, teachers who wanted to buy
animais for their classrooms were told that money was slow in
coming from downtown, so they went out on their lunch hour to a
nearby pet shop. When told school carpenters were too gusy to
build shelves in their classrooms, they bought their own materials
and tools and made the furniture over the weekend. When told there™

was not enough time to organize parent meetings before vacation,
teachers wrote individual letters to parents of all their children.

-
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These initiatives were taken by administrators as indications that
the teachers were out of their control—which they were.

As a last stand some teachers attempted to bypass
administrators by going above their heads to possibly more
sympathetic officials. One, frustrated by the unreceptive
administration, appealed to the university, an act which caused
further alienation. ? )

The ultimate response of the open educators to the resistance
of administrators was withdrawal. When, despite their best efforts,
things did not go their way, many of the teachers considered leaving
the program. One rationalized his decision to leave by saying that,
“‘Blacks should staff and run their own schools. Black children will

, not come to value themselves and achieve a favorable self-image
if they are taught by white teachers.” Another planned to leave
to teach.in a system which would both permit and éncourage open
education; otherwise, he said, he would “never know what it is
-like.” On the surface this willingness to leave the classroom, the
program, teaching, was the ultimate in humility. But there is .
another side: offers or threats to pack up one’s marbles and go

8 home had always been a successful strategy for these bright,
valuable young people. It tended to bring parents, teachers, or
peers around to help them get their way. In the program an offer
of withdrawal was also a convenient defense which péermitted the
individual not to have to come to grips with a second alternative,
that of making concessions.

., in Lincoln-Attucks, repeated oifers of resignation did not elicit
sympathy or influence the opposition. Such offers were met, at
best, with "Why would you want to do that?" Resignation was seen
as weakness by those who had_endured far more difficulty for far
longer periods of time. Even worse, a teacher's dffer to resign was
seen as a personal vote of no confidence. Some administrators saw
it as a test of allegiance. if the teacher chose to leave he had no
allegiance to the administrator, 4f he said, 'Oh no, | couldn’t leave
you,” then he passed the test.

The teachers were willing to work with administrators as
colleagues, but not under their control. Administrators, on the other
hand, threatened by the teachers, wanted them only in subordinate
roles. Each of the teachers debated whether to act according to his

.or her philosophy, saving children from what he or she perceived
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as oppression and boredom, or to assurhe a more traditional role
which would salvage ‘his or her- reIatlonshlps with parents and
admiinistrators. Here was the uitimate agony and conflict of the six.
wherein lay courage? Did it lie in fighting for one's personal and
professional ideas—open education—and for one’s rights of
academic freedom as a teacher, or in ”gomg straight”~—making .

_the concessions to administrators and pare"is necessary for

survival? Initially; most opted for the former. By the time they
came around to the latter, it was too late.

Unfortunately, no one considered a third alternative: that
“‘going straight™ at first might ultimately be the most powerful way
of fighting for one’s ideals. By so doing, teachers might gain the
confidence of parents and administrators and thus in time be able
to help children assume greater responsnblllty for their own
behavior.

It is difficult to sort out the factors which led to the failure of
open education in this public school situation from the factors
which led to the fa'lure of the program ifself. To what extent were _
these failures a function of a poorly planned and administered
program? Of racial tensions? Of the slowness with which the
school system bureaucracy responded to urgent requests? Of
the unwillingness of the university team to 1espond to the requests

_of the school p’eople, and their inability to help disturbed children

as well as diagnose their disturbances? Of the inexperience of
the six teachers? Of the problems of trying to imple‘men!'h*gpen
education anywhere?

The program was based on several assumptions. The basic
one was that the unpleasant, and unproductive, educational
experience of children in school can be rectified by the infusion
of more money and more people. Jhe tragedy of the program was
that few of the additional people in the program were,capable of
perceiving or acting upon the hundreds of problems which children
and teachers were having'each day. Inslead, each searched
fruitlessly. for a significant sphere of influence, power, and security.

The impact of the six teachers and of the ideas of open
education can be seen in the reorganization of the program during
its second year. The new staff was described by a teacher still with
the programeas ', . . on t_he whole, older, more experienced, with
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more blacks, fewer men, narrower, more conservative educationally,
more traditional in style and in attitudes.toward change.” Thus the .
attempts by the six teachers to establish open classrooms had the
immediate effect of drawing the schools far closer to the'fi#litary
academy model than they had been before the program began. ,
The six teachers failed, in part, because of their inexperience,
stubbornness, idealism, and even arrogance. But a part of the failure
rests with those who brought firmly committed open educators into
an inappropriate and inimical situation, for, in a real sense, people
are program. None of the six was asked to stay a second year.
One moved to an independent school, and one to a university, lab
school, where open learning is both permitted and encouraged.
Thus, the year after their experience with the program, not one of
the open educators was employed in public schools. This says
something about change inthe public schools, about resistance to
open education, and about those who would make the schools moré
open. Altruistic intentions, lmpeccable academic crede‘ntlals, <~
abundant vigor, and unhmnted educational vision will not, in = )
themselves, suffice. As one of the custodians in the program put it,
“That and a dime wilil get you a‘cup”of-coffee.” .o

oy

.Seven Years Later ,

| do not feel that this caseest'udycoh‘é'tit\utes a fair test of either .
the ideas or the practices of open- education. From it we can ,
conclude neither the worth nor the worthlessness of informal
classrooms in publnc schools.

It is tempting to discuss thn,expenence as out of the ordinary® ,_/*
and irrelevant to other situations. From my subsequent work in
other schools, | am convinced, however, that most public schools
offer conditions which are similar to those in which the attempts of .
these six teachers failed. Ihis is !rue in cities, suburbs, privete
schools, publnc schools, black schools, white schools—wherever /
educational ‘change calls for significant departurefrom expected
practace The resistance we encountejed was, no doubt, accentuated
by idealism, by the newness of the prggram, by racial tensaons by
inner-city problems, and by the novel, “experimental” quallty
surrounding open‘\educataon“m 1968. But any educator attempting to o
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introduce informal classrooms-who believes these forms and -
intensities of resistance do not bear upon hiﬁor her own situation

will be no less surprised and no less devastated than werethe six &

teachérs. For, no matter how we define quality educatlon efforts ., . .
to ct;?nge the schools will be met with-resistance. The more Q
significant the change, the more significant the resistance. Our

experience was but one instance of a more prevalent condltlon

Resistance to change in theﬂ(Lrectlon of open edusation is an
educational constait in public schoals. Most parents’ cohgepts of
quality education are traditional. Most parents care deeply\about
their children and rely heavily upon “scfnool" to bring them s% cess,
wealth, and satisfaction. Whereas inner-city patents might see ~
school as providing their children a stable place.in the job market, e
,suburban parents depend equally heavily upon-school to assure
admissidn to Exeter, Harvard, and the medical or legal professwn
These aspirations, although different, are held with equal tenacity.
Anythihg which interferes will be fiercely opposed: When confronted -
with a kind of educayon which appears to threaten these
expectations and differs so completely from the established path
toward these goals, most parcits fear for the success of their
children. It js not surprising, then, that mostparents view.open
classrooms as a risky, untried experiment with their children’s .
lives—a gamble best not taken. .Many inner-City parents see ~ «
informal classrooms as:appropriate for middle-class children who
already “have it made™ arjd have nothing to lose, many mi iddle-class,
suburban parents iee informal classrooms as suitable workmg-
class children, many of whom may not be heade(f for college anyway
and thus have little to lose. Few parents see open education as the
best education for their children. For few adm’mi§tr3tors and
teachers is the swim against tnis current appealing.

Unfortunately, many unwritten case studies of aitempfo/
develop informal classrooms in American public schools ngw lie
buriea beneath epitaphs of "sloppy, "' rmnssnve, P anarchistic,”
“chaotnc " or “laissez faire.” -

On the brighter side are the successes. An examination of the’
numerous informal programs which aré working reveals some
characteristics which may serve as gundelmes for those who would L
make our.schools more humane productive, ixcmng places for
children, parents, and teachers. In most successful program&.
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2

Change emanates from a teacher's personal philosophy,
his/her beliefs about children, learning, and knowledge, and less
on classroom appearances

Attentlon is given to the development of children's personal
qualmes notin place of but in addition to development of language
and mathematical skllls

Verbal labels and overt distinctions which attempt to categorize
“informal ¢lassroom’ and “traditional classroom" are minimized.

Supportive personnel within the schools, especially the
principal, are available to support and-help teachers.

Appropriate and abundant manipulative materials are
available—frequently provided by teachers and students.

Teachers who have successfully taught in more formal classes,
and whowant to move toward a more child-centered program, are
more.likely to succeed than many beginning teachers.

Major changes such as materials, grouping, spatial
organization, and evaluation are introduced gradually and in
an orderly manner.

Parents and feachers are given some measure of choice
concerning their participation in informal programs.

At this time it is not clear whether more ir}mrmal, material-
centered classrooms result in more academic, persorial, and social
.growth for children than otherkinds of learning environments.
What is clear, however, is that informal, open classrooms—although
cifficult to develap and sustain in our public schools—can be
developed and sustained if the innovator is able to subordinate

“his/her personal needs to the needs of children and to the :ealities
of the institution. Otherwise open education will remain, in Pogo’s
phrase, an “insurmountable opportunity.”

r




Teachers and
Principals Speak

This chapter consists, simply, of the thoughts of good teachers
and principals | have-known and with whom | have worked. As you
read through them, | hdpe you will get some sense of what it
means and what it has meant to be a teacher or administrator
committed to open education in an American school during the past
ten years. You will in many cases find comfort in the sharing of
similar experiences, you may also gain new understandings of the
meaning of openness to some of its most thoughtful

" practitioners.—V.R. o

Of Failures, Problems, and Frustrations .

| think my worst moments have been those times when | have
felt alone and isolated. While | am willing to accept (and am
rather proud) that my classroom may be different and unique,
| am uneasy with the possibility that | may be, not only in my own
boat, but on my own sea as well. Being within a public school
framework, | want to feel a part of the whole and have parents,
colleagues,.and administrators feel this too. But when a parent
requests his child be removed from my care, when a colleague
reproaches my work without taking the time to understand it, when
students from other classes talk down our program, or when one
of our students takes a downward turn either academically,
emotionally, or socially—all of these situations tend to elicit a
feeling of frustration and isolation, even though | know that such
circumstances are part of teaching.

67 -
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When | decided to structure my classroom in a radically
different way from what is considered normal for this age group,
| realized that pressures would be intense. The pressure of personal
failure and failure of the program tended to increase my sense of
isolation and alienation from the whole. The longer our program is
in operation, however, the more | have been able to accept such
negative moments. As | absorb the impact of these experiences,
| have often been able to understand more about myself and the
strengths and weaknesses of my teaching.

-
a a a a a

Over four hundred youngsters showed up on that first day,
mostly bussed in and terribly resentful. This was not their school.
They did not know us. They did not have: any materials to work with.
We did not have any innovative materials for working with them. The
school had no routines, traditions, procedures for anything. |
thought the surly, overaged, hyperactive, disadvantaged bunch of
kids would tear the building apart brick by brick. The teachers were
appalled, overcome, and frightened. Within two weeks a young man
who | thought was the strongest teacher of all had resigned and
from there on there were 11 major changes in six months in a faculty
of 13 persons.

The parents added to the scene. Where were the textbooks?
Why didn’t we give homework? Why were the kids all mixed up
(notinregular grades, etc.) Why didn't we have any discipline?

“Chris, you're on Cloud Nine. You can't teach every child.
We re simply not ready.for that. The kids have just goft to do first
grade work. We've got standards and | want first grade teachers to
teach the first grade curriculum.”

"I've got standards, too! A teacher must accept'the
responsibility of meeting each child's needs, to the extent that this
is possible. All of them can’t do ‘first grade’ work. Lots of them
can do ‘third grade’ work. Which should it be—must children
meet our needs, or is the teacher going to listen to children and
try to understand what they need to know and do?"

7




|
» ‘

Teachers and Principals Speak 69

That year my district superintenden} gave me (lwas a
probationary principai) the lowest possible rating he could give me
without failing me spompletely. He had laughed in the-beginning
and said ""McDonough No. 15 is an experiment in whether you can
get output'with no input!” Now at the end of the first year he said,
“l am very disappointed in McDonough No. 15.”" That's right. The ,
administrators thought that in one yéar an inexperienced principal
and staff with no materials, no time, no training, and with lots of
angry kids could build a great new kind of school. 1really can't
blame them for thinking that. | had been willing to take on the

“challenge so | must have believed it too.

. *
] ] u ] a1
.
. ®

In a classroom like mine, where children work individually on
so many things, there is one danger that worries me—that the sense
of community, of each one caring for each one, might be’lost. My
first year of teachihg, on the worst days, | felt that it was indeed lost.
All that summer | agonized over how to strike a balance in my new
classroom, continuing._to offer the children the chance to pursue
indiv.dual interests, but mamtammg that sense of groupness, t‘\at
sense of caring for each other that | value very highly.

i
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| feel my Iargest frustrations have come from prmcnpals who
have mandated }Jmform:ty throughout the school in class
organization, glructure, and curriculum—principals who have said,
overtly or coy rtly, “Teach as | say.”
/

o,

The key relationship has to do with the teacher and his . _ ‘
interaction with the children. It is here that | feel that a major |
discr bancy between American and British "open" styles.begins. ‘
The British style is very subtle, the camaraderie in the classroom |
has,a line, behind the questing cooperativeness there is the ultimate i
au/thoritativenessof the teacher, the ultimate respect of the child ‘
for the adult. It is a cultural thing. When this is transposed into |

merican society it has a different "'feel” to it. Somehow, to me, |
;(t does not feel right. The children make the jump in the all or
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nothing way, from subjection under the authoritarian regime
(enforced respect) to almost the other end of the continuum,
near-permissive disrespect. This may be something that | have
perceived that is peculiar to my situation—but then it may be a
cultural complication to be taken into consideration when

“opening” the classroom in Americathat we do not have i |n
England.

Do you know that to tryto extend interests beycad
capabilities will kill the interests? That it is very important to know
when to gk questions and when to keep quiet? Do you know.that
having créativity as part of the curriculum is sometimes mistaken
for lack of structure? The following quote illustrates this: ‘I want
Johnnie to be in an unstructured situation where he can be creative
and do 'his own thing.” Also this quote: “I think Janie will do well
in your unstructured program since she has a mind of her own and
has difficulty relating to a group.” Another “I want Johnnie to have

"constant success so he will grow up with a good selé-concept.”

How realistic is it to assume that a learning situation can exist
without structure? How realistic is it to assume that Johnnie should
never be criticized or corrected? In a relationship of trust we are
able to say, “'You use a capital letter at the beginning of a
sentence,” without Johnnie having an old-fashioned decline. His
response is usually “Oh.” Is it realistic to assume that openness
means no group instruction of any sort? Or that skills instruction
is not necessary?

Did you realize that all seven year olds do not come to school
wanting to help the younger children? That, in fact, if you could.
listen in on the playground conversation it is sometimes very
threatening? “You get out of my way kid or I'll twist your arm
till it comes off!” You find out this sort of thing is going on when
Johnnie's mother drops in one day and relates the nightmares that
he is having about his aym dropping off.

We have learned that other things we take for granted or
assume about children are not true. For example: "l provide a
stimulating environment and the children proceed to choose
meaningful activities and study them in depth.” Did you know that
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children of primary-age, as a general rule, do not choose to study
a subject in depth? Lacking necessary skills and experience, how
deep can you go? Even when offering stimulating choices children
will often assume that “‘doing. nothing” is one of them. Did you
know that no matter how hard you as a teacher try-not to make a
distinction between work and play, the children make such a
distinction? L
We start our day with a planmng group. Eachteacher has a
group of children and together they plan their day and writg their
contract. Would you believe that sometimes children feel if they
have made the plan.and together with the teacher they have
recorded it, that this means the actual work is done? That if they
have checked reading on the contract they will refuse to read for
anyone else all day long? That the manner in which a contractis
made can result in limiting the activity of a youngster rather than .
. extending it? It surprised us to find out that first year that some
children felt in this open classroom it meant that *you could do
anything you wanted to when you wanted to” regardless of
anyone else? ,

Would you further believe that no matter how hard you tried
there were children who were able to go through the whole day
and not accomplish a single thing and you would not realize this
until-five o’clock in the afternoon when he was long gone? Or to
top that, no matter how much effort you put into planning his next
day that he may do the same thing? That when learning is fun,
children's idea of it may be like this thild’s description: *You
have three recesses and little bits of time in between. We squeeze
work into the little bits of time.”

Did you realize that poor housekeepmg, besndes wrecking
dome marriages, can come close to wrecking a program? That
proper storage is necessary to keep order? This lack of order was
on€ of the greatest agonies during the first year. It not only led
to catastroph|es within the classroom, but to profound and, yes,
sometimes profane statements by the janitors, “What is education
today? From where I sit it's do your own thing and leave a blankety
blank trail behind that is not only messy but wasteful. When | went
to school, boy, you toed the mark and you knew when you were
learning the three R's. When are we gomg back to the good,gld days
e when school was schpol ?”
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Incidentally, none of them had liked school enough to
continue attending even though they were capable. Replacing all
the goodies such as magic markers and very high quality white
paper once a week did not set too well with the budget committee
either. Another thing—why shouldn’t twenty-four children alf
wearing appgoximately the same size and style of shoe be able to
go around in sock feet? We had many bad moments at closing time
.sending Susie home without one shoe assuring Mother that it would
be found tomorrow if it was at all possible. And do you know it
doesn’t work to let five and six year olds clean up paint messes on
their own? “Washable” it says on the paint can, but according to
Mother itisn’t. It's amazing how even a long shirt of Dad’s doesn't
protect clothes when moppingthe floor. It's so much fun to take
time out to water play when you're supposed to be cleaning up!

2 ] L ] ] L

Five years later we remain hopeful but angry, not with our
students, not with the parents, but rather we are angry with the
built-in inhibitors—the educational bureaucracy. The educational
bureaucracy resists change not only in the area of curriculum, it
resists violently any movement to better understand itself. It.can
be reported that five years later the bureaucracy has slowed the
pace of charige for me, not direction of cha_nge within me.

»
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Principals in larger numb:ars must take greater risks with
themselves in clarifying what life should.be within the walls of the
" school. Principals in larger numbers must risk and endure greater
sacrifice in their personal lives if we-are to succeed in bringing to
our students a better quality of life in school. ’

-

Ot Success ard Fulfillment

| remember one year | was having to put a lot of energy in on
that class to set them sailing on their own, so much that I guess |

didn't realize it had happened or was not emotionally ready myself
4 < ‘
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for the release until one day when | had joined a group planning a
play. | came equipped with my shorthand notebook, ready to. write
down their script for them. | just sat there, pencit poised, listening.
Two children also had pencil and paper. They were trying to write
the script very slowly, missing parts, asking how to spell words—
very laborious kind of task, | thought. Shortly one of the little girls
said to me softly, “Mrs. Murray, maybe some other group needs
you.” Was this what | had been working for? Hoping for? Looking
forward to? | had a very strange feeling inside of me. She must
have read my expression well because then she put her hand
gently on my arm and added, “We'll come’and get you if we need
you, honest we will.”

This declaration moved me out of their way. The play and'their
sctipt (I could have done so much better!) progressed as they would
have it. Their production was a great success. There s a fine tne
between being a facilitator of learning and a deterrent. These
children had the dictating and writing experience that came right
from them—but 1, of course, could have done a much smoother job,

and so much more efficiently! Oh well. ..
= 4

.
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The role of the adr. nistrator in open education is not one of
being on the outside of the classroom Iookmg in as it so often is in
the traditional setting. You are an integral part of the program, you
know the teachers, the chlldren and the parents and from this you
draw your leadership. | can't honestly remember the last time |
issued an ultimatum, dictated a policy, or had a completely negative _
conference with a teacher, pupil, or parent.

My office has a large window that allows me to see the whole
hall; it also has an open door. It is used for coffee, lunch, storage,
rap sessions, and conferences. It houses a professional library,

a large desk cluttered with notes, the janitor's closet, and a
cardboard box of treasures belonging to a seven year old. Oh yes,
it also has bﬁﬁalds Bactine, and a listening ear My most
important contrlbutlons are being aware of what is going on,
guiding, giving support, making suggestions, offering constructive
criticism, and hiring the right personnel. '
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Happiness is watching someone who had no particular
direction when he started school getting completely involved with a
project on whales and learning how to read and write and express
himself orally because he is interested in learning. It's listening to
a child.say to-his mother, *‘l want to go to school even though I have
a fever and don't feel good.”" It's hearing a.child say to you en
Friday afternoon when you say have a nice weekend, “Darn, is
tomorrow Saturday already?” It's kids wanting to stay in from recess
to continue working. It's also having children anxious to show their
schoolroom and work to older brothers and sisters, hearing
comments from upper grade school teachers, after spending an
afternoon teaching in the lower grades saying, ‘| can’t believe that
children can go from one task to another without a teacher having
to direct every step of the way. How do you doit?” It's being able

_ to look at each child as an individual and not having to lump them
into a reading group where they feel either very inferior to everyone
. else or, just as déstructive, feel very superior.

It's not hearing a teacher call “Johﬁnie, sit down and be
quiet” fifty times a day because Johnnie is more restless thansome
and keeps inventing unacceptable means of moving or asking for
attention. It's not having all the other kids say, “Peter did it,”
because the tedcher has reprimanded him so often in front of the
class the kids have picked it up. It’s not having Janie throw up
because school makes her so nervous she’s sick. We haven't had
one incident of this since we started our open classroom and |
remember when it was common procedure to have to call the janitor
to sprinkle that sand and stpff at least once a week.

It's having a team of teachers working together, being able to '
disagree professionally without being personal, and being so
dedicated as to not watch the clock. It's being able to walk into a
classroom as an administrator and sit down with an individual or a
group without the teacher and pupils each feeling, “Today is the
day I'm being evaluated.” It's being included as a member of the

+ team and having your suggestichs accepted or professionally
challenged. It's having parents trust you enough to come to school
with legitimate questions and not be on the defensive. It's being
able to ask your teachers at five in the afternoon after a full day,

~ “Would you go back to the other way?" and being sure they are
going to cry in unison “No!”’

ERIC LT .

ull Text Provided by ERIC h




-

76 Open Education: Critique and Assessment
s " % 8 ¥ @

Most of what I've learned about being a principal I've learned
from good teachers who were determined not to give up. One such .
finally made me see that we had to develop the capacity to look at
the tiny bits of progress we made and gain strength from them.
Justone kid overheard saying to another, “Hey don't write on the
walls. Thisis our school,” is something to rejoice over. One
teacher who smiles at the end of a day and says, “Did you notice? -
The cafeteria wasn't quite so god-awful noisy today!" is something
to go home and gloat over. One parent who comes to school
spoiling for a fight and goes away saying “| certainly agree with you
about inner control” is cause for jubilance. Throughout the first
year we clung to those bits of victory to keep ourselves afloat in the
angry waters. Progress, change, doésn’t come sweepingly. It
comes disguised among the dgﬂily vicissitudes and it takes a
sensitive and determined eye to detect it.

| feel very uncomfortable, though, with an art center where

) " only messing about occurs, (I guess | wouid feel equally ,
uncomfortable with an art center where messing about never
occurs.) There is a place in art, as jn writing and in puppetry,

for the development of skills. Each of these past two years, we have
worked in my room and with the children next door to develgp a
sequence of activities aimed at giving children specific skills with
specific media. -

Last year we worked with fibers and with clay, this year we
are working with printing techniques. | feel strongly that children
ought to have good tools and good materials so that their
experiences with these media are successful. Too often | think
we settle for shoddy goods because they are cheaper and they are
“only for children.” There is very little more fulfilling than making
something beautiful with your own hands, very little more
demoralizing than having it spoiled because the yarn broke, or
the printing ink blotched, or the clay dried too fast.

- [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]
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During this period the most successful change has occurred
within myself. | have discovered that the title of "pnncipal’ has




There is very little more fulfilling than making something beautiful with
your own hands. - " .

little meaning unless the principles or values in one’s life are open
to scrutiny. For me, these years have provided an opportunity to
look deeply into myself in an attempt to find out who lam.

&
. 5 4

In looking back over the high and low points during my past
five years of open classroom teaching, | tend to remember best the
positive moments. Perhaps | do because | prefer to avoid thinking
about troubled.times, | like to think it is because | try to build upon
the exciting and successful happenings. Let me share a few .

—Sonya, a flfth grader, could hardly read or write, considered
herself “mental” and had once beén held back in elementary
school. She would not.converse with me about anything; her
favorite word was ‘‘stuff.” Before the year ended she had
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produced superb wo:k in clay, printing, and painting, written three
exceptional stories with intriguing illustrations; and become an
active participant in our class. (Her second year with me was not
as successful because Sonya went through a difficult growing
period; | seemed to be the adult with whom she could test

her values.) -

—Kendra’s parents told us that she used to go to school with
stomach pains and headaches. Since she has.been with us,
however, these symptoms have ceased. Yet, iife for her in school
is difficult; her academic capabilities and social skills are weak.
Recently she baked a surprise birthday cake for a friend and she
made a watercolor, inked it, wrote a poem on it, and asked to have
it mounted. Two small events, but each showing initiative and a
whisper of the confiience she is getting and must develop.

——!ﬁark arfived, a fifth grader, stubborn, alone, reluctant, and
practically unmanageahle. His personal credo rested on the
assumption that what to do is to do what nobody else is doing,
especially when in a group. He despised testing and had thrown
tantrums when asked to take tests. Now that he has been with us
for a year and a half, he is still stubborn, recalcitrant, and
independent. Yet he has good friends, shows unusual creativity,
produces some excellent work, tries hard on tests, and has become
an accepted, albeit unique, member-of the class. 'He was
instrumental in developing a class bank for savings and.loans.

—Don's awkwardness, shyness, and passivity isolated him
from his peers. He used to be ridiculed and picked on by others.
Since he has been with us, negative behavior toward him has
ceased. He is accepted as he is; some students respect him for
his varied and unusual talents. Not yet an eager and confident
pursuer of academic knowledge, he is, however, at home with us.
(How much of his success is because of our cldss, | do not know,
but | am glad to be a part of his happiness.)

—Jerry arrived as a bossy, somewhat arrogant person. He
preferred putting down younger and iess able peers and hi:d among
the big boys. He was uncomfortable to be with and he seemed
uncomfortable with himself. By the end of the year he had become
a class leader, respected for his intelligence and wit, and liked for

58U




~ . ¢
- _—
- . =Yy
*
L]

&

: Teachers and Principals §peak 79
e
his sense of humor. His academ|c prowess |mproved and.his
achievements were exceptional in math, games, social studies,
movement, and drama.

—Nikki returned this year as an eighth grader after being with
me in sixth grade. Recognized always as a bright, c'a;SabIe and
talented student,, sho has taken full advantage of our spectrum of
challenges, assignments, and choices. She willingly ventures mto
new experiences with vigor and edrnestness. Poems, stories, plays,
and conversations are fluent and delightful. The other day she sat
down for half an hour with two of our less able, younger, and
“troublesome” students simply to converse and share thoughts
about a mutual assignment. Her comment: “Ben and Jack are really
interesting people and have a Iot to say!”

—Sara returned for her second year with me, but without her
closest friends. She knew that this year couid not match the
specialnes% of the preceding one. Yet, she has become an
integral part of the new group. During our outing in the autumn
she composed a poem, which she shared with everyone by a
fireside cn a cold night, that sa#td precisely the meaning of our being
) together. | will pever forget that experience. .

As the administrator of a large (910) K-6 rural, poverty-pocket
school that.is serving some 185 more children than it has any right
todo, | have beep an organic part of, as well as witness to, )

a miracle. e

A school as unwieldy as ohrs, situated in a rural town
ill-equipped to finance pkoorly conceived programs and trendy
ventures, must be very sure of its direction. We try to recognize
our problems, cope with them, alleviate them, dissipate them.

Somewhere along this continuum of frustration we looked
at the child, took a firm resolve that his/her needs do, indeed,
come first gnd resolved at the same time to do more than dISCUSS
the situation.

We began with ourselves, our philosophy, our objectives, our
personal characteristics, our teaching style, our educational
expectations, our dissatisfactions. We began an opening process—
opening our minds, sharing ideas and findings—and we began to

.
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look for help. Arriving at this point was not easy for a staff of
47 teachers. For some it has proved, to date at least, impossible;
however we keep moving on in a dogged, determined way.

When we, indirectly, and perhaps inadvertently, became an

-advisory school with the University of Connecticut Center for ’
Open Education, we had taken the boldest and best steg. in.the
14-y§ar history of our “new” school.

We found people who ‘aré’g':hild advocates. These people—
Marilyn and Christine, Carolyn and Ernestine, Peter and Don, Kay,
Joyce, and Claudia, along with a host of other inspired teachers
and their moving spirit, Vincent Rogers—came to the rural
Northeast. In a low-profile, unjudging manner, they accepted us
as we were. We began to allow ourselves the luxury of trusting
them, and slowly we began to believe in ourselves.

One parent, who had frequently threatened to remove his child
from our classroom and who took issue with our approach to
learning and teaching, wrote the following after receivingour
‘third quarter report: “l can see that we were wrong in our belief -
that you folks had not accurately assessed Allen’s performance;
in fact, I can say in frankness that you have produced evidence of
the best understanding of the boy that has ever come out of
his classroom.” - .

Another parent wrote us after her daughter completed her .
sixth grade year with us, “Karen's development has been a joy for
me to behold, not only in the strict academic sense but in her
development as a more social creature. In her previous school
exper.ence there have been efforts made to 'bring her out of -
herself’ and influence her to sharé her innate talents. These rather
‘hard sell’ efforts never met with the success which your approach
of affectionate interest has achieved. Thank you.” .

One father, who had not previously visited my classroom, was .
prepared to transfer his daughter to a more structured one. But
after spending a couple of hours working on our math materials
with his daughter during a parents' nigr\t\, he became supportive
of our—and more importantly, of her—eflorts. . :

Somelimes parenis take time to comnrehend the nature and
purposes of our program at a level beyond the ordinary. Once a

a
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parent replied to a newsletter and report on her child: “It is my
growing conviction that encouragement and stimulation at this age
(from playschool through junior high school) with the kind of
respect and attention all of you give to even the most minimal
efforts of your students, plus the obvious admiration given to their
splendid efforts and successes, is a good and reasonable way to
teach. Thinking back to my own-school days, as well as those of
my older c’hildrep, I think that what | remember most strongly is

the cold fear indi’22 7 oy the constant demand for perfection while
my own (albeit p¢ or and faltering) efforts were either ignored,
criticized, or derided. Because Dan has been 'playing’ Diplomacy
he has learried a whole host of other things | was made to learn and
promptly forgot a long time ago. He knows clearly the difference
between his calligraphy and Mr. Thoms’'. This is what is important
‘now. |doc not believe that the discipline of sustained work is mostly
taught. It emerges when the inner motivation meets exterior
elements that encourage its emergence.” (This parent is now

a member of our schpol board.)

. So what has really happened in four years? We've hung onto
our vision of what kind of school we wanted. We've learned what
the real resources are and we've learned to continually look for
new possibilities in the use of those resources. We've learned that
help has ccine from within ourselves, and more important, we've
learned thai's where freedom comes fromtoo. Time after time
school peop:= from-outside have said to me, “You mean your
school system lets you do things like abolish report cards and
raise chickens? I'd iove to change my school too, but they would
never allow me to!" That is simply a myth. One has the freedom
one is willing to carve out in this school system and, I'd venture to
say, any school system. Streﬁgth and direction for the leap-involved
in conversion come from your staff, your parents, your children, and
you. It can't be superimposed on you from the outside, and it '
can't be taken away from you either, once you have it. 1‘

i

Editor's Note. My thanks to Irene Campbell, Lucianne Carmichael,‘
Mary Fisher, Gail Freeman, Dick Hanelin, LeNore Murray, Giles Payne, ,
Chris Rogers, Frank Thoms, and Ben Veal for so ably sharing their [ -
thoughts with us.—V. R. ,
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What Does Research
Say About
Open Education? ,

Lyn S. Martin

Vincent Rogers, writing in his book Teaching in the British

Primary School," made this observation as he summed up his
experiences as a Fulbright scholar who had completed a year-long
study of open schools in Britain:

We need more systematic evaluation of the achievements of the
schools described in this book. Those of us fortunate enough to have
visited a good British primary school recognize almost intuitively that
what we are seeing i1s mostly right, mostly effective, mostly sound.

On the other hand, many educators have a way of asking questions

that cannot be answered adequately by referring to one's personal
observations. How, in fact, do children in such schools perform on various _
objective measures when compared to children who have had quite a
different sort of school experience? Obviously, academic achievement

is not the basic goal of su¢h schools, but since it is not, what effects

do these schools have on children's attitudes towards school, teachers,
and peers? How does this experience affect their approach to learning,

the problem-solving strategies they adopt, their persistence,

their curiosity? .

The nondiscipie deserves answers to these questions and to
many more. Obviously, one cannot wait until all the data are in, since
children have a way of appearing, growing, learning, and developing now
Decisions about ways of teaching children and organizing schools
have to be made on the basis of the best evidence that is currently
available. Nevertheless, every attempt should be made to provide more
objective evidence whenever possible. This, it seems, would greatly

1 Vincent R. Nogers. Teaching n the Brtish Primary School. New York.
Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc., 1970. p. 297.
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strengthen the eloquent arguments presénjgd by the contributors to
this book and by others who are similarly c8hvinced that they have,
indeed, found a “better way.”

A new book, More Than Joy. What Does Research Say About
Open Education? by Lyn S. Martin (New York: Agathon Press,
1976), abstracts and summarizes several hundred studies from
numerous disciplines which provide some tentative answers to
the questions raised by Rogers six years ago.

The questions teachers and administrators are asked about
their open education programs are varied and voluminous, but
certain themes recur repeatedly. Answers to these questions are
sometimes difficult for educators to provide, yet support and
understanding are crucial to the success of any innovative
program. The research results presented here attempt to answer
some of these commonly asked questions. The sampling of cited
studies are supported by additional research in the document
More Than Joy:. .. ., but even in this large work it was impossible
to consider every relevant research study. We have, however,
attempted to derive meaningful answers from a diverse body
of literature,

Can Chiidren Really Direct Their Own Learning?

An important concern of teachers and parents today 1s.
Can children make good choices? Can they choose activities
that will be in their long-range interest as well as for their
short-term enjoyment? Teachers contemplating a move towards
openness fear that the children wijl choose not to do anything
constructive. Furthermore, teachers are concerned that a lessening
of control will resuit in more discipline probl ms. Yet, choice
in school does not mean the absence of control over children's
conduct with-regard to the rights and needs of others, nor does
it mean a laissez-faire attitude toward learning and quality of
achievement.

Data from studies dealing with child-rearing techniques
lend support to the arguments for choice and independence.
Parents who encourage early self-reliance in their children have
children who are more highly motivated to achieve than children
whose parents do not (Lickona, 1971). Achievement motivation is,
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in turn, gositively related to measured intelligence and school
achievement. In fact, children with high achievement motivation
show increases in 1Q scores as they grow older, w hereas children
with low achievement motivation show losses in measured 1Q
(Lickona, 1971). Anderson and Evans (1973) studied homes where
high achievement training took place. However, the children

in these homes tended not to be high achievers. In homes where
there was high independence training, however, children were
far more likely to be high achievers.

Studies dealing directly with open classrooms find that
children directing their own learning achieve as well as those
taught in teacher-directed lessnns (Reel, 1973). The open
classroom findings also deny that discipline problems increase
when teachers reduce control over their children’s choices of
activities. -A comparative study done at-Bank Street Coliege
(Ross and Zimiles, 1973) found that the opén classrooms had
more expressive and less destructive behaviors than traditional
ones. Furthermore, open classrgom students maintain stable
behavior patterns when the teacher leaves the room, while those
in traditional classes show far more incidents of inappropriate
behavior {Goldupp, n.d.). It would appear that the self-direction
and independence fostered in open classrooms may actually reduce
discipline problems, possibly from a reduced need to rebel against
control.

The conclusion to be drawn from this research indicates that
while relatively low achievement motivation in school is related
to a lack of independence and choice on the part of the child,
chlldren/who have independence and self-direction will develop
higher achievement motivation, fewer discipline problems, and
more effectivé learning. Independence and self direction are
fostered in the open classroom.

]

What Are the Effects of Diécovery Learning and the Insights
of Piaget?

Piaget has maintained that a child’s active involvement in
learning is a crucial aspect of the developmental process. When
the child has some say about what to learn, he is free to gather
information in whatever sequence is most meaningful to him. The
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_child’s learning is based on his own intellectual needs, and he
proceeds at his own pace. ‘Open classrooms have adopted many
of Piaget's principles, recognizing that the teacher still plays

“a very important role in responding to and stimulating the child's
interest, and in helping him to acquire knowledge and
understanding.

Central to the Piagetian approach are the concepts of discovery
learning, the use of concrete activitie, play, manipulative materials,
and interastion with others. A number of research studies have
recently at‘empted to shed more light on the value of this kind
of lzarning, particularly for the critical issue of transfer or
Jeneralization of learning. Research findings point to valuable’
gains, not only in achievement but in concept q~evelopment and
atility totransfer, reapply, and retain what has been learned.
(Olander and Robeftson, 1973; Simmons and Esler, 1972;

Vance and Kieren, 1972, Bring, 1971, Cook, 1968). Studies vary in
their ability to support the age-specific classifications of
development determined by Piaget. However,.it has been found
that even at the ninth grade level, low achievers have benefitted
greatly’using a manipulative Piagetian curriculum in groups with
increased verbal interaction (Johnson, 1972). ‘

It would appear from the research on process materials, the
discovery approagh, and Piagetian curricula that this type of
learning is a definite aid to the developmeit of understanding
and knowledge. The open classroom,’in its acceptance and
encouragement of these learning styles, would presumably benefit
learners as described in the research results.

<

" What Are the Effects of Vertical or Cross-Age Groupings? )

The studies dealing with vertical grouping patterns basically
indicate affective, or noncognitive advantages Yor students.
Grouping by ability has been found to increase competition
among students (Morse, 1972) and to decrease motivation
(Zweibelson, 1967), interesting findings in light of the common
belief that competition increases motivation. On the other hand,
heterogeneous drouping of students across abilities and ages
seems to have specific advantages. Positive increases in
self-concept have been noted, as well as improved attitudes

x>
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toward schogl and schoolwork (Mycock, 1967; Junell, 1971;

Samuels, 1969). This might be related to the W|der range of

leatning possnbllmes available in a varied group of children

as well as a reduction.in anxiety and pressure to conform'to a

. homogeneous group.

’ One study found that children experienced less admission
stress in the mixed-age classroom. They socialized more readily,
and with a wider range of children. In addition, moré roles are
availaple as models due to the maturity and ability differences

|  present in the classroom (Mycock, 1967). All of these factors
promote better emotional stability and security among young or
new children, an important factcr in early learning and attitude
toward school.

Overall, there are indications of advantages for vertical,
cross-age, or family grouping, andthese advantages-are primarily
affective and social. Rigid grouping across subjects can limit
the extent to which children cah learn from each other and denies
variations in abilities and talents. Veftical grouping exposes
children to a wider vatiety of children and experiences, and
promotes positive affective feelings which are recognized as
having strong implications.for learning.

-

What Are the Noncognitive, or Affective, Outcomes in Open ) .

Classrooms? . . '

Educational outcomes are generally divided into two ~_
categories: cognitive and noncognitive (affective). Affective factors
include motivation, attitudes, learning styles, social skills,
self-awareness, and even happiness and quality of life. Open
educators have recently begun to explore this important facet of
learning, generally concentrating on the affective factors of
self-concept and attitude, for which there are fairly reliable and
valid scales. Some of the recent findings from studies of open
classrooms indicate that the hypothesized advantages in beth .
these areas are, indeed, present. On self-concept and self-esteem |
measures, the open classroom children far surpass the traditional . |
classroom children in many comparative studies.| In addition,
it appears that with increases in age and grade Iével, the differences

-
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Purkey, 1970). It would appear that the decreased competition
and comparison that take place in the open ¢lassroom may
account for many affective advantages for children. Attitudinal
scales have also been administered, showing significantly more
positive attitudes toward teachers, school, and the curriculum
in open classrooms than in traditional ones (Shapiro, 1972;
Tuckmah et al., 1973; Weiss, 1972; Wilsoﬁ, 1972).

s+ Probably.the most important advantage of these findings
has been for the underachieving child. Boys, in particular, have
been found to be underachieving in their primary years. Interesting
findings from open classroom studies indicate that this trend
may be reversible. Jones (1972) looked at underachieving boys
entering open programs and noted definite improvemeént in
achievement over time. He attributed their improvement to a
higher self-concept, lower self-criticism, decreased pressure to
achieve, and less c§mparative evaluation by teachers.

Another important~affective factor, coming more and more
into research arenas, is the concept of locus of control.
Developing a belief that one can act to control hjs own destiny
(internal control) requires a certain kind of.environment.

If children have little or no say in their learning, and if rewards
(praise and blame) are disfributed in an indigqriminate manner,

it is probable that most children will soon learn that others control
much of their lives and that success is more a matter of luck than
a matter of skill. This latter attitude is known, as external locus

of control. ’

According to the imménse Coleman Report of 1966, “The
child's feelings about his ability to control his own destiny
accounted more for his achievement in school than did the total
effect of the curriculum, the teachers, and the physical and materia!
support to which he was exposed.” (Coleman, 1966}, Stephens
(1971, 1972) discovered internals to have higher 1Q scores, and
to’be more active and aggressive, to exhibit much exploratory
behavior and excitement about learning. In contrast, externals
were more passive, compliant, nonexploratory, and inattentive.

become even more pronounced (Krenkel, 1973; Wilson, 1972; \

_ It has further been.found that the internal child’s performance

increases over time, while the external’s decreases. The internals
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have greater persistance on intellectual tasks, and generally better
performance and rate of acquisition on cognitivé skills than
.externals (Chance, 1968). -

Early studies are beginning to come in on the locus of control
factor and open school programs. It may be that open schoof
children do develop more internal control, as evidenced by these
studies. Knowles (1967) found that both black and white children in
open school settings had significantly more internal control than
childrenin tréditional;pr even programmed learning settings.

It may be inferred from the research that, since open
classrooms promote choice, independence, success experiences,
and'self-direction in learning (all of which enhance feelings of
internal control); since open classroom children are showing more
internality than traditional classroom children; and since internality
has been found to be an indicant of school and later life success,
there may be compelling reasons to allow childrer. more.freedom
in their approach to learning in school. Furthermore, the affective
advantages found in the open classroom for increased self-concept
and positive attitudes toward school serve to further enhance

Iearnmg in this setting.

Does the Open Classroom Foster More.Creativity in Students?

Creative persons have been identified as those with a wide
range of interests, a lack of conventionality, and an opennessto
new experiences. They are divergent thinkers and risk takers, with
high levels of flexibility. Indicators of creative talent include

> high levels of interest, involvement, sensitivity, and’free expression.
A playful and relatively permissive learning énvironment has been
found to facilitate creative development and the production of
unique responses associated with creativity seems to be a function
of the amount of time spent associating with a single stimujus or
idea (Wallach and Kogan, 1965a; Piers and Morgan, 1973). V4
In-addition, encouragement of creative expression by parents and
teachers, a flexible classroom approach with expansion and
encouragement of student-initiated ideas, much verbal interaction,
and freedom to question, rearrange and combine old ideas and
concepts also promote creative development (Harrison, 1972;

) 350
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Anderson, 1972; Torrance, 1972; Wallach and Kogan, 1965b).
Certain blockages to creativity have also been determined. These
include a lack of self-discipline, overattachment to people or
things, absence of commitment, fear of risk taking, feefings of
inferiority} mistaken estimates of talent, and congtant outside
evaluation by others (Alamshah, 1972; Rogers, 1961).

From these findings, it would appear that the open classroom
provides an environment more consistent with the development of
creativity in children than a traditional one. Comparative studies
of open and traditional classrooms have found significant
differences in creativity favoring the open classroom, and these
differences increase With time spent in the open program (Wilson,
1972; Shapiro, 1972).

In surhmary, the conditions tﬁat promote the emergence or
development of creative abilities seem to be those of the more
informal, more individualistic, and more open learnirig environments,
and.early studies on creativity in the open classrooms are showing
positive findings for the development of this intellectual capacity.

.

Are Students Achieving As Well in the Open Classroom?

The area of student achievement, as measured by
standardized tests of cognitive ability, is perhaps of greatest
interest to educators and researchers. The concern for
achievement in open classrooms is heightened by the nature

of the open learning processes and environments which are
unfamiliar to many adults in terms of thewr own school experience.
There is much skepticism regarding academic skills development
In open classrooms, yet positive find:ngs of either equal or superior
achievement in the open classroom as compared to ihe traditional
classroom occur more often than not in the few direct comparison
studies available in this area.

An early comparison of British children in open and traditional
classrooms showed equal or superior achievement in nearly all
academic areas studied (Gardner, 1968). Shapiro of Bank Street
(1971) found that students in the open classrooms attained superior

Facing page. A playful and relatively permissive learning environment
has been found to facilitate creative development.
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scores on achievement tests despite the fact that the only available
traditional control groups were in high ability classes and had been
in school longer. Comparative research in Philadelphia’s School
District #6 revealed that lowa Tests given two years after a change
to an open classroom approach in Follow-Through classes showed
gains which exceeded those of similar classes bufore the
introduction of the program, as well as those made district-wide
and in other Title | elementary schools.. (Philadelphia, 1973). The
school system of New Orleans also investigated the effects of a
modified curriculum involving activity-oriented, integrated learning
elght months after the introduction of the program. The changes
proved very effective—children demonstrated increased skill on
motor-visual-tasks, greater fluency in vocabulary and oral
communication, and an increased awareness of themselves and
their peers (New Orleans, 1968

Numerous other direct édmparison studies cotroborate the
findings that children in the ogen/mformal programs are doing

standardized tests of achievement and affective measures (Case, .
1971; Godde 1973; Greener, 1973; Rosner, 1973, Schemer 1969;
Williams, 1870). : g

Where children in the open classroom do bettely on academic
achievement tests than do children in traditional classrooms,
certain implications for learning are evident. Jones (1972)
discovered that the most reliable predictors of achievement
success were a minimum of teacher (or external) evaluation of
students and decreased pressure to achieve. Self-evaluation and
self-pacing as characteristics of open programs may be two
factors which support increased achievement in open programs. \
The noncognitive advantages and the development of independence
(alfeady discussed) also play an important role in achievement
motivation. Overall, then, the findings indicate that children
directing their own Iéarning cai achieve as well as or better
than traditionally taught groups on standardized achievement
tests. These findings are particularly remarkable in light of the
fact that-the tests used were designed specifically for traditional

“ ciassrooms, and contain many negative bnasgs for open ¢lassroom

children.
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Are phildren Reading As Well in the Open Classroom?

Since reading is an area of great interest, pérticularly at - |
the elementary level, the topic is well explored in the literature |
and is treated separately here. d ! ‘

Most opln classroom teachers rely heavily on individualized
reading programs and what is-known as the “Language Experience”

(LE) approach to the teaching of reading. Basically, children

learn to read and write wgrds and stories based on their own
interests, usually when they indicate readiness and enthusiasm, ‘
later selecting their own reading materials from a diverse collection.
Teachers monitor each child individually, keeping work samples

and daily records. This is in sharp contrastto-the more_ widely

used basal.reader-workbook approach. In many cases, of course,
both open and traditional teachers use elements of both of these
(and other) methods. On the other hand the LE approach is
generally emphasized as the basic approach to reading among

open teachers, while more traditional teachers tend to rely rather
heavily on standardized reading programs of various sorts.

Researchers have compared these two approaches, and
generally the studies show that the LE approach produces reading
performances equal, if not supericr, to basal and other methods
(Spache, 1972; Crandall, 1973). It is irteresting that, even when 4
not corrected, LE pupils spell regular and irregular words better
than basal pupils (Cramer, 1970). This is probably due to exposure
. td more words from.the use of more varied and numerous books
wjth “noncontrolled’' vecabularies. In addition, the experience of

riting their own books, using words they already know in speech, |
exposes children to far more words than they would encounterin a |
basal reading program. Graves' (1973) research revealed that if ! |
classroom environments provide opportunity for choice of activities,
children produce more writing on their own than when teachers
give specific, assigned writing tasks. )

Further, the research results indicate that when the LE
approach is used, knowledge increases in other content areas as
well (Spache, 1972), and the advantages of individualized and
interest-based reading carry into the secondary levels (McKay,
1969, Schwartz, 1972). Improved attitudes toward reading were
also evidenced in the Gardner (1968) study in that children

¢
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in the open programs-chose reading as an adtivity more than
twice as often as those in the traditional ptograms.

In addition, the recently published Brifish ““Bullock Report"
(full title is A Language for Life) * gives overwhelming support to
language experience approaches to the teaching of reading. The
report, which alves the fmdlngs of a royal commission on the
teachmg of readmg, is replete with authoritative statements by
"British reading and research specialists. Essentially they conclude
that Language Experience is the way to teach reading most
effectively to most children. »

In general, then, the studies point to gams in reading, and
advantages in affective areas, due to reduced competltlon and
anxiety, mdnvndual:zatnon and the increased interest in reading.

3

What s the Significance of This Research? L

1

It must be remembered that research in education rarely
“proves’ anything once and for all. However, a number of valid
and cohsistent findings can add to our confidence about proceeding
with more innovative ways. The support for open education
" evidenced here (and supplemented in More Than Joy....) prowdes
a rationaje for continued interest in the appraach and a basns for
further development and research in this area.

¢
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Open Education in .
- the UQ,: Where Have
We Been and Where
Are We Going?

Vincent Rogers - ' .
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For those of us who have.questioned the notion that education
tends to reflect societal concerns and movements.rather than
change them, for those who have hoped, wistfully, that the schools
might “‘dare butld a new social order” or, at least, challenge the
old—the past 15 years have been devastatingly dlscouragmg

James Macdonald's perceptive essay dealing with open
education’s backgrounds and origins suggests that had open
education not existed in the mid-1960’s, we would have had to

create or mvent it. h

Open education is part and parcel of- the social spmt and impulse
for liberation that is reflected in such diverse phenomena as the
. counterculture’s attempt to escape the dehumanizing and alienating:
role structure of our society, the New Left's attempt to stimulate
participatory democracy ., minority group . demands for justlce
a revulsion toward war and authoritarian power

One cannot in mid-1970 escape the feeling that large:scale,
overt, and observable concern for and action about the causes of
the 60's have gone: largely underground. There is a different spirit
pervading the lives of young and old alike—a cautious, frightened,
suspicious, discouraged spirit that suggests a political, economic,
social, and educational retreat from the ideas that moved both

society and the schools in the 60’s.
L

1 James.B. Macdonald. 'Perspectives on Open Education. A Speculative

Essay. ' In. Berhard. Spodek and Herbert Walters, editors. Sludres In Open ~*

Education. New York: Agathon Press, 1975, p. 53.
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K The New York Times, Newsweek,'and other periodicals now
write of the trend toward a “return to the basics”; the'book-burners
are abroad again in.the Iand*the city of Boston has hecome a
northern.symbol oi the vntal:ty of bigotry; and, music, dancesand
drama are chce agam viewed as Inlls to be cut and pruned from !
ever-tightening edu;ational budgets, and s0 it goes. In short, the

times we live in seem to have encouraged both layman and

professnonal aliKe, in Erik Erikson’s words, "to search for smaller i

and often reactionary entities which will keep {one's) world '
together.” L. «

And so we move again in education, as we have so often in the °
Jast, from one extreme to the other, ignoring the collective-insights
of our profession,and refusing to give extended and serious thought
to the philosophy, theory, and assumptions that support our efforts.

‘ Th|s chapter is not the place for a comprehensive treatment
of what we know and what we don't know about children's learning,
but surely even the most nanve among us must recognize that
ch:lgren learntoread in a great variety, of wayss that concrete
expérience is of vital impgrtance to young learners; that rotd
memorization of grammar rules has little relationship toone's ot
writing ability; that children learn better when thHey have some :
choice about what and how they learn; that success breeds
success, repeated failure'breeds further failure; that holistic . :
learning is superior td fragmented, piecemeal presentations, and
most impertant of all, that children differ in all sorts of ways from
ope another and canpot be taught effectively en masse, or}held
to arbitrary, adult-defined, grade-level standards.

There is, then, a body of knowledge that can and,should serve
to guide us as we plan educational programs and experiences for
our children. That body of knowledge is largely apolitical, and
ought to serve as a bastion against.those who would change the
schools out of political, social, or economic vested interest, fear,
or prejudice. Thei ngnonng of that body of knowjedge by those of 3
us who should know better-—the bucklmg under umnforr;pe‘d
pressure—is perhaps the great tragedy of Amencan education today.

Perhaps | should say “potentially great tragedy” rather than
treat .current trends as if the{ have already become dominant in
educational practxce In fact, practice does not change that quickly,

as many of us know who visited the schools and classrooms of the
r . RN
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late 60’s and early 70’s. Open education (desﬂite the Times' and
Newsweek s concerns) never became the major influence that
recent mass media reporting suggests. Only a tiny percentage of
America: s\classrooms are or have been truly.open. Yet, the spirit of
openness——the spirit of flexibility, of experimehtation and ~
- innovation, of looking out rather than in, of seeking new, and better *
ways, was an important mfluence on the lives of teachers and,
ultlmately, on the lives of children. It is the potentnal (and perhaps
already real) death of that spirit which concerns me most as | look
' at open edugation in America today. )
Nevertheless, and despite my gloomy introduction, one cannot
|gnore the good things one sees and continues to see. Feachers
have a way of riding out ideological and other storms, waiting for
the wind to die down and in the meanwhile continuing to do what ¢
‘they think is best for the chUdren Amenca s teachers did not jump
en masse aboard the open education bandwagon during the past-
15 years, and they are not likely to move on a large scale toa
19th Century approach to learning and teaching in the 1970’s.
| am greatly impressed with the relatively large number (still *
a tiny percentage of the total) of outstanding open classrooms that
/\ exist in America today. Surely, compared to the situation, say, in
1964 or 1965 we have many more successful working models of .
good practice—and these models exist in virtually every size and
type of community, in all parts ofihe country. The continued
existence of such models is indeed a healthy sign, since they areof = -
great importance to the vitality and growth of openness.
I'am pleased and encouraged, too, by the results of avery
recent survey of the views of state commissioners of education on
open education in their states. Of the 43 who responded, all but one
indicated either a steady or a growing interest in open education.® -
Interest remains high in the various pragrams of our own center
here at the University of Connecticut, and my counterparts in‘other
parts of the United States seem to share the view that, despite
conservative (perhaps reactionary is a better word) pressures from
a number of sources, those teachers and administrators who came -~ *
to open education with something more than a superficial interest o
have tended io-reinforce and support their beliefs and practices

“t ¥ D

2 Opening Education. p. 29, Fall-Winter 1974-75. Norfolk, Virginia: Old

Dominion University.
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through the years. | am suggestmg, then, that there is a cadre of |
v informed and successful practitioners in the schools who, unlike -
) Tom Paine's “summer soldiers and sunshine patriots, " will not give
up their deeply held beliefs simply hecause the Times and
~Newsweek tell them they sheuld.

» M . r

‘Ripple Effects of Open éducation

T In a much broader sense, the open educatlo,p movement has
had a number of ripple effects that are ot directly related to
classroom practice, yet do represent important changes in the way
many- profess|onals in a variety of fields vnew their child-related
work. Some examples follow: ¢ . )

L

.
&

1. If one compares the ads appearing in magazines such as
« The Instructar or Teacher for say, 1960 and 1975, it will become .
clear that a number of new emphases have been added The
materials themselyes may be good or bad, the metivation betpnd
. * the ads sincere or simply hucksterism, but, nevertheless, itis
" clearly importafT that the books, kits, and packages offered for sale -
, deal with “inquiry,” “discovery,” “fun and j joy in learning,”
. “individualized learning,” “hands-on, manipulative materials,”
crear/wty,” “investigation,” “self-m&nagement,” etc. Hutksterism
or not, the surfacing in the 1960's of openness has brought about,
some significant change in the Ianguaqe of edué’atlon—and .
perhaps, a rather serious and genuine concern for more active,
relevant’learning for.children.

-

}_ " 2. School building design has changed significantly. o

| Theoretically, such change has come about in order to accommodate

| the more flexible, active, individualized learning suggested by the
tenetsof open education. In practice, of course, we have learned . ,
that buildings do not; in and of themselves, bring about genuine,

openness. Nevertheless, the inflexible, egg-crate school seems, at
least at this wr|t1ng,‘to be doomed to a well- deserved oblivion.

| 3. Museums of all kmds have tried in any number of" fwaysto .
[ improve their services and thenr appeal to children. The dominant

| emes of such changes are “involvement" and "hands-on"

i ' :éaroaches One exquusnte example is the new children's center

" at/Otd Sturbridge anlage in Massachusetts, which enables ct;ildren

- -t -
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- tofldil and grind corn, bmbd fences, spin wool, bake on'‘open
hearths and, in general engage in kinetic actlvrty to discqver the
past. All of this is done in a beautiful new structure built ;gi wood,
brick, and glass, consisting largely of open areas or “studios” that
+ are linked by a series of ranips and steps.

/ " 4. “The most significant changes that have taken plaéx“
American playgrounds have reflected the view that moveme
interaction, creativity, and manipulation should doﬁtrnate such
areas. Thus we see the advent here (and abroad) of the “adventure
playground” with jts emphasis on flexible structures and junk
materials that encourage versatility and nonregimentation

5. The movement toward relating the school in much more -
Honest and vivid ways to the daily life of the community i is. aIso a
reflection of the educational yiews that underlie “openness.”
Philadelphia’s Parkway School has become a legen¥ iryits own time
and a model, for schools around the country, Centers such as the
Roberson Center for the Arts.and Sciences.in Binghampton, New
York, have attempted—aquite successfully—to movef'tg_wat variety
of community resources in the arts; history, and scrences into the
schools to encourage the child, as they put it, “to see and feel as
well as think. Ot ) '

“The fist grows long.and space is short. Let me mention very
briefly the movement toward more searching forms of testing and
evaluation begun, at first, because open classroonas needegd new
measures to evaluate the new goals-they were striving toward, and
continuing ang growing now in response to the requests of many
harassed teachers and adpinistrators for alternatives to
standardized, norm-referenced tests. In addition, many of my
colleagues in speéial education have begun to experiment with
the possibility of using more flexible, open environments .and
approaches with emotionally disturbed and other handicapped
children. The movement toward "mainstreaming’ such children
is surely reIated to open egucation s beliefs-about the negative
effects of Iabelmg children and the positive possibilities in havipg all
children work together.and learn from-each other. There is a
considerable movement, in elementary and secondary schools to
cope with the effects of overly Iarge schools., Some educators,
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at least, have recogmzed the advantage; of small, closely knit
communities of children and teachers. ‘*Schobls within schdols,”
“house systems,” and other, similarplans have been utilized in
some schools, and New York City has recently begun to experirgent
with new, smaller schools of 500 students or less which might foster
. Ppeace. intimacy, and interaction. Interior school design also reflects
sgnilar concerns, and we h%ar now of school architects and planners
discussing concepts such as ‘‘differentiation of mood and scale” ,
and Ya sense of turf" in the schools they design. Inthe same sensgm.
the movement toward environmental education, while often
motivated by immediate, societal congerns, is blood brotheg to the
7 traditional concernlof the open educator for fully utilizing the
natural and man-made features of school and community.
So, as’one looks back at where we've been, it becomes clear
that the 3pen eBucation rr_lovementshas failed to live up tdtg_e hopes
of its most'ardent advocates. Neither has it supported the
. skepticism of its sternept critics. The movement in the United States
* has surfaced again as ifhas in the past. Itsideas have had an ) N
' impact upon many of u§, but the schools have ot cltanged on
anything approaching a large scale. While this current surfacing
may-have already had its greatest effect—perhaps in 1971 or
1972—its ideas continue to influence the schools in a variety of
- ways. There will be countermovements-in education—new ideas,
new forces, new directions. But the ideas tHat have been associated
with a more humane, responsive, and child-centered education—
from Rousseau through Froebel, Montessori, Dewey, Whitéhead,
Piaget, Isaacs, and Neill—are inexorably a part df Afherican
educationa#th?ught inthe ‘]970'5.

‘

“
A d

The Ideas Will Continue . ‘

It is one thing to look at where we have been during the past '
15 years, and quite another to try to lmagme where we may be .
"going in open education during the next 15.
| feel quite certain, asl mducated in the first portion of this
chapter, tha(the basic educat:onal ideas assomated with open .
' education will continue to influence our schodls. How they will do
so, and at %hat magmtu,de, is far more difficult to determine. In any
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case, if | am right—that is, if open education remains a viable force
in A[neri'can education—we might expect at least some of the
following changes'to come abouf:

1. It seems quite likely that we will opt more and more for
the notion of “‘alternatives™ in the public sector of American
education. Monolithic change seems neither possible nor des rable.”
As Bud Church iddicated in Chapter 2, there is a valués question
involved in the movement toward openness, and chonce‘for patesits,
teachers, and children may become increasingly,important in
the future. - 4

2. We may see some significant changes in the nature of
teacher education i in the United States, perhaps againas
alternatives to the more mechanistically conceived, "competéhcy-
based"” programs that seem so much in fashion today. We need
to think long and deeply about new waysto help téachers grow as
professnonals and as human beings. This obviously implies far

. more than the formal study which dominates most teacher traiging

programs in the Unifed Statgs This is not the place for a Iengthy -
essay on the specific nature of such changes | am partlcularly
concerned, however, that colleges and schoo! systems find ways to
make more and better use of the many, talented teachers that exist
in schools everywhere. They ought not to betaken out of the
classroom to perform this function. Instead ways should be

fdeviséd to free such teachers part-time for work with their

colleagues, both within school systems and as adjunct members of
university faculties. There is probably no other source of readily
available talen! so consistently neglepted or ignored in'teacher
education than the able, successful Classroom *eacher

y 3. | think itis quite possible that the concept of the
"community school” may become increasingly important as time
,goeson. Those of us who have called for a much closer
relationship between schooling and the total life of the community
see great possibili’tleé in the community school concept as it has
been developed in Jarva, Sweden, for example. Here an
elementary school 1S concep\ually woven into housing, recreatlon
and social patterns. The school exists side by side with medical,
dental and social faCI|ItIeS, commercial shops, clubs for the

elderly, and library. and recreational facilities. ’ X

A}
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’children, both at home and in schools. | refer to what | pergeive as ~
the appalling lack of sophistication among the American public
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4. Closely related to the community schools ideais a
movement tbward gre'atgr community service, whether such service
originates out of a “community school’ or an ordipary school.

That is, we may see a time when, as a part of the daily life of the
school, children engage in activities such as aid to the elderly
and/or urban poor, the construction of community playgrounds and
other facilities, publicizing of problems such as lead poisoning or
alcoholism, serving in hospital apprenticeships, providing legal aid
for teenage defendants, and developing counseling centers. for
runaways. Certainly these services are needed, and certainly
children can’be involved in providing them. It seems a natural .
extension of thé ideas of open education to include more and more .
of this kind of service activity in the programs of elementary and
secondary schools. ) )

.

. 7

5. Finally, let merefertoa concern of mine that may not be
a likely trend of the future, yet one that strikes me as a vital concern
of anyone interested in improving the quality of the lives'of

concerning the ways in which children fearn and grow. | piace a ]
good deal of the blame for this on the lack of interest in problefris ) -
relating to learning and education among those who cont:ol basic
communications media in the U.S. These forces respond now as
they always have to crisis or scandal. There is'no sustained effcrt
on the part of the, media to explore with the public vital questions
concermng the ways |Q which children Iearn desrp;te the existence
of an ever-growing body of knowledge that should give effective
direction to the shape of education in America. >
If, for example, the majof networks were as interested in

education as they are in ecological problems, we might expect to

" see three or four programs a year devoted to this subject, offered ¢

during prime time. (I am, of course, delighted at the networks’  ~
concern for the environment. | only wish they woeuld develop a

sim'rlar concern for education which is, after all, closely related to

many of the other preblems that beset us as a nation.) In any case. ~
if the media should take Significant and sustained interest in

education, we would find, in ime, that parents would be demanding
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change.in schools and that truly innovative programs would begin
{o get the grass-roots support that is so often lacking. .

«Clearly, these few, isolated ideas dg not represent in any s
sense a program Or manifesto for change. They are one man's R
attempt to stop, take stock, and look, however tentatively, into
the immediate past and not-too-distant future. | hope these ideas
contribute toward a more reasoned approach to change in
' American education and perhaps help to cotnteract our
self-defeating tendency to move with fad and fashion from one
extreme to another, learning little from the past and sometimes,
in the long run, harming those whom we want most to help—
America's young. )
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