










some of the paths that lead from where 
they are to various directions, and to 
help them to perhaps go down what
ever paths they want to explore. This 
is a very different manner of learning 
from the traditional view of education. 
It has not been much changed by curri
culum reform of any kind - you start 
with a body of material which you 
have decided the child is going to be 
made to learn, like it or not. We must 
allow children t o set the ir own tasks 
and to make for themselves assessment s 
and judgments about how well these 
tasks have been done. 

And finally, we have to give up the 
notion that we know everything that 's 
going on - that we are in precise con
trol like a conductor over an orchestra. 
That we know just what every child 
has learned all the time and just what 
his rate of progress is, etc. There may 
be a great deal of learning going on that 
we may not know anything about and 
that we haven' t had anything in parti
cular to do with, and in many ways we 
can't even prove that it's happening. 
We have to take as a matter of faith , I 
think , that in an environment in which 
children are active and open and alive 
and concerned and busy that a lot of 
learning is going on whether we know 
it is or not. ff we can get ourselves over 
these hurdles, and they are hurdles in 
us, not in the children , then I think we 
will find that the classroom will be a 
place in which we can grow just as 
much as the children do. 

Basically, I agree with A. S. Neill 
( editor, founder of Summerhill), I 
think school is a place where children 
should be able to learn what they want 
to learn , investigate the world in what
ever way seems most useful t o them, 
including sitting under a tree and 
thinking about it if that's what they 
happen to need to do at the mo
ment. I find myself believing much 
more strongly than I used to -
and here I'll have to repeat something 
that some of you heard me say this 
afternoon - that to decide for children 
what they shall be made to do or learn 
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as much as we do in traditional educa
tion is a vastly damaging and destruc
tive process. What it does, it seems to 
me, is to deny the legitimacy of the 
child's own experience, interest, con
cerns of his own real self. We indeed 
treat children in school as if education 
were a kind of a molding process, and 
the child some inert, also somewhat 
recalcitrant substance like a very stiff 
clay which had to be kneaded and 
pummeled and hammered into some 
sort of a shape. But this assumption 
about the person is very damaging to 
the person - this is something that I 
think Neill has grasped intuitively. I 
think that one of the worst things that 
happens to our great pioneers of 
thought, be they Freud, Maria Mon
tessori, or Neill and many others in 

many fields, is that we tend to turn 
their words into a kind of holy writ 
and carve tremin imperishable granite so 
that not a syllable can be changed. You 
see a lot of this in Montessori educa
tion. There are some exceptions per
haps, but I have yet to see or hear of 
a Montessori classroom in which there 
are any materials except hers , and an 
awful lot has been done in the past ten 
years in the way of inventing materials 
for children . In the same way, I think 
it would be very dangerous, and I think 
the last thing that you would want to 
do would be to think of Summerhill 
as a kind of perfection. I found it 
physically a rather dismal environment . 
Neill is not really interested in ped
agogy, and he hasn ' t got enough money 
to hire a really good staff - which he 
admits. His position is, that if a child 
doesn't have to go to a class unless he 
wants to, it doesn 't make much differ
ence what methods of instruction are 
used when he gets there . If he decides 
he wants to learn mat hematics, or his
tory , or Latin, one form of instruction 
is as good as another . I believe in the 
reverse of that - I believe that if he 
doesn 't want to learn ,that one is as bad 
as another . But 1 think that if he does 
want to lear n, some people can hel p 
him much more than others and I 

think Neill has been a little indifferent 
to this and would admit it, and I don't 
think the school is intellectually or ar
tistically or visually, or in any other 
way stimulating or satisfying as it 
might be. 

Some sociologists at Harvard asked 
me at a mee_ting a year or so ago when 
I was talking to them that if children 
were educated this way, how are they 
going to fit onto the tracks which so
ciety has laid down? And my answer 
was - they' re going to make new 
tracks - they're going to make their 
:,wn tracks. And then I went on to say
"Where do you think these tracks 
.:ame from ? From out of the sky? 
Where do human institutions come 
from? Someday, somebody started it , 
because he thought it had a function. " 
If a person cannot find a way within 
certain instit utions to do the kind of 
work that he thinks he wants to do, 
then let him make a new track. This 
would be true in any society, but par
ticularly true of ours, which is going at 
breakneck speed to the edge of a cliff. 
What any society requires for its very 
health , its life , its survival, is people 
who can find new tracks - can make 
new tracks .- can create new institu
tions, new ways of looking at human 
problems, new ways of cutting across 
these things that seem to make it im-

There are lots of children in 
school who appear to be not 
interested in anything - who 
ha 'Je taken refuge in what I call 
"thestrategyof deliberate failure " 
- who ha ve decided that the best 
way they can avoid not only the 
public shame and humiliation but 
the private shame and humiliation 
of repeated failure is no! to try to 
do any thing. 

possible , these institutional arrange
ments that seem to make it impossible 
for us to do what we know we need to 
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do, 111<e get pure air to breathe and 
fresh, pure water to drink. This society 
is desperate whether it knows it or not, 
it desperately needs the kind of crea
tive and innovative people which I 
think will come out of this kind of 
education. So when people talk about 
the needs of society and the kind of 
mental and spiritual needs that I'm 
talking about of individual people as 
if they were in conflict, I think they're 
crazy. Our society is dying of a surfeit 

I think the first thing we have to 
do to reach these people that we 
have thought of as "unreachable" 
is to recognize that their inter
ests - whatever they are - are 
legitimate, are real, are as worthy 
of concern as anybody else's in
terests, including ours. 

of ignorant specialists, and for our sur
vival we have got to develop a lot of 
them - (and in a hurry!) the kind of 
people you and I and I guess a lot of us 
are talking about. And I do indeed have 
this in mind! 

The other thing that I like to talk 
to students a~out - I made a distinc
tion between jobs, careers and work. A 
friend of mine has a job as surgeon 
in the Mayo Clinic. His career is medi
cine - his work is healing sick people. 
You see the difference? The old
fashioned word for what I'm calling 
work is "a vocation". Now I can see 
somebody getting a degree because he 
felt that he needed it to do the work 
that he had decided he really wanted 
to do. This isn't how most students 
stumble into their occupations today. 
They go to school and take all these re
quired courses and they finally get 
higher marks in one course than in 
another. So they think they'd better 
stick with tllat - so they go to college 
and if they keep getting high marks, 
like in chemistry, why they go into 
chemistry! If it's in physics, then they 
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go into physics - the same with his
tory or French. When they get through 
college, they go to graduate school and 
become a professor . There's no voca
tion - they've become physicists be
cause this seemed to be the "slot" that 
they fell into, not because there's some 
question which they desperately want 
to ask of nature , and so they finally 
wind up with their Ph. D. - well , what 
kind of a research project am I going 
to do? Well, you know what this leads 
to. I don't think this is any sensible 
way for people to plan their lives. One 
of the things that a person ought to do 
in his education, and mind you , you're 
not going to be there when you're 21 
or 25 . This is a process which contin
ues - the process of finding your vo
cation - of finding the work which 
you need to do and can do and think 
most worth doing. The problem per
haps of finding some kind of match be
tween your own talents and something 
that needs to be done out there in the 
society you look at - this is a long job. 
But it is a very important part of what 
life is about and it seems to me that 
education ought to assist it in every 
way that it can, instead of impeding it. 

Let me say again that I don't be
lieve there is a person who isn't inter
ested in anything. I think the desire to 
make more sense of the world and t~ 
understand something about how it 
goes is not only fundamental, but it 
cannot be completely killed even under 
the most hopelessly or unfavorable cir
cumstances. I think everybody in the 
world is interested in something, be it 
only himself and his own problems. 
There are lots of children in school who 
appear to be not interested in any
thing - who have taken refuge in what 
I call "the strategy of deliberate fail
ure" - who have decided that the best 
way they can avoid not only the public 
shame and humiliation but the private 
shame and humiliation of repeated 
failure is not to try to do.anything. As 
the-old saying goes, "You can't fall out 
of bed when you're sleeping on the 
floor." And so they put on a mask of 

indifference and this is their protec
tion - they're not going to expose 
themselves any longer. I believe that 
is only a mask - I think the first thing 
we have to do to reach these people 
that we have thought of as "unreach
able" is to recognize that their inter
ests - whatever they are - are legiti
mate, are real, are a, worthy of con
cern as anybody else's interests, includ
ing ours. It won't be easy to convince 
some of these people of this - they 
will have every reason to believe that 
we're trying to trap them, or catch 
them. But I think that we can convince 
them . And if you can convince a per
son that his interest, his concerns, his 
worries are legitimate and worthy of 
not only his attention, but anybody's . 
then you may in time get him to re
veal to you what some of these inter
ests are . You may get him to the point 
where he'll begin to talk about them. 
This has been done and in hope
lessly unfavorable circumstances, and 
if you can once get him to reveal what 
his interests are, his concerns and the 
source of his anger, frustrations and 
fear - what these things are - then 
you're in a position to start his educa
tion. 

I suppose a lot of my beliefs about 
education do not rest on anything that 
could be called a scientific base, but 
on the other hand, I deeply believe, 
along with the philosopher, Michael 
Polany, that personal knowledge - all 
belief rests on a subjective base, so I 
don't apologize for the fact that this 
belief is subjective and not provable. 
I think, as I say; that the desire to 
learn is fundamental, basic, ineradica
ble, indestructible in all human beings, 
and if we can find ways to free people 
of the anxiety, of fear, of the need to 
please us ; if we can convince them of 
the legitimacy of and worth of their 
own persons, their own lives, their 
own experience, their own concern 
that they will all be able to learn. 
Then perhaps we can create a _society 
where people are whole men in the 
truest sense of the word. 




