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Foreword by Deborah Meier



When John Holt’s first book, How Children Fail, came out, my own children were just starting at a Chicago public school across the street—and I was picking up a few dollars by subbing in South Side elementary schools. Those of us teaching at the time in so-called “ghetto schools” were taught to fill children’s minds since their families and communities were seen to be bereft of useful learning. The children, it was said, did not “know” enough or have enough language to express curiosity.


Being intensely political, I approached my part-time subbing more as an anthropologist seeing how the “other half” lived, and also as an anxious mother whose children would be attending such schools. Holt’s book came as a shock, a blessed one that more closely corresponded with what I observed in my racially mixed neighborhood and in the backyards where the children played with their neighbors.


How Children Fail also opened my eyes to something else, something fascinating—to the ways in which even “good” schools teaching middle and upper-middle class children failed them. I recognized myself—the product of a progressive NYC independent school—in the stories he told about the “enlightened” classrooms he observed. Holt showed the ways most schools “foster bad strategies, raise children’s fears, produce learning which is usually fragmentary, distorted, and short-lived, and generally fail to meet the real needs of children.” His empathy and insights grabbed my attention and lit a small fire that, as time passed, became a passion for me—and for a whole generation of young teachers—not only to change the world but also to get to the bottom of how we humans learn.


As if to feed the yearnings of our generation, Holt soon came out with a book to answer that question. His goal for How Children Learn, he said, was to “describe children—and in a few cases adults—using their minds well, learning boldly and effectively.… Children have a style of learning that fits their condition and which they use naturally and well until we train them out of it.” I began to watch my own children in new ways—catching them in the act of learning all sorts of complex things, from learning to swim, to learning to read, and to making sense of the hierarchy on our block of row houses.


Putting John’s ideas into practice absorbed the next half century of my life. I always returned to his work to remind me of what we all shared: the fears that make learning harder and limit the intelligence of almost all of us.


The lucid writing and stories that fill How Children Learn were a delight, and I pestered all my friends and colleagues by reading sections aloud. “You have to hear this!”:


“Most of us are tactful enough with other adults not to point out their errors, but not many of us are ready to extend this courtesy (or any other courtesy, for that matter) to children.”


“Keeping [children’s] curiosity ‘well supplied with food’ doesn’t mean feeding them, or telling them what they have to feed themselves. It means putting within their reach the widest possible variety and quantity of good food—like taking them to a supermarket with no junk food in it (as if we can imagine such a thing).”


Holt’s insights quickly lead readers to notice so many other “acts” of learning in the adult world as well, and how fearful we still are of being seen as “stupid” or “ignorant” and all the techniques we develop to hide it from others—and at times even from ourselves. I made it a rule: never say “obviously!” I saw the “teacherly” moments in a new light, and tried to avoid them.


While following Holt’s deep exploration of how children learn I therefore wasn’t surprised to discover Holt had joined “the enemy”—homeschoolers. His little magazine, Growing Without Schooling, was the most useful guide a teacher could ever read. As time passed I began to change my views of homeschooling. I’m still first and foremost working to preserve public education but homeschoolers can be our allies in devising what truly powerful schooling could be like. If we saw the child as an insatiable nonstop learner, we would create schools that made it as easy and natural to do so as it was for most of us before we first entered the schoolroom. Our task is to make schools ready for kids to learn in, not kids ready for schools.


We have a long way to go to make John Holt’s dream available to all children. But his books make it possible and easier for many of us to join him in the journey.















Preface



How Children Fail described children using their minds badly. This book tries to describe children—in a few cases, adults—using their minds well, learning boldly and effectively. Some of the children described are in school; most are not yet old enough. It is before they get to school that children are likely to do their best learning. Many experts agree that this is so, though they differ about the reason. I believe, and try to show here, that in most situations our minds work best when we use them in a certain way, and that young children tend to learn better than grownups (and better than they themselves will when they are older) because they use their minds in a special way. In short, children have a style of learning that fits their condition, and which they use naturally and well until we train them out of it. We like to say that we send children to school to teach them to think. What we do, all too often, is to teach them to think badly, to give up a natural and powerful way of thinking in favor of a method that does not work well for them and that we rarely use ourselves.
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Worse than that, we convince most of them that, at least in a school setting, or any situation where words or symbols or abstract thought are concerned, they can’t think at all. They think of themselves as “stupid” and incapable of learning or understanding anything that is complicated, or hard, or simply new.
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What are the results? Only a few children in school ever become good at learning in the way we try to make them learn. Most of them get humiliated, frightened, and discouraged. They use their minds, not to learn, but to get out of doing the things we tell them to do—to make them learn. In the short run, these strategies seem to work. They make it possible for many children to get through their schooling even though they learn very little. But in the long run, these strategies are self-limiting and self-defeating, and destroy both character and intelligence. The children who use such strategies are prevented by them from growing into more than limited versions of the human beings they might have become. This is the real failure that takes place in school; hardly any children escape.


When we better understand the ways, conditions, and spirit in which children do their best learning, and are able to make school into a place where they can use and improve the style of thinking and learning natural to them, we may be able to prevent much of this failure. School may then become a place in which all children grow, not just in size, not even in knowledge, but in curiosity, courage, confidence, independence, resourcefulness, resilience, patience, competence, and understanding. To find how best to do this will take us a long time. We may find, in fifty or a hundred years, that all of what we think of as our most up-to-date notions about schools, teaching, and learning are either completely inadequate or outright mistaken. But we will make a big step forward if, by understanding children better, we can undo some of the harm we are now doing.
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All I am saying in this book can be summed up in two words—Trust Children. Nothing could be more simple—or more difficult. Difficult, because to trust children we must trust ourselves—and most of us were taught as children that we could not be trusted. And so we go on treating children as we ourselves were treated, calling this “reality,” or saying bitterly, “If I could put up with it, they can too.”


What we have to do is break this long downward cycle of fear and distrust, and trust children as we ourselves were not trusted. To do this will take a long leap of faith—but great rewards await any of us who will take that leap.


Since I wrote this book our schools have with few exceptions moved steadily and often rapidly in the wrong direction. Schools are on the whole bigger than they used to be, more depersonalized, more threatening, more dangerous. What they try to teach is even more fragmented than it was, what Professor Seymour Papert in Mindstorms calls “dissociated,” i.e., not connected with anything else, and hence meaningless. Teachers have even less to say than they used to about what they teach and how they teach and test it. The schools cling more and more stubbornly to their mistaken idea that education and teaching are industrial processes, to be designed and planned from above in the minutest detail and then imposed on passive teachers and their even more passive students.


I recall something that at the time seemed less significant than it does now. During the late sixties, at the height of the so-called revolution in education (which in fact never took place), a prominent educator, after spending a few days at a big top-level conference on the future of education, said to me, “Those people weren’t the least bit interested in alternative schools or open classrooms or any of that stuff. You know what they were really excited about? Something called behavior modification and behavioral objectives.” It proved to be so. Fragmented learning became even more so, the weekly test became the daily or hourly or even the fifteen-minute test.


The Back to Basics era is now seven or eight years old, with, so far, mostly bad results. But this only leads the schools to say, “Now we’re really going back to basics,” as if that particular wheel had been invented only the day before yesterday.


In any case, I no longer believe we can make schools into places in which all children grow in the ways described above. An exception might be a few very specific kinds of schools, like schools of the dance, or computer programming, or flying. But on the whole I don’t think children with any range of real choices in the world are going to want to spend much time in places where nothing but learning happens, and where the only adults they meet are child specialists whose job it is to watch them and make them do things.
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This book is more concerned with describing effective learning than explaining it, or giving a theory about it. In many places people are busy trying to find out what goes on in the brain, electrically, chemically, and otherwise, when we think and learn. Such research is interesting and may prove to be useful, but it has nothing to do with the aims of this book. We do not need to learn more about the brain, as an organ, in order to make schools better. We could make them a great deal better, knowing no more about the brain than most people know right now. Thus it is interesting that people should be finding evidence that experiences are stored in the brain, in the shape of complicated molecules, like file cards stored in a file. What teachers and learners need to know is what we have known for some time: first, that vivid, vital, pleasurable experiences are the easiest to remember, and secondly, that memory works best when unforced, that it is not a mule that can be made to walk by beating it. It is interesting to read Wolfgang Kohler’s theory, perhaps now held by many others, that electrical fields are set up in the brain when we perceive, think, and feel. This would certainly account for the fact that we think badly, and even perceive badly, or not at all, when we are anxious and afraid. But we don’t need the explanation to know that the fact is a fact, and to learn from it that when we make children afraid we stop their learning dead in its tracks.


This book is more about children than about child psychology. I hope those who read it will come to feel, or feel more than when they opened it, that children are interesting and worth looking at. I hope that when they look they will notice many things they never noticed before, and in these find much food for thought. I want to whet their curiosity and sharpen their vision, even more than to add to their understanding; to make them skeptical of old dogmas, rather than give them new ones.
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A friend said to me after reading this book, “I always was very fond of little children, especially my own. But until now I could never have imagined that they might be interesting.”


They interest me now even more than when I wrote this book. Watching babies and children explore and make sense of the world around them is for me one of the most exciting things in the world. I have watched them and been with them at many times and places, and I find not just more pleasure but much more food for serious thought in what they say and do than in the sayings and doings of a great many older people. Not to like little children, or find them interesting and enjoy their company, is no crime. But it is surely a great misfortune and a great loss, like having no legs or being deaf or blind.
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The human mind, after all, is a mystery, and, in large part, will probably always be so. It takes even the most thoughtful, honest, and introspective person many years to learn even a small part of what goes on in his own mind. How, then, can we be sure about what goes on in the mind of another? Yet many people talk as if we could measure and list the contents of another person’s mind as easily, accurately, and fully as the contents of a suitcase. This is not to say that we ought not to try to understand more about other people’s minds and thoughts, but only that we must be very modest and tentative about what we think we have found out.


There’s an old story about two men on a train. One of them, seeing some naked-looking sheep in a field, said, “Those sheep have just been sheared.” The other looked a moment longer, and then said, “They seem to be—on this side.” It is in such a cautious spirit that we should say whatever we have to say about the workings of the mind, and it is in this spirit that I have tried to write, and in which I hope others will read, this book.















Learning About Children
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In the early sixties, when I wrote much of the original How Children Learn, few psychologists were paying close attention to the learning of very young children. As a field of research it was not important or well known—or in some places even respectable—precisely the reason why a friend of mine at a major university, who wanted to do a Ph.D. thesis on the work of Piaget, was told by his thesis adviser that he could not do so. And even Piaget himself, except perhaps for his own children, did most of his work with children four or five years old and older. Babies were still seen mostly as blobs, waiting for time to begin to turn them into people worthy of serious attention.


Now all this is changed. The study of very young children, their view of the world, their powers and abilities, and their learning, has become a very important field in psychology. Everyone agrees that we should know much more than we do about young children, and how they perceive the world, and live, grow, and learn within it. The question is, how to do so.


Many think the best way to do this is by doing direct research on the brain itself. Some of this was going on when I wrote the Preface to this book; much more is going on now. So far, it has still had little effect on schools. Thus, one theory now much in fashion is the right-brain left-brain theory, which holds that for some kinds of thinking we use one side of our brain, while for other kinds we use the other. People who want to change schools try to use the theory as an argument. So far, they have not had much success. Thus, people who, because they liked or believed in art, have tried for years to get more of it in the schools, now say that we need it in order to develop the right side of children’s brains. But the people who always wanted art out of the schools are no more impressed by the right-brain argument in its favor than they were by any other. They still want it out. It seems unlikely that in any near future schools will be much changed because of this or any other new theories about the workings of the brain.


For one thing, the theories themselves change faster than we can keep up with them. In a recent issue of Omni magazine an article called “Brainstorms” tells us that the still new right-left brain theory has already been disproved and that different kinds of mental activities cannot be precisely located in either one side or the other. The article says, in part:




Alan Gevins, director of the EEG Systems Laboratory at Langley Porter Neuropsychiatric Institute at the University of California School of Medicine, in San Francisco, says, “What we’re doing now is to try to develop a new way of imaging the functional electrical activity of the brain, to see things that couldn’t be seen before.” Electrical patterns never before seen in such detail have suddenly become coherent schematic designs.… The people at the EEG Systems Lab are now working to perfect their 64-channel EEG scalp recording helmet, which will allow them to carry out even more advanced types of computerized signal processing of the brain’s functional electricity.… The long-term results of their line of research could virtually open a door into the brain, admitting its user for the first time to look in on his own “wiring.”…


But a few days at the EEG Systems Lab made it obvious to me that, as in so much of science, [emphasis added] the lab’s new research… was concerned with a subtle and complex series of experiments that would appear almost as incomprehensible to most of us as a tablet of ancient Sumerian trade regulations.





What happened to the old idea that a central task of science was to make the world more comprehensible? Back to the lab:




By careful design of their test conditions, and by using mathematical pattern-recognition analysis, they have charted rapidly changing, complex correlations of electrical patterns, involving many areas of the brain.… This suggests to them that different types of information are not processed in only a few specialized areas of the brain, as has been a theory for decades. Rather, many regions of the brain are involved, even in the most elementary cognitive functions.


In a study of 23 persons, the lab initially confirmed the hypothesis that writing sentences [etc.]… did indeed seem to be more associated with either the right or the left side of the brain. But by looking closer with the mathematical pattern recognizer, they failed to see any significant differences in electrical activity between the tests in which the participants were writing paragraphs or those in which they were just scribbling.… So they went back and wired up 32 more willing participants.… The researchers saw that hemispheric differences between tasks in the EEG “spectra” disappeared entirely. Instead, they witnessed rather uniform patterns involving many areas of both hemispheres. “This suggested,” Gevins states, “that different types of tasks are not processed in a few specialized areas but that many widely dispersed areas of the brain are involved. So it is not correct to say that arithmetic, for example, is located in one place just because damage there results in an inability to add numbers. All you can say is that the damaged area is critical for doing arithmetic.”





If I am doubtful of the value of this kind of research, as indeed I am, it is not because in this case I don’t agree with its findings. I agree with them very strongly, and would be happy to see them confirmed by later research. From the first the right-left brain theory seemed to make far too simple what my own experience as a mind user told me was not simple at all. There is of course no doubt that we do indeed use our minds in different ways, sometimes a very conscious, directed, linear, analytical, verbal way—as when the car won’t start and we try to figure out why—at other times (and perhaps even sometimes at the same time) much more randomly, inclusively (many things at once), intuitively, often sub- or unconsciously. We “hear” sounds, “see” images, experience directly our mental models of reality rather than any verbal or mathematical descriptions of them. We let our minds roam freely, keeping ourselves open to whatever they may tell us.


So far I have no quarrel with the brain theorists. It is even possible that some kinds of mental activity may be largely centered in some parts of the brain, and other kinds in others. But it would be simple-minded and silly to say that all the complicated varieties of thought, of mental experience, can be neatly separated into two kinds and that one of these can be exclusively assigned to the left side of the brain, the other to the right. When I say that I am sometimes surprised by what my mind tells me, I am talking about a very common experience. But where in my brain is the “my mind” who does the telling, where the “me” who is surprised?


The idea used to be that the “me,” the conscious observer, was in a kind of upstairs, in the living room maybe, while “the mind” was down somewhere in the (often dark and dirty) basement. Has right-left brain theory merely shifted the old upstairs “me” over to the left brain and the old basement “mind” over to the right? How then do I account for this experience, well known to us all, that a name which I have been consciously and unsuccessfully struggling to remember will suddenly pop into consciousness, the awareness of the “me,” while that “me” is thinking about something else? In right-left brain theory, it is the left brain that is supposed to be the maker, keeper, and rememberer of lists. What of the fact that often, while thinking of something else, I will find that “my mind” has suddenly presented “me” with a complete sentence, sometimes even two or three, which “I” like so much that I rush to write them down before I forget them? “I” have certainly not produced those sentences in the way I am now producing these sentences on the typewriter, thinking about what words to use or where to put them. On which side of my brain is the producer of these sentences, on which side the observer, critic, editor who judges them to be good?


The right-left brain theorists, at least the more modest of them (some are far from modest), might say, “We’re not trying to say that every kind of thinking can be clearly assigned to either the left or the right brain, but only that certain kinds of thoughts can. So we give our subjects simple tasks and see where the electrical squiggles turn up.” The problem—as I’ve said for years—is that it is hardly ever possible to separate what we think about something from how we feel about it. It is dangerously simple-minded for any brain researcher (or other psychologist) to suppose that when as part of his experiment he gives us some “simple” task to do we are not thinking about anything except that task. Chances are we are thinking about many other things—why does he want me to do this, am I doing it right, am I being a good subject in this experiment, will he ask me back, what will happen if I do it wrong, will I mess up his data, what is this for, anyway? and so on.


The problem with all such research and researchers is that, even with sixty-four-channel helmets, the data is so crude compared to the activity. The living mind probably processes (to use their way of talking) many hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of bits of information every second. Making judgments about how the mind or the brain (they’re not the same) works on the basis of a few (or even sixty-four) squiggles on a chart is like deciding what lives in the ocean by lowering and then pulling up a five-gallon bucket and seeing what you can find in it. Nor is the situation much improved by using bigger buckets. You won’t find out that way. Learning about the mind is a lot more like learning about the ocean than figuring out how to start a car. The only way we will ever learn much about it—and even this will be highly incomplete and uncertain—will be to dive, swim about, and see what we can see in the deep waters of our own thoughts.


There is another very profoundly mistaken assumption in all this research: that from what we can learn about people in a very limited, unusual, and often very anxious situation we can make reliable judgments about what they do in very different and more usual situations.


During the sixties a famous educational psychologist decided to do some research into how children look at things, in what kinds of patterns they scan unfamiliar objects. One of his team designed what they called an “eye camera.” While the subjects looked at pictures put before them, the eye camera, only a few inches away, shone a fine beam of light at their eyeballs and took a series of photographs of its reflection. The idea was that these photographs of tiny dots of light would tell the researchers which way the eyes had been pointing from instant to instant. From this the researchers were supposed to be able to figure out the patterns in which the eyes moved as the subjects looked at the test pictures.


Since it was essential that the subjects not move their heads while these photos were being taken, the researchers attached to the subjects’ chairs U-shaped bars of flat metal, into which the subjects were supposed to push their heads until the bar clamped them very firmly at the temples. Since they might still move their heads a little up and down, another piece of metal was put before them, the “bite bar.” As the subjects pushed their heads as far as they could into the U-shaped clamp, they were also supposed to open their mouths, let the bite bar (covered with cardboard) go in, and then bite down hard on it, so that their heads could not move in any direction.


But, as anyone who knew anything about children could have predicted, more than half of those who were to be the subjects in these experiments were so frightened by the strange look of the apparatus that they would not go near it. Some bolder ones would go so far as to put their heads into the U-shaped clamp, but about half of these could not put the bite bar into their mouths and bite down on it without gagging. Only a small fraction of the children who were brought in to do the experiment could in fact go through with it. The question which naturally follows—and one cannot but wonder about the competence of the researchers who failed to ask it—is, What in the world could one possibly expect to learn about how children normally look at real objects in the real world from an experiment done under such artificial and threatening circumstances?


The Scottish psychiatrist R. D. Laing has for years written angrily and eloquently about these kinds of distortions and perversions of the “scientific method,” as he has seen them in his own lifetime of training and work in medicine and psychiatry. In a recent book, The Facts of Life, in a chapter called “The Scientific Method and Us,” he writes:




The scientific method is based on tampering with what would be happening if we were doing nothing to it.


Scientific interference is the most destructive interference. Only a scientist knows how to interfere most destructively.


Love reveals facts which, without it, remain undisclosed.


A heartless intellect can do no other than investigate the hell of its own hellish constructions by its own hellish instruments and methods, and to describe, in the language of hell, its own hellish conclusions.





These strong words are well justified by what Laing tell us in this book and others about what modern doctors and psychiatrists actually write, say, and do. He later quotes a leading American psychologist as writing, in what was generally judged an extremely important book:




Everything we learn of organisms leads us to conclude not merely that they are analogous to machines but that they are machines. Man-made machines are not brains, but brains are a very ill-understood variety of computing machines.





I disagree flatly with that sentence on the face of it. Everything I learn of organisms, including what these people tell me, leads me to conclude that they are not like machines at all. One famous experiment with rats showed that their behavior changed markedly for the worse in almost every respect when they were crowded into a small space. Other experiments with rats showed that their performance on tasks could be strongly affected by how their human handlers felt about them; rats who had been described to their handlers as smart performed better than identical rats described to their handlers as dumb. Do machines get nervous and break down when we put a lot of them in one room? Do they work better if we talk nicely to them? Some might say that we could someday design computers that would do that. I doubt it very much. But even if we could, the fact that we might make certain machines a little more like animals does not prove in the least that organisms are, or even are like, machines.


This notion, now very popular in leading universities, that organisms, including human beings, are nothing but machines, is for me one of the most mistaken, foolish, harmful, and dangerous of all the many bad ideas at large in the world today. If an idea can be evil, this one surely is.


Enough of this corrupted view of science and of human beings. Let us look instead at some good science, specifically the work of the American biologist Millicent Washburn Shinn, whose book The Biography of a Baby was published by Houghton Mifflin in 1900, and very briefly put back into print by Arno Press a few years ago. The baby was her niece Ruth, who comes to life so vividly in the book that it is hard to believe that she is not a baby or little child somewhere right now, instead of, if she still lives, a woman in her eighties. About how and why she wrote her book, Millicent Shinn said:




Most studies of children deal with later childhood, the school years, and these are almost always statistical in their method, taking the individual child very little into account. My own study has been of babyhood, and its method has been biographical, that of watching one baby’s development, day by day, and recording it.


I am often asked if the results one gets in this way are not misleading, since each child might differ greatly from others. One must, of course, use great caution in drawing general conclusions from a single child, but in many things all babies are alike, and one learns to perceive pretty well which are the things. Babyhood is mainly taken up with the development of the large, general racial powers; individual differences are less important than in later childhood. And the biographical method of child study has the inestimable advantage of showing the process of evolution going on, the actual unfolding of one stage out of another, and the steps by which the changes come about. No amount of comparative statistics could give this. If I should find out that a thousand babies learned to stand at an average age of forty-six weeks and two days, I should not know as much that is important about standing, as a stage in human progress, as I should after watching a single baby carefully through the whole process of achieving balance on his little soles.


Perhaps I should say a word here as to the way in which I came to make a baby biography, for I am often asked how one should go to work at it. It was not done in my case for any scientific purpose, for I did not feel competent to make observations of scientific value. But I had for years desired an opportunity to see the wonderful unfolding of human powers out of the limp helplessness of the newborn baby; to watch this fascinating drama of evolution daily, minutely, and with an effort to understand as far as I could, for my own pleasure and information.…


There is one question that I have been asked a hundred times about baby biography: “Doesn’t it do the children some harm? Doesn’t it make them nervous? Doesn’t it make them self-conscious?” At first this seemed to me an odd misapprehension—as if people supposed observing children meant doing something to them. But I have no doubt it could be so foolishly managed as to harm the child. There are thousands of parents who tell anecdotes about children before their faces every day in the year, and if such a parent turns child student it is hard to say what he may not do in the way of dissecting a child’s mind openly, questioning the little one about himself, and experimenting with his thoughts and feelings. But such observing is as worthless scientifically as it is bad for the child: the whole value of an observation is gone as soon as the phenomena observed lose simplicity and spontaneity [emphasis added]. It should be unnecessary to say that no competent observer tampers with the child in any way.… If I sit by the window and catch with my pencil my niece’s prattle as she plays about below—and if [she] afterward turns out spoiled, the mischief must be credited to some other agency than the silent notebook.





In 1980 there was published a book which Millicent Shinn would have rejoiced to read, as I have—Gnys at Wrk, by Glenda Bissex (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980). At the start of the Preface, she writes:




This is an account of one child learning to read and write, from the beginning of literacy at age five up to age eleven.


When I began taking notes about my infant son’s development, I did not know I was gathering “data” for “research”; I was a mother with a propensity for writing things down. Because of my experience in Courtney Casden’s Child Language course at Harvard, I was particularly interested in my son’s language development; and as an English teacher just retrained in reading, I wanted to observe his learning to read. When Paul started spelling, I was amazed and fascinated. Only somewhat later did I learn of Charles Read’s research on children’s invented spelling. Excited by his work, I started seeing my notes as “data.”…


What I hope this study offers, rather than generalizations to be “applied” to other children, is encouragement to look at individuals in the act of learning. And I do mean act, with all that implies of drama and action.…


At the beginning, Paul was an unconscious subject, unaware of the significance of my tape recorder and notebook. When he first became aware, at about age six, he was pleased by my interest and attention. By seven, he had become an observer of his own progress. When I worked on my initial analysis of the first year’s data (5:1–6:1) and had Paul’s early writings spread out on my desk, he loved to look at them with me and try to read them. They offered the challenge of breaking what then appeared to him a code, and their visible evidence of his progress since he had written them gave him a sense of achievement. “I notice I didn’t know about silent e’s then,” he once observed (7:8). About this same time Paul had observed me writing down a question he had asked about spelling, and I inquired how he felt about my writing it down. “Then I know that when I’m older I can see the stuff I asked when I was little,” he commented.


At eight he was self-conscious enough to object to obvious observation and note taking, which I then stopped. One day when I was making informal observations of his laterality, he looked at my notebook to see what I was putting down, and said, “I don’t like to be charted in everything I do.” (8:0) Paul still brought his writings (except personal ones) to me, sharing my sense of their importance. At nine he became a participant in the research, interested in thinking about why he had written or read things as he once had. When I speculated aloud that his early oral reading had been aimed at receiving adult feedback and correction, he argued instead that he needed to hear the sounds in order to know if they were right.


The study has become a special bond between us, an interest we share in each other’s work, a mutual enjoyment of Paul’s early childhood and of his growing up. I have come to appreciate certain qualities in my son that I might not have seen except through the eyes of this study.





In 1960, when I first began writing notes about Lisa, I did not think of myself as collecting data, or doing research, or getting ready to write a book. I was a charmed and delighted adult with (like Mrs. Bissex) “a propensity for writing things down,” in the form of letters to friends or notes to myself, of which I sometimes later sent copies to friends. I had no thought at first of making these letters and notes into a book, and indeed when my friend Peggy Hughes first suggested to me that I could and should do so, the idea seemed impossible and absurd.


As a result of my experience as a teacher of teenagers and ten-year-olds, and as a friend of the many children of my sisters and of many of my other friends, I had come to feel and to hope that from very young children I might learn some interesting and important things about children’s learning. In the spring of that same year, in the school where I taught fifth grade, I had spent as much time as I could, in the early morning before school officially began, with the nursery school group of three-year-olds. But Lisa was even younger, only one and a half, and I had never before had a chance to spend so much time with a child so young. So I was enormously interested in everything she did, and every day more astonished and delighted by her skill, patience, industry, intelligence, and seriousness. If I looked at her closely, it was not with the eye and feelings of someone looking at a specimen through a microscope, but more in the spirit in which I looked every day that summer at the snow-covered Colorado mountains across the valley—a mixture of interest, pleasure, excitement, awe, and wonder. I was watching, and in some small way taking part in, a miracle.


But let me return again to the world of modern, big-money, “value-free” (as they say) science—in this case, the brain research lab described before. In my mind’s ear is the humane and sensible voice of Millicent Shinn saying, as if it were so obvious that it hardly even needed to be said, “… as if people supposed that observing children meant doing something to them.” Or “The whole value of an observation is gone as soon as the phenomena observed lose simplicity and spontaneity.” Or, most bitterly ironical of all, “It should be unnecessary to say that no competent observer tampers with the child in any way.”


The article describing the brain research goes on:




While the participant, wired to the gills, is pressing the pressure-sensitive transducer at numbers and arrows, the EEG polygraph is recording conventionally; the oscilloscope is oscillating conventionally; the brainwave information is being fed into the computer, where the average evoked potential is being averaged conventionally, narrowing down the range of scrutiny.… The focus is on “time windows,” defined by the average evoked potential’s components, and then the scientists zero in on the wave pattern interrelationships all over the brain during each single task trial. At the heart of this analysis is the advanced mathematical pattern-recognition they call SAM. This program compares the similarity of wave shapes between the different areas and extracts the tiny task-related signals from the obscuring noise.





And so on. This is indeed, as Laing says, the language of hell, of intellect without heart, run wild. To be sure, these researchers are not hurting or harming their subjects, who so far, at least, seem to be adult middle-class volunteers. But this may very well change if someone decides one day that it will be useful and important, or perhaps only interesting, to find out what happens to these patterns when the subject is experiencing pain. After all, more than a few scientists in this country have done dangerous research on human beings, often prisoners, or poor nonwhites, without getting their informed consent—one such very extensive program was the subject of a recent book. In the fields of nuclear power and genetic research, where reputations, Nobel prizes, and now large fortunes are at stake, we hear much talk about “acceptable risks,” as if it were morally acceptable to bring sickness or death to considerable numbers of people as long as you couldn’t be sure which ones they were—like standing blindfolded in the middle of a crowded stadium and firing a machine gun at random into the crowd.


In The New Yorker (December 14, 1981) a physicist, Jeremy Bernstein, wrote a long profile of Professor Marvin Minsky, one of the leading researchers into what they call “artificial intelligence.” Here he quotes approvingly some of Minsky’s observations on free will:




Our everyday intuitive models of higher human activity are quite incomplete, and many notions in our informal explanations do not tolerate close examination. Free will or volition is one such notion; people are incapable of explaining how it differs from stochastic caprice but feel strongly that it does. I conjecture that this idea has its genesis in a strong primitive defense mechanism. Briefly, in childhood we learn to recognize various forms of aggression and compulsion and to dislike them, whether we submit or resist. Older, when told that our behavior is “controlled” by such-and-such a set of laws, we insert this fact in our model (inappropriately) along with other recognizers of compulsion.… Although resistance is logically futile, the resentment persists and is rationalized by defective explanations, since the alternative is emotionally unacceptable.





This slippery little paragraph demonstrates clearly and often the logical fallacy known as “begging the question,” i.e., taking as already proven the thing you are trying to prove. Thus, who says our behavior is in fact “controlled”? Who says these “laws” are laws at all, let alone what they are? Who says it’s a “fact”? It’s not a fact at all, but an inference, a hypothesis, in this case little more than a wild guess. And so on, and so on. Minsky goes on in the same vein: “When intelligent machines are constructed,” he says, again begging the important question of whether intelligence, as we understand it in people, can be ascribed to a machine,




we should not be surprised to find them as confused and stubborn as men in their convictions about mind-matter, consciousness, free will, and the like. For all such questions are pointed at explaining the complicated interactions between parts of the self-model. A man’s or a machine’s strength of conviction about such things tells us nothing about the man or about the machine except what it tells us about his model of himself.





What is most terrible and terrifying about this cool, detached, witty voice—for Minsky is clearly not only brilliant but interesting and amusing—is the contempt it expresses for the deepest feelings we humans have about ourselves. His argument is a perfect example of what Laing, in The Politics of Experience, called “the invalidation of experience.” In the words quoted above Minsky tells us that our strongest and most vivid experiences of ourselves are not real and not true, and tell us nothing about ourselves and others except our own delusions, and that in any case he and his colleagues will soon make machines that will “feel about themselves” exactly as we do. His message could be summed up, You cannot learn anything about yourself from your own experience, but must believe whatever we experts tell you.


In The Facts of Life Laing quotes a distraught woman as asking the head of her philosophy department, “If I do not feel I exist, why should I not kill myself?” By “exist” she meant, of course, exist as something other and more than a machine. Her question was dismissed as trivial. But it is the farthest thing in the world from trivial. If we do not feel that we exist and that our existence is somehow important, why indeed should we not kill ourselves—and everyone else, and all unborn generations as well—which we seem to be getting ready to do.


To return for the last time to the article about brain research, there is a photograph in it of one of the subjects, a seated woman, wearing a scalp recording helmet; behind her, adjusting it, a white-coated scientist; in the foreground, another scientist, taking notes. The subject is bathed in a red light, the note-taking scientist in a blue one. The effect is frightening, like a scene from a horror science-fiction movie. To this the lab people might protest, “Oh, come on, now, we don’t actually work under those red and blue lights. The magazine just threw them in to make an exciting picture.” Sure, fine. But why did the magazine want such a picture? And since it is false, a lie, why did the lab people allow it? Because it makes science look like a powerful and forbidding mystery, not for the likes of you and me. Because it tells us that only people with expensive and incomprehensible machines can discover the truth, about human beings or anything else, and that we must believe whatever they tell us. Because it turns science from an activity to be done into a commodity to be bought. Because it prevents ordinary human beings from being the scientists, the askers of questions and seekers and makers of answers that we naturally and rightfully are, and makes us instead into science consumers and science worshipers.


This may not seem to have much to do with children and how they learn, and how we may learn how they learn. But in fact it has everything in the world to do with it. It is only in the presence of loving, respectful, trusting adults like Millicent Shinn or Glenda Bissex that children will learn all they are capable of learning, or reveal to us what they are learning. The tinkerers, dissectors, and manipulators will only drive children into artificial behavior, if not actual deception, evasion, and retreat. It is not so much a matter of technique as of spirit. The difference between fond and delighted parents playing “This Little Piggy Went to Market” with their laughing baby’s toes and two anxious home-based would-be clinicians giving “tactile stimulation” to those same toes, so that the child will one day be smarter than other children and thus get into the best colleges, may not on the face of it seem to be very much. But in fact it is the difference between night and day. Of two ways of looking at children now growing in fashion—seeing them as monsters of evil who must be beaten into submission, or as little two-legged walking computers whom we can program into geniuses, it is hard to know which is worse, and will do more harm. I write this book to oppose them both.
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Games & Experiments



August 9, 1960


I am sitting on a friend’s terrace. Close by is Lisa, sixteen months old, a bright and bold child. She has invented a very varied pseudo-speech which she uses all the time. Some sounds she says over and over again, as if she meant something by them. She likes to touch and handle things, and is surprisingly dexterous; she can fit screws and similar small objects into the holes meant for them. Can it be that little children are less clumsy than we have always supposed?


One of Lisa’s favorite games is to take my ball point pen out of my pocket, take the top off, and then put it on again. This takes some skill. She never tires of the game; if she sees me with the pen in my pocket, she lets me know right away that she wants it. There is no putting her off. She is stubborn, and if I pretend—which is a lie—not to know what she wants, she makes a scene. The trick, when I know I will need to use my pen, is to have an extra one hidden in a pocket.


The other day she was playing on the piano, hitting out more or less at random with both hands, pleased to be working the machine, and making such an interesting noise. Curious to see whether she would imitate me, I bounced up and down the keyboard with my index finger. She watched, then did the same.


August 11, 1960


Yesterday I had the portable electric typewriter on the terrace. The older children were looking at it and using it. Lisa was busy eating an ice cream cone and, for a while at least, was not interested. When the cone was gone, however, she came to see what the others were doing, and soon asked, by sounds and signs, to be picked up and given a chance. So I sat her on my lap in front of the machine. Having seen me poke at the keys, one finger at a time, she did the same, and seemed pleased by what happened—something flew through the air and made a sharp click, and there was a general impression of activity and motion, and mysterious things going on inside the machine, things that she was making happen.


Now and then she would hit more than one key at a time, and keys would get stuck. I would then turn off the machine and straighten them out. After seeing me turn the rotary On-Off switch a few times, she tried to turn it herself, but her fingers weren’t strong enough. When this happened, she reached down, took my right hand, brought it up to the switch, and made me work it. Soon we had a good game going. I would turn off the typewriter; she would try for a while to turn it back on; then she would take my hand and make me do it.


She also liked the carriage-return lever. Each time I returned the carriage for a new line, she would take hold of the lever and give it one more push. Only rarely did she get excited and begin to slam and bang on the keys. Once she showed me that she wanted me to put the typewriter on the ground. I did so, but soon saw that this was a mistake; she wanted to climb on and even into it, to see what was really going on inside. After a bit of an argument and tussle I got it back up on the table. We were busy with all this for about forty minutes. Perhaps the attention span of infants is not as short as we think.


Today, with her elder brother more or less in charge, Lisa was in more of a banging mood, and often slapped the keyboard with her hands. Each time she did this, we turned the machine off and carefully unscrambled the stuck keys. Since this slowed up the action, I thought it might in time show her that it was not a good idea to slap the keyboard. But it was also interesting for her to watch us unstick the keys. After this had happened a number of times, I suggested to her brother that next time she piled the keys up we turn off the machine and just wait to see what she would do. We did so. She poked a key or two, but nothing happened. Then, seeming to notice that the machine was not making its usual busy hum, she reached up herself and pulled back the stuck keys.
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Something else happened here that I forgot to write about at the time. I spoke of turning off the machine when Lisa jammed the keys. In order to do this I had to stand close to the typewriter, to be able to reach the On-Off switch. But Lisa did not like me hovering over her as she worked, and I did not like it either—I wanted her to be free to give all her attention to the machine. I solved this particular problem by plugging the typewriter into a long extension cord that had an On-Off switch in it. With this I could stand well behind Lisa, completely out of her sight, yet still turn off the machine instantly whenever the keys jammed. Then I would come forward, free up the keys, and then turn the machine back on.


But Lisa was not fooled by this arrangement for very long. For a while she may have been willing to take it as a mysterious coincidence that when the keys jammed the machine went off. But it didn’t take her very long to figure out that I must have something to do with the machine stopping when the keys jammed, and going on again when they were free. Before very long, every time I turned off the machine—I should add that my On-Off switch was very quiet—she would turn around and look at me with a puzzled expression. I kept up the illusion that I had nothing to do with the machine going off; that is, I did not show her the extension cord switch. If I had it to do again I think I would have shown her the switch, though that too had its risks—she was a very fierce and stubborn little child, and might have become angry with me for turning the machine on and off. As I have since learned very well, little children strongly dislike being given more help than they ask for.


It amuses me now to read how astonished I was then to realize how intelligent small children were, how patient, skillful, and resourceful, how thoroughly capable of doing many things that experts assured us they could not do. It is not news any more that babies are smart; sometimes it seems as if half the psychologists in the country are bending over babies’ cribs and “discovering” there what loving and observant mothers have always known. But in 1960 this was private knowledge, not public.
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July 24, 1961


This morning Lisa bent down to pick up a balloon, and as she did a puff of wind coming through the door blew the balloon across the floor. She watched it go. When it stopped, she moved close to it, and blew at it, as if to make it go farther. This surprised me. Can such young children make a connection between the ability of the wind to move objects, and their own ability to move them by blowing on them? Apparently they can.
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This seems to me a good example of the kind of abstract thinking that many people tell us children cannot do until they are at least nine or ten.
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One game almost all babies seem to like is to have you blow across their hands or fingers, moving your head from side to side so that the airstream moves back and forth. They smile; then after a while they begin to investigate where this mysterious stuff is coming from, and try to poke a finger into your mouth. They find it interesting that you can get a similar effect by fanning them with a fan, or piece of cardboard.


Later, Lisa walked round and round the balloon, singing, more or less, her own version of “Ring-around-a-rosie.” As she sang it, she began to change it, until before long it had become an entirely different song. Much of what she says, sings, and does is like this; it starts out as one thing and gradually turns into another. A musician might call it variations on a theme.


Many other little children I have known love to tell endless stories and sing endless songs. Sometimes the song is about what they did or would like to do. A mother told me that her four-year-old boy, whose seven-year-old sister was in school, began one day, alone in his room, to chant a song about, “I wish I had a sister, who didn’t have to go to school, and would do everything I say.…” Often the song is nonsensical, words and nonsense syllables; sometimes sense and nonsense are mixed. Many children like to play a game with a grownup in which each takes turns adding something to the song. It is not as easy as it sounds. Trying to make up words and music at the same time is a strain on the imagination, and what comes out is usually no better than what the child does, and, as a rule, very much like it.


These are good games, and we might do well to encourage them, pay attention to them, take part in them, both at home and in school.


Children first going to school do a lot of singing, to be sure; but they all sing the same songs, taught and led by the teacher, and the aim is to get them “right,” not to make up something new. Some children like this and get good at it; for others, it just becomes one more of those things that you have to do in school—compulsory fun, as so much of early school is. Many of these children become non-singers, a needless waste. The work of Carl Orff and others who have used his method of instruction suggests that when children are given many opportunities to improvise, to make up their own chants, rhythms, and tunes, their musical and verbal growth can be very rapid.
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I have since come to feel very strongly, partly from my experience in music and my own work on the cello (about which I wrote in Never Too Late), partly from the little I know of music history, that improvisation lies at the very heart of all music making and should be a central part of every kind of music instruction. Much of my own time on the cello I spend improvising in different ways, and if I were teaching cello or any kind of instrument to children or adults, I would urge them to spend some of their time doing the same: either trying to play by ear tunes they know, or thinking up tunes in their mind and trying to play them, or simply moving their hands around the fingerboards or keyboards, with no conscious plan, just hearing whatever notes come out.


In other words, there can be varying amounts of conscious control in improvising. At one extreme, we try to make our muscles play the tunes, other people’s or our own, that we hear in our minds. At the other, we let our hands move on their own, and listen to and think about what they bring to us. It is when our muscles, hands, and fingers can improvise with the least conscious control that we are most truly improvising and have the most natural and effortless control of our instruments.


Little children do this when they are singing their charming endless made-up songs. They are not first hearing a tune in their minds and then trying to sing it. They are simply singing, and letting whatever comes out, come out. We ought to encourage them in this, and do more of it ourselves.
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July 25, 1961


Cries from the living room announce a new collision between Lisa and the institution of private property. She is interested in everything she sees, wants to examine it, handle it, test it, take it apart if she can. Naturally, she has no sense of what is valuable, or fragile, or dangerous. Having seen me plug in the electric typewriter, she was eager to plug it in herself, and fiercely resented being told that she was not to fool around with electric sockets. The other day she managed to turn on all the burners on top of the stove, fortunately far enough so that the pilot light was able to light them. She did not like being told to leave the stove alone. It’s impossible for her to see why she should not be allowed to touch what everyone else touches. When she takes things, she never thinks to put them back where she got them—even if she could remember where she got them.


There is no very good or easy answer to this problem. Every day we find ourselves saying, “No, no, don’t touch that, it’s too hot, it’s too sharp, it will hurt you, it will break, it belongs to me, I need it.” Each time she feels, naturally, that we are attacking her right and need to investigate every part of the world around her so that she may make some sense out of it. Everyone else touches this; why can’t I? It is easy to see how too much of such treatment could destroy a child’s curiosity, and make him or her feel that the world, instead of being full of interesting things to explore and think about, is full of hidden dangers and ways of getting into trouble.


We try to solve the problem by giving Lisa toys of her own, and telling her to leave other things alone. This doesn’t work very well. For one thing, the toys aren’t interesting enough. For another, she can’t remember, even if she wants to, what she is free to touch, and what not. Most important, it is the fact that older and bigger people use various objects around the house that makes these objects so interesting. Like all little children, Lisa wants to be like the big people, and do what they do. When dishes are being washed, she demands to be allowed to help. When cooking is going on, she wants to cook; when lemonade is being made, she wants to help make it. And she will not be put off by obviously phony substitutes.
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