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Introduction



This might be an odd beginning, but I’m going to start with telling you what this book is not.


This is not a book that will tell you how to go back to school. You will not find anything here that tells you that without school, your life is ruined. It isn’t one of those cheery books that will try to convince you that school isn’t so bad really, and that if you just keep going, you’ll start to feel better about it.


[image: Illustration of a child looking at three posters: ‘Say yes to school’, ‘Why school is great’, and ‘Keep calm & keep going to school’.]





This book is about something that adults don’t talk about much. Something that many of them might not even think is possible. It’s about how you can get an education without going to school.


There are many reasons why you could be reading this book. You might really dislike school and find attending regularly difficult, or you might have been excluded. It might make you feel ill, or you might find the whole school environment overwhelming. You might be someone who gets so angry at school that you just can’t keep doing what you’re told to do. You might be home educated, either because you want to be or because your parents felt they had no other choice. You might still be attending school but find that you aren’t learning or happy there.


It’s possible you have not met anyone else like you, but there are a surprising number of teenagers who do not go to school. Some of them are home educated, but others are just … not attending school regularly. Either with the knowledge of their parents, or not.


Then there are many more who do attend school but aren’t learning there. Being present in a school building isn’t a guarantee of learning, even if sometimes adults talk as if it is.


[image: Illustration of a student looking bored and unhappy while sitting at a school desk.]





Contrary to what you may have been told, school is not the only way to get an education. It’s only one way to learn, and for many people it might not even be the best way to learn. Education is compulsory, but school isn’t the same thing as education. School is just one way to get an education.


This book is about some of the other ways.


[image: Illustration of a signpost pointing right with the words ‘OTHER WAYS’.]





Who Are We?


There are two of us creating this book.


Naomi, who is writing the words, is a clinical psychologist. She went to many different schools when she was growing up, and at two different times in her life she was a ‘school refuser’, or ‘school-phobic’ as they called it then. Essentially, she really disliked school, so much so that she felt ill when she was there. That happened when she was five and when she was fourteen.


Naomi remembers quite clearly what that was like, and how unhappy she felt. She remembers feeling like she was making things difficult for everyone else, but she just couldn’t help it. School wasn’t a place where she could learn and be happy. She has now worked with many teenagers in the same situation.


Eliza, who is drawing the pictures, is an artist and author. She had her own difficult school journey and had a lot of time off sick when she was a teenager. Now she is the mother of a teenager who found primary school extremely hard and who stopped going altogether during secondary school.


[image: Illustration of two women, one with dark hair and one with a striped shirt.]





This means that we come from a different perspective to authors of other books you might have read. We know from personal experience that school isn’t always the best place for everyone, and that it is possible to learn outside school. We know that finding school really challenging doesn’t mean that the rest of your life will be the same.


To help write this book, we asked seventeen teenagers who do not go to school to tell us about their learning and what they do instead of school. Their ages range from thirteen to nineteen. Some of them have never been to school, while others had attended some school. Some of them left during primary school, while others didn’t stop attending until they were in secondary school. Some of them now attend self-directed schools or are at college. They are all real people.


This book is divided into chapters. The first few chapters are about school and some of the things that you’ve probably been told about school and how we learn. Then there are some chapters on how people learn out of school. Finally, there is a chapter about differences and another one about the future and qualifications. At the end is a chapter for your parents. You can of course read it if you want to, but I’ve written it to explain to them some of what you will read in the rest of this book.


You don’t have to read this book in order, and you don’t have to do any of the exercises. You can just flick through it and look at the pictures if you like. We’ve put in lots of subheadings so it should be easy to find your way around.


We hope that you enjoy it.
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Being Schooled


Most people assume that everyone will go to school. In our time and culture (I am in England), that’s just what children do. So much so that five-to-sixteen-year-olds are sometimes described as ‘school age’ even if they don’t go to school. A child out of school is seen as out of place, as if school is the only proper place for everyone of a certain age.


[image: Illustration of an adult placing a small child into a model of a school building, saying ‘There you are, that’s where you belong.’]





You might remember what it was like when you were little. If you’re like most people, as soon as you got near the age of four, everyone started talking about school and how exciting it would be. You probably assumed that school was a basic part of life, as fundamental as your home and your parents. That’s what little children do. They assume that the way things are for them is the only way that things could be.


Once you start school, one of the things that you are told is that you must be at school to learn, and that the best way to learn is to do what the teacher tells you. I call this process ‘being schooled’. ‘Schooling’ as I define it means all the things that you learn at school which aren’t actually about the subjects. Things like: if you don’t do well at school you’ll be a failure in life. Or: you have to sit on your bottom and keep quiet in order to learn.


[image: Illustration of a student surrounded by speech bubbles with school rules: ‘Put your hand up before you speak’, ‘You can’t learn if you’re not at school’, ‘You shouldn’t be struggling with this.’]





When we are told things at a very young age, we tend to believe them without question. Small children are quite easy to influence. They quickly believe what adults tell them. In their world, adults are the experts and much more knowledgeable than them. When I was growing up, my dad once told me and my brother that the Prime Minister had decided that all the children had to go back to school early from the Easter holidays and she was sending lorries around to pick us all up. My brother (who was five) came running into my bedroom to tell me to get ready. I was seven and I was suspicious. I quickly worked out that it was April Fool’s Day, and my dad was playing a trick on us, but it didn’t even occur to my brother.


[image: Illustration of children walking in a line towards the back of a large truck with ‘SCHOOL’ written on the side.]





Five-year-olds are often very gullible (this means they believe things that other people tell them very easily). The next April, my dad put food colouring in our porridge and told us it was strawberry-flavoured. By this time, my brother was onto him but my little sister, two years younger, was still taken in and got upset because she didn’t like strawberries (or pink porridge).


The gullibility of young children means that it is easy to convince them that school is the only way to learn, and many people never challenge those early assumptions. They grow up thinking that school is essential, even when they themselves are not happy and not learning. They think that the problem is them, not school.


This means that when school really isn’t working for you, it can be hard for adults to understand. They honestly might never have thought of the possibility of a teenager learning without school. It makes them very anxious and fearful about the future. They don’t know what it would look like or how it would work.


What Is It Like When School Isn’t Working?


There are many ways in which school might not be working for you. You might be really unhappy at school, or you might be in a lot of trouble there. You might find it really hard to get into school each day and that might be causing problems for your family. You might be really worried about school, so much so that it stops you sleeping at night. Or perhaps you are finding it really hard to learn at school even though you are attending.


Some teenagers say that school makes them feel physically ill. They get headaches or stomach aches, or weird prickly feelings in their hands and legs. Some people get so anxious in the mornings that they vomit before school.


For others, it’s not so much about how they feel but more about what has gone wrong at school. Some people keep getting into trouble at school and it escalates. They feel like no one likes them or wants them there, and they end up in isolation or being suspended. It feels like everyone at school expects them to get into trouble and it’s hard for them to change this.


[image: Illustration of a person looking confused or worried at a sign that says ‘WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?’.]







I don’t know which of these is you and it doesn’t really matter. This book is for all teenagers who are finding that school just isn’t working for them, but who don’t know what to do instead.


What Makes This Book Different?


I am not about to try and convince you that school is okay really and that you should just suck it up and keep going. I’m not going to remind you how important school is or tell you that if you want to change the world, you’d better get some qualifications at school first. I really have seen a book which suggested this, as if when you start to think about how to make a difference, you need to get a certificate in ‘World Changing’ first to make sure that you’re going about it in the Right Way. Imagine if you failed your World Changing exam, would that mean that you were stuck where you are now for ever?


[image: Illustration of a certificate that says ‘WORLD CHANGING’ with a ‘GRADE 9’ ribbon.]





I’m going to tell you about my own experiences of school now, because I think that’s where I started to wonder whether perhaps everything that we’re told about school isn’t actually true.


My School Story


When I was five years old, I started at my local infant school. I had been looking forward to Big School. I had been to nursery, and I was happy there.


Big School was different. The school was echoey and smelt funny. We couldn’t run around like we could at nursery. We had to sit at tables in our classroom. All the classrooms opened out onto the hall and sometimes other children would walk past and we could hear them chattering. There was another girl there who didn’t like me, and she would pinch me when no one was looking. I could already read, but everyone else still had to learn. They sat on the carpet and read Roger Red-hat and Jennifer Yellow-hat with our teacher. I had to sit at the table and write stories with my orange Words Folder. It was full of little tickets with words written on them. The carpet looked like more fun and everyone else was there. I didn’t enjoy being at the table, and writing each word seemed to take for ever. It was boring.


[image: Illustration of a child looking sad at a desk, separate from three other children sitting happily on the floor.]





I didn’t like it. I told my parents I didn’t like it, and I didn’t want to go. In fact, I probably made quite a big fuss about it. Enough so that they decided to move me to a different type of school, one where there was a lot more freedom and playing and less sitting at tables. I liked it there.


My parents moved around a lot, which meant that I moved school a lot. By the time I was thirteen, I had been to eight different schools and been home educated for a few months. When I was thirteen, my parents moved back to England. We had been living overseas, and I had liked my school there. I started at a big comprehensive school. There were nine forms in each year group, and I started halfway through the academic year.


I didn’t like it. My uniform was all wrong on the first day. My socks were too long; my tie wasn’t tucked in right. I wore my school bag on two shoulders not one. There were so many students that I didn’t even recognise the people in my own year group. We did work that I found a waste of time. The other kids were bored too and sometimes desks got turned over and chairs were thrown around.


[image: Illustration of a student standing alone looking down, while a group of four other students stand together talking and looking away from her.]





No one liked me. They made fun of me, and no one wanted to be my partner in P.E. They would ask me questions like, ‘Which brand of deodorant do you wear?’ and I wouldn’t know how to respond. I knew they weren’t really asking me that because they wanted to know – why would anyone want to know about deodorant brands? They wanted to imply that I smelt bad to make fun of me.


I started to feel ill at school. My throat felt sore. I couldn’t think. I would go to the medical room and sometimes they would call my mother to come and pick me up. I spent more and more time at home. I watched boring Australian TV soap operas about doctors and vets and lay around.


I did my homework sometimes and read books for the hundredth time. I felt out of place. I should be at school, but school made me feel awful. Nothing was happening at home – the rest of my family were all at work or school – but at least it wasn’t school. What was going to happen to me?


Each day the same thing was repeated. Was I well enough to go to school? I never really knew. I knew I hated school, but it seemed I had to be ill in order not to go.


[image: Illustration of an adult telling a teenager sitting slumped in a chair, ‘You look fine.’]





When I did go in, the adults were pleased. The deputy head walked past me when I was with a group of the ‘nice girls’ and smiled. Later she said to me, ‘I saw you with them earlier and you looked fine!’


I was amazed that this teacher didn’t seem to understand that a person could look fine and not be fine at all. And that walking with a group of girls didn’t mean that I was part of the group. She didn’t see how a moment later they all pretended to see something over the other side of the football pitch and ran away, leaving me confused and on my own.


I was lucky again. My parents moved house, and the new school was better. Not so big and much friendlier. I still thought a lot of it was a waste of my time, but I kept that quiet. I’d learnt that no one likes too much honesty when it comes to school.


[image: Illustration of a girl being measured for a school uniform skirt, thinking, ‘Can’t we just wear trousers instead?’]





I don’t know if your experiences are like mine. They might be similar in some ways but different in others. What I do know is that I remember what it feels like when school isn’t working, and I know that it wasn’t because there was anything wrong with me. I know that school was the wrong place for me, and I couldn’t be happy there. In fact, I’m not sure school was the right place for me to learn at all. I always felt like I learnt more when I was reading, writing or talking to people out of school. I have learnt more since I left school than I ever did at school.


You’ve read about my experience now, but what about your own? Has it made you think of the similarities and differences?




Exercise: Your School Story


You might be used to trying to avoid thinking about school because it is upsetting or makes you angry. Sometimes creativity can help to make sense of your experiences, and they start to feel less distressing. There are many different ways to do this.


You could spend some time writing about what school has been like for you.


You could draw it, write a song about it or make a vlog about it.


You could make an animation about it.


You could write about what actually happened, or you could make it into a fantasy and put another character at the centre of the story.


No one else has to see it and it doesn’t have to be perfect. Some people will write in a journal, turn the page and then never look at it again. Others will redraft something many times. When I started writing, the only way that I could really get going was to promise myself that no one would ever read it.


If you never went to school, you could write about your fantasies of what school is like, or what you have heard from other people.


Do you ever worry that you’re missing out by not going to school, and what do you think you are missing?


No one ever lives a life completely free of school influence because school is so much a part of our culture.





Have You Ever Thought How Strange School Is?


There is something particularly weird about the way that school works. School assumes that all people the same age need to do and learn the same things. This is something which we only think about children.


When it comes to adults we all know that different people need and want different types of lives. Some work entirely with their hands, making things from wood or clay or plastering walls and mending pipes. Others do jobs where they sit at the computer for most of each day, answering emails and enquiries. Some build houses, others teach people how to swim. Eliza listens to podcasts and sits at her desk illustrating. Some people thrive on the adrenaline of a job as a firefighter or paramedic while others prefer a quieter life.


For adults, this is absolutely fine. People live in different ways and can find the way that suits them.


But with kids, it’s like we think that they should all be the same. School should fit them all, no matter what. With secondary schools, it’s often one huge school which should suit everyone. Not just that, but there are very few opportunities for teenagers to influence how their schools work, or to choose what they learn at school. There aren’t even real chances for teenagers to give feedback on their schools or teachers.


The strangest thing of all is that between the ages of five and sixteen or eighteen, everyone thinks that you must be at school no matter what, but once you are older you can’t go back to school even if you wanted to. Schooling is entirely based on age, and once you are no longer school age everyone seems to understand that learning can happen in lots of different ways.


[image: Illustration of two happy kids running out of open school gates, throwing papers in the air.]





A Quick Recap


Most people think that everyone goes to school. Most people think that the right way to spend the years when you are growing up is at school.


That means that when school is going wrong, most adults don’t know how to deal with that. Adults tend to think that if a teenager isn’t happy at school, they should just be made to attend, and the problem will go away.


That’s strange, because we know that all people are different and they need different things to make them happy, but we behave as if school is always the right place for all children to be.


[image: Illustration of person looking at a poster that reads: ‘DON’T LIKE SCHOOL? then TRY MORE SCHOOL’.]
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It Hasn’t Always Been Like This


School is so much a part of our life that it seems impossible to imagine life without it. You might not know anyone who doesn’t go to school. Your parents and your grandparents probably went to school.


It might surprise you to realise that school is quite a recent invention in human history. Compulsory schooling started in different countries at different times, but in the United Kingdom it has only been around since 1880, and then it was only for children aged between five and ten. In the United States, the first state to make school compulsory was Massachusetts, in 1852.


In many countries, compulsory schooling was brought in as an effort to stop children being exploited and forced to work. Before then, children were sent up chimneys and were working in factories. It’s easy to see why school was an improvement. At least you didn’t risk serious injury by being crushed by machines or falling down a chimney.


[image: Illustration of the lower half of a child stuck inside a brick fireplace chimney.]





I know I said that school is compulsory, but actually that’s not quite true, at least in the UK and the USA. It’s education that is compulsory and school is one way to do that.


How Did Children Learn Before Schools?


For the vast majority of human history, most children did not learn by going to school. This doesn’t mean that they didn’t learn, however. They learnt the skills they would need to be adults in their society in other ways.


They would have learnt by watching adults and older children. They would have gradually tried new things out and taken on responsibility. They would have learnt through conversations and being shown how to do things. They would have practised adult skills through play, and it seems like adults have helped them do that for thousands of years by providing things to play with. I went to an archaeological museum in Crete last summer, and they had on display toys made by the ancient Minoans as long ago as 2,500 bce. They found miniature versions of pottery tea sets, as well as objects that could have been dolls.


[image: Illustration of two ancient Minoan children sitting on the floor playing together with primitive dolls.]





You might be thinking that it’s all very well for Minoan children, but we have to learn so much more now! It’s much more complicated living in the twenty-first century than it would have been for children thousands of years ago. Of course we have to go to school to learn everything that we need.


Well, there are definitely many things that you learn which children did not need to know thousands of years ago. Reading and writing, for a start. How to use a computer and do calculations. Writing essays and doing algebra. But prehistoric children needed to acquire a range of complex survival skills in a way that you don’t. They couldn’t go shopping to buy food, nor could they look up information on the internet when they didn’t know something.


Their life would have depended on their becoming competent and knowledgeable adults, able to hunt, gather, construct a hut, care for animals, distinguish between edible and inedible plants, cook food and make clothes to keep warm through the winter. Some of them would have acquired the skills to make tools from metal and stone, while others would have known about midwifery and caring for babies and small children. There would have been a lot of practical learning in children’s lives.


School is quite different. There’s not much opportunity to learn through doing or watching expert adults at work. Children from the past might well wonder what exactly could be going on in classrooms where children sit in rows and listen. The main skills (they might think) that kids seem to be learning are to do with paper and pens.


[image: Illustration of three prehistoric people in tunics looking through a window at modern students sitting in rows at desks.]





Despite the fact that human children have learnt without school for millennia, it has become almost impossible for most of us to imagine children getting an education in any way other than school. Not just that, but lots of people have become convinced that school is the best way for children to learn.


I sometimes think that this is what people seem to learn best at school. They learn that school is absolutely essential and without it they’d never have learnt anything.


[image: Illustration of three people’s profiles, with the tops of their heads hinged open, and the words ‘SCHOOL IS ESSENTIAL’ coming out.]





This isn’t what the evidence shows. The research from developmental psychology (the study of how we change and grow across our lifespan) does not show that sitting children in rows and telling them things is the best way to learn. Instead, it shows that children learn best when they can actively explore their environment and move around. It shows that children like to ask questions, that they are curious about the world and that this curiosity drives their learning.


If you know any young children then you’ll know what that looks like. They get into everything! They are very messy, they ask questions all the time and they are interested in all sorts of things.


[image: Illustrations of kids playing guitar, doing a handstand, reading, drawing and petting a cat.]





A famous American philosophy and psychology professor called Alison Gopnik has done a lot of research into how young children learn. One of her theories is called ‘child as scientist’ because she observed that young children are always testing out theories about the world, just like scientists. When my daughter was little, I saw her doing exactly this. She used to mix up potions with shampoo and toothpaste and then she would put them in different places to see what happened. She would put little pots of potion in the freezer, in the fridge, in the bath and in the oven. It got a bit messy when I turned on the oven by mistake because the potion was in a plastic pot, and it melted. That was an unplanned experiment.


That sort of learning is quite different to what goes on at school, particularly secondary school. At school, science experiments are more likely to be planned out for you in advance and your job is to follow the instructions rather than to ask the questions. I remember one experiment that we did in biology class. We had to burn a peanut on the end of a skewer and try to measure the heat it generated, and then calculate how many calories the peanut contained. The smell of burning peanuts filled the science lab as we cooked them on our Bunsen burners. Then we did the calculations, and got an answer that wasn’t right, according to our textbook.


[image: Illustration of two children doing a science experiment at a desk.]





There was a lot of science like that at school. Following instructions and then trying to work out why we hadn’t got the right answer at the end. In my case it often involved breaking a conical flask as well. Not on purpose, but somehow it seemed to happen. I am not very good at following lists of instructions, and I often drop things. I found school science hard.


If you think about it, a lot of the learning which goes on at school is really about following instructions and trying to get the right answer. John Holt, a teacher in the 1960s who wrote books about how children learn (and also how they fail), called schools ‘temples of worship to right answers’. (Well, I think he did. I remember reading that he did, but I can’t actually find the quote anywhere. It might have been someone else.)


He meant that at school you learn that only the right answers count, and only the right answers get you recognition and praise. It’s like everyone is worshipping the right answer.


[image: Illustration of two students with raised hands sitting under the words ‘RIGHT ANSWER’. One thinks ‘I’m right’, the other ‘No, I’m right’.]





The focus on the right answer is actually a problem for learning, because in real life learning involves being prepared to get things wrong and take a risk. Real science doesn’t have an obvious ‘right answer’. That’s why people are doing the experiments, to find out. If you are too worried about getting things right, then you’re stuck trying to guess what the teacher wants you to say, rather than thinking about the actual topic at hand.


[image: Illustration of teacher asking ‘What is your hypothesis?’ A student thinks ‘What answer does she want?’]






How We Talk About People Who Don’t Go to School



There are lots of words for people who don’t attend school regularly, and none of them are complimentary. Each of them implies something about the person and the reason why they aren’t going to school. The language we use can affect how we think about a particular situation.


When people want to suggest that someone isn’t going to school because they are lazy or can’t be bothered, they use the words ‘skiving’, ‘mitching’ or ‘wagging’. Politicians sometimes use those words too when they want to bring in stricter penalties for parents.
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