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To my father, Richard Bach, a Cheshire Cat in a flight suit.
 He appears at every crossroad of my life, and always smiling.
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Dangerous Ideas


Schoolteachers don’t like me very much







Years ago I was invited to speak at a special school for “at risk” kids. These kids had quit or been thrown out of normal high school. I was twenty-four, and working as a software test manager at Apple Computer in Silicon Valley. The kids’ teacher had heard about me. Since I was a high school dropout who “made good,” she asked me to explain the importance of a good education to her students. I wanted to bring an encouraging message. This is what I told them:






Education is important. School is not. I didn’t need school. Neither do you.


 


School can help your education. Maybe you like school. If it’s fun, stay with it.




 


If you’re not happy, leave this place. If you think there’s no other way to get your education, or if you think you can’t get a good job without this place, then look at me.


 


I am proof that there is another way to do it.


 


I left high school because it wasn’t helping me. I felt that I was wasting my time. So, I developed my own approach to learning. I taught myself computer programming. Now I’m twenty-four. I’ve been a manager in research and development at Apple Computer for the last four years. They hired me because I showed them I could do the work, even though I had no degree.


 


Education is vital to the work I do and the life I want to build. I study almost every day in the coffee shop next door to my office. I study software engineering, systems thinking, philosophy, and history—whatever my heart wants to study.


 


I study, but I don’t go to school.


 


School is temporary. Education is not. If you want to prosper in life: find something that fascinates you and jump all over it. Don’t wait for someone to teach you; your enthusiasm will attract teachers to you. Don’t worry about diplomas or degrees; just get so good that no one can ignore you.









The students seemed surprised to hear this. They had questions:


 


How did you get Apple to hire you without a degree?


I knew how to program computers because I taught myself by reading and studying the technical manuals. I wrote video games professionally after I left school, and there was one manager at Apple who liked my experience and enthusiasm. After that, I just showed I could learn fast and do good work.


 


But how did you even get an interview with them?


I wrote a résumé listing my experiences and projects. It looked pretty good. I sent it to a contracting agency. They sent it to Apple.


 


Isn’t it true that many employers won’t even consider you unless you have lots of formal education?


Maybe it’s true. So what? I’m not trying to get a job with many employers. One at a time is good enough. There are always some who value what is truly useful, such as technical skill and the ability to play well with others. Find those people.


 


Why did you leave school in the first place?


I believed it was interfering with my education. I felt that it wasn’t just a waste of my time—it was using my own time against me. I needed to build confidence and independence, and school was tearing me down. Schools are good for some people, and I bet, somewhere, there are schools that would have been good for me. I never found one, so I took matters into my own hands. In that process I discovered that education is so much more than school.




 


Are you saying we don’t really have to do homework?


Only you can answer that for yourself. Me? I rarely did schoolwork that followed me home. I’ll tell you this, though: If you want to take control of your life with the power of your mind, then you’ll be doing “homework” whether or not you go to school.


 


What if I’m not interested in anything? What if I’m lazy?
 

If you were very hungry, would you make the effort to eat, or would you be lazy and starve? I don’t believe in lazy. You just need to find what you’re hungry for. So, get out and try different things. One way to try different things is to go to school. Another way is to leave school. Or you can do some of both.


 


Doesn’t learning require discipline and hard work? (The teacher asked this from the back of the room.)


To learn something valuable, you may have to work at it. It may be hard work. For me, it has to be fun, too. Or else forget it. The secret to my success is this: I found something that was fun for me, I learned all about it, and now I get paid for fun things I do with my mind.


AFTER THE LECTURE…


I felt good after talking to the class. I liked the idea of working with kids. People have helped me along the way. I wanted to return the favor. As I was leaving, the teacher joined me.


“Mr. Bach, I want you to know that I will recommend against you speaking at our school again,” she said. “Your message is dangerous for children to hear.”




She was almost right. It was dangerous, what I said—dangerous for her. To maintain a docile herd of students, her school needs them to accept certain truths:




	You must study what we tell you. What we say is the only thing that matters.


	You must pass our tests. Our tests measure the only important things about you.


	You must attend school. Only through schooling can you hope to enjoy a good life.





This is what I call schoolism—the belief that schooling is the necessary and exclusive way to get a good education. Must and only!


“I told them about myself,” I said, “and how I came to be here. I told them the truth.”


“It may be true for you,” she replied. “But these kids aren’t super smart like you. They don’t come from well-off families. They’re barely staying in school, and you just told them that they don’t need to be here. They do need to be here!”


“Ma’am, my eighth-grade English teacher told me I would have to pump gas for a living if I didn’t graduate high school. She was wrong about my future. Isn’t it possible your students will surprise you, too? I think any of your students can do what I did—in high tech, journalism, business, art, or any number of different fields. And they have a lifetime to develop their talents. What’s the rush?”


“Yes they could be successful if they put in the work,” she conceded. “But I don’t think they heard that part of your message. I’m barely holding on to some of these kids as it is. I’m afraid you’ve made my job much harder, Mr. Bach. Some of them are going to take a ‘what the hell’ attitude instead of applying themselves.”


“So what if they do?” I replied. “This is America. They probably won’t starve. They probably won’t be eaten by wolves. If they don’t care about education, they may be forced to work at low-skilled jobs they won’t enjoy, such as fast food or house cleaning. However bad those fates may sound, they are neither fatal nor permanent. Or perhaps they will accidentally educate themselves by starting a new business, building things, or doing theatre, music, or sports. Are you worried they’ll turn to crime? Then show them more options, not fewer. They will learn and grow from anything that happens, unless they believe there is no hope. Your job is not to make them huddle quietly in a corral, but to help them get out there and seek their fortunes. Show them a way!”


I had to shrug about this as I drove back to work. I’m no political activist. I can never convince the bureaucrats to abandon their mythology of social order. I think very differently than most people about social order. I’m a buccaneer.


But I’m not talking to bureaucrats. I’m talking to you.


THIS BOOK IS NOT ABOUT SCHOOL


I don’t care about school. I care about living and prospering as a free thinker. I want you to be free, too. In this book, I share stories about school in order to highlight the differences between self-education and institutional education. I will describe what we’re up against and why I had to find another way.


I will share my own experiences. But none of this is about me alone. It’s about an approach to intellectual life that is open to all of us. Join me in exploring it.


WHAT IS EDUCATION?


Education is not a heap of facts. It’s not the hours we spend in classrooms, or the way we answer test questions. It’s not indoctrination, nor worshipping the ancients, nor obedience to authority, not taking anyone’s word for what is true, false, vital, banal.


Education is the “you” that emerges from the learning you do.







GREAT SECRET


My education is the mind I have constructed and my process of constructing it.







Everyone in the world, then, is already educated in some way. We humans construct our minds, deconstruct them, then reconstruct them throughout our lives. You are doing it right now, as you read. You are wondering, “What does he mean when he says that?” and perhaps when you read the words “construct” and “deconstruct” you saw images in your mind of lumber, steel beams, machinery, and chaos. Those pictures in your head are part of the puzzle-solving, model-making process that is self-construction. If there comes a moment when the pictures and ideas make sense to you and you feel “oh, that’s how it works,” a new addition to yourself has been constructed.


Knowledge is part of my education only if it changes me. Knowledge does not improve my education unless it changes me for the better. It might make me more powerful, more insightful, more engaged with life. But I must become more interesting or useful to myself in some way, or there’s no improvement.


No one on earth has a choice about whether or not to be educated. But we do have a choice about what form that education will take. It’s a life’s work.


Other people may help me, even institutions. But my education belongs only to me, as yours belongs to you.


This book is about how I developed my own education on my own terms, how that unorthodox education brought me success, and how you, too, can do it your way.
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I Am a Buccaneer-Scholar


What’s that and so what?







I am a thinker with the temperament of a buccaneer.


A buccaneer-scholar is anyone whose love of learning is not muzzled, yoked, or shackled by any institution or authority; whose mind is driven to wander and find its own voice and place in the world.


For two decades, this has been the way I understand myself. I use the metaphor of buccaneering not just for learning but also to deal with the emotional battles within myself and the intellectual battles I sometimes fight with other people. It helps me feel better about being an outsider. Whenever I meet people who think for themselves, I see them as fellow buccaneers.


Can you be a buccaneer and take advice and direction from a teacher you respect? Of course. If you listen to a teacher because that’s your pleasure, and not just because you feel trapped, then you may be a buccaneer. If you feel free to disagree with your teachers, take some things from them and ignore other things, you may be a buccaneer.




I’m self-educated, yet I have had many mentors and fellow students who helped me grow. I’m grateful to them. I claim my independence, but I also feel part of a larger mind that includes other thinkers. I feel complete in myself and part of a community, too.


Even people who live radical and independent must come to terms with the rest of the world. I have done that. I have my strange ideas and home-brew study methods, yet I can still please employers, attract clients, listen, and learn from other minds.


MY PAPER CREDENTIALS


[image: image]


I am a certified graduate of the eighth grade. This is the only diploma-like document I possess. I refused to do a lot of my schoolwork, and I intentionally failed some tests. Nevertheless, the Vermont State Board of Education claimed that I graduated.


HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT


As you can see, I dropped out of high school.


My transcript may look a bit strange.


I liked math. My mother talked the school into letting me take geometry and trigonometry in ninth grade. I didn’t receive grades for these classes, though, because instead of taking the final exams, I went to the University of Vermont to take a summer calculus course.


[image: image]




My ninth-grade math teacher was furious that I missed his exams. I couldn’t take him seriously. The point is learning, right? Not grades. By that time I had contempt for grades. To me, the public school grading system seemed fraudulent and ignorant. I felt this way because I often received good grades I knew I hadn’t earned, while some of my worst grades were for subjects in which I excelled.


See that 94 in ninth-grade science? I barely attended that class. Most days, I skipped it and played in the computer lab instead. I went to science class each Friday to take the test, which was a weak mix of vocabulary words and multiple-choice questions about basic facts of nature. Even though I turned in no homework, passing such tests was apparently enough to get a good grade.


See that 49 in tenth-grade physics? Looks like a low score, doesn’t it? But I loved physics. I studied it at home. I made drawings of spaceships and calculated how fast they could go and how long it would take them to reach Alpha Centauri. I taught myself to use a sliderule and calculated trajectories of rockets that put space stations into orbit, the centrifugal forces on those space stations, and the energy of meteoroids that might strike them in orbit.


But none of that was part of my schoolwork. So it didn’t count. Instead, physics in my school was a process designed to minimize the probability that any student would fail physics class. This was accomplished by emptying physics of much of its content. The subject was changed from an exploration of the patterns of the universe into a ritual of simple observations and simple calculations.


The problem was the labs. We were supposed to do them each week. A “lab” was a set of instructions in a book and blanks to fill in. These were turned in to the teacher, so that he could check that the blanks were filled with the expected numbers.


Example: “The ball rolled 1 meter in _____ seconds when released on the 10 degree plane.”


These labs were represented to us as “experiments,” but there was no inquiry in them. They were just rituals for getting a grade. In practice, a few students performed the ritual to obtain the magic numbers; the rest copied the numbers into their own workbooks.


For me, the labs turned physics into a sham. I was told I would not pass the class unless I turned in my completed workbook. Instead, I turned in nothing. My workbook remained empty the whole year, I failed physics, but to this day I feel good that I took a stand for ethics in education.


At the end of tenth grade, a year after I skipped the math exams, my geometry and trigonometry teacher suddenly reappeared. The man was still angry with me for missing his pointless tests. He forced me to go into a room where the same exams were being held and said I had to take them. I didn’t care about the grade, but math is fun, so I went along. That’s why my Math 10 and Math 11 scores show up in tenth grade instead of ninth.


So you see. There are a lot of numbers on my high school transcript. The numbers look plain and clear, but the story behind them is nothing of the kind. Schools can’t track or describe students like me in meaningful terms. High numbers don’t represent good learning; low numbers don’t represent bad. The result is a nonsensical record from which little of value can be inferred.


We can’t know from looking at any report card or transcript how well or poorly a student is doing at school. These records don’t even tell us how well a student “plays the game” of school because a teacher may decide to pass an otherwise failing student for the sake of mercy, decorum, or administrative pressure. The system is a mess.


I have no “General Equivalency Diploma.” I have no other college credit. I have no certifications other than a driver’s license, a student pilot’s license, an open water diver rating, and a Level I paraglider pilot license.


If you measure people by paper credentials, you would be comfortable ignoring me. By that measure, I’m the Invisible Man.


MY TRUE CREDENTIALS


Google me. You’ll find that “James Bach” comes up often in connection with computer software testing.




	As I write this book, I’ve worked in the computing field for twenty-four years.


	At twenty, I was one of twenty-two group managers in the product quality assurance division of Apple Computer. There were more than four hundred engineers in that division. As far as I knew, I was the youngest manager in the entire company. That was in 1987.


	I’ve written books and many articles since then about software development and testing.


	I’ve pioneered new approaches to testing and testing education. In 1999, Microsoft put out a press release that referred to me as a testing expert.





	I’ve been a keynote speaker at software conferences around the world. I’ve lectured in Israel, South Korea, Singapore, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, Ireland, Scotland, England, Netherlands, Sweden, Austria, India, Canada, and the United States.


	I’ve taught at high-profile laboratories such as Los Alamos, Lawrence Livermore, and Jet Propulsion Laboratories. Twice I have made the opening keynote speech at conferences where nearly everyone in the audience held a PhD.


	I’ve lectured at universities such as the University of Colorado, Florida Tech, and the Milwaukee School of Engineering and served on a National Science Foundation merit review committee. My writings are used in engineering courses in various universities, including Massachusetts Institure of Technology (MIT) and Stanford.


	In 1994, I was on the industrial advisory committee that reviewed the first undergraduate degree in software engineering for the Rochester Institute of Technology.


	I’m one of the few software testers ever mentioned in the Wall Street Journal.






I didn’t earn these credentials by paying an institution to print my name in calligraphy. I got them by doing meaningful work. My work is discussed in other peoples’ books about building software. My writings are on the Web for anyone to evaluate. Other people vouch for me, including a few academics.




For people who live by ideas, as I do, our reputations become our credentials. Our ideas make our names. Our names become our brand.


My credentials work. They are specific to me, and allow me to market myself as a unique resource. I have developed my personal brand.


Here’s why I succeed:




	I invested time and passion in my own self-education.


	I developed a method of self-education that fits my temperament and the rhythms of my mind.


	I work in a field that values competence and good ideas more than paper credentials.


	I found mentors and colleagues who helped me gain the confidence to present my ideas in a compelling way.





Anyone can do this.


I succeed not because I have powerful friends, or a lot of money, but because I am better educated at my craft than many of my competitors. My education is a competitive advantage.


As a buccaneer-scholar, I’m a free thinker and a crafty, passionate learner, whose thoughts are not limited by someone else’s curriculum or philosophy.


Today, I sell training and consulting for a living. Just as I don’t have traditional credentials, I don’t do traditional advertising. I put my ideas on the Web, speak at conferences, and trust that someone will call me with work. It’s a word-of-mouth and word-of-Web business. It can be nerve-wracking, hoping that opportunity will knock its way past the spam filters. But for nearly ten years, it has.


I am paid a lot of money when I teach my classes. They are packed with ideas. Where did those ideas come from? They come from the relentless, whimsical, low-intensity learning process I call buccaneering.


[image: Image]















3





The First Buccaneers


A free people, skilled in many arts







WHO WERE THE BUCCANEERS?


You might think “buccaneer” is just another word for pirate, but the buccaneers were not necessarily pirates. They didn’t say “Arr, Matey!” (that comes from the 1950 movie version of Treasure Island ). And few wore eye patches, walked planks, or buried treasure.


The first buccaneers were French and English hunters and farmers in the Caribbean who settled on the island of St. Kitts in 1625. They got their name from the way they preserved meat—a process called “boucanning.” You’d think that a people named for food preparation would lead exciting lives, but actually, life was rather quiet at first. Not until 1629, when they were nearly exterminated by a Spanish expedition, did the buccaneers begin to write history.


After the Spanish attack, the buccaneers fled to the islands of Hispaniola and Tortuga. They hatched an idea: “Instead of hunting and farming and drying meat all day, let’s rob Spanish ships and villages!” So they began to cruise the surrounding islands and the northern coast of South America (called “the Spanish Main”), looking for booty.


Successful buccaneers would have piles of gold and silver and throw amazing-huge parties. Indeed by all accounts, the way to get rich in the new world was to be a tavern-keeper in Jamaica, since that’s where most buccaneers spent their loot before going out once again to hunt the seas.


Even after taking up piracy, they still called themselves buccaneers, which must have been strange for the Spanish, at first:


“Buccaneers are coming!”


“The beef jerky guys? Are you telling me that a band of drunken, sea-roving barbecue chefs is chasing our ship? I don’t see the problem. Tell them we’ve had lunch.”


You have to understand about the Spanish. Spain had discovered the New World, and they claimed to own everything in it. Pope Alexander VI confirmed this in a papal proclamation (the Pope, as it happened, was Spanish).


Meanwhile, the Reformation was in full force, which meant newly Protestant countries like England and Holland were eager not to obey the Pope. As a result, Spain owned the New World the way it might own a broken piñata: candy everywhere, and a lot of kids diving for it.


The strategy of the buccaneers was to wait until a Spanish kid collected a shirt full of candy bars, then jump him as he waddled away.


The seventeenth-century buccaneers were an important force that shaped the development of the New World. Their independence of spirit and the effect they had on the great powers of Europe inspire me as I live and learn today. Here’s what you need to know about them:




	They were a skilled, self-reliant community. They were not under the thumb of any government. They were free people, carving their fortunes from a frontier land. They lived in the original “wild west”—the West Indies.


	They were an inclusive transnational and polyglot community: English, French, Portuguese, Basque, Dutch, West Indian, and African.


	Few of them were born in the New World. Men were drawn there from other places by the promise of freedom, wealth, and excitement. Repelled by the smothering civilization of Europe, they chose to be buccaneers and paid for that choice.


	They were amphibious—equally at home on land and sea—and multi-skilled. They hunted, planted, built ships, and sailed to battle.


	The buccaneers had no commitments other than those they made to one another. They had no families, no regular jobs, and no need to stay home. They were free to rove.


	They operated without material support. They didn’t have dockyards or provisioners. They didn’t have insurance. The only people who invested in their cruises were other buccaneers.





	There were never many of them, a few thousand at most. It was a hard life. But by weakening Spain, their success changed the course of history.


	They targeted the Spanish, whose wealth came from brutalizing the indigenous people of the Americas. The seventeenth-century buccaneers were plunderers plundering other plunderers, and that gave them, in their own minds, moral high ground.


	Spain’s enemies blessed the buccaneers, who sometimes fought right alongside the royal navies of France and England. In that capacity, they were called privateers. In other words, sometimes the buccaneers went corporate.


	They might have become a nation, but drunk and broke from all their partying, they couldn’t quite get themselves organized.





WHAT DOES THIS HAVE TO DO WITH EDUCATION?


I’ll tell you why I’m drawn to buccaneers: They were bold and aggressive, they lived free, and they lived by their wits. That’s how I want to be as a thinker.


“Buccaneering” is a grand metaphor for the way some of us learn. It gives comfort and encouragement to those of us with minds that love to rove, minds that can’t help roving. Some people call that an “attention deficit” disorder. No, it’s more like unstoppable curiosity.


I call myself a buccaneer-scholar, and I live in creative tension. The word “scholar” implies someone who is trained by a school or belongs to a school; “buccaneer” evokes relentless self-creation. I belong to the school of no schools.


Here is how the buccaneering metaphor works:




	The original buccaneers sailed in ships on the sea. The vehicle used by buccaneer-scholars is their minds, and they sail in the world of ideas.


	Buccaneers embarked on cruises in search of treasure. The cruise of a buccaneer-scholar takes the form of a self-determined curriculum. A buccaneer-scholar embarks on a cruise in search of knowledge.


	Buccaneers used the threat of violence to achieve their ends. Buccaneer-scholars are not physically violent; they are audacious and intellectually passionate. They use irreverent inquiry rather than malevolent artillery to seize the treasure that they seek.


	Buccaneers quested for material wealth, such as gold bullion, jewels, and silver coins called “pieces of eight.” The wealth that buccaneer-scholars seek is less tangible but no less valuable: knowledge, skills, great secrets, connections with other minds, and an ever more powerful self.





The buccaneering metaphor is appropriate because both the original buccaneers and modern buccaneer-scholars are potentially dangerous people. The historical buccaneers were physically dangerous. They harmed their victims by stealing from them. Buccaneer-scholars are sometimes considered dangerous because their methods and ideas threaten the status quo. Still, ideas are inalienable. They are what economists call “non-rival” goods: if I learn from you, I’m not decreasing what you know. If I study medicine without going to medical school, no doctor is the poorer for it. Intellectual buccaneering can be disruptive, even offensive, but it does no other harm. It preserves the spicy opportunism of the old buccaneers, and leaves behind their atrocities.


The first buccaneers faced physical risks as part of their profession. The professional risks faced by buccaneer-scholars may not be physical, but they are daunting all the same. No one who flouts authority is likely to receive the rewards, resources, and honors that authority has to offer. As buccaneer-scholars, our exploits may be celebrated, but rarely by the people who give Nobel Prizes or MacArthur “Genius Grants.” Conventional thinkers are nervous around buccaneers. Freedom has its price.
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