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          Great minds think for themselves

        
              Prologue

This book was written in 2004 to inspire a response to the current system of education most of our children are immersed in.  It did not generate enough interest to be published at that time.  Perhaps, after another 7 years and with a new administration, it will now. 
  
 It introduces a host of questions and invites you to ask more of them. It does not purport to give universal answers.  Instead, it hopes to encourage alternatives that satisfy individual goals. The government has defined education for over a century.  As a republic, the United   States is “a nation in which the supreme power rests in all the citizens entitled to vote, (the electorate), and is exercised by representatives elected, directly or indirectly, by them and responsible to them”. *1 The government controls our schools.  It is time to exercise our power, and participate in defining how they are run.
  
 We have become a people obsessed with testing, judgment and assessment.  It is time to look at our compulsion. Test scores, percentiles and class ranks are not designed to elevate us.  They are meant to categorize us into easily recognizable groups, facilitating and simplifying the process of government sanctioned education.  Markings on a printout as indicators of worth are hollow, offering neither fulfillment nor motivation for the individual.  “The primary function of grades is to offer an external reinforcement to coerce people to perform tasks they’d rather not do.  Did anyone grade you when you learned how to fish?”*2
  
 Many of us have come to depend on outside sources to tell us everything about ourselves, from how much we know, don’t know or should know, to how quickly one should respond when presented a question. (A recent study says that non-medicated children with ADHD are three times slower making quick decisions involving different tasks than their non-ADHD counterparts.  In the study -- funded by the National Institutes of Health -- children had to respond on a computer to questions of "how many" and/or "what number" when shown changing screens of numbers. Untreated children with ADHD took almost 700 milliseconds*3 longer (than their Ritalin treated and non-diagnosed counterparts) to respond correctly when the category of the question changed...  Average length of time for non-medicated, non-diagnosed children was just 200 milliseconds longer to respond correctly during such a switch)*4 We look to statistics to tell us virtually everything.  We doubt our ability to look within.                                                                                                           
  
 Statistics can be presented in such a fashion that they show evidence for whatever it is you are expecting to see.  Quantum physicists tell us that it is not possible to be truly neutral when viewing anything, our expectations bias results.  It therefore makes good sense to look into the purposes of any study before interpretation, to ascertain just what the expected result was prior to testing.  
  
 In the previously mentioned study, validation for the necessity of prescribing the stimulant Ritalin (typically used to treat children with diagnosed attention deficits) seems to be the point.  The details of the study include a reference to the experience of a teacher saying ‘Hey, pay attention!’  This is indicated as a valid reason to administer the drug. Without reading the details of the study, the title says everything: ‘Ritalin helps children with ADHD maintain normal reaction time’.  How many of us allow that title to influence our decision, never reading the fine print?  In this case, five hundred thousandths of a second is the standard used to judge whether or not a response falls within the ‘normal’ range.  The ‘normal’ label appears to refer to the majority, but even that is not clear from the article.
  
 It makes sense that a stimulant would increase reaction time.  What may not make as much sense is the necessity of such a stimulant administered to children at age 9 so that they can perform 500 thousandths of a second faster in a specific school situation.  It depends on the outcome you are looking for, and who you are looking to serve. 
  
 So many of our ‘fixes’ today, that are billed as helping children are in fact serving the education system as it currently stands.  With drugs and training, tutoring and behavior modification, our schools can run more efficiently.  Success is defined in radio and television commercials as a good report card.  This makes mom happy, and makes life easier for teachers, who can now prove to their administrators that they have been effective.  State mandated test scores rise, and funding is assured.  The question being entertained with the dialogue in this book is ‘To what end?’
  
 It is time to reverse a century of habit. It is not necessary to point a finger at why or who or even how this has evolved. That has been done ad-infinitum by numerous great thinkers.   It is time to consider stopping it.  This competing and systematic testing of our children creates a lifetime of not measuring up, internal confusion and self-doubt.  It is insidious, and begins with our youngest children.  Today’s Head Start programs are utilizing ‘standards’ for their students, who are two, three and four years old.
  
 Whether in pre-school or at the age of five or six, government administered definitions for success become our daily focus once we enroll.  It is then that we are first introduced to the ideas of ‘factory thinking’.  Authorities decide all possible situations for us: when we should require the use of the bathroom, when we ought to be hungry, when we need movement or rest, what we should be learning and how long it should take us to learn it, as well as when we have achieved success.    Some of us quickly conform while others of us are labeled as trouble of some sort.  For each of us, our path is quickly defined.  We all learn judgment, not only of ourselves but of each other. 
  
 Today’s educators are further defined and inhibited by the current ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act.  According to Dr. David Finley, the principal of Webster Elementary School in Mesa Arizona, “The punitive nature of the legislation is forcing teachers to teach to a test instead of teaching children, consequently, there may be a superficial rise in test scores.  Saying that “all” children must achieve at a predetermined standard on a test is like saying that all children in physical education classes must run a six-minute mile on a physical fitness exam.  And saying that all children must show one year’s academic growth for one year in school is like saying that all children in the school lunch program must gain ten pounds and grow two inches in one year.”  Mr. Finley has been an educator for 32 years. *5
  
 Test scores and class ranks have become defining characteristics of our children.  We began learning in either Pre-School or Kindergarten to depend on the teacher to define success for us, rather than trusting ourselves.  We now look to test scores to tell us whether or not our offspring are above, below or at average intelligence. What has this focus done for them?
  
 The term ‘average’ is a relative term.  Just a little research and observation of children will confirm that there are multiple definitions of intelligence.  Consider Howard Gardner’s*6 seven forms, which include ‘Linguistic, Logical-Mathematical, Spatial, Bodily-Kinesthetic, Musical, Interpersonal and Intrapersonal’ intelligence. It would seem that the ‘average’ or ‘below average’ score earned on one specific test is indicative of only a single, narrowly defined skill.  Yet it is these scores that are used to drive policy and programs while offering ‘evidence’ for either an abundance or lack of ability.  This often results in feelings of low self-worth and/or anxiety, not only for students and parents, but for their teachers as well.
  
 In this country, schooling has done an incredible job.  “I’ve since come to understand the reason school lasts thirteen years.  It takes that long to sufficiently break a child’s will.”*2  Adults, having been through at least thirteen years of schooling, don’t often question the necessity of government control. It has become the fabric of our life and is not something to which we typically give much thought.  It is with this habitual attitude that we enroll our children in school, not envisioning it to offer them anything more than it gave us.  This numbing of our expectations is the result of our years spent conforming to the ‘educational state’.  It is not, in fact, ‘normal’, to feel this way, but the result of a systematic plan we willingly if unknowingly participated in. The intent, which is clearly stated in more than one historical document, was to create one uniform, cooperative citizenry. We have become numb to its effect on our lives, on our thinking, our internal senses, and our own self-assessment process.  We have learned well.
  
 Today’s children are not learning well.  This has become a ‘problem’ for the gatekeepers.  Books have been written and experts have been consulted. System upon system has been designed, changed and designed again.  Home schooling, school reform, medications and private schools have each in their own way attempted to fix the conditions seen as flawed.  Some of these fixes address the various learning ‘disabilities’ of the children; some of these fixes address the many learning styles of the students and some address teaching styles.  Numerous and often brilliantly devised, these plans work some of the time with some of the children and some of the teachers in some of the schools. 
  
 Perhaps it is time to think differently.  Not just about the children or the system or style of education, but about the control of these methods and who is at the wheel.
 This book proposes we examine just that.  We trust that when we get into a bus marked ‘Fifth Street’, the bus driver has the skill and knowledge to get us to that destination safely.  We are united in purpose: we pay him or her some money, and are subsequently taken to where it is we intend to go.                                             
  
 Who is driving this ‘Education of America’s Children’ bus?  It is a journey that takes twelve years or more.  Does the driver know where I want to go, or where my children want to go, or where your children are hoping to go?  Is it reasonable to expect all of us to want to go to the same place, at the same time and follow the same route?  There are 299,398,484*7 people living in this country.  We have given over control to a system of education set up over a century ago. 
  
 It is time for us to offer our children the chance to move beyond providing the ‘right’ answers, and to discern for themselves some of the questions.
  
 My son Garrett, (nine years old at the time), and I were working on something together one day, when we both came up with the same idea at the same time.  I made the comment “Great minds think alike.”  Without skipping a beat, he replied, “No mom, great minds think for themselves!”
 Self-definition is an ability we are born with.  Let us give our children the opportunity to trust and retain that trait into a gratifying and self-determined adulthood.
  
  
  
  
  
  *1(Webster’s New World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988)
  
 *2 (‘A Language Older Than Words’ by Derrick Jensen, 2000)
  
 *3(Millisecond: one thousandth of a second.  Webster’s Third World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988.)
  
 *4(University Of Illinois At   Urbana-Champaign 2000-08-21 (Web Address: http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases) 
  
 *5(The Utah Special Educator, September 2003 Vol. 24 Number 1)
  
 *6(‘Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences’ by Howard Gardner, 1983)
  
 *7(U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 2006 estimate)
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          Lets take a detour

        
              Chapter 1

Imagine that you are on a reality television show entitled ‘Species Swap’.  As a participant, you will be immersed for one week in the lives of two other participants, each from other planets.  We are now accomplishing inter-planetary travel with transporters.  The trips take very little linear time.  You and your fellow players have a choice of planets.  You choose Jupiter for the first week, and Mercury for the second.  The point of the show is to promote cultural compassion and diversity.  It is the year 2870 and we have become not just global citizens but citizens of an inter-planetary commonwealth.
  
 You zip over to Jupiter with excitement and enthusiasm.  What an adventure!  At 35 years old, it’s been awhile since the whole world seemed this new.  You can’t wait to begin.  You are a chef on earth, so a chef you will be for this week as well.  You arrive, and the first thing you notice is the clothing.  Most of the aliens here are dressed the same, even wearing the same hairstyle. Your host for the week hands you a similar outfit and instructs you, via translator, to put it on.  You gladly comply, wanting to immerse yourself in this experience. It is brown, not your best color, but what the heck.  You emerge from the dressing room, and the attendant puts what looks like a shiny cone shaped hair dryer on your head.  In 30 seconds it is removed.  Your head feels lighter, and turning around to face the mirror on the wall, you notice your hair has been colored brown and cut into a short bob style ‘hair-do’.  Now you look like the other aliens.
  
 You are taken to a kitchen.  It is where you will conduct your daily business while here.  It is like nothing you have ever seen, and you are fascinated!  Equipment that is sparkling, foods that are a vast assortment of colors, shapes and textures, even the serving dishes are shaped differently than we have here on earth.  Immediately you open a jar of terra cotta colored cream and sniff, the aroma filling your senses.  It is a heavenly mix of baked pumpkin and rich chocolate.  You carefully replace it, and reach for another jar, alive with anticipation; this one is a deep violet color.  Suddenly, the alien in charge grabs your arm and takes the jar from your hand.  Speaking loud and rapidly, he/she (it is difficult to discern with these suits on) explains that as a different species here, you are to touch only what is given to you.  All examination of the food and instruments is to be done as directed by the one in charge. 
  
 OK, you can understand that.  Don’t want the humans messing up the menu.  You smile and wait, discussing with the other humans in your group (you are not the only earth chef this week) the variations in equipment used here.  It is amazing and you compare notes.  There are ten earth chefs in all, from different parts of the world, each with different areas of expertise.  It is fascinating; with translators you can understand each other while speaking Italian, French, English and Portuguese. You are beginning to feel a sense of commonality with each other, and a sense of rapport. 
  
 A loud voice startles all of you.  You look around and notice the alien in charge seems agitated.  He/she explains, loudly but patiently, that noise must be kept to a minimum so that this experience can be truly absorbed and appreciated by all.  Therefore, talking to each other is not encouraged during daily learning hours.  OK, you shrug your shoulders and kind of smirk, raising your eyebrows at the other contestants.  (You are beginning to feel about eight years old again.)  The expressions you notice on everyone else confirm your feelings.  Some of the energy of your group has dissipated.
  
 You now stand quietly at attention, waiting for instructions.  You notice that these suits are not all that comfortable, and you have to use the washroom.  Looking around, you observe two doors with the universal ‘Rest Room’ symbol painted on them.  You head over in the direction of the doors, trying to remember the male and female symbols, so as not to embarrass yourself.  You are also trying to figure out how to quickly get in and out of this suit.  As you push in the door, someone touches your arm.  It is the alien in charge. He/she patiently inquires as to what you are doing over here?  You turn slightly crimson and answer that you need to use the facilities.  He/she says that permission must first be given before any ‘Species Swap’ participants may leave the assigned area.  You respond with ‘OK, I’ll remember that next time.’ while pushing past and into the rest room; your situation has become rather urgent.
  
 While in the Rest Room, you notice a feeling that is familiar but not welcome, you feel diminished somehow.  You emerge and re-join the group.  They are listening to the ‘Rules of the Kitchen’. A few minutes of attention convinces you there are far more interesting ways to engage your mind.  You are, after all, on another planet!  You notice a window, and outside that, groups of aliens working.  They seem to be building equipment of some sort, and the entire process is fascinating.  You become engrossed in the activity, being careful not to move outside of the Earth Chef group.                                                                            
  
 After some time, someone hands you a writing implement and a piece of paper. Looking down, you see what resembles a test, with pictures of various equipment and descriptions of cooking methods on Jupiter.  Surprised, you look to your fellow chefs.  The fellowship you enjoyed several hours ago is gone, while each chef is busily and quietly concentrating on his or her answers.  Since you have not a lot of clues as to what the right answers are, you fake it and hope for the best. 
  
 Finishing quickly, you look around the room.  You notice a tray of food.  It looks like health bars and glasses of juice.  You have been too pre-occupied to eat much up until now, and head straight for it, famished.  Carrying some provisions, you take a nearby seat and prepare to enjoy your snack.  Again someone touches your arm.  You turn and notice the alien in charge again, shaking his/her head.  He/she points to the seat you just left, and it is then that you notice that your name is painted on the seat back.  Turning around, you see the name of the alien in charge on the seat back of the chair you now occupy.  You nod your head, and begin to return to the seat that bears your name.
  
 You are stopped once more, this time by what appears to be the second in command alien.  He or she gently takes the bar and cup from your hands, explaining that the time for sustenance is at the end of the evaluation, and will be enjoyed as a group.  You inquire as to when that will be, and are told in about five minutes, when all participants must hand in their papers.  You return to the seat with your name on it, and turn to once more look out the window.
  
 Five minutes pass quickly. Starving and somewhat frustrated, you get up when you are instructed, and stand in line for the food. You look around at your fellow earth chefs, and notice a change.  Not as eager to engage in conversation, they have become somewhat sullen and compliant, grabbing the available food and returning to their specified seats.  You are surprised at the change; these are adults, all in their mid thirties and beyond.  The free flow of conversation enjoyed just that morning has all but disappeared.  It is a quiet meal, and afterwards, as if on command, a group bathroom trip.  There, behind closed doors, you enjoy a giggle or two.  The difference though is that the giggle comes from making fun of the ‘alien leader’, rather than the joy of the group experience of a new world.  The laughter comes at the expense of the very being you are all there to develop compassion and empathy for.  You notice the irony, but nonetheless return to your assigned place. 
  
 The rest of that first day progresses in a similar fashion.  There are moments of actual food preparation, with each chef following an identical recipe along a row of identical stovetops.  The foods used are unique as are the instruments, and this helps to keep you engaged.  You can’t help but compare your own result with that of your neighboring chef’s, producing feelings of both dominance and inadequacy. Though unspoken, a feeling of competition has infiltrated your group.
  
 That first night you fall asleep confused and exhausted.  These sleeping platforms are oddly shaped and covered with miniscule blinking lights, supposedly there to induce peaceful and continuous sleep.  You notice the differences in the bedding as a point of inconvenience rather than curiosity.  You are withdrawn and unsure which fellow chef you can trust, if any. As a group you join in some cynical amusement at the expense of your ‘alien leaders’, but there is not a lot of joy in the laughter.  It is engaged in as an exercise of tension release rather than fun.  Quietly you again wonder at the compassion you are supposed to be inwardly developing.
  
 Day two begins and you are each given your ‘tests’ from the previous day.  You notice a large, red ‘F’ on yours, and immediately look around.  You see a few ‘A’s and ‘B’s, and some ‘C’s and ‘D’s as well.  The alien in charge explains that you will now be spending the days in smaller groups, according to your abilities.  You are placed in the remedial group, having obviously no clue as to the proper utensil use or cooking methods on this planet.  Your seat is moved to a back corner of the kitchen, and you spend the day with a very patient and slow speaking alien explaining the intricacies and challenges of cooking on Jupiter.  At the end of the afternoon, you are instructed to combine two liquids together to create a drink.  That is the extent of the food you touch that day. 
  
 While leaving the kitchen, you notice that the group in front has created what looks like a four course meal.  It smells yummy and you hear laughter.  The ‘A/B’ earth chefs and the alien in charge appear to be enjoying each other’s company.
  
 That night, conversation is quiet and in groups.  The ‘D/F’ chefs form one group, while the ‘A/B’ chefs form a second.  There is just one ‘C’ chef, and she reads to herself and then douses her light for an early bedtime.  Energy in the room is distinctly different; depending on which group you are in.  The mood of the ‘D/F’ group seems combative and tough, critical but humorous.  The personality of the ‘A/B’ group is rather showy and self absorbed, giddy and powerfully confident.  The ‘C’ group feels serious, observant and somewhat intuitive. The rapport experienced just this morning has been replaced with division and separation. 
  
 Days three through seven proceed with not a lot of change.  You seem to have forgotten whatever creative cooking juices you displayed back on earth.  You can only think about getting through this week.  This has become a test of endurance.  Any sense of unity within your small group of chefs is obtained via the ‘misery loves company’ formula.  This is not the joyful, enriching, mind-expanding week you were anticipating.  It has become barely tolerable.   You are again ‘tested’ at the end of the week, and the ‘C’ mark you receive this time brings not a sense of accomplishment, but rather an indication of having succumbed to their standards of measure for ability.  It indicates nothing but the Jupiter measure for success, which has no value in your life.  With a sense of urgency, lest all creativity and sense of self be lost, you depart.
  
 With a few hours to re-pack and rest, you board the transporter for Mercury.  The group of ten chefs has changed and you are glad for the chance to start over, without the negative labels acquired on Jupiter.  
  
 Immediately evident on Mercury is the abundant choice of sensory stimuli.  You are overwhelmed with an array of glorious colors, smells and textures at every turn, and you’ve just landed!  The alien in charge is clearly indicated by her royal purple robes and broad welcoming smile.  You feel joy in her presence, and although still tentative following Jupiter, hopefully anticipate the upcoming week.  This is after all, a completely different planet.  Your fellow chefs appear equally enthusiastic.  You quietly introduce yourselves to each other, once again enjoying the communication made possible with the translators.  The alien in charge shouts ‘Follow me!’ and you are led as a group to a lounge of some sort, equipped with comfortable couches and large pillows. 
  
 You settle into an especially comfortable looking blue seat.  The warm fabric molds itself to your frame, and you are both supported and gently massaged.  This is wonderful. Within reach are small tables holding what looks like sparkling water, a variety of cheeses and unique fruits or vegetables, you can’t discern which.  You look around and notice your fellow chefs already enjoying the food.  You take some, and begin to relax. 
  
 The alien in charge is speaking from the front of the room.  She explains that while your bodies adjust to the atmosphere, you can sit back and watch a virtual tour of life on Mercury.  As she is speaking, the room becomes a screen; pictures, sounds and activities from this planet surround you.  You notice again the variety present in all aspects of life here, from flora and fauna, clothing to body type.  It is fascinating. 
  
 The show ends and is followed by soft music and lighting.  Feeling rejuvenated and more at home now, you stand up and walk around.  You find yourself enjoying the company of the other participants as well as some aliens who seem to be chefs as well.  The alien in charge says ‘Let’s go the kitchens!’ and you follow her lead.  It is a casual procession, with much conversation and joviality. 
  
 You arrive at the kitchens and marvel at the variety of equipment and foods.  The smells and sights fill your every sense. You are introduced to a team of Mercury chefs who work here.  Each has a specialty, and is here to both teach and learn.  One of them explains that this first day is for investigation, and you are encouraged to spend some time with each of the different chefs, to decide which area’s you will focus on this week.  The chefs seem to know you already, and it is explained that they have questions for you as well, wanting to see some of your different ‘earth methods’ and specialties of food preparation.  You think how validating it is that your abilities are appreciated across the galaxy!  You head immediately for the chef specializing in desserts, one of your favorite areas.
  
 The day passes quickly and later that evening you find yourself falling gratefully onto a large soft bed.  You feel like a kid at a slumber party; there is an undercurrent of joking and giggling from your fellow chefs as you drift off to sleep.
  
 Day two begins with a sense of expectancy and wonder.  Your breakfast is enjoyed in a large bright colorful room, surrounded by gardens.  The alien in charge encourages you to enjoy the gardens before gathering once again in the kitchens, as the movement will help to integrate your body and mind.  You gladly comply, and enjoy a brisk walk with several earth chefs.  Some others have chosen to do yoga on mats provided for just that purpose.  You notice a group of chefs meditating in one particularly quiet area.  It is a diverse group, with each of you centering yourself in a personally chosen manner.
  
 You emerge refreshed and eager, anxious to begin working.  The Mercury chefs are waiting for you, now in separate kitchens.  There is a map in the entrance hall, outlining which specialty will be taught where.  The alien in charge explains that where you spend your time is your choice; each chef will be spending approximately an hour with a method/recipe.  Choose what interests you; the only requirement is that once chosen, you remain for that entire hour.  She encourages you to plan on a different chef each hour, so as to experience fully the wide range of methods and foods used here. 
  
 She also explains that days five and six have been scheduled with open time slots for the group members to add themselves to the schedule. You will be presenting for the Mercury chef’s methods and recipes used on earth.  This may be accomplished alone, or in conjunction with other earth and/or Mercury chefs.  You are shown the board on which to write the ‘classes’ you will be holding.  Each morning the group will gather together in this hall for any announcements and to review the daily plan.  There will be ample time given between ‘classes’ to return here and review the map and schedule.  Bathrooms are clearly indicated on the map, and the room is equipped with water, cheese and fruits for you to enjoy whenever you wish.  After three classes there will be a midday break for lunch and exercise, followed by two more classes.  The end of the day affords several free hours for relaxation and exploration before dinner. 
  
 Your day begins!  You head to the seafood class with a fellow earth chef from Australia.  When you enter the kitchen, the Mercury chef hands you an apron and points to the large table in the center of the room.  You notice the lack of chairs and, as if reading your mind, the chef in charge comments: ‘We work together here; learning is best accomplished when one is fully engaged.’  You nod and roll up your sleeves, eager to begin.
  
 Each subsequent class is equally participatory, and the day speeds by.  Although you find some more to your liking than others, you absorb a great deal in each session. You spend your free hours at the end of the day comparing notes with the other earth chefs, while exploring the planet.  Dinner is reminiscent of large family dinners back on earth, complete with an abundance of food and laughter. 
  
 The following days are filled with similar activities.  Your time is spent in teaching, learning and community with all participants.  This week has been all you had hoped for; fulfilled, you wake up on the last day.  Today you will present together the results of what you have gleaned from this week.  A different chef or group of chefs will prepare each meal; there are no limits on food choices or methods utilized.  You are nervous and thrilled, certainly fully engaged.  You awaken early, as breakfast is your chosen meal.  You meet your teammates in the main kitchen, and set out to prepare a morning feast.  Several hours later, you find you can’t stop yourself from grinning as you watch the group enjoy your creations.  You’ve grown both professionally and personally.  It will be with new eyes that you look out on earth tomorrow, when you return home.
  
 The remainder of your last day is spent appreciating the skills of your fellow earth and Mercury chef’s, culinary and otherwise.  You are relaxed and feeling satisfied with your own accomplishments as well.  The range of abilities in your group is broad, yet each individual has contributed in a significant way.  In reflection, you note that contributions range from something as specific as a recipe to something that has impacted this entire week: humorist and entertainer.  All are vital components to life within a community.  The final ceremony includes a presentation of ‘awards’ for each member of the group, noting specific characteristics and skills that have emerged and been noticed.  It is interesting to see each participant smile when theirs is read aloud, and then carefully put it away with a satisfied look.  Upon hearing and receiving yours, you are validated and pleased.  It is with warmth in your heart that you say goodbye to the team of chefs on Mercury, and head back to Earth.
  
 Although the goal was the same for each week, cultural compassion and understanding, methods used on Jupiter vastly differ from those used on Mercury.  Certainly exposure to another planet’s lifestyles and cooking methods occurred on both planets.  The difference in presentation comes from an underlying and motivating yet unstated goal.  On Jupiter it was control of participants, while on Mercury it was mutual enrichment and growth.
  
 Which planet mimic’s America’s current system of public education, and what is its underlying goal?
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          Who built this bus?

        
              Chapter 2

 The question that goes forever unasked (when it comes to schooling, testing and ranking our children) is “To what end?”  It is the question we often and quite reasonably ask about the numerous situations we face in our daily lives.  We read the bottle before swallowing the pills to find out what the intended remedy will accomplish once ingested.  We look at a map, knowing our destination ahead of time, and determine the route we will take.  We add the ingredients specified in the recipe so that the end result is our favorite dinner.
  
 Yet, for twelve years we hurry our children out the door each morning to “get an education”, without thinking about what that means. Twelve years!  It is the length of a childhood.  Who has defined the components of this thing called ‘education’?  We nurture and care for our children from birth to age six, selecting clothing for comfort, food for nourishment and supplying love and affection in ample amounts to foster self esteem and respect.  We do whatever we can to assure health, happiness, growth and internal awareness.  We use the resources at hand to decide how to do this; those include our family, community and society in general.  We want happiness, health and fulfillment for our children. Perhaps we want a better life for them than we perceive we have ourselves.
  
 Look around, adopt society’s rules and socially expected paths to success and the words ‘good education’ seem to be a necessary component.  Most of us assume that if we work hard, get good grades and go on to college, we will succeed.
  
 It may come as a surprise then to know that the schools today, with their standards and test scores and requirements, were not set up to fulfill our dreams of personal success.  They were initially set up to ensure the success of a government/country while minimizing the influences of Native American, African American and Irish Catholic traditions, to control large numbers of citizens without fostering individual fulfillment, in fact to discourage it. “A major part of the history of U.S. public schools is the attempt to ensure the domination of a Protestant Anglo-American culture in the United States.”*1 There are many books written on the development of education in this country, and government records attest to a far different purpose for schooling than we would believe we are getting today.  The work of John Taylor Gatto, a NY State Teacher of the Year, is especially illuminating. *2                                                                                                                       
  
 Just a little research will uncover volumes of historical interpretations. *3 The point here is not to restate any of them, but to bring us as a people to a place of action.  Consider these words from William Torrey Harris, U.S. Commissioner of Education from 1889 to 1906:          
  
 “Ninety-nine (students) out of a hundred are automata, careful to walk in prescribed paths, careful to follow the prescribed custom.  This is not an accident but the result of substantial education, which, scientifically defined, is the subsumption *4 of the individual.”
  “The great purpose of school can be realized better in dark, airless, ugly places…it is to master the physical self, to transcend the beauty of nature.  School should develop the power to withdraw from the external world.”**
  
 Schools today were designed to create conformity.  Think about the incredible job they have done.  Most of us, regardless of our subsequent lifestyles and adherence to society’s definitions, accept the definition of success put forward by this institution.  Success means superior test scores and class rank, wealth, and neat penmanship with an unquestioned acceptance of necessary authority. Follow the rules.  Think this way, in this amount of time, with this result.  Schools tell us the answers to all of our questions.
  
 From within the confines of a classroom, we learn how to appropriately use the materials presented to us, and what defines failure.  Our internal opinions and/or conclusions are often not recognized as valid responses to a set of pre-determined questions and answers.
  
 We have become a class of people afraid to buck the system.  This is precisely what those who designed our current structure of education had intended.  They wanted citizens who would willingly run industries and fight wars without questioning authority or the reasons for the squelching of their individual freedoms.  Mandatory ‘factory type’ schools were initiated to create a strong and competitive industrial nation. It was all done for the ‘greater good’, disguised as a program for personal achievement and fulfillment and success.  Even the names of some of the necessary tests, of which we must pass in order for success to be accomplished, include the word achievement.  Just what is being achieved and for whom?
  
 The purpose of bringing this up is not to point fingers and place blame.  It is to illustrate that first of all, those early definers of our current system of education were indeed gifted with foresight.  Their intentions, although not apparent to the masses, have been satisfied to such an extreme degree that few of us even question them. Compulsory education has been a complete success.  The reason we may not recognize this is because we have never asked the questions ‘Who built this bus?’ and ‘Just where is it supposed to take us?’
  
 The bus called factory schooling was built with a plan, and its ultimate purpose was to create uniformly obedient citizens, who grant authority without question to the government while adopting the customs, language and lifestyle seen as superior. It worked.  
  
 We have a country of citizens who support a national cause or give for the good of a company because it seems the right thing to do.  It is our civic duty or it gives us a paycheck or it keeps us safe or protects our freedom.  We live in America, the land of the free!  If anyone tries to take that away that freedom we will fight.  It is not without reason that we feel that way.  It is with training that we come to think of ourselves as cogs in a huge wheel of progress, necessary components so that this bus may run efficiently. 
  
 This brilliantly executed plan has robbed us of more freedom and autonomy than it will ever provide.  Without promoting anarchy, this government of education that is ‘for the people’, needs a new plan, this time created by the people themselves, fulfilling the needs of those people, rather than the needs of their government.  It is a matter of history that forced schooling did not come without a fight.  When first introduced, it took force to accept compulsory education in many cities in North America.  People drove out teachers and took their children home, in some cases burning down the school before they left. *6
  
 This bus was not built to satisfy or fulfill needs or dreams.  It was built to define them. It was meant to take control from the families and communities and put it squarely and permanently in the hands of the government. It robs parents of control of their children, while teaching them what to strive for, thus depriving them of their sovereignty.  It goes without question that children depend on adults to learn how to function as adults.  The question being raised is at what age does that dependence stop?  What does it mean to function as an independent citizen, an adult, in this country?
  
 The definition of independence includes the following: “the state or quality of being independent; freedom from the influence, control or determination of another or other.”*7 The definition of independent, includes these words: “free from the rule of another; controlling or governing oneself; self-governing; free from influence, persuasion, or bias; relying only on oneself or one’s own abilities, judgment, etc.; self-confident; self-reliant.”*8
  
 Do these words and definitions ring true in the life you and the adults you know, now lead?  What about the lives of your parents?  Are not a majority of us dependent on the government or media for information about what to be afraid of, and what to support? The influence of state schooling is insidious; while stating our goals and beliefs, and declaring the importance of our right to do so, we seem mostly unaware of the greater authority we have come to rely on, who in no small way determines those goals.  We never question ‘To What End?’
  
 As a citizen of this earth and of this country, as a human being and as a piece of God or created by God (however you choose to believe it works) there is just one answer that makes any sense at all.  The answer is the one that comes from within.  It is the voice we all have.  It is this quiet telling that forced schooling, ranking, testing, scoring or force of any kind stifles.
  
 The voice within us cannot be regulated to emerge on command.  It is drawn out from us when there is authentic freedom to think and decide. Empowerment and conviction is felt once we have experienced internal validation.  Once success is self-defined, its attainment is assured.
  
 *1(The American School 1642 – 2004, Joel  Spring, 2004) 
  
 *2(The Underground History of American Education, John Taylor Gatto, 2000)                                   
 *3(‘The Way We Were?: The Myths and Realities of America’s 
     Student Achievement.’  Richard Rothstein 1998, Century
     Foundation Press, New York)
  
   (‘The schools our children deserve’
     Alfie Kohn
     Copyright 1999)
  
   (“When schools were invented, they were designed to teach
     children routine skills and to “facilitate the       
     memorization of important texts, principally religious 
     ones”   Howard Gardner, ‘The Unschooled Mind: How
     Children Think and How Schools Should Teach’ 1991)
  
    (Lauren B. Resnick, ‘Education and Learning to Think’ 
     1987)
  
    (John G. Nicholls and Susan P. Hazzard ‘Education as
     Adventure; Lessons from the Second Grade’ 1993)
  
    (Lilian G. Katz and Sylvia C. Chard ‘Engaging Children’s
      Minds: The Project Approach’ 1989)
  
     (“the implication is that we’ll have to commit
       ourselves to remaking education.  As it stands,
       traditional practices, such as direct instruction,)
       fact-based tests, and a quest for the right answer
      (are more consistent with the original conception of
       schools, whose catechisms “sought to produce
       believers rather than thinkers.”  Daniel Gursky
       ‘After the Reign of Dick and Jane’ Teacher
       Magazine, August 1991)
  
      (‘Kill the Indian, Save the Man’ by Ward Churchill,
        2004)
 *4 (Subsumption: a subsuming or being subsumed; subsume: to        include within a larger class, group, order, etc.  To be covered by a rule, principle, etc. Webster’s New World Dictionary,Third CollegeEdition, 1988)
 *5(The Philosophy of Education, 1906, as referenced in The Underground History of American Education)
 *6(‘Building the Educational State: Canada West 1836 – 1871’, Bruce Curtis)
 *7(Webster’s New World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988)
 *8(Webster’s New World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988)
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          Where is it going?

        
              Chapter 3

I’ve ridden the bus myself, as have two of my four sons.  What follows is anecdotal, stemming completely from personal experience, and I can attest to its truth in my own life.  Perhaps some of it is universal, which will be up to you to decide.
  
 I was six when I entered the First Grade at St. John’s Elementary   School.  I felt fully equipped to handle this thing called school.  I had seen my brother and sister do it.  I wore the same uniform my sister had worn, stood at the same bus stop, and even had the same nun.  I remember her very round smiling face, encased in starched white linen.  She seemed harmless. 
  
 What I recall most is the fear instilled into me by this sweet little nun when it came to standardized testing.  We were not to look anywhere but at our own desks, not to speak or move until she granted permission with the magic words ‘Pencils down’.  Unfortunately for several of us, she never added an amendment about having to use the bathroom.   The only available option if you found yourself in that situation seemed obvious; wet yourself.  The school stocked extra dry pants for just such occasions.  It was my misfortune to be one of the students needing such clothes, and I wasn’t the only one.                                                                 
  
 I can still recall the fury of my mother, seeing me mortified, wearing huge wool snow pants under my red jumper, and it was springtime.  We drove right back to the school that day, and although I don’t remember what was said exactly, I was impressed with my mothers ‘Don’t mess with my child’ attitude.  It reinforced for me a sense of independence and family, a sense of myself.
  
 What I find significant about this today is how children who have been toilet trained for a good four years are expected to wet themselves when confronted with the rules and confines of the school system.  Authorities are prepared for it!  It has happened with my own children.  We spend the early years of our lives learning to be self-sufficient, even being applauded for it, and once in school learn not to trust the self-judgment we have developed. It quickly becomes apparent that it is the teacher’s judgment, not our own, which matters, even when it comes to our own bodily functions. This feels backwards. 
  
 Childhood is about learning to become adult.  It is about play, trial and error, and mastery through repetition, observation, imitation and exploration of the world.  With ample opportunities for all of the above encased in a place of love and safety, children become self sufficient, self-confidant and trusting of their inherent ability to achieve success.  Children are egocentric by necessity; they have a lot to do!  Children look to the adults in their life to supply them with the equipment needed to succeed on their own someday.  It is with this in mind that we send our youngsters off to grade school.  We believe we are equipping them with the necessary tools to create a life, to be on their own. 
  
 I can report with confidence the things I learned in school, some of which I passed on to my children.  The usefulness of the lessons you will have to determine for yourself, as they include:
 -          Go to the bathroom before taking a test
 -          Helping out your friends may be good in all situations of life but the classroom, there it is considered cheating
 -          The person with the most authority is the teacher
 -          The teacher knows everything important to know
 -          Be quiet
 -          When standing in a line, keep it straight
 -          To succeed, figure out what the one in charge (i.e. the teacher) wants, and supply that as best you can
 -          Success is defined by a letter grade, chosen and dispensed by the teacher
 -          Reading is good, as long as it is on the required list
 -          History is mostly killing, and is repeated all over the world, regardless of century or skin color… memorizing war dates holds relevance only to grade point average, and not to any relevant life skill I am aware of
 -          Repetition and memorization will give you command of the multiplication tables
 -          Keep all pencil and/or crayon marks colored within the lines
 -          Daydreaming is a fruitless enterprise
 -          So is looking out the window
 -          Snow days are good things
 -          It is better to be smart than lazy
 -          Entire families of children are born lazy
 -          Entire families of children are born smart
 -          Shiny shoes and faces with brushed hair help to garnish positive attention from important adults
 -          The Janitor is not an important adult
 -          The Teacher is a very important adult
 -          The Principal is the most important adult, next to the President
 -          Memorize anything, spit it out for a test, and forget it; you have been successful
 -          Certain state tests are very important to your future, (unless the answers get stolen, then no one has to take them, and no one seems to care. (The NY State Regents exam answers were stolen in 1975))
 -          Before studying all night for a state test, be sure to listen to the news, the answers may have been stolen, and there will be no need to study
 -          With your hands covering your head, crouched under your desk, you can avoid damage during a nuclear attack
 -          The Red Menace (also known as Russia) is out to get us
 -          If the Fire Alarm goes off, walk quickly and quietly out of the building
 -          Laughter is irresponsible, it implies a lazy mind
 -          Laughter and intelligence cannot cohabit one brain
 -          Learning is not funny or fun
 -          Following the rules will help to get you good grades; good grades are a goal worth striving for  
 -          (These next 10 are for my fellow Catholic  School alumni): Public school kids are mostly and usually wild
 -          Catholic school kids are only wild when school is out
 -          Confession is a weekly necessity, as we all must have sinned somehow, even if we are unaware
 -          Stealing an extra cookie or hitting your sister qualifies as a sin
 -          It is better and easier to lie about your sins than to confess you don’t truly believe you’ve done anything to piss God off (as long as you add one more lie to your confession)
 -          Repeating memorized prayers makes God happy, and absolves all transgressions, regardless of severity
 -          The number of prayers necessary to repeat depends on the severity of the transgression
 -          Black Patent Leather shoes reflect your underwear
 -          When dancing with a boy, ‘leave room for the Holy Spirit’
 -          Fun is best accomplished when learning has stopped
 -          Learning is over at 3:00 PM
  
 Now for sure some of what I learned comes from a strictly parochial curriculum, but I have witnessed with my two sons the intent to nullify their first inklings of independent thought, and they went to a state funded public school.  We insisted on it actually, feeling that the education I received in a financially strapped Catholic school was limited and limiting.
  
 There are other things I learned that were perhaps more applicable to my adult life.  They include:
 -          If you want people to understand what you have to say, you better spell it right
 -          If you can read, the world is yours
 -          Knowing how to add, subtract, multiply and divide will assure you will never get cheated
 -          Some people are good team players, others aren’t, try to enlist teammates from the ranks of those who are
 -          When you share a mutual goal with a group, cooperate (be a good teammate)
 -          Your body can be pushed to do things you never thought it could do
 -          Your mind can be pushed to remember and do things you never realized
 -          No one likes a cry baby
 -          Regardless of color or style, gym uniforms don’t look good on anybody
  
 In reviewing this last list, I see that most of the lessons were learned in gym class.  Physical Education is perhaps the class we put the least emphasis on succeeding in, yet if done right, can offer a host of applicable life skills. It was the class I dreaded.  I was not alone.  Male or female, being the last picked for a team is a mortifying experience
                                    .                                                           Ridicule from peers as a part of childhood stems from insecurity and forced competition.  A strictly male experience of gym class includes showering as a group, where the focus on penis size creates a new level of competition, embarrassment, winners and losers.  Cruelty is not a ‘normal’ human response when observing differences in appearance or abilities.  It stems from a frail and developing ego, striving for success and power and self-control.  Children are mean and make fun of each other not because of an inherent tendency or flaw, but because they are in large, same age groups with no individuality or autonomy and are trying desperately to feel better than they do.  They want to ‘win’ somehow; they are competing all day long.  Schools are set up to create competition. 
  
 The entire school experience pits children against each other.  It is this forced competition that even the most gifted teachers cannot override.  Children were not meant to be gathered in large groups of a single age and/or ability.  There are no other places in life that exist that way, and the psychological effects of this close competitive arrangement stay with us long after graduation day.  This comparison to others becomes the focal point of life in school, not the lessons.  It is the way we expect the world to be, and sets up a lifetime of not measuring up, and expectation for criticism if and when we make a mistake.
  
 Teachers are by and large a committed group, enthusiastic and dedicated to enriching the lives of the children they teach.  With dreams of engaged students and stimulating lessons, they start the school year.  It becomes apparent quickly that their primary responsibility is not to enlighten their charges, but to manage them.  The group of twenty to thirty young students morph from individual, brilliant and open minds to a mess of discipline issues needing someone to take command.  This eventually stops being a surprise, but an expectation for both teacher and student.  Dreams of fulfillment, spontaneity, and the joy of discovery fade for both.
  
 Where is the bus headed?  The answer given will depend on which seat you’re in.  In its current configuration, schools are set up to grow compliant yet competitive children whose “own personal inclinations must be entirely subordinated, and the business that he is at work upon must be carried forward with its own ends and aims, and without reference to his own feelings in the matter. Thus work teaches the pupil the lesson of self-sacrifice (the right of superiority which the general interest possesses over the particular).”*1 These students are assumed to be incapable of controlling their mostly negative impulses or creating socially appropriate, not to mention fulfilling, goals, (that is the school’s job). That was the original destination for compulsory education in this country.  We have arrived.
 Student, parents, teachers and administrators look to the state to define goals and methods and successful achievement. Feelings of self-determination are undermined at every turn, and replaced with adherence to state standards, high percentiles and above average academic achievement.  Children’s test scores must be high, therefore teachers ‘teach to the test’, with full encouragement from their bosses, who need adequate or even superior scores to ensure sufficient funding and enrollment.  It is a vicious cycle, leaving little room for independence of thought for any of us.
  
 Graduates leave with a diploma, yet without a firm vision of their own dreams and gifts, having depended on test scores, class rank and school administrators to provide answers.  On their own, the road to ‘success’ has too many exits. At age six, we start school, believing this will help us reach our dreams.  Twelve years later we depart, having forgotten we were ever capable of self-definition.
  
 Perhaps this does not sound like you or your children. There are some of us who always seem to have known where it is they were and are going.  These children and adults seem born with a goal and purpose in mind, and from this they are not to be distracted.  State, private or home schooled, they have followed a plan for their life that felt purposeful and complete.  I have known people like this, but not many. 
  
 The reason for this book is to perhaps entertain a different route for our education bus.  Rather than the list specified earlier, how about a list that includes the following lessons retained into adulthood:
  
 -          Self Confidence
 -          Self Care
 -          Responsibility
 -          How to Find our Path
 -          How to Reach Self Determined Goals
 -          How to think critically
 -          How to move our dreams into reality
 -          Self Esteem
 -          Self Awareness
 -          Independence
 -          Compassion
 -          Strength of Mind, Body and Spirit
 -          Empowerment
 -          Peace
 -          Insight
 -          Wisdom
 -          Knowledge and Skill
 -          Appreciation for Nature
 -          Appreciation for All Life
 -          Empathy
 -          Development of Personal Gifts and Passions
 -          Discovery of Life’s Purpose
 -          Global Awareness
 -          Assertiveness
 -          Unconditional Love
  
 Most of these things cannot be tested for, graded on, or judged externally.  They can only be inwardly felt and self assessed.  It is perhaps these characteristics that we attempt to pass on to our offspring on the weekends, during vacations and during the non-homework moments of our evenings.  It is these feelings that once felt, cannot be forgotten.  Regardless of grades, social class or class rank, they will enable us a fulfilling and productive life. 
  
 If any aspects of the traits listed above are gleaned from the system of education that is currently in force, they are most likely achieved along with some less than positive memory of some sort; if not for you, than for one of your classmates or schoolmates.  The eradication of this part of the system will ultimately create a nation of adults collaborating rather than competing.
  
 The destination of America’s School Bus for the 21st century is being re-defined by the plethora of home, alternative, choice and private schools.  It is time to define a new route, one that is universally beneficial.
  
 1*(International Education Series, Volume I, D. Appleton and Company, 1908, William T. Harris, U.S. Commissioner of Education from 1889 – 1906)
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          What road are we on?

        
              Chapter 4

Countless books have been written outlining alternative approaches to educating our children.  Since its inception, public education has raised as many problems and issues as it has ‘solved’.  This country is in many ways engrossed in its own evolution.  We are still a relatively new people, slowly developing useful branches while shedding or adapting others.  Government schools are one of those limbs that have been allowed to grow, relatively un-pruned. Certainly there have been numerous and various attempts to re-shape and control the inevitable growth.  The tools used, although innovative, have only provided a temporary solution.  The branch, now unrecognizable from its original form, is an abstract piece without a cohesive plan.                                                  
  
 The job of shaping this branch called education belongs to the people, all of us.  It is not the purpose of government or school administrations to decide its form, but to create it, following the blueprint outlined by the population. We are the definers of our government and it is time we define our schools.  The route for our tax funded school bus was determined before the automobile was invented, certainly before flight was entertained as an option, (either within or beyond our atmosphere.)  Today there are commercial companies vying for the position of ‘first civilian space flights!’  The pioneer spirit that founded this country is evident in numerous areas.  It is time we venture into the unexplored arena of mandatory schooling.
  
 You may be thinking, why?  With all the school reform, performance standards and millions spent on renovating our schools, isn’t this being done?  Is not education a priority for virtually every political campaign?  What about ‘No Child Left Behind?’ Don’t teachers today utilize a more child-centered approach, in multi-age classrooms that reach each student with a variety of methods based on alternate learning styles?
  
 The answer would be yes, to all of the above.  Education is recognized as a local and national issue, it is far from ignored.  Suggested answers have one thing in common; they accept the current route and destination as valid and necessary.  Each adapts methods and vehicles used to get there in hopes of achieving greater levels of success within that system. Each assumes it is not the direction or the ultimate goal that is the problem.  The original plan is not questioned.  It was defined by our forefathers and is accepted as valid, specifying the following path for all of us: The way to success is through education; the way to ensure education is accomplished through tests, standards and performance criteria for schools, teachers and their students; the success of this country is dependent on the ability of its citizens to read, write and perform; these things need to be accomplished by specific ages for maximum usefulness and benefit to all; these requirements are universal, all citizens are measured as effective or ineffective according to their level of scholastic ability and capacity to conform and perform, which is defined by certain government stated, age specific standards.  All citizens are judged according to the criteria outlined above, despite individuality in passions, focus, skills, gifts, ability or interests.
  
 We are on a road that is more like a cul-de-sac and is circular in shape.  It is called ‘Conformity Court’. The path is newly laid each semester, with bright paint and smooth asphalt, routinely leading to the same destination, its newness a facade. We are always heading for ‘success’, and we will know we’ve arrived by certain roadside indicators; grades, reading level, writing and arithmetic skill, attendance record, discipline record, class rank, percentile score.  These assessment criteria are the same for each of us; we are universally judged, accepting without question the necessity of that judgment.  It is not up to us to decide our worth after the age of five or six, it will be determined by the school record. 
  
 One hundred years ago, the government designers of the education of America took quite literally its classical Latin roots: ‘educare’ – to bring up, rear or train, to lead.  Today America’s citizens are looking more for personal fulfillment and growth, than institutionalized training.  We have outgrown the original single focus of government schools and are not looking to be led in a specific direction determined by a faceless state.  Conformity provides comfort for the controlling body, but not the individual.  It is time for a new design.
  
 Current reform strategies have a single common element; they are designed to enable children to improve performance on standardized achievement tests assumed to be mandatory requirements for adequate learning.  These standards are pre-determined on a national level, and are uniformly applied to each child. These tests control what the child is taught and when. 
  
 For the system to finally change, it must be altered at its core.  The shadow purpose for mandatory schooling and state sanctioned curriculum must be looked at.  We are all looking for success, each in our own way.  How quickly you learn to give over your personal power is not indicative of advanced skill, but rather of obedience.  What the current plan does is reward compliance, conformity, submission and specific forms of scholastic achievement. 
  
 Memorization of literary rules is necessary if your chosen line of work includes writing, while memorization of the periodic table perhaps mandatory for chemists; trigonometry functions are vital if your goal is to be a mathematician.  Whether or not you can quickly generate all three does not necessarily indicate your overall brilliance, but rather your ability to remember and reproduce data on command.  The usefulness of testing for that facility and then viewing higher test performance as indicative of superior intelligence is at the very least debatable.
  
 Testing for understanding is an integral part of the process of learning.  If it occurs naturally and frequently it can accelerate the process of skill development, indicating what needs to be worked on and what doesn’t.  Progress is hastened as development in mastered areas speeds along, while explanations and practice in other areas occurs simultaneously.                                      
  
 Consider the way in which we teach our children the process of cooking.  At first, there is just watching, as a three-year-old toddler stands on a chair, sneaking chocolate chips and bits of sugar.  Gradually the child pours in the flour after we measure it. Finally, the children do the reading, measuring and pouring themselves, with mixed results. Success is accomplished with pride and skill, after years of immersion in the entire process.                          
  
 The course of learning any new skill or idea is unique to the individual. The development of expertise takes place when there is dedication and enjoyment in the practice of a skill, with a reward for its mastery.  The most lasting incentives are internal.
  
 Tests of ability given uniformly to large groups of students are more indicative of an ability to remember under pressure than scholastic superiority.  Some children more easily withstand the strain of filling in small circles for hours on end.  The focus, use and necessity of those types of assessment methods should be examined.  Certainly they accomplish a simplified way of categorizing not only students, but districts, schools and the teachers within them.  Not so certainly is their usefulness in the overall development and education of our children, as well as the assessment of the skill of their teachers. 
  
 High scores and percentile ranks are held in esteem by not only schools, but also children and parents.  This is not to say that skill demonstrated in any area is without worth.  The satisfaction of a job well done can provide a lasting sense of accomplishment.  The idea being entertained here is whether or not the use of superior test scores as lifelong indicators of ability and intelligence is beneficial or detrimental. The overall satisfaction of an A or a 99th Percentile Rank can only be determined within.  We have been told since First Grade that this should fulfill us.  Does it? 
  
 Think about what has been lost here; the pleasure of learning for learning itself.  Education has become a race, and how fast you get there is more important than the journey.  The roots of competition are planted at the age of six.  The pleasure of achievement morphs gradually from an internal feeling to a paper test score.  Personal choices of focus are given up and replaced with group curriculum adherence, while individual abilities and passions are all but forgotten.  This, we tell ourselves, is necessary for proper growth and development.  Here is the definition of proper: “specially adapted or suitable to a specific purpose or specific conditions; appropriate; conforming to an accepted standard or to good usage; correct.” *1
  
 What we have been doing is teaching our kids the very best ways to conform.  None of this is to say that ability demonstrated on test scores is without worth or relevance, quite the contrary.  Students, who fair well statistically, have the capacity to understand and produce the necessary requirements for success in many systems.  What is being entertained here is looking at the single-mindedness with which we observe and evaluate results of mandatory, uniform testing.  Results of state mandated tests are indicative of achievement possibilities for state regulated goals, as demonstrated on a specific day and time; they cannot realistically be generalized as a definitive sign of anything else. 
  
 The necessity of spending twelve years striving for success in those state regulated goals is worth examining.  A childhood is not a replaceable moment.  It exists as a unique portion of our lives, fleeting, and forever fondly recalled.  As parents we have the ability to provide fertile background for unlimited possibilities for our children.  We are able to provide wings for flight, or clip them with conformity.  A fulfilling life for our children (and ourselves, actually) would include primarily and abundantly: the joy of discovery, the pleasure of accomplishment, and the knowledge of self, along with the freedom and responsibility of choice.  These things are our birthright, not pleasant sidebars to be attained on weekends and vacations.                                                                              
  
 The strength of character developed by living a self-determined life is a goal worth striving for.  Schools today are set up to hinder rather than promote that ability. It is the purpose of our system, as it currently exists, to train citizens to follow rules and memorize pre-determined facts.  Children today are not following the rules. It is time then to alter the course we are placing them on. 
  
 Visionaries such as Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson are mandatory reading in a majority of High Schools, with good reason.  (“Self-Reliance” by Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882): ‘To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your own private heart is true for all men – that is genius...A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across his mind from within, more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages.  Yet he dismisses without notice his thought, because it is his.  In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected thoughts; they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty.’  


“Walden” by Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862): ‘It is never too late to give up our prejudices.  No way of thinking or doing, however ancient, can be trusted without proof.  What everybody echoes or in silence passes by as true today may turn out to be falsehood tomorrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields...If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.  Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured and far away.’)
  
 We applaud and revere their ability to beautifully state man’s universal journey.  We read and discuss their eloquent message, (urging us toward non-conformity), doing so merely as a requirement to pass an upcoming assignment or exam, to conform.  It’s a fascinating dichotomy.  Their words are memorized as answers, another required task to perform, to enable success at this place called school. The wisdom and insight held within their words is camouflaged beneath those test questions we are studying for, perhaps never truly appreciated or understood.
  
 Certainly exposure to genius is a worthwhile goal of any education.  To truly appreciate genius, it need not be memorized, but rather absorbed. The goal is internal, unable to be graded; therefore it presents a challenge to the system.  How much time can be allotted to pursuits that afford only inner growth?  These moments cannot be categorized and are not typically illustrative of advanced knowledge.  Currently, the value of such personal development is suspect, and time spent there seen as frivolous.
  
 Our school life is filled with a series of requirements we must study for and produce at the necessary time.  This prepares us for the ‘rat race’ we will one day be running as adults.  It is important to ‘get’ this now, we tell ourselves, so that adulthood will be accomplished with ease.  Time for reflection and self-knowledge is reduced to ‘stolen moments’ between classes, homework and organized after school programs.  Quiet contemplation is not seen as a priority for children or adults.
  
 The road we are currently traveling exists because it was seen as the quickest route towards industrial leadership. It has led us as far as it is able, with its outmoded vehicles and rules and expectations for conformity.  Today success is determined not by rote repetition of standards, but by quick thinking and an ability to adjust easily to change in both expectations and processes.  We are in a world that relies on microprocessors to instantaneously communicate across the world, not dirt roads and horses with carriages. 
  
 Our children are growing up with a computer mouse in one hand and a cell phone in the other.  They get to school, and are not allowed the use of either unless it is during a specified time period.  The message we send them is at the very least mixed: school is a place for learning, but do it this way or it doesn’t count.  The system’s attachment to decades old standards, is strangling the life and evolutionary potential out of its students, our children.
  
  
 1*(Webster’s New World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988).
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          Who's driving?

        
              Chapter 5

When boarding any form of public transportation, how much attention do you typically give the driver of the vehicle?  A cursory glance, a nod, perhaps a smile, and you look for a seat, settling in for the journey.  Barring any unusual or outlandish behavior, you assume the driver to be capable, responsible and able to get you where it is you are going.  That is the primary assumption when boarding America’s School Bus as well.  Without more than a passing thought as to methods and outcomes, we settle in at age six, ready to be taken to the same destination that our siblings, neighbors and parents were taken.  We are nervous, but having been told that this is a big step towards growing up, we readily board, lunch box tightly held in our small hands. 
  
 Young children typically trust the adults placed in their lives, particularly those holding positions of authority over them.  Policeman, teachers, bus drivers, principals, doctors, parents; these are the giants in the world of our kids. Remember how big everything was?  The schoolroom had so many nooks and crannies; you memorized quickly how to find your hook to hang up your coat, and then your seat.  The room felt foreign and busy, you needed something to count on to be the same each day.  This was new territory, your senses were being bombarded with changes; there were new smells, new sounds, it felt different and you were doing things you’d never done with people you’d just met.  The stress of all this newness overwhelmed all of your focus.
  
 While managing this bombardment, you tried to comply with the requests of the teacher.  There was no reason not to, and doing your best, you began to understand the rhythm of your day at this place called school.  There were specified places to sit and stand and put your things, specified times to talk and to listen, to go to the bathroom and have a snack; right and wrong ways to answer.  You had so many questions!  Depending on your personality, you may or may not have asked them of the teacher.  Depending on your character, you may or may not have relaxed and settled in.  Regardless of how you may have responded, it eventually became routine.
  
 Somewhere between the initial shock and the daily habit of school, you became numb to its effect on your life.  It was simply how the world worked, and you had no reason to question such a basic tenet of your life. The adults you knew had always held your best interests as priority, in all the activities of your days. There was a trust, and regardless of your internal reactions, you assumed everything was as it should be. 
  
 Perhaps you adjusted easily, it seems that would be determined as much by your upbringing as your personality. Our internal response is undoubtedly similar, regardless of reaction.  There is a sense of giving up that accompanies the adjustment to the system of school.  The losses seem small, as perhaps do the twinges of discomfort that go along with them.  It is the compounding of losses that eventually breaks us down.  Bit by bit we give up power and control to the institution we now occupy.  It is gradual, somewhat painless, but certain. 
  
 I remember feeling pretty and grown up on that first day, walking to the bus stop with my mom and little sister.  I was wearing a dress; Pamie, my four-year-old sister, was holding her ‘Pebbles’ doll, huge brown eyes filling with tears because I was leaving her.  My heart hurt then, we had been pretty much inseparable for her entire life.  I waved, turned and walked up those big steps.  My life in school had begun. 
  
 I remember the room seemed dark and big.  I recall not understanding naptime.  Having to use the bathroom provided many stressful moments.  I recollect being bored, but not saying anything.  I remember liking a boy I never saw at any other time because he lived in another part of town and went to a different church. I was corrected often for talking to him.  I mostly remember missing Pamie and not wanting to go every single day.  
  
 My Kindergarten teacher was very nice, with a soft voice and easy smile.  My mom called her ‘Kitty’ (her name was Katherine), and I thought that was neat.  She was very tall.  Crayons were a big part of my day, and my teacher was ever present to explain each activity we were to use them with.  My mornings in Kindergarten were a series of following orders, however kindly given. I felt very tired when I got home.  I eventually became accustomed to the routine. 
  
 First grade was another adjustment.  There were uniforms, more children, nuns and the day was so much longer.  There were more rules and everyone seemed very serious. I remember noticing things I had been previously unaware of:  children came in a variety of sizes and abilities, and this impacted their place in line, seat in the classroom, group placement and treatment by authorities.  We were not all created equal for this place called school, regardless of what the U.S. Congress declared in 1776. *1
  
 The driver of this bus or institution seemed mysterious indeed.  Identities changed, from the teacher to the principal to an unnamed source labeled ‘curriculum’.  My parents were not in control, which was certain.  Their authority over my growth and advancement had been replaced with the authority of the school.  This surprised me, as they were, in all other areas of my life, clear on their reasons for doing things. Here they mostly admonished me to do what the teacher said and strive to get a good grade. There was never an understandable goal other than that.  The purpose of that grade was unknown to me, as I suspected it was to them. 
  
 My parents both had an interrupted journey through High School.  My father left early to enlist in the Army Air Corps, as it was 1944 and our country was in the midst of World War II. He never attended the ceremony with his class, but graduated separately.  My mom’s family moved from College  Point, NY to Ridge, a small town at the eastern end of Long Island,  NY, midway through her 3rd year of High School. She was put back 6 months because the new school had a different calendar.  She was miserable, unchallenged, and on the bus for 45 minutes in each direction.  Her mother attempted to change schools.  She tried to arrange for re-enrollment in her old school, where she would have lived with her older brother.  The school refused to accommodate her, and in those days most parents didn’t ask too many questions. Feeling as if they had no other choice, my grandparents allowed my mother to quit and take a job at the local bank.  She would have been about 16 years old.  Many years later, after having 4 children, my mom earned a Graduate Equivalency Diploma.  I remember studying with her.
  
 I grew up in what would today be considered a middle class home.  We ate well and took vacations each summer.  We owned a cabin in the woods of the Catskill Mountains, NY.  Both of my parents worked.  They seemed successful. We always had a boat, a cabin cruiser, to enjoy the surrounding waters with.                                                                                      
  
 I grew up in a paradise, the eastern edge of Long Island, New York. We ate lobster trapped by my uncle and dug up clams ourselves.  We all fished and my father and brother hunted game. I learned how to swim, drive a boat and handle a shotgun early in my young life.  If my parents struggled to provide any of this for me, I was completely unaware.                                                          
  
 I have learned since that what my parents gave me was an appreciation for nature, vacations and solitude.  My fondest memories are of sitting on a boat, listening to the waves lap against the hull, staring at the sun glistening off the bay, and of walking deep into the forest and finding a wild apple tree or a perfectly constructed beaver dam.  I had no clue that everyone didn’t grow up with such wealth. I knew that there were families with bigger houses and European vacations, but I never felt deprived.
  
 The notion that my parents were somehow less successful than their more schooled peers is a complete enigma.  The standards of today’s society would dictate that, statistically, my background was less privileged than most on the Eastern edge of Long Island, New York.  I grew up on the wrong side of the tracks; the suffix of my hometown was not ‘Hampton’.*2 It is those same statistics that drive our government’s push for school control and curriculum standards.
  
 Percentages and statistics drive policy.  They are ink lines on dead wood, convenient perhaps to hone a point of view but relevant to nothing specific in our daily life.  Statistics do not reflect individual reality.  Success, liberty and happiness are unique attributes that can only be individually determined.  It is the purpose of our government, as outlined in the Declaration of Independence, to allow for the pursuit of those qualities, and thus enable individually determined accomplishment. 
  
 We are each aware that the government, which is paid for by our income taxes, runs our schools.  The government is a single body comprised of individuals.  Change in government policy happens at that individual level.  As citizens, it is our votes that put those people where they are today. They are men and women with lives, families and children of their own, facing the same challenges we all are.  They are simply people, who have chosen a different path, no greater or lesser than yours or mine.                                            
  
 Our responsibility extends beyond the punching of a ticket when it comes to educating our children. We have been directing their development up until the age of six, with love, understanding and an appreciation of their unique abilities and desires.  Their entrance into school does not signify the end of our intimate involvement with the direction of their lives, but rather a moment where we now have at our disposal a large group of dedicated folks who are there to help with the process.  It is time we use our collective voices to speak up for the empowerment, enrichment and fulfillment of our kids.  Compliance with age-old standards is not a necessary life skill.  Let us equip our children with some new tools.
  
 The driver of America’s school bus has become a creature with too many conflicting arms to successfully be utilized.  It will require the effort and collaboration of all of its passengers to re-shape this bus, and redefine who is driving. We need a more efficient vehicle for the 21st century, as the landscape through which we are traveling has changed considerably.  It is time we took the wheel.
  
  
  
 1*(“The Declaration of Independence” July 4, 1776: ‘We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Consent of the Governed, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these Ends it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its Foundation on such Principles, and organizing its Powers in such Form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.’)
 2*(The ‘Hamptons’, a group of beachfront communities on the southeastern edge of Long Island, New York, is considered to be a playground for Hollywood and wealthy New Yorkers.  I grew up in Riverhead, a town you have to drive through to reach the Hamptons.)
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          Are we there yet?

        
              Chapter 6

Once we reach the age of 18, we are considered to be an adult.  We are able to vote and attendance at school is no longer mandatory.  We can pay our own income taxes.  We can marry.  We can now decide for ourselves the plan, purpose and direction of our lives.  The system of school has defined our capabilities up until now, it is up to us to realize them and make a life for ourselves. 
  
 It is interesting that once graduation occurs, and the requirement of school is over, most young adults enroll in some sort of two or four year college, without a clear idea of what they would like to pursue.  There is a story about the elephant, and it goes like this: This elephant had the same keeper for many years, and certain behaviors on both the part of the elephant and the part of its keeper became routine.  Each night before leaving, it was the habit of the man to settle the elephant comfortably in its home by chaining it to a post. Upon his return the following morning, he would remove the chain and their day would begin.  One night the man forgot to secure the chain.  He returned the following morning to discover the elephant had managed to wrap the chain around her own leg.  It would appear that we, like the elephant, don’t know how to proceed without a comfortable ‘chain’ in place.  It has defined us for so long, that without it we are mostly lost.
  
 Colleges and universities stamp all incoming freshman with the same major, ‘undecided’.  It would seem that after spending more than a decade immersed in educational institutions, individual direction would be clear.  For the majority of young adults, it is not.  What is the reason for this confusion and seeming lack of insight?
  
 Institutional dependence gives us part of the answer.  Those twelve years were spent complying with requirements rather than defining unique attributes and personal abilities.  We graduate with a very clear picture of the school’s definition of us, but very often lacking self-definition, inner truth and self-awareness.  This understandably creates doubt, confusion, and a lot of ‘undecided’ majors.  We no longer trust our own voice. 
  
 Entering adulthood in this state of mind sets up a lifetime of striving for something we can never quite define.  Without a clear picture of the goal, the finish line is unattainable.  There is this never-ending race we each participate in, and the stress it creates leaves us reaching always; be it for the bottle, the pill, the newest ‘get rich quick’ scheme, a body type, a relationship or the next income level or hobby to finally bring us joy and fulfillment.  Without a picture of what we are trying to reach or what we are meant to be doing, we look to society and the media now to tell us. 
  
 Certainly there are some of us who reach 18 having discovered their inner voice and responded.  One of my children spent every spare moment of his childhood building and detailing model cars.  At the age of twenty-two now, Jason is a technician at one of the most reputable Mercedes Benz dealerships in the Midwest. He loves what he fills his days with, and he is good at it.  His school years were a struggle, as he hated to read the books assigned, didn’t care about perfect spelling, and mostly just wanted to be working with his hands. When he wasn’t working he was a drummer in a pick up band.  His math scores were always high.                                                                       
  
 The stress of the system was something he suffered through, along with the resulting blows to his self-esteem, until he finally graduated.  Even then he found there were more requirements to fulfill. The adults in his life (there were four of us) advised him to spend a few years at the community college to ‘be sure’ he really wanted to be an auto technician.  The Technical Institute he wanted to attend was a considerable amount of money, a major investment by all of us.  He reluctantly did so, to satisfy us.  He then went on to the Institute he had wanted to attend all along and graduated at the top of his class.   
  
 We are all products of a system that leaves us doubting our inner knowing.  When we see someone who feels otherwise, we pass on the doubt with advice to ‘slow down’, ‘be sure’, ‘and don’t invest heavily in an idea that may not be correct’.  If we just paid attention, to the child who spent most of his spare time doing what he loved, and trusted the evidence as real and indicative of passion and purpose, we’d stop advising caution.  Yet we look for outside verification to assure us that the inner voice speaking to us is valid.  We grow up hooked on someone else’s opinion. 
  
 Personal development occurs individually. The process is one of gradual achievement and growth; there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to learn.  There are developmental trends, such as the age at which a toddler first learns to walk.  There is a variation of about six to seven months for when that first step is taken.  One of my sons walked at about ten months of age, another at fifteen months.  Both now, I am happy to report, are fine physical specimens of young men, walking, dancing, and running with ease. The early walker is no more ‘successful’ at using his legs than his brother.
  
 School defines for us a timetable of appropriate achievement levels.  It becomes the standard, with which we use to judge all of our activities; indicative of how ‘smart’ (or ‘schooled’) we are.  The challenge occurs for us after spending more than a decade under the shadow of those expectations.  The years that shape us, in which the most growth and development occurs as an intense focus, are spent with the notion that an outside source is necessary to judge our every activity.  Right and wrong, advanced and slow, good and bad are simply judgments.  They become part of the fabric of our existence.  Internal decisions are not held as valid opinions; it is the letter grade or the school’s opinion that ultimately tells the tale.
  
 Everything is judged, perhaps not by a feeling or awareness but by a statistic or an authorities’ opinion.  This is not by accident, but the result of years needing a ‘report card’ to indicate how smart we are.  On our own, adults now, we are still looking to ‘make the grade’ in life, as if there is some unseen committee passing judgment on our life. 
  
 Most of us live very careful lives.  We feel to some degree judged, if not by our families, than by society or by the world as a whole.  Never quite sure our place in the race, we look over our shoulder often to assess our progress.  At times we forge ahead at full speed, only to eventually stop ourselves before we get too far out there.  There is comfort in the familiar.  We each want to be accepted and considered OK; we want to be loved. 
  
 As social beings and members of this human family, it makes sense for us to desire acceptance and validation from each other.  Reliance on an outside source to determine our own success does not.  Complete satisfaction with the answers is found when our internal senses are reporting, rather than a number from a report card, job review, paycheck or scale.  The answer to the question ‘Are we there yet?’ will be satisfactory only when we give it ourselves.  Outside sources and trends and opinions as indicators of success will consistently fluctuate. We will never arrive at the finish line if we depend on them to define it for us.
  
 Studies of any behavior are all relative.  It is a fact of quantum physics that is known by all who endeavor in that occupation: Results are altered simply by observation.*1 The simple act of us looking at a behavior, a person, a process or an activity, changes the result.  We cannot separate ourselves from the electromagnetic energy that we are.  There is no such thing as an impartial observation.  As you read these words, you are interpreting them to fit your own expectations, prejudices and views.  We have an associative memory, and we relate everything we see to something we have seen, felt or heard before.  Each of us does the same with each newspaper article, test score and moment in our life.                                    
  
 The idea that we can generalize standards of performance in our children or ourselves is worth examining. Defining potential by those standards would seem limiting and shortsighted.  We have an entire system of education that demands adherence to uniform behaviors to simplify assessment.  But we are not machines that require external assessment to function successfully.  We are whole and complete individuals, each capable of self-definition and self-assessment.
  
 The definitions of succeed include the following: to happen or turn out as planned or attempted; to achieve or accomplish something planned or attempted. *2 In order for us to finally know the answer to the question ‘Are we there yet?’ we must first have defined our own plan!  The institution of education has defined for us a plan, not ourselves.  We will never arrive until the plan is internally formulated.      
  
  Each of us has a host of abilities and dreams that are part of who we are.  We had them at birth, at age six, and we have them now.  The stifling of those internal gifts occurs when, at an early age, we are required to perform a series of repetitive tasks, over and over, until satisfactory performance is demonstrated. It occurs for a minimum of twelve years. We may eventually succeed according to the system of education defined by the government, but not according to the internal sense we each hold that defines our gifts and passions.  Our inner voice has been quieted with requirements.
  
 As adults, free from the restrictions of school, we begin to search out the quiet voice within, attempting to succeed on our own terms.  Lifestyles and personalities will determine our ability to meet that challenge while sustaining an income and possibly helping to support a family.  Mid-life crises are real, and often seen as destructive impulses left latent from our childhood.  Perhaps they are nothing more than responses to decades spent conforming. It’s worth questioning the necessity of that conformity.
  
 The answer to the question of arrival at our destination can only happen with trust.  In order to trust ourselves, the assumptions of our own ability must not be discouraged.  It is the task of adults to equip our children with a safety net should they fall, but without shackles to hold them in specific and safe places.  We must trust that we are each born with a suitcase overflowing with knowledge, talent and worthwhile dreams.  We must trust our own plan, not the plan laid out by the current system of education, but the plan determined within.                                                                      
  
 ‘Are we there yet?’ is a question for a family trip, but not one to ask about personal abilities and purpose.  Discovering the answer is what we spend our childhood working towards, and our adult years exploring and expanding.  External answers are only temporarily satisfying.  Satisfaction will only be achieved with internal agreement. 
  
 This demands faith; a belief that the only destructive tendencies are reactive, and not inherent.  Children are in need of positive energy and guidance so their natural abilities are able to flourish.  This requires freedom of movement and allowance for trial and error.  If we allow children to define success on their own terms, they just may grow up to lead happy, fulfilled and productive lives.  There will be no questions.  They will know when they arrive.
  
  
  
 1*(Lynne McTaggart “The Field’ Copyright 2002)                                
  “Perhaps the most essential ingredient of this
   interconnected universe was the living consciousness that
   observed it.  In classical physics, the experimenter was 
   considered a separate identity, a silent observer behind 
   glass, attempting to understand a universe that carried
   on, whether he or she was observing it or not.  In 
  quantum physics, however, it was discovered, the state of 
  all possibilities of any quantum particle collapsed into a 
  set entity as soon as it was observed or a measurement 
  taken.
  To explain these strange events, quantum physicists had 
  postulated that a participatory relationship existed 
  between observer and observed – these particles could only 
  be considered as ‘probably’ existing in space and time 
  until they were ‘perturbed’, and the act of observing and 
  measuring them forced them into a set state – an act akin 
  to solidifying Jell-O.  This astounding observation also 
  had shattering implications about the nature of reality.
  It suggested that the consciousness of the observer 
  brought the observed object into being.  Nothing in the 
  universe existed as an actual ‘thing’ independently of our 
  perception of it.  Every minute of every day we were 
  creating our world.”
  
  
 2*(Webster’s New World Dictionary, Third College Edition, 1988)
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          How much for the scenic route?

        
              Chapter 7

If you have ever requested a trip ticket from a travel or motor club, which maps out the route you will need to travel, you will be familiar with the idea of scenic routes.  (Note: In 2004, when this was first written, GPS Navigation systems were not as commonplace as they are now.) The club will provide you first with the standard route.  This is the quickest, most often traveled, path to your destination.  It follows state highways, scattered with the familiar assortment of hotels, motels and rest stops.  There are no surprises on the standard route, and your success is pretty much assured.  The club will even provide you with indications of ‘trouble spots’, which may currently be under construction, so that you may adjust your expectations appropriately.  It is the safest, most predictable way to travel.
  
 The scenic route is included with your trip ticket as well.  Along this route, no promises are made for travel times.  If chosen, the purpose of the choice would be to experience the section of the country through which you are driving.  It may be mountainous.  It is certainly out of the way, with backcountry roads and interesting things to look at.  It is everything but standard. Those who embark on the scenic route are more interested in the journey than the destination.  They are out to enjoy the ride.  It is not taken if one is pressed for time. 
  
 Many years ago, on a road trip from Florida to Illinois, my family chose just such a route.  We were driving through Tennessee, and wanted to see the mountains.  Our pace immediately slowed as we took the exit that would lead us to the ‘road less traveled’.  We first drove through a tiny town with a no-name gas station and food mart across the street. About a mile later we were in the country.  This was no highway, but a single lane road, barely wide enough for our van and another vehicle.  On either side there was a vertical drop or a steep incline as we scaled the mountainous range of the Appalachians.  The views were breathtaking.  We were having a great time, each of us fully engaged with the sudden ups and downs we journeyed, and the landscape we had never before seen. 
  
 The van lasted about five miles or so before an assortment of noises escaped from the engine and the temperature gauge pinned on hot.  We overheated.  The car was not equipped for this sort of terrain, and, regardless of our own desires, we had to temporarily return to the standard route.  In order to travel the non-traditional path, the vehicle needed some adjustments.  We were each disappointed, but for a few moments, had experienced a view of the country that was unforgettable.  It turned out to be a worthwhile route after all, as it brings back laughter and memories of a wonderful Florida vacation whenever it is recalled.
  
 Certainly the trip took longer.  Had we stayed on the standard route, it may have been more efficient and the radiator may have held up.  We may have arrived home sooner.  But for all the ‘challenges’ we faced, we did finally get home, taking with us some beautiful pictures of the Appalachian Mountains.  It is a journey we will never forget, one in which all of our senses were engaged.
  
 There are two diverging paths leading to an educated adult.  One is familiar and expedient.  Success along this route is apparent and can be determined with the ease of a numeric score.  It simplifies things and categorizes personalities, skills and levels of specific ability.  Many adults see it as a necessary, if unpleasant obligation of childhood.  There are no expectations for joy and fulfillment.  The plan is simply to complete the process, and end up with a diploma.  The government officially sanctions High School graduates as successful adults who are capable of understanding and following the necessary rules. 
  
 While traveling towards a diploma, there are those who choose the alternate, scenic route for education. The path is unpredictable and can be costly.  The planned result is ‘success’, just as it is for the state funded route.  The difference is in vehicle used and roads visited.  Names for this route are many, and they include: Home school, Unschooling, Private school, Schools of Choice, Parochial School, Waldorf Schools, Montessori Schools and numerous alternative Schools and academies.  There are many routes available. Which one chosen depends on your reasons, your child and the part of the country in which you live. 
  
 The scenic route is more expensive, comparatively, to the ‘free’ education our taxes pay for.  Homeschoolers forfeit a second income and private and alternative schools come with a hefty tuition.  Many families, who see their choice as the only option that makes sense for their children, willingly take on these costs. The scenic route seems worth the price. 
  
 The other cost of the scenic route is convenience.  Whether home schooled, alternative or private schooled, the friends and activities of your children are most likely no longer in your neighborhood.  Everything is a car trip away, and friends are probably not next-door, but in the next town.  This becomes cumbersome for the family, who rarely experiences the feeling of community right in their own hometown.  Neighborhood schools would seem to be much more accessible. 
  
 There is another unique condition that accompanies those who choose to home school their children.  The population as a whole seems to view the idea with suspicion.  Parents and children who choose this method are quizzed regularly by friends, family, even relative strangers, as to what they are teaching and learning and how much they know.  I suspect this is because the government influence of education is so complete. Most of us wonder what we could possibly be learning if it is not recorded somewhere by some authority after administering a host of necessary tests.  We did not trust ourselves to assess our own development, how therefore can we trust our children without government-regulated proof?  It is a conundrum. (Note: This was written in 2004 and the caution with which home education is regarded has subsided to some degree.) 
  
 Costs aside, the benefits of the non standard approach to education are numerous.  We are a diverse nation, the mutts of the world, and we are not all alike.  It is with pride that we each display our unique attributes.  We live in a country that is defined by its differences, and we each take pleasure in our family’s history and distinctive characteristics, while we willingly join with other Americans as one nation, united and free.  Choice in education is our right, and although personal choices are not universally understood, they are tolerated.  To restrict anyone’s choice is to restrict our own.
  
 Without government-controlled standards, education can appear very different.  There are learner led programs, child-centered approaches, free schools, the home-schooled and unschooled.  There are math and science academies, and music and art academies, each with their own high standards for admission.  Few would argue the downside of these possibilities, or their unique benefits to the individual as well as the community.
  
 Focus and pace can be modified more easily along these scenic routes.  The journey can slow down to fully appreciate various topics, and speed up when the scenery is not as compelling.  This all depends on which route is chosen and yet certainly the trip will be different for each student.  The goal with any alternative is enhancement of inherent skills and, ideally, freedom to develop passions, while allowing for individual abilities.  All parents want success and happiness for their children.  Those who travel these various scenic routes see them as the only path available to achieve that. 
  
 It is certainly possible for America’s School Bus to offer the scenic route as an option.  In order to successfully accomplish such a journey, the vehicle requires modification.  The first necessary adjustment is in our expectations.  The standard route is always available, but it need be no more or less expensive, expedient or understood than a scenic tour.  Judgments as to length of journey and ultimate stopping point need to be forgotten.  The driver must be told which path each student is on, so appropriate adjustments can be made.  Communication is the key; it is up to parents to specify which route is preferred, thus assuring a successful trip. 
  
 To determine the most appropriate path, we will have to pay attention to the children.  An education system governed and controlled by the state has at its core an expectation that children need to be modified in order to fit the program and comply.  This belief, when stated plainly, sounds outdated and fascist, yet the current program of curriculum standards and testing adheres to it absolutely. 
  
 My grandmother, Gertrude Bagley, was born in 1901.  She had the unfortunate luck to be born left handed in a world that understood only right-handedness as a necessary characteristic of achievement.  As a young girl she was smacked, with a switch, on the knuckles of her left hand to stop her uneducated writing style.  Today that sounds archaic, yet in its day it was common practice.  As an adult woman, she often commented how difficult it had been her entire life to write with her right hand, and her penmanship had suffered.  She felt as if something was wrong with her; she wasn’t as gifted as her right-handed contemporaries.  Today it is said that left-handedness possibly indicates artistic ability.  What a long way our understanding has come since my grandmother was a child.
  
 We no longer allow the use of corporal punishment in our public schools to force children to adhere to expected practices.  Expectations for conformity however, still dominate the lives of students. The financial costs may be absent in some forms of education today, but the price paid individually can be severe as children routinely give up their internal trust, self-assessment and feelings of power and control of their life.  The incessant questioning of our own abilities would most certainly lessen if childhood were enveloped in trust rather than judgment.  What unrecognized gifts would emerge if they were routinely allowed and even encouraged?      
                                                                                                        We force compliance with a pre-determined standard, thus constricting the inherent capabilities of not just the students, but the teachers and administrators as well.  The losses are unable to be counted, as we can never determine what ‘might have been’.  Perhaps my grandmother was a gifted painter, something the world will never know because of her forced conformity.  The costs of the scenic route are high, but the losses experienced by those who take the standard trip are perhaps more keenly felt by all of us. 
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          It's time for a new model

        
              Chapter 8

Think about the features available to us today when purchasing a car.  There are remote seat heaters for the cold months, automatic starters, Global Positioning Systems (GPS) to find the nearest pizza place or the best rock climbing somewhere across the country; there is keyless entry and ignition.  There are DVD players for in-car televisions, and I-Pods installed for a multitude of choices in auditory entertainment.  Every comfort and safety is assured.  We have come to expect no less.  Automobile manufacturing continues to progress in all areas, caring not only for the drivers and passengers, but for the environment as well, with hybrids that run on both electricity and gasoline, reducing emissions.  Manufacturers are continually developing environmentally friendly engines, including some that run on hydrogen.  The Ford vehicle is unrecognizable from the original Model T, as competitors and new models continuously emerge. 
  
 Car Manufacturing is a progressive industry, highly competitive and visible.  What would happen if that same focus were applied to the field of education?  Does the lack of competition in public education create a complacency that reduces expectations?  There is not much that can compete with ‘free’.  It is important to note here that public schools are not free.  We pay for them with our tax dollars, and the losses experienced by most children on a daily basis are unable to be tallied. 
  
 Let us give as much attention to what we are paying for in this state system of education as we do to our automobiles, appliances and homes.  It is time for our schools to experience an ‘Extreme Makeover’. The current model will not be significantly upgraded until the public demands it.  It is you, the taxpayer, who employ the teachers, administrators and public officials who define our schools.  Now is the instant to take the power back for the upbringing and education of our offspring.  They are only getting older, their childhood quickly passing by.      
  
 Without blame or faultfinding it is up to us to create some changes.  It must be remembered that we each do and have done the very best that we are able to; given the information, time and resources we have to work with at the time.  Today we have an abundance of new information and a plethora of resources at our fingertips. Trust is necessary, for the adults as well as the children involved, as these changes are not merely cosmetic, but fundamental.
  
 Consider the following; the first written by Albert Einstein in the first quarter of the twentieth century, and the next written by Dr. Carl R. Rogers in ‘Freedom to Learn’, a book published in 1969.
  
 ‘It is in fact nothing short of a miracle that the modern methods of instruction have not yet entirely strangled the holy curiosity of inquiry; for this delicate little plant, aside from stimulation, stands mainly in need of freedom; without this it goes to wrack and ruin without fail.’  Albert Einstein
  
 ‘Learning, I believe, can be divided into two general types, along a continuum of meaning.  At one end of the scale is the kind of task psychologists sometimes set for their subjects - the learning of nonsense syllables.  To memorize such items as baz, ent, nep, arl, lud and the like, is a difficult task.  Because there is no meaning involved, these syllables are not easy to learn and are likely to be forgotten quickly.
 We frequently fail to recognize that much of the material presented to students in the classroom has, for the student, the same perplexing, meaningless quality that the list of nonsense syllables has for us... Nearly every student finds that large portions of his curriculum are for him, meaningless.  Thus education becomes the futile attempt to learn material which has no personal meaning.  
 Such learning involves the mind only.  It is learning which takes place “from the neck up.”  It does not involve feelings or personal meanings; it has no relevance for the whole person.’ Carl R. Rogers
  
 Transformation will occur once the idea that the system must be maintained is let go of.  The system is in need of an overhaul.  The real consumers in this industry of education are our children, and they are behind many attempted efforts at reform, pushing for something that works.  Many are exhibiting a multitude of symptoms, all of them perhaps more indicative of a malfunctioning system than a malfunctioning child.  Some of these symptoms are extreme, and are diagnosed as various disorders, as well as disciplinary or learning problems. 
  
 Our children are speaking to us in the only way they are able to, with their behavior.  They act out as a reaction to forced compliance, and we respond with newer and more innovative measures to assure they are successful at conforming and performing, at complying.  To what end?  Our children’s cries for change will only get louder until we listen and respond.  What are they saying?
  
 It is the responsibility of the generation of adults currently in charge to listen carefully and do something.  What we can do is stop trying to improve their test scores and pay attention to what today’s students are actually looking for improvement in.  We can offer them trust, allowing them to develop faith in themselves. Children will feel empowered once they see their words have an effect.  How can we show them we are listening?                
  
 We can act on behalf of our children, and thus validate them.  With wisdom and experience, we can direct their education and guide them through self-discovery, empowerment, knowledge, personal growth and skill development.  Conditions for success will then be self determined and achievement guaranteed.  This can be accomplished once we, the adults now, heed our own internal guidance systems, rather than automatically following the plan currently in force.  With role models of self-determined adults, our children will flourish.      
  
 We can honor our children. We can remember that a successful life is not defined by anyone but ourselves.  Our children are unique souls.  They are looking for the chance to determine for themselves the conditions of a fulfilling and productive life.  High test scores and above grade level reading ability may have nothing to do with it.                   
  
 As the adults in charge, we can let go of our expectations for rigid adherence to state mandated standards of performance.  We will then be able to embrace the idea that skill and worth are demonstrated in a multitude of ways.  It is not necessary to control what achievement looks like and when and how it is to be demonstrated.  We only need to watch it emerge as a unique characteristic of each child.
  
 Remember school on Mercury?  If your children could attend a program that was similar, what would they think and how would they feel about going each day?  How would you assess their progress?  How would they?  A ‘Mercury’ school would operate quite differently than our traditional public schools.  Let’s imagine for a moment what it would look like.
  
 Such a school would be home to children ranging in ages from about five to eighteen years of age.  There would be quadrants of the building, set up for smaller sub-groups; ages (5 – 8), (9 – 12), (13 – 15) and (16 – 18).  Specific teachers would be assigned to oversee the different sections, sort of like homeroom teachers.
  
 Students would then have at least one instructor with whom they stayed for three or four years.  These professionals would be intimately connected to the child’s program, working with the family and student and various teachers to enable self-determined study and development.  The adults filling these positions would be there because of an inherent fondness and understanding for that specific age group.
  
 Each quadrant would have a lounge, where children of that particular age group gathered each morning and afternoon to hear announcements, plan their schedules, greet each other and say goodbye.  This would also be a place for socialization.  Younger children would participate in more formal ‘circle time’, with sharing and game playing to encourage community.  Plans for the older ages would include improvisation and games to encourage group participation, sharing and eventually compassion. 
  
 The atmosphere in the lounges would be informal. There would be colorful rugs, plants, soft chairs and couches with ample natural light.  There would be a large open section for group games that require movement.  Interesting and age appropriate materials would be scattered about; foam mats, assorted books and puzzles that provide quiet activity for active minds and bodies.  These lounges are where students can always locate their teacher in charge, as well as view the schedule for the day and the week.  The days would begin and end here, with a gentle take off and a soft landing.  The intention is peace, comfort, fun and sense of community and group purpose.
  
 There are rules, most certainly.  They are constructed always around the core principles of: Respect (for every part of life, including self, others and the earth), Awareness (being open and attentive in all experiences and to all possibilities), Honesty (being truth in each thought, word and action), Responsibility (seeing ourselves as the cause of all our emotions, reactions and life experiences), Gratitude (being thankful for the abundance life offers), Forgiveness (of self and others perceived faults and mistakes).
  
 These six principles govern the schools.  The schools are democratic.  The entire community of students and adults participate in the process.  Each quadrant will decide whether their government will be a true democracy or a republic, with elected representatives.  The decision will be made based on size of the classes and individual personalities.  In any case, all groups will start out as a true democracy, with daily meetings and guidance in a process that requires a student chairman and secretary who is to record the minutes of each meeting.  Although the adults in the community initially lead meetings, the voting power of each member in the group is equal.  Adult votes have no greater or lesser influence than the votes of the students. 
  
 Decisions made via this process will vary from school to school.  As long as the power of the democratic system is clear to everyone, with its limits fully understood, it will be authentic.  Children will live the idea of creating their own life, and feeling the repercussions of all their decisions/creations.  Blame will become an outdated concept, as the responsibility for his or her life is placed firmly in the hands of each child.                                              
  
 Don’t like the way Johnny talks to you?  Call him on a lack of respect charge at a disciplinary committee meeting.  Decide not to, and you’ve made a choice to either live with his disrespect or deal with it respectfully on your own.  Feel that the lunchroom is left too messy?  Call a democratic meeting to set some clean up rules and possibly consequences.  If your quadrant is a republic, be sure to let your representative know that this issue needs to be addressed. The possibilities abound as students fully grasp the idea of creating their educational journey, not just physically, but emotionally, spiritually and mentally.
  
 In these schools there is no such thing as curriculum adherence.  At the older age levels, the classes are set up more like a college than a traditional public school.  The choices of focus are individually determined, as children grow, develop and discover their passions, skills and purpose.  There is not a preferred or expected choice; all disciplines are available as an acceptable and legitimate focus.  
  
 The initial focus for younger students is exposure.  Writing is accomplished, as well as reading and math.  By the time children move from the first to the second quadrant, they will be accomplished in each of these areas.  The time of readiness to move on will be evident to both student and teachers, as the child now reads and seems to prefer a certain style of learning; visual, auditory, tactile, or some combination of the three.
  
 The child at this age (8 to 9 years) is defining for himself what he loves, while beginning to understand what he has strengths in. Both are usually closely related.  He (or she) also appreciates the gifts of others, as he has never been compared and judged, but has been witness to them in his daily activities in the school community.  He understands who to ask for help with word recognition, and who to ask for correct finger placement on a guitar.  Talents in all areas are readily expressed and appreciated by all.   All students feel good about themselves.
  
 Daily activities include (but are not limited to) physical movement, music, art and literature, including fairy tales and mythology.  There are math and science manipulatives, tools and programs available.  Classes are scheduled in all areas, and within them each child explores and discovers and learns and develops individually.  Teachers are more like guides, with fifteen to twenty minute presentations only, followed by independent play and progress.  The teacher student ratio is one to ten.  Classes are 30 to 45 minutes long.
  
 Teachers do not routinely test or administer grades, but record progress seen and skills developed.  Each child has a portfolio.  Children can select any work they feel good about to be included in it.  Teachers also select work they feel is truly indicative of personal progress and skill development. Students, their parents and the professionals working with the age group determine individual goals.  Once initial goals have been reached, the child moves on to the second quadrant. 
  
 A major focus of the schools is exposure to the world.  Field trips are a weekly occurrence.  Libraries, factories, parks, zoos, museums, forest preserves, government buildings, farms, concerts, plays are just some of the places students frequent.  An assortment of entertainment is also held right at the school.  These sojourns are not seen as interruptions to the daily business of school, but a necessary part of the fabric of our children’s world.  They do not take away from school, but enrich the experience of life.  A variety of lifestyles are seen and accepted.                                                
  
 With no curriculum or testing schedule to adhere to, children and staff are free to explore a multitude of arenas.  Thus, a student may very well discover a passion for painting at the age of 7, and have the ability to explore that immediately in his daily life.  This is not to occur to the exclusion of the three R’s (reading, ‘writing and ‘arithmetic) but right alongside it. 
  
 Students in the second quadrant (9 – 12) have additional subjects available for study.  History is introduced, along with classical art and literature.  Classes are held in a variety of occupations, which could include plumbing, construction, architecture, food preparation, interior design, theater and computer animation, to name just a few.  There is an emphasis on physical activity for this age group.  There are occasional activities with the third quadrant (13 – 15) and the fourth quadrant (16 – 18) as children begin to define who they are.  These children are watching their older schoolmates, and absorbing all varieties of behaviors and choices, witnessing the possibilities for themselves. 
  
 Teachers are those who are truly passionate about their specific field or line of work. Students will spend time learning with adults who love what it is they spend their days doing.  A musician who loves playing the saxophone teaches music, and a truly gifted architect gives a 3-day program on architecture.  Children sign up for each class, thereby guaranteeing a level of interest and enjoyment of subjects presented. Students are there because they want to be, not because there is no place else to go.
  
 The program for the third age group (13 – 15 years of age) is geared to put children into the community, actively participating in society.  Puberty is testing every aspect of these children’s lives, making sustained concentration and quiet activity a challenge.  Moodiness and fatigue abound, and are understood to impact daily abilities.  This group is learning about their world and their part in it.  They need abundant opportunities to be physically active, and exposure to many age groups to allow for compassion and empathy.  Work within the senior citizens of our communities is a frequent part of their lives, along with day care.  Their abundant energy is a boon to the lives of the elderly, and can keep up with the constant movement of toddlers.  Natural inclinations of the age are utilized in appropriate settings, promoting self-esteem. 
  
 The fourth quadrant is composed of young adults, 16 – 18 years of age.  These students are preparing to engage in the life of adulthood, and need ample opportunity to plan for and create a future they are passionate about and can sustain successfully.  There will be a wide variety of activities at this age level.
  
 Several departments will focus on the wide variety of options open to these students.  Students will declare a major and sample life within that field of work.  With three to four years at this level, students are free to try out several area’s, finding a fit for themselves.  There will be one area focused on Science and Math for those considering further study in Medicine or Physics.  An Arts focus could include performing, as well as creative pieces.  There would be a computer design area, a mechanical engineering area, a section focused on food preparation, childcare and health care. Business Management, Medicine, Agriculture, Sustainable living, Foreign Diplomacy and Government would be available; the possibilities abound. 
  
 Graduation will be accomplished once the student has determined a goal for their adulthood, not because of age, credits earned or years in attendance.  Adult focus could include further education, training or immediate placement and employment.  Many of the students at this level will have already been apprenticed in the field of their choice, so there will be jobs instantly available to ensure success. 
  
 The young adults graduating are clear on income possibilities and daily routines of whatever is their chosen occupation.  Fully informed, they leave school and engage in life within a community they have chosen themselves.  Questions about ability and lifestyle have already been answered. The only graduates are those who have determined, with the guidance and support of family and faculty that they are indeed sufficiently prepared to create the rest of their life.
  
 A distinct difference between this school and the system in place today is the lack of the requirement for compulsory attendance.  It is perhaps an ‘alien’ concept in the field of education, but here achievement is self motivated and determined.  How many days spent in attendance, or hours spent in each class, is not considered indicative of success or failure.  Students attend the program in a schedule that fits with their life, and are not penalized for absences. 
  
 The attitude here is consistent with the placement of the emotional lives of children as a priority.  The atmosphere is one of understanding and acceptance for the whole child, who comes to the school with a host of influences and feelings.  Without judgment and in a place of safety, children blossom to their full potential, following their unique time frame.  True learning and development is thus achieved.  
  
 This ‘Mercury/Earth’ School would be a very different setting than what exists today for our children.  It exists now as simply an idea.  There are many manifestations of this school, some of which currently operate as private, alternative and home schools.  I am suggesting here that real innovation is possibly only when self-empowerment is a critical component of the education of our children. Not just for several hundred scattered youth in a variety of settings across the country, but for the majority of our young, in city, suburban and small county schools. 
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          It will start with one of us

        
              Chapter 9

Just as each journey begins with a single step, a fundamental change in the system of education in America must start with individual effort.  No change is insignificant; there are multitudes of ways each of us can use to empower not only our children, but their teachers and ourselves as well.
  
 Once we begin thinking of ourselves as consumers, the process of taking control of our spending becomes self-evident.  America’s children, as customers, are speaking volumes each day about their satisfaction with what it is our taxes are paying for.  The adults in charge just need think critically, to pay attention to what it is their children are saying, to listen.  With both love and objectivity, real support can occur once parents discriminate the difference between complaints for the sake of attention, and lack of motivation or interest due to a program that is not enriching, fulfilling, challenging or growth producing.
  
 If the fit does not seem perfect, it is the garment that is exchanged or modified and not the person wearing it.  The same logic holds true for the ‘fit’ of education our children are immersed in each day.  Behavioral, emotional and learning ‘disorders’ that emerge with the advent of school enrollment are not definitive characteristics of children but may be the results of an imperfect fit. 
  
 It is not the children that need to be modified to fit the program; it is the program that possibly requires expansion to accommodate each child. Mutual respect, on the part of school officials, as public servants, and parents, as patrons of public education, needs to be the guiding attitude.                              
  
 As proud parents, we have been witness to the perfection of our children from the moment of their birth. We wish to retain that perfection throughout their lives and in that effort are sometimes over-zealous about performance and grades. The goal is not the same for every child.  No two children share identical dreams or abilities or opportunities.  The purpose of involvement with your child’s school need not be the perfect score or report card, but the assurance of every possible opportunity for enrichment, depth and advancement, growth, compassion and self-awareness of the student.                       
  
 Hopefully, both teachers and parents are aiming for self-directed graduates on their way to fulfilling, satisfying and productive lives.  High test scores and class rank will not guarantee long-term happiness for either parents or children.
  
 Remember always that parents, teachers and school officials are all on the same side.  With dignity and respect for each other, we can participate in a collaborative effort for students.  Our children are watching, and they are learning a great deal with their observations of our behavior and treatment of each other.  What they are learning is not produced on a test score, but will be apparent in the attitudes they adopt as they proceed through adulthood.  Understanding how to be a good team player is an important component of a rewarding life.
  
 Become the voice for your child so that he is one day able to find his own voice.  Ask the question ‘To what end?’ when it comes to workloads he is given to complete each evening and weekend.  Take back your family time, and your child’s peace of mind.  Be clear on the purpose of assigned tasks, and determine their contribution to growth, development and progress.  The pressure to complete additional work once the ‘school’ day is over takes its toll on the peace of mind of our children.  Homework is a stressor not only for children, but also for their parents who feel obliged to force its completion, and for their teachers, who spend countless hours sorting and grading it each evening. Determine for your family if the effort extended to ensure the completion and recording of homework is justified by the gains it is intended to produce.
  
 Pay attention to what your children are saying with their behavior.  Do they seem happy?  Fulfilled?  Engaged?  Stimulated?  Are they tired and angry, panic stricken and stressed?  Do they pick up books, blocks, instruments, drawing materials, balls or any other creative tool in their spare time, just for the joy of it?  Do they have spare time? Do they utilize their free time with creative activities or consistently choose mind-numbing activities that disassociate them from life?  Do you see signs of burn out or stress in them?
  
 We noticed changes in both of our eldest children with the beginning of each semester.  It would seem as if we would ‘lose’ them about a month in, as they put on their game faces and adopted the necessary attitudes to compete each day.  The part of their personalities that defined them got replaced with whom they felt they must become in order to succeed.  Our authority got replaced with that of the school’s, and it was not until several weeks into summer break that we once again felt cohesiveness in our family. 
  
 Talk to your children and stay tuned into what it is they are going through.  Talk to their teachers and work together to find alternative options if necessary.  There is always another solution.  Remember that your taxes pay for the salaries of the teachers and administrators at your local school.  You have every right to speak up, ask questions and be involved in how the job of education is accomplished. 
  
 Understand that these are professionals, often underpaid and extremely dedicated, and respect their time frames and ability to respond to your concerns and questions.  It is not necessary to be intimidated, but cooperative with each teacher’s schedule and class size.
  
 Homework is not the only area where parents and guardians can impact the education of their students.  There are parent – teacher organizations and local school board meetings.  Both are open to the public.  Teachers and administrators are available to discuss curriculum.
  
 Begin to think about what kinds of things you feel are important to focus on in the education of your children.  They are not empty vessels requiring a fill up.  They are the seeds of wisdom, creativity, innovation, creation, accomplishment and self-determination. They thrive with nurturing and room to develop to their own limitless potential.        
  
 If you are satisfied with what you are getting, then communicate that to both the school and to individual teachers.  Letting them know what is working for your child is every bit as important as information about what you would like to see changed. It is not only your children who flourish with encouragement, but their teachers and administrators as well.  An atmosphere of pleasant cooperation goes a long way towards a successful collaboration.  The focus here is on the students; blame, guilt and faultfinding will not inspire productive change, but instead create an unpleasant diversion.
  
 Remember that your children will display frustration and anxiety with their behavior rather than their words.  As parents, if we pay attention, we will pick up on the clues they are displaying.  School does not have to be painful, monotonous or dreaded.  It needs to be challenging, stimulating and rewarding.  It is up to all of us to ensure the success of our children within the schools we are sending them to.  They will not always appear happy, and it is not our job to make them so.  It is our job to allow them freedom in a safe and encouraging environment that stimulates their minds, hearts, souls and physical selves.
  
 Growth and change are not always met with a smile.  Often, they appear to be painful and are met with tears and frustration. As parents, we must discern the difference between legitimate stress and frustration that may surface when being challenged and the unhappiness and defeat that stems from boredom, powerlessness and conformity. As we trust them and validate their feelings, they will become trustworthy and open.
  
 We need to take part in deciding what is important for them to be spending time learning. If our children are fed inspiration, they will grow up to inspire us.  If they are fed frustration and anxiety, they will grow up frustrated and angry.  We are raising the future leaders of our world.  It is in a precarious place today and will need wise and flexible guidance.                                     
  
 Take back the control of what is placed before your child for 30 hours each week.  Ask questions.  Find out what educational ‘food’ is being dispensed from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM. If you can manage to visit a class or two, do so.  Show both your child and his or her teacher that you are watching and listening and interested.
  
 Be attentive, but do not hover.  Children to not benefit from over-involvement, and must be allowed to experience life through their own eyes and respond to it on their own terms.  It is then that autonomy and empowerment are realized. It is independence of thought that will guide them towards a fulfilling and self-determined life. Trust and respect will be essential.
  
 Change is necessary.  This may not be comfortable or convenient for any of us, but growth is not accomplished effortlessly.  Cooperating with school officials for an easy relationship needs to be combined with actively and considerately engaging in the processes they enforce in our children’s daily lives.
  
 An advanced degree is not necessary for you to positively impact the education of your child.  All that is needed is some sensitivity to and understanding of your son or daughter.  This is what you bring to the table.  You know your children.  Trust your truth.  With a host of caring and experienced professionals at your service, you can now contribute what is needed for a successful program: the insight into each of their students, your children.  As they try different approaches and methods, you can be their eyes and ears, seeing and hearing what is not evident in school; the effects on your child of the program he or she is immersed in each day. 
  
 With patience on both parts, the system can be altered.  It is our beliefs about a thing that create the effect.  If we believe that we can effect change in the lives of our children, then we can.  If we try, and feel that we have failed, then it will help to remember that in the process of learning, there must be numerous failures; with each seeming setback we are thus one step closer to success. We now know what not to do. 
  
 What we are doing now is accepting the current system as the way it must be. That is an opinion many of us currently hold. Simply changing our attitude to one that assumes control in a system we are funding with our tax dollars will create a shift.  Each of us must do what we feel is needed in the lives of our children.  If you are reading this book, it means at some level you feel a change would benefit the education of America’s youth. 
  
 Each effort will be individually determined.  Do what seems necessary and what will realize the most positive significant change for your children, for our children.  Join with other parents, teachers, administrators and students to figure out what would work in your school district.  Think critically, ask questions and don’t be afraid to fail.  Understand there will be many false starts, but that this one, begun over a century ago, has failed for long enough.  It is time to take the wheel into our own hands.  Godspeed. 
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          Get on a different bus

        
              Epilogue

This book is meant to inspire action.  The attitude towards public school for America’s children will change if and when the majority of taxpayers and voters decide it needs to. A change of such magnitude can only be accomplished with the cooperation of the masses.  It is not necessary that they each agree on specific instructional methodologies, but only that they recognize what is currently not working, and are willing to engage in constructive dialogue about what serves the children of today.
  
 If we respond to the messages the children are sending, perhaps there is hope for empowerment and autonomy in education.  Thus far, it is the adults who have commandeered the changes, deciding what needs to happen for a successful educational program.  Perhaps it is time for a new leader with other priorities.  There are thousands of children, mislabeled and frustrated with an outdated system that requires conformity.  There are almost as many teachers and administrators equally frustrated and confined, just waiting to be allowed to stretch their creative wings.
  
 As was previously stated, this story is just the beginning.  It is up to you to write the ending.
  
 What follows is a partial list of web sites with alternative ideas to inspire you!      (some are you tube videos for those who prefer the audio visual message)
  
 www.renegadecampus.com
 Erica Goldson (on Facebook)


http://www.informationliberation.com/?id=31620
 www.triviumeducation.com
 http://tragedyandhope.com
 John Taylor Gatto (on Facebook)
 www.educationrevolution.org
 http://www.marionbrady.com/
 http://www.globalvillageschool.org/
 http://www.oldthinkernews.com/?p=297
 http://guerrillahomeschooling.blogspot.com/2010/03/john-taylor-gatto-bartleby-project_03.html
 http://www.nomoretests.com/
 http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/edweek/staiv.htm
 http://openconspiracy.org/
 http://www.democraticeducation.com/
 BartlebyProject2010
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ev7Y-XbapLc
 John Taylor Gatto: Schooling is not Education - Part 1
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZKci3_cmlqI&feature=related
 Make Your Voice Heard: Discover Democratic Education
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_LbZ3XcfK4
 What if schools were different?
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rHSDe2Hgjh4
 (Famous Failures) Famous People Who Have Failed
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zVt1AldH3_k&feature=related
 Sir Ken Robinson: Do schools kill creativity?
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iG9CE55wbtY&feature=related


Bartleby Project 2011: Do not take your state tests! 


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWqdScvrKCo
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