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Open Education

What is your opinion about the open classroom? It always amazes me that when asked for an
opinion, we usually can come up with one in very short order. An opinion is a personal value judgment
usually held with confidence but not necessarily substantiated (ESE) by positive knowledge, definite
proof, or even firsthand experience. Therefore we need to remember that not all opinions are created
equal nor should they be judged as such. When we are asked for our opinion about something, we
should try to provide an informed opinion; that is, we should be able to give food and logical reasons for
whichever stand we take. Today many people are concerned about improving classroom instruction. In the
opinion of some people, open education will provide the panacea (J7 f£24). By contrast, critics of open
education are sure it spells disaster in the classroom. Let us investigate this controversial subject and see
what kind of judgment we can make.

Open education differs from traditional education in two major areas: how the teacher relates to the
students, and how the teacher manages the classroom. These two aspects are integrally (SE¥&3) related in
that the teacher’s management of the classroom depends very much on how the teacher views the maturity
of the students. v )

In traditional education, the teacher may feel that the students are not very grown-up. Usually
teachers are older than their students and thus teachers feel that because their students are younger and
less experienced, therefore their students do not know very much about the world. The teachers feel that
they must tell the students what to do most of the time, and they feel obligated to make the students study
specific things. By contrast, in open education, the teachers believe that the students are individuals first
and students second. They expect the students to be responsible for the things that they do, just as adults
are. The teachers believe that a student’s ideas and feelings are just as important as the teacher’s. Thus the
teachers in open education allow their students to decide what they want to do rather than require them to
study specific subjects or to undergo a specific sequence of study. The teacher lets the student decide what
to study and how to study. It is very important for the teacher to show confidence in the student’s ability
to make appropriate decisions for himself or herself. ,

Classroom management depends then on how the teacher feels about the student’s ability to make
correct decisions. In the traditional classroom, the students are told what to do and when to do it. There
is a list of things that the students must do to finish the class. The rules are made by the teacher, and the
students must follow them even if they see no reason for the rules. By contrast, in open education, the
teacher allows the individual students to choose what they will do at any given moment. Students do what




interests them: they may study or talk, or do nothing at all, if they want to. There are no specific tasks the
students must accomplish and no time limits either. Furthermore, there are no traditional rules made by
the teacher. The only rules in an open classroom are rules concerning everyone’s safety. The students are
allowed to discover subjects in the open classroom instead of being made to study them. We can readily
see that open education is a relatively complex idea.

Obviously there are some very good things about open education. This method of teaching allows
the students to grow as people and to develop their own interests in many subjects. Open education allows
students to be responsible for their own education as they will later be responsible for what they do in life.
For students who feel hampered (Z2#il)) by the structure of the traditional classroom, the open classroom
may allow them freedom to work at their own pace pursuing their own interests; thus they will enjoy
learning. Some students will be happier in an open classroom because they will not have to worry about
grades, schedules, or rules. For students who worry a lot about such thmgs it is a good idea for them to
study in an open classroom.

But many students will not do well in an open classroom. Some students encounter difficulty in
adjusting to a classroom where there are too few rules. Without a ready-made structure, these students
will do little or no work; such students have a problem making choices for themselves simply because
there are so many options available. Many students want rules in the classroom and tend to Worry about
the rules even when there are no rules. They feel helpless without an authority figure standing over them
telling them what to do, how to do it, and when it must be done.

A final point is that some traditional teachers do not like open education. They may feel threatened by
the lack of structure and a potential loss of control over the learning environment. Furthermore, they may
strongly disagree with the premise (Fij#2) that adolescents (F Z)>4E) are capable of making appropriate
choices for themselves. They may also feel their authority in the classroom will be undermined. And some
conservative teachers will argue that tradition has served us well and so there is no need to change. Thus
teachers who would like to try the open classroom may face many problems from colleagues and students
alike.

1In theory, open education sounds very exciting. It would be wonderful to observe a classroom
of students busily engrossed (&M 5 1) in studying subjects of their own choosing, pursuing new
subjects as the need arose, discussing their projects with one another or with their teacher who serves
primarily as a resource person and facilitator. On the other hand, in contrast with a traditional classroom,
the open classroom might appear chaotic (JUFF#J) with students moving about and perhaps holding noisy
conversations that might interfere with another student’s concentration or still another student’s nap. Also
it would be difficult to measure a student’s progress in any meaningful way and his general education

might contain woeful (#{#1)) gaps. In theory, of course, such gaps would be closed at-an appropriate
time — that is, when the student became aware that a particular gap existed.

Perhaps it is possible to adapt some of the ideas of an open education to a traditional classroom
Depending on the student’s need for rules, the teacher would provide a flexible schedule of activities,
providing more structure for those students who work better in a structured atmosphere and less structure
for students who can work independently. The teacher can also modify his behavior toward individual
students, gradually encouraging the more dependent students to seek independence and to begin to take
more responsibility for their own learning. Maybe the best teachers have always encouraged students to
take responsibility for their own learning regardless of the classroom setting. What do you think? Do you
favor the open classroom or the more traditional one? Why? (1,205 words) .
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Questions

1. The teachers in open education think that students’ ideas and feelings are just as important as
theirs.

In traditional education, students have to obey the rules even if they see no reason for them.
Traditional education treats the students as grown-up adults responsible for what they do.

Open education fully recognizes the students’ ability to study by themselves.

The only problem in open education is that it would be difficult to measure a student’s progress
in any meaningful way.
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In open classroom, students are required to write term papers at the end of each semester.

7. Teachers in traditional classroom believe that students are individual first.

8. The difference between open education and traditional education lies in the attitude toward the
students and

9. In the author’s opinion, those who have always encouraged students to be responsible are

10. According to the author, some people believe that open education is the effective way to

* “The object of education is to prepare the young to educate themselves throughout their lives.” -—---
Robert M. Hutchins
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In the Classroom, a New Focus on Quieting the Mind

The lesson began with the striking of a Tibetan singing bow! to induce mindful awareness.

A student holds an instrument used in mindfulness techniques.

With the sound of their new school bell, the fifth graders at Piedmont Avenue Elementary School
here closed their eyes and focused on their breathing, as they tried to imagine “loving kindness” on the
playground.

“I was losing at baseball and I was about to throw a bat,” Alex Menton, 11, reported to his classmates
the next day. “The mindfulness really helped.”

As summer looms, students at dozens of schools across the country are trying hard to be in the present
moment. This is what is known as mindfulness training, in which stress-reducing techniques drawn from
Buddhist (¥ f)) meditation (548 are wedged (3 A) between reading and spelling tests.

Mindfulness, while common in hospitals, corporations, professional sports and even prisons, is
relatively new in the education of children. But a small but growing number of schools in places like
Oakland and Lancaster, Pa., are slowly embracing the concept — as they did yoga (G {l) five years ago
— and institutions, like the psychology department at Stanford University and the Mindfulness Awareness
Research Center at the University of California, Los Angeles, are trying to measure the effects.

During a five-week pilot program at Piedmont Avenue Elementary, Miss Megan, the “mindful” coach,
visited every classroom twice a week, leading 15 minute sessions on how to have “gentle breaths and still
bodies.” The sound of the Tibetan bowl reverberated ([21") at the start and finish of each lesson.

The techniques, among them focused breathing and concentrating on a single object, are loosely
adapted from the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, the molecular biologist who pioneered the secular (1A #9)
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use of mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts in 1979 to help medical patients cope with chronic
pain, anxiety and depression. Susan Kaiser Greenland, the founder of the InnerKids Foundation, which
trains schoolchildren and teachers in the Los Angeles area, calls mindfulness “the new ABC’s — learning
and leading a balanced life.”

At Stanford, the psychology department is assessing the feasibility of teaching mindfulness to
families. “Parents and teachers tell kids 100 times a day to pay attention,” said Philippe R. Goldin, a
researcher. “But we never teach them how.”

The experiment at Piedmont, whose student body is roughly 65 percent black, 18 percent Latino and
includes a large number of immigrants, is financed by Park Day School, a nearby private school (prompting
one teacher to grumble that it was “Cloud Nine-groovy-hippie-liberals bringing ‘enlightenment’ to inner
city schools™).

But Angela Haick, the principal of Piedmont Avenue, said she was inspired to try it after observing a
class at a local middle school.

“If we can help children slow down and think,” Dr. Haick said, “they have the answers within
themselves.”

It seemed alternately loved and ignored, as students in Ms. Graham’s fifth-grade class tried to
pay attention to their breath, a calming technique that lasted 20 seconds. Then their coach asked them
to “cultivate compassion” by reflecting on their emotions before lashing (#3T) out at someone on the
playground.

Tyran Williams defined mindfulness as “not hitting someone in the mouth.”

“He doesn’t know what to do with his energy,” his mother, Towana Thomas, said at a session for
parents. “But one day after school he told me, ‘I’'m taking a moment.’ If it works in a child’s mind — with
so much going on — there must be something to it.”

Asked their reactions to the sounds of the singing bowl Yvette Solito, a third grader, wrote that it
made her feel “calm, like something on Oprah.” Her classmate Corey Jackson wrote that “it feels like
when a bird cracks open its shell.”

Dr. Amy Saltzman, a physician in Palo Alto, Calif,, who started the Association for Mindfulness in
Education three years ago, thinks of mindfulness education as “talk yoga”. Practitioners tend to use sticky-
mat buzzwords like “being present” and “cultivating compassion”, while avoiding anything spiritual.

Dr. Saltzman co-director of the mindfulness study at Stanford, said the initial findings showed
increased control of attention and “less negative internal chatter — what one girl descnbed as ‘the gossip
inside my head: I'm stupid, I’m fat or I’m going to fail math,” ” Dr. Saltzman said.

A recent study of teenagers by Kaiser Permanente in San Jose, Calif., found that meditation
techniques helped improve mood disorders, depression, and self-harming behaviors like anorexia N:Y)
and bulimia (Z185%).

Dr. Susan L. Smalley, a professor of psychiatry at U.C.L.A. and director of the Mindful Awareness
Research Center there, which is studying the effects on schoolchildren, said one 4-year-old noticed her
mother succumbing to road rage while stuck in traffic. “She said, ‘Mommy, Mommy, you have to sing the
breathing song,” ” Dr. Smalley said.

Although some students take naturally to mindfulness, it is “not a magic bullet,” said Diana
Winston, the director of mindfulness education at the U.C.L.A. center. She said the research thus far
was “inconclusive” about how effective mindfulness was for children who suffered from trauma-related
disorders, for example. It is “a slow process,” Ms. Winston added. “Just because kids sit and listen to the




