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Do You Know:

Your children’s most enduring lesson in
school is that their primary task is to please
the teacher and avoid embarrassment?

Even the seemingly best teachers are easily
tricked, and willingly trick themselves,
into thinking that true education is going
on?

The “mumbler,” the “daydreamer,” the
“answer-grabber,” the “eager failure,” are
just a few of the typical students who have
evolved successful and ultimately destruc-
tive ways of getting through the school
day.

From a young teacher’s years of personal
classroom experience and observation
working with supposedly “bright” students
in “above-average” schools has come a
telling diagnosis of the mind-crippling ma-
laise of current educational methods—and
an urgent prescription for cure.
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Two Views on Education

“The purpose of a liberal arts education is to expand
to the limit the individual's capacity, and desire; for
self-education, for seeking and finding meaning, truth,
and enjoyment in everything he does.”

—A. WHITNEY GRISWOLD

“Whg does a teaching machine insure thorough under-
standing?

Because the subject is broken down into small units
that are easy for the student to handle and because
questions are asked in a way that insures that the stu-
dent gets the right answers almost all the time.

What is the ‘right answer’ habit?

A sense of accomplishment and confidence that the
student acquires by moving successfully ( getting right
answers) through a programmed course of study at
his own rate.” —FROM THE PROSPECTUS OF THE
HONOR TEACHING MACHINE
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“If we taught children to speak, they'd never learn.”
' —WILLIAM HULL

“Think things, not words.”
—O. W. HOLMES, JR.






Introduction

Civilized life places us in a great variety of rela-
tionships with people. We buy from some and sell
to others; play with some, fight with others. We
know people as friends, relatives, policemen. One
person is our doctor, another an uncle, a teacher,
wife, father, daughter. Some of these relationships
are formal, structured, definitive; others are loose,
ill-defined, spontaneous. Some are superficial and
thin, others involve our deepest feelings.

Contemporary psychological thought has come
to stress the importance of exploring and under-
standing these relationships. The basic quality of
our emotional maturity, we now realize, is largely
the result of the events shaping the history of one
of these relationships: that between parent and
child. Defined almost as a testing ground for our
personal adjustment, the marital relationship has
become another major area of study.

Another relationship of great importance to the
growth of the individual—and of even greater im-
portance to the good of society—still cries out for
study but remains generally neglected. Despite the
fact that millions of children and thousands of
adults are daily pressed into a student-teacher
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relationship, we know very little about their inter-
actions and the influences they have on each other.
Of course, there is a great deal of material avail-
able on learning theory and general educational
practice, but none of this tells us what actually
happens when a teacher asks a child a question in
the classroom.

What does the child hear when he is called on?
What does he feel? What does he think? What are
his fantasies and wishes? What does he try to do?
What kinds of habits is he developing? What effect
does he have on the teacher? What does the
teacher think and feel and do as he awaits the

answer? Does he understand the meaning of the
- child’s answer or see it merely as right or wrong?
Does his relationship with the child have the
intimacy ideally necessary for intellectual growth
or is it a dull, contractual one which fosters non-
learning as much as it does learning?

Naturally, we cannot expect teachers all to be
clinical psychologists. But neither do we expect
husbands, wives, or parents to have doctoral de-
grees in marriage and family life. We expect them
to be sensitive human beings who will make an
effort to perceive many things in their relationship
- for the purpose of getting the most out of it.
Teachers can be no more successful in the class-
room than they can be in their marriages without
this quality of sensitivity. The reason for this is
that there is as much intellectual intimacy in the
teaching-learning relationship as there is emotional
intimacy in the husband-wife relationship.

Not every teacher is able or even willing to ac-
cept a relationship of such intimacy. Nor, for that
matter, is every student. It would be reasonable,
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however, to expect the teacher to make a greater
effort than the student does to promote interaction
between them. But how? What can the teacher
really do?

We cannot legislate sensitivity and intimacy into
existence. We can define curriculum and theorize
about motivation, but we cannot promote percep-
tion by command. Only by specific, concrete ex-
amples can we encourage teachers to learn to see
their pupils, not their subject matter. Only by
showing again and again what the child in the
classroom is doing can we come to understand how
he learns and how he fails to learn. 4

Failure in a success-oriented culture is hard to
take. We are failing and our children are failing in
our schools at an alarming rate. Even children who
achieve enviable grades are failing to learn much
of what we hope to teach them: abstraction, curi-
osity, and, most of all, appreciation. The sub]ect
matter of a course is frequently little more than
merely a vehicle for the achievement of these
educational goals—yet, all too often, the subject
matter becomes an end in itself.

A teacher can perceive this only if he gets inside
the mind of his pupil. John Holt has the rare
capacity to do this, and, fortunately for us, he loses
none of its richness and vividness when telling us
about -his work. For him, everyday teaching is
what it should be: a process of mutual discovery,
interaction, and exploration of the self as well as of
another person and a subject matter. It is intensely
alive, aware, sensitive. Mr. Holt has given us a
book which should be immensely helpful. It is not
like the performance of a musical virtuoso to which

we listen appreciatively without any expectation
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that we can play as well. Mr. Holt’s virtuosity as a
teacher is laid before us in terms of insights we
all can use; we are stimulated to use them as
rapidly as we glean them from each page of his
text.

Allan Fromme, pH.D.



Foreword

Most children in school fail.

For a great many, this failure is avowed and
absolute. Close to forty percent of those who begin
high school, drop out before they finish. For col-
lege the figure is one in three.

Many others fail in fact if not in name. They
complete their schooling only because we have
agreed to push them up through the grades and
out of the schools, whether they know anything or
not. There are many more such children than we
think. If we “raise our standards” much higher,
as some would have us do, we will find out very
soon just how many there are. Our classrooms will
bulge with kids who can’t pass the test to get into:
the next class.

But there is a more unportant sense in which
almost all children fail: Except for a handful, who
may or may not be good students, they- fail to
 develop more than a tiny part of the tremendous
capacity for learning, understanding, and creating
with which they were born and of which they made
full use during the first two or three years of the1r
lives.

Why do they fail?
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They fail because they are afraid, bored, and
confuszd.

Taey are afraid, above all else, of failing, of dis-
appointing or displeasing the many anxious adults
around them, whose limitless hopes and expecta-
tions for them hang over their heads like a cloud.

hey are bored because the things they are given
and told to do in school are so trivial, so dull, and
make such limited and narrow demands on the
wide spectrum of their intelligence, capabilities,
and talents.

They are confused because most of the torrent
of words that pours over them in school makes
little or no sense. It often flatly contradicts other
things they have been told, and hardly ever has
any relation to what they really know—to the
rough model of reality that they carry around in
their minds. _

How does this mass failure take place? What
really goes on in the classroom? What are these
children who fail doing? What goes on in their
heads? Why don’t they make use of more of their
capacity?

This book is the rough and partial record of a
search for answers to these questions. It began as
a series of memos written in the evenings to my
colleague and friend Bill Hull, whose fifth grade
class I observed and taught in during the day.
Later these memos were sent to other interested
teachers and -parents. A small number of- these
memos make up this book. They have not been
much rewritten, but they have been edited and re-
- arranged under four major topics: Strategy; Fear
and Failure; Real Learning; and How Schools
Fail. Strategy deals with the ways in which



