"The TLH is more than a book. It's a map. . . well written and entertaining. Shall I
beg you to read it? If I must. .. Please? Please read this book. . . it'll help! It's not
like other books, this one is only looking out for your best interests . .. Sometimes
funny, sometimes sad, but always thought provoking, the TLH is for anyone who
wakes up with pains in their stomach at the thought of another day of rote
memorization and pointless busywork."
—Michael Condon in In 2 Print.
"Uh-oh. State schools keep turning out partially literate drones, despite twenty years
of varying levels of panic in the mainstream media . . . I have found the single
essential book for those who value learning but not school and want to slap society to
its senses. The Teenage Liberation Handbook is a complete tool kit for aspiring
human beings... This review cannot convey to you the loopy daring and wonder of
Grace Llewellyn's prose, the sheer megatonnage of shock value in her suppositions .
. . Get this book. Order many copies and infiltrate them into school libraries, leave
them at bus stops and in plain view of the neighbor's kids and in the Education
Department of your local university . . . I'd lend you my copy, but there is a fair
queue of people waiting for it."
—Brien Bartels in LUNO (Learning Unlimited Network of Oregon)
"This book could foment revolution . . . I have only good things to say about [it].
Brilliant and wise, it's brimming with insight, information and humor . . . The
Teenage Liberation Handbook should be required reading (for those who believe in
required reading) or simply pleasure reading for anyone who's ever wondered what
they're doing in school."
—Kirsten Chevalier in Merlyn's Pen
"Inspiring and very practical. . . Llewellyn helps her readers think about what they
can do by giving them examples of what actual teenagers have done, so her book is
grounded in concrete experience. She answers all of the common questions about
learning outside of school and helps teenagers see that they can take control of their
lives and make adolescence, instead of the stereotypical period of boredom,
alienation, and rebellion that we are accustomed to, a time of interesting discoveries,
real learning, and meaningful work."
—Susannah Sheffer, editor of Growing Without Schooling magazine,
author of Writing Because We Love To: Homeschoolers at Work,
and A Sense of Self: Homeschooled Adolescent Girls
"What a wonderful book! I sat down with it intending to glance through it now and
give it more attention later—only to find myself unable to put it down. Everything is
there—not only do you have many wise and on target things to say to the teenagers
you wrote the book for, but you've succeeded in putting together a great sourcebook
for homeschoolers as well as the best book on education that I've come across in a
long, long time . . . How good it would be if every teacher, every school
administrator, and, of course, schoolchild, who knows that there must be a better
way, had a copy of this book."
—David Colfax, author of Homeschooling for Excellence
and Hard Times in Paradise, father of three homeschooled Harvard graduates

"This book will inspire formal school students to leave school and take control of
their time; will embolden homeschoolers to be courageously creative about their
educations; and will encourage parents to trust their children's choices. Gives gentle
guidance for those who are uncertain about how to make autodidactism a glorious
reality. Packed with unschooling philosophy and a wealth of resources."
—Clonlara Home Based Education Program
"[Llewellyn's] enthusiasm for learning, her great faith in kids, and the wonderful
educational possibilities she presents will make her book tantalizing reading for teens
who can't make it in school but have the discipline and the passion to learn on thenown.
—American Library Association Booklist
"Every autodidact should get down on their knees in gratitude to Grace Llewellyn for
her commitment to education in the true sense of the word. Every house that has a
teenager should also have a copy of The Teenage Liberation Handbook... important
and magical."
—Kendall Hailey, author of The Day I Became an Autodidact
"Bursting with clever strategies, valuable resources and wise guidance on how to
design an interest-driven self-education. It was the sole inspiration for our family to
take on an endeavor we thought was out of the question."
—Griff Wigley in The Millennium Whole Earth Catalog
"Every teenager, schooled or not—and every parent of a teenager—should get a
chance to read The Teenage Liberation Handbook. It is a real eye-opener to many of
life's possibilities, as well as a celebration of the personal freedoms homeschoolers
enjoy . . . Llewellyn's dream, it seems, is to set every teenager free to think and
explore for herself, to make her world what she wants it to be . . . Even as an adult
she's affected my life and encouraged me to new heights. She understands well what
it's like to be a teenager, and she has anticipated every question and every argument
that teenagers are likely to bring up . . . Give copies to kids having problems, anxious
parents, everyone you can think of. Do your part to liberate teenagers everywhere!"
—Pam Gingold in the Northern California Homeschool Association Newsletter
"An irreverent and thought-provoking guide . . . very thorough and highly
entertaining."
—Home Education Magazine
"Packed with information for young people who want more than schools can offer ...
an invaluable and unique resource . .. Llewellyn presents a credible and appealing
case for becoming self-taught. .. This is a fascinating, frightening, and exhilarating
book that is sure to prove controversial among parents and teachers. At the very least
it will open eyes and minds. At the most it might open whole new worlds of
possibilities for its young readers."
—Voice of Youth Advocates Magazine (VOYA)

'This is a very dangerous book. It contradicts all the conventional wisdom about
dropouts and the importance of a formal education. It is funny and inspiring. Do not,
under any circumstances, share this book with a bright, frustrated high-schooler
being ground into mind fudge by the school system. This writer cannot be responsible
for the happiness and sense of personal responsibility that might [result]."
—Pat Wagner in Bloomsbury Review
"Sooner or later you're going to realize that you've been cheated out of a real life by
missing a real education—when that time comes Grace Llewellyn's Handbook will
save you a thousand hours of frustration, false starts and missed opportunities.
Anyone who follows this clear blueprint is certain to meet the future with courage,
enthusiasm, resourcefulness and the abundant love of life that the author has. She
demonstrates brilliantly that school and education are two very different things,
defining the latter precisely and with such a wonderful zest the reader is left dazzled
with his own rich possibilities. Get this book now so it will be on hand for the great
emergency when you wake up."
—John Taylor Gatto, New York State Teacher of the Year, 1991,
New York City Teacher of the Year, 1989-1991,
author of Dumbing Us Down: The Hidden Curriculum of Compulsory Schooling
Dear Grace Llewellyn...
"I am (almost) unable to summon words to express my thanks and admiration for
what you've done . . . I may not be the person you intended your book for. I am 28,
graduated from Berkeley and have one master's degree and have almost completed
another. But whilst I was in a metaphysical bookstore, I saw your book and bought it
by virtue of the title alone. It struck a deep chord. I desperately needed your book...
While reading your book, I cried. There is so much joy for life in your book, such a
passion for learning . . . While reading your book, I decided to unschool myself. I
needed to detox, to get some real pleasure out of learning again! . . . You have
changed my life." —M.M., Sunnyvale, California
"I've just finished reading The Teenage Liberation Handbook and I really can't find
words to tell you how helpful it was to me. You've just dredged all my fears and
hassles out, looked at them, and waved them goodbye. Thank you!!!... What t h e . . .
Handbook did was to give me back that faith [in my kids] and make me look at them
again. And I saw that to take their freedom, inventiveness, curiosity, energy, and joy
and bury them in a classroom would be a terrible waste of vital life . . . Thank you
for giving me back that confidence. Thanks for your enthusiasm and trust and love in
these kids." —T.S., Ireland
"The book was tremendous. As mother of a teenager I appreciated your respect for
the energy and passion of the teenage years."—B.M, Perry, Kansas
"Thank you a million times for writing The Teenage Liberation Handbook. It is
absolutely the best. . . I'm telling everyone about it! . . . Life is so exciting! And
you've helped in a big way!"—A.D., Parkers Prairie, Minnesota

"I originally bought The Teenage Liberation Handbook to prepare and encourage
myself for my two sons' coming teen years .. . After reading your book I came away
with a lot more than I had expected. I felt like a teenager again while reading i t . . .
At one point I almost cried when I realized that my low self esteem is quite possibly
attributed to the hours and hours of time spent sitting at school with absolutely no
attention being paid to me . . . It's time to get on with life!"—G.M., Santa Cruz,
California
"My heart is so full! So full of excitement, terror, doubt, and possibilities . . . I'm a
nineteen-year-old college freshman . . . who's just come to the realization that I'm
one of the (too) many teenagers in the world who've sat through thirteen years of
school squashing our dreams. I never even imagined there was a not only plausible
alternative, but an IDEAL alternative . . . but this isn't a letter of regret or sorrow,
it's a letter of hope."—J.T., Madison, Ohio
"I have been unschooled all my life, but your book made me want to go to school so
I could quit!... It holds a place of honor on my book shelf. Thank you so much!"—
M.O., Conway, Arkansas
"Thank you for your Teenage Liberation Handbook. I purchased it last weekend and
read it at one sitting. The name and description had intrigued me . . . I am a . . .
credentialed . . . home school instructor working for a County Office of Education
Home School Program... I am recommending to all my families that they read your
book, as it has profoundly affected me at an age and point in my life where I
certainly didn't expect i t ! . . . I want to try to express to you the support, excitement,
freedom and regrets for missed opportunities that I feel from reading your book . . .
What I really want to thank you for is my own liberation. After reading your book, I
have felt the renewed excitement and energy of learning again for myself, my way,
without having to make excuses, apologize for it or wrap it up in an acceptable
facade—acts that have wasted too much of my energy. I have visited schools in
about thirty countries, looking for ideas, methods, trends and patterns that connect
learning and growing with life and the community in hopes of being able to help my
students do the same. Your book was the quickest (and cheapest) of those journeys I
have yet made."—R.F.D., Newcastle, California
"I am a 31-year-old music teacher . . . getting my graduate degree. Last night,
instead of completing some inane assignments, I read your b o o k . . . It was a timely
book to read. I wonder why I have been so dense my whole life."—R.D., Parker,
Colorado
"I'm seventeen years of age. This is my second year in homeschooling and I love it.
I'm finding creative ways to learn by experimenting with different sorts of books and
materials. Your book was excellent. Once I picked it up I couldn't put it down! It
was wonderful, in my opinion, how you emphasized 'freedom' (one of my favorite
words). The way you put other teenagers' letters and statements in the book was neat
. . . The way you described what it would be like to leave school was exactly how it
was for me. In the morning, now I can wake up happy instead of frustrated and
depressed all the time. It feels almost like being four again, living in the now instead
of the tomorrow... You're a great author!"—C.J., Goldendale, Washington

"Your book is helping many people. All of the books you recommended are
wonderful. Reading your book took any doubts I had about letting go of my old
ways. Everyone I meet who is teenaged or interested in leaving school I tell about
your book."—J.C., sixteen, Mountaindale, Oregon
"A few weeks ago, my parents bought me your book. It is hard to describe the
difference in my life. I no longer feel alone, or as though I am running from
captivity, hiding out so bounty hunters won't find me. I feel free and, yes, blessed:
my imagination has flowered, I am physically, mentally, and spiritually stronger."—
A.E.G., sixteen, Bellevue, Idaho
"Thank you for being courageous enough and dedicated enough to put together such
a wonderful book . . . I really wish I had been unschooled—I'm envious of those
who have been... I'm 22 and graduated from UC Santa Cruz last year with a degree
in English and American literature . . . Thanks so much for writing such an
important, groundbreaking book. Like yourself, I wish that it was available to me
when I was in school. Do these unschoolers know how lucky they are???"—D.L.,
Santa Cruz, California
"Let me start out by saying how much I enjoyed reading your Teenage Liberation
Handbook! To say that it was a breath of fresh air is a drastic understatement...it
nearly knocked me off my feet (and my career path—I'm a teacher)! I couldn't put it
down until I had completely savored every last boat-rocking word. While it made it
difficult for me to muster up the motivation to get back in the classroom this year,
your book gave me an inspiring perspective that I'm certain will influence the way I
look at education from now on." —J.S., Seattle, Washington.
"Reading The Teenage Liberation Handbook gave our fourteen-year-old daughter
the last dose of courage she needed to walk out of Waluga Junior High School... one
morning last May, vowing never to return! It also forced her father and me to open
our hearts and minds to hear her, to become her advocates, and fight for her freedom
. . . Each day, the freedom and difference in our lives without school is an incredible
gift. I have watched [our daughter] heal from the social assaults she was exposed to
on a daily basis, becoming strong, healthy, happy, and an even more thoughtful and
delightful person in every way than she was before."—K.L., Portland, Oregon
"Your Teenage Liberation Handbook really gave me the courage to allow my son,
and then my daughter, to leave high school. It is no exaggeration to say that it
changed my life, which, as the mother of four young people who were miserable in
school and desperate for a new perspective, is no small thing. I am also untangling
my own—mostly boring—mostly useless education in the sixties and becoming an
outspoken proponent of self-education. What an exciting new adventure you helped
launch here in my family!" —M.P., California.
"My son Adam, and I, recently discovered your two books and 'devoured' them
quickly. What a wonderful vision you have for children, particularly those in their
teens. Your words are soothing, encouraging and inspiring and have played a large
part in Adam's decision to resume homeschooling at the age of fifteen. His younger

sisters are at home and we are having a marvelous time together. As for myself, I
have rediscovered my own conviction that people can be responsible for their own
learning at any age." —C.W., Portland, Oregon
"When I ordered your book per Clonlara's suggestion, I was expecting a small book
with an inspiring philosophy and perhaps a few examples. I never ever expected this
comprehensive guide to absolutely every area. Your book will be an invaluable help
for my teenaged boys. I wish I had had homeschooling and your book when I was
young—perhaps I would have become an astronomer after a l l . . . as it was, I hated
school so much, I didn't even want to think about college." —F.S., Ashburnham,
Massachusetts
"I'm writing to thank you for your wonderful book . . . I have four unschooled
daughters—it's easy sometimes to lose confidence and lose my vision—your book
gave me that back with new and fresh life and excitement—thank you so much. . .
Your book gave me intense stabs of joy and huge waves of anger and regret and
sadness because of all the wasted time. I've spent so many years of my life,
probably nearly half—I'm 37—killing time." —P.B., Boulder Creek, Colorado
"I just had to write and say "Thank you,' "Thank you,' "Thank you.' I've just
finished reading Real Lives and The Teenage Liberation Handbook. Wonderful
books!, and so jam-packed with resources, which is what one needs to make the
move once the decision has been made to do something. The amount of work and
time that you must have put into them is very much appreciated by me and I know
thousands more. I hope you can find it in your heart, and time schedule to continue
your good work.
Aren't our children wonderful! It's so sad to know there are so many that
don't get the opportunity to show themselves, and even when they get to an age
where they can they get married, drugs, etc., instead of going to their library and
finding Grace Llewellyn!! I only wish I could afford thousand and thousands of
your books and just hand them out on the streets." —J.W. Yigo, Guam
"I have had adults buy your book specifically for a teenager (one mom who wanted
to homeschool was actually buying it to give encouragement to her daughter who
wasn't sure about leaving school), while other adults have bought it for themselves
(myself included). It is a wonderful book. Your writing style is accessible and
there's so much information! I guess the reason it touched me was because it spoke
to me personally. I'm not a teenager—I'm 34 years old—but ever since I began
thinking about unschooling my children, I have been deschooling (making
reparations) myself." —N.G., Pasadena, Maryland
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Thanks
THIS BOOK HAS been nurtured and built by many people. To adequately acknowledge
them, I'd need at least a hundred pages. What follows, therefore, is inadequate.
In writing this book, I stood on the shoulders of a giant. John Holt's
visionary, compassionate books on education and unschooling opened my eyes and
clarified my beliefs. He died in 1985, two years before I even heard of him.
Nevertheless, like most people whose lives are changed by his books, I think of him
as a personal friend. Without his work this book wouldn't have been possible. I
wouldn't have thought of it, let alone written it. Many of my ideas throughout this
book are built directly on his.
Next, I am extremely grateful to the homeschooling community—the
thousands of people who have taken John's ideas and turned them into reality.
Without their examples, my book would be flat, hypothetical, and Utopian. They give
the rest of us a beginning sense of what's possible without schools.
More than a hundred teenagers filled out my lengthy questionnaire on
unschooling, some in great detail. I am especially grateful to Anne Brosnan, Joshua
Smith, and Kim Kopel, who took time to write me long, informative, and
entertaining letters.
During her driving trip around the country, never-schooled Anita Giesy
stopped in Oregon and fascinated me for days with descriptions of unschoolers
nationwide and stories from inside the early homeschooling movement.
Parents who wrote me especially insightful letters include Jj Fallick, Gwen
A. Meehan, Bonnie Sellstrom, Michaele Maurer, Bea Rector, Penny Barker, Theresa
Lui, and David R. Graham.
I am grateful, also, to the many families who invited me to their homes. Of
these, I am most grateful to the wonderful family whose invitation I accepted—the
Raymonds of Port Townsend, Washington: Kath, Dan, Seth, Vallie, and Lydia
Grace.
The generous people at Holt Associates gave me permission to use material
from Growing Without Schooling magazine, and it is this material which helps me to
show, again and again, what a range of activities is possible for a person unrestricted
by school.
I thank the college admissions officers and professors who shared their
opinions and advice, and the people from various organizations who patiently
answered my questions and sent information.

And in a general sense, all of us who support homeschooling or unschooling
are indebted to the families who spent (and continue to spend) years of their lives
working for fair homeschooling laws.
However. I don't want my thanks to incriminate these helpful people. Many
whom I quote share my faith in teenagers and wholeheartedly support unschooling in
the same sense I do. Others might be less completely in agreement with me. For
instance, just because a college admissions officer expresses enthusiasm about
unschooled applicants doesn't mean he endorses my entire philosophy, and it doesn't
mean he's not equally enthusiastic about schooled applicants. A few of the
unschoolers and homeschoolers whom I quote will undoubtedly think I am out of
hand when I insist that you do not necessarily need to learn higher math or even read
a lot to have a worthwhile life. Several homeschooling parents who have helped me
might think I underestimate the parents' role in a teenager's education. And in a
general sense, this book does have more than its share of sassy rebellious moments.
The sass and rebellion is all mine, except where you detect it within somebody else's
directly quoted words. I was born with these unfortunate qualities; just ask my
mother. To sum up, the opinions of this book, except where otherwise stated, belong
to me.
Also: I want to make it abundantly clear that this book is not a personal
attack on schoolteachers. There would be little point in that, since I was a teacher
myself and continue to hold the same ideals that sent me into teaching in the first
place. Anyway, I want to publicly thank my teachers who dealt in excellence despite
the complex set of difficulties all schoolteachers face. Foremost among these is Jerry
Vevig, choir director extraordinaire, who blessed me and hundreds of other teenagers
with the opportunity to work incredibly hard and sound exquisite. Others who
especially inspired or encouraged me include Mrs. Darnell, Mrs. Welch, Mrs.
Anderson, Mr. Jenkins, Mr. Ah Fong, Mr. Smith, and Mr. Coughlin. (I can't bring
myself to write their first names. I don't even know most of their first names.)
The teachers and administrators with whom I worked at the Colorado
Springs School were not only brilliant, but also generous and wise. I was especially
inspired by Bruce Hamilton, Ava Heinrichsdorff, Tom Howes, Karen Huff, Pat
Musick, Gary Oakley, Hela Trost, and Charlie Tye. It is very much in spite of these
people, rather than because of them, that I wrote this book.
Finally, I am grateful to friends and family who have supported my work in
various ways. Many pointed out resources that I included in this book. Others, like
my teaching colleague Gary Oakley, encouraged me and/or talked at length with me,
helping me clarify ideas.
I am immensely indebted to people who carefully read the manuscript or
parts of it, helping me identify and fix many weaknesses: Heiko Koester, Clement
Cheung, Kris Shapiro, Dick Ruth, and the trusty Llewellyn pack: Ned, Richard,
Heather.
For support both personal and intellectual, I thank Richard, Heather D.,
Colleen, Heather, Kelly, Heiko, and especially Ned. I thank my housemate Caroline
Diston, who kept me sane and happy by bringing me warm dinners and hot tea and
coaxing me away from my computer to go dancing—any joyous overtones you

detect in these pages have a lot to do with living around her. And from my heart, 1
thank my parents, whose love, trust, and support has buttressed so much of my life.
And thanks again.
As I complete this revised edition, I remain deeply grateful to everyone
mentioned above.
Huge thanks to the hundreds of people who wrote me letters after reading
the original edition—sharing the stories of their lives, sending money and
encouragement and handpainted cards and gifts, and continuing to teach me about
unschooling.
I am grateful to the parents, teenagers, and others who wrote to me about
homeschooling beyond the U.S., including: Kyoko Aizawa, Janine Banks, Debbie
Bennett, Jan Brownlie, Sarah Cashmore, Lanu'en Chu, Konomi Shinohara Corbin,
Kate Durham, Elizabeth Edwards, Colleen Erzinger, Sophie Haesen, Carolyn
Hamilton, Katherine Hebert, Marie Heitzmann, Ywonne and Gunnar Jarl, Debra
Kempt, Karen Maxwell, Roland Meighan, Valerie Bonham Moon, Pat Montgomery,
Bippan Norberg, Maureen Normoyle, Robert Ozmak, Lyndon Pugh, Monica Reid,
Candis Ritsey, Aleta Shepler, Sally Sherman, Brenda J. Smith, Levina Snow,
Eleanor Sparks, Denise Sutherland, Lomi Szil, Candace Thayer-Coe, Margy Walter,
Kim Wark, and Jill Whitmore.
Thanks to all of the Not Back to School Campers and staffers of 1996 and
1997, whose exemplary, joyful lives gave my work a jump start and re-awakened my
own sense of adventure and purpose.
My dear friend and assistant Janet Taylor provided invaluable, energetic
help in preparing this revised edition, and brightened many days.
Susannah Sheffer, editor of Growing Without Schooling, has been a
constant source of inspiration and enlightenment. I thank her for her vision, her clear
and persevering intellect, and her unwavering and patient friendship.
My brother Ned Llewellyn made many 45-mile trips to my house during
moments of computer crisis; I don't know how I'd manage without him.
And most especially I thank my true love Skip: autodidact, dinner cook,
best friend, and soulmate.

I recognize June by the flowers, now. I used to know it by
review tests, and restlessness.
—Lisa Asher, unschooled teenager,
in Growing Without Schooling magazine

What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the
breath of a buffalo in the winter time. It is the little shadow
which runs across the grass and loses itself in the sunset.
—Crowfoot, Blackfoot warrior and spokesman
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first,
a nice little story
What a distressing contrast there is between the radiant intelligence
of the child and the feeble mentality of the average adult.
-Sigmund Freud

ON A SOFT green planet, a smiling baby was born in an orchard resplendent with
every kind of fruit in the universe. The baby's parents called her Tanika, and Tanika
spent her days roaming the warm wet ground on hands and knees. Spotting a clump
of gulberries off in the distance, she'd crawl after it and crush the sweet fruit in her
mouth, red juice staining her brown chin and neck. A muavo would fall fatly from
the high crown of the muavo tree, and she'd savor its golden tang. Each day revealed
new wonders—bushapples, creamy labanas, the nutty crunch of the brown
shrombart. The orchard's fruit sparkled in the dew and sun like thousands of living
moist jewels against the green fragrance of cushioning leaves.
As her eyes grew stronger Tanika lifted her gaze. The opulent branches above
her hung heavy with fruits she'd never dreamed of, globular and glistening. Tanika's
mother and father wandered the orchard too, sometimes, and she watched them reach
out easily and take a shining cluster here, a single green satinplum there. She'd
watch them eat and imagine being tall enough to roam and reach so freely as they.
Sometimes one of them would bend down and give Tanika one of those fruits
from up there in the moving leaves. Fresh from the branches, it intoxicated her, and
her desire to know and taste all the fruits of the orchard so consumed her that she
began to long for the day she could reach that far.
Her longing strengthened her appetite, and the fruit strengthened her legs, and
one day Tanika crawled to the base of a mysterious bush at the edge of the stream
that watered the orchard. She leaned carefully forward and braced her arms as she
positioned her feet. Unsteadily she rose and groped for the shrub's pale fruit.
Tugging knocked her off balance and she sat down hard in an overripe muavo, but
she barely noticed the fruit squishing under her thighs: in her hands she grasped a
fruit thin-skinned and silver, fresh and new. She pressed it to her nose and face
before she let her teeth puncture it.
No sooner had she tossed the smooth pit into the stream, than she heard a
rustling behind her. A jolly bespectacled face grinned down at her.
"Well, well, well! You're a mighty lucky little girl! I've come to teach you to
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get the fruit down from the tall trees!"
Tanika's happiness unfurled like a sail. She could hardly believe her good luck.
Not only had she just picked and eaten her first bush fruit, but here was a man she
didn't even know offering to show her how to reach the prism of treats high above
her head. Tanika was so overcome with joy that she immediately rose to her feet
again, and plucked another of the small moonish fruits.
The jolly stranger slapped the fruit from Tanika's wrist. Stunned, she fell again
and watched her prize roll into the stream. "Oh dear," said the man, "You've already
picked up some bad habits. That may make things difficult." The slapping hand now
took Tanika's and pulled her up. Holding on this way, Tanika stumbled along behind
the stranger.
She wanted to ask questions, like, "Why didn't you just show me how to pick
those berries hanging above the bush where I was?" But she kept her mouth shut. If
she was going off to pick the high fruit, she guessed it didn't matter where, or that
she'd sacrificed her one beautiful moonfruit. Maybe they were going to a special tree
melting with juicing fruits, branches bent almost to the ground, low enough for her
outstretched fingers. Yes! That must be it. Excitement renewed, she moved her legs
faster. The stranger grinned and squeezed her hand.
Soon Tanika saw the biggest, greyest thing she'd ever laid eyes on. In quiet
fascination she tripped along as they stepped off the spongy humus of the orchard
floor onto a smooth sidewalk. "Here we are!" beamed the guide. They entered the
building, full of odd smells and noises. They passed through a pair of heavy black
doors, and the man pushed Tanika into a loud, complicated room full of talking
children and several adults. She looked at the children, some sitting on the floor,
some crawling about or walking. All of them had trays or plates in front of them
heaping with odd mushy lumps of various colors. Also, some of the children were
busy coloring simple pictures of fruits, and some wore pins and tags on their shirts
displaying little plastic pears and mistbulbs. Baffled, Tanika tried to figure out what
the children were doing in such a dark, fruitless place, what the lumpy stuff was, and
above all, why her guide had stopped here on their way to the bountiful tree.
But before she had time to think, two things happened. First, one of the kids
took something metal and used it to scoop a lump of dull pinkish stuff into his
mouth. Tanika opened her mouth in panic to warn the kid. Maybe there was
something wrong with him; he was much bigger than she was, old enough to know
better. But just as she began to yell, a new hand, slick, pulled her up again. "OK,
Tanika," said the cheery woman that went with the hand, "This is the cafeteria.
We're looking forward to helping you grow, and we're certain we can help you learn
to pick tree fruit, as long as you do your part."
Tanika felt confused. She didn't see what this place could have to do with
picking gulberries, and at the moment she was particularly hungry for more of that
shining moonfruit. But she had no time to think. The slick-hand woman put Tanika
on a cold chair at a table. "Here," she said, and nudged a box of crayons and a black
outline of a plum at her. "Today you will color this, and it will help you get ready for
eating tomorrow." Tanika started to feel foolish. She'd never guessed that learning to
pick fruit would be so complicated. She colored the plum with all the colors in the
box, trying in vain to make it round and enticing like the fruits of the orchard.
The rest of the day passed in a daze. Tanika was made to color more of the
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pictures, and to her disgust most of the children ate the formless mush on the plates
in front of them. Some of the fat and greasy children asked for more and stuffed
themselves. Whenever this happened, the adults ran in and put gold stars all over the
kid's arms and face. Many things happened—children fought, napped, sat quietly
fidgeting with the stuff. Finally, the jolly man took Tanika's hand and led her out of
the dark building. As her bare feet met the orchard grass, she caught the scent of ripe
labana. She asked the stranger if he would get one for her, but he merely laughed.
Tanika was far too confused to put any of her questions into words. By the time
they arrived at the tree where Tanika slept with her parents, the evening light had
turned the leaves to bronze, and she was exhausted. Too tired to look for fruit, she
fell asleep and dreamed fitfully.
In the morning her mind was clear. She still wanted to reach the high fruit, but
she did not want to go back to the noisy smelly dark cafeteria. She could already
reach the bushfruit; maybe in time she'd grasp the high fruit too.
But when the spectacled person arrived, he told her that she'd never reach the
trees without many years in the cafeteria. He explained it—"You can't reach them
now, can you?" and "Your parents can reach them. That's because they went to the
cafeteria. I can reach them, because I went to the cafeteria." Tanika had no time to
think this through, because he'd pulled her to her feet again and they were off. She
hadn't had time to find breakfast, and her stomach rumbled painfully.
Tanika went in the room and sat down politely. "Please," she asked one of the
adults, "Can you help me pick tree fruits today? That's why I'm here, and also today
I didn't have time for breakfast."
The tall lady laughed. "Well, well, well! Aren't we cute! Tree fruit! Before
you're ready for tree fruit, you have to prepare!" She disappeared behind a curtain
and returned carrying a tray with a scoop of greenish stuff. Tanika jerked back. She
looked around wildly for an escape route. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a boy
watching with soft dark quiet eyes. The lady grabbed her hand.
"Don't be afraid, Tanika," she laughed. "How will you ever work up to eating
tree fruit if you can't handle plate fruit?" She put the tray on the table, and took the
metal thing, spooning up a piece of the stuff and holding it in front of the small girl.
Tanika pushed the spoon away violently. Then she put her head down on the table
and cried.
The lady's voice changed. "So you're going to be a tough one, Tanika? Just
remember, you're only hurting yourself when you refuse to eat. If you want to
succeed, you'd better do as we ask." She walked away.
When Tanika stopped crying, her stomach was desperately empty. She sat up
and looked at the tray. She was afraid of the stuff. She bent down to smell it and
caught a faint, stale whiff of limbergreen berry. The smell, even distorted, was a
familiar friend. She picked up the spoon and ate her first bite of cafeteria food.
Tanika was relieved. Although the goop was slimy, far too sweet, and mostly
tasteless, it wasn't as bad as it looked. And it did seem to be made from limbergreen
berries. She ate it all, and felt a little better. The lady came back. "Very good," she
smiled. She stuck a green star on the back of Tanika's hand. "We'll do some more
exercises and then later on you can try something new to eat."
Hours later, Tanika had been the apple in "Velcro the Stem on the Apple," and
had drawn a muavo tree and listened to an older student explain what fruits
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contained vitamins P, Q, and Z. Apparently she had done all these things right,
because the lady came back and put more green and gold stars on her hands and
cheeks. Some of the children looked at her angrily, though, so perhaps she'd done
something wrong.
At this point a man rang a little bell. Immediately all the children sat down at the
tables and folded their hands neatly. A girl grabbed Tanika's hand and shoved her
onto a chair. Then six children walked into the room carrying stacks of trays. They
put one in front of each child, and Tanika saw that each tray contained five purple
and blue wafers. "Yum!" said the girl next to Tanika, "Violetberry cakes!" Tanika
jumped. She'd seen her parents eat violetberries, and also seen the accompanying
ecstasy on their faces. She easily pictured the graceful coniferous trees on which they
grew.
She picked up a wafer. It was warm, but not with the gentle warmth of the sun.
She put it in her mouth. Dry, sandy... she chewed obediently but sadly. This was it?
Disappointment sank her stomach and she put the cake down, mentally crossing
violetberries off her wishlist forever.
In the end Tanika was made to eat the violetberry cake—all five hunks of it—
before the spectacled man would lead her out the door. Her stomach throbbed all the
way home. That night she crawled into her mother's arms and sobbed. Her mother
rocked her, then whispered something to Tanika's father. He disappeared, and
returned a minute later with an armload of tiny, glowing violetberries.
"It's time," said her mother sweetly, "For your first fresh violetberries."
Her father dangled them teasingly above her lips, but Tanika only cried harder.
The berries' fragrance, though delicate and sweet, clashed with her distended heavy
stomach. She was far too full, and it was violetberries' fault. Both parents teased and
offered, but they finally gave up. Her mother laid Tanika down to rest alone, and the
two adults stood whispering while the moon rose, worry in their voices.
At the cafeteria the next day the adults met Tanika with an unpleasant stare.
"You're making things difficult for yourself," scolded the woman with slick hands,
"Your parents have reported that your attitude at home is not meeting standards for
girls your age. You need to eat much more thoroughly." A girl brought a plate
crowded with dried out, wrinkly little fruits. Tanika ate them, tough and tasteless.
Her stomach hurt again. After they dissected a preserved bushapple, she ate another
tray full of canned gulberry. Then she went back home and slept.
Days passed, and months. Tanika ate obediently and earned lots of stars. There
was a picture of a bright green tree painted on one of the walls, and when the whole
roomful of children ate their food quickly, the adults had them play a game. They
taped three or four cut-out paper fruits to the tree, and then the kids were made to
take turns jumping or reaching to try to take them. Whoever reached a fruit got to
keep it, and also was called a winner and plastered with dozens of gold stars.
One day when the spectacled man walked her home he told her the cafeteria
would be closed for two days for cleaning. He handed her a little white carton and
said, "Be sure to eat all of this while I'm gone, and I'll pick you up in two days."
As he waddled away, a strange inspiration seized Tanika's brain. She touched
her swollen belly and flung the carton away. Out of it tumbled cakes, red mush, hard
little biscuits smelling flatly of labanas.
When she woke the next morning her stomach rumbled and she got up to look
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for breakfast. Leaving the clearing, she accidentally kicked a biscuit. Out of habit,
she picked it up and almost put it in her mouth, then caught herself and aimed instead
for a bush full of gulberries. Furtively she snatched a handful and crushed them to
her lips. Sweet and wild, they made her want to sing.
Tanika's father saw her then, and called excitedly to her mother. Both of them
ran to their child and squeezed her. "Look what you've learned at the cafeteria!"
cried her mother. "My baby is growing up!"
"Be sure to eat all your homefood," said her father, "So you won't be behind
when you go back." Then his tone of voice changed. "What's that?" he said. He
sprinted off and grabbed up the white carton. Tanika watched in horror as he
searched the orchard floor. A few minutes later he returned with everything—
biscuits, cake, mush.
Tanika ate it all.
The cafeteria opened again and Tanika went back. Every day she ate faster, and
gradually stopped resisting, even in her own mind. One day she reached the highest
paper fruit on the painted tree. All the adults patted her head and she could barely see
her brown skin under all the gold stars. She started walking to the cafeteria every day
by herself. The adults started giving her food for the evenings, and usually she'd eat
it like they said. One day, walking home, she flung her hands to the sky and they
touched, accidentally, a muavo hanging down from its branch. Tanika jumped back.
"I can pick it," she said slowly, "It worked." She thought for a minute. The cooks
had said it would happen, someday, if she ate what they gave her and jumped as high
as she could during the tree game.
Tanika gracefully severed the muavo from its stem, examined it, and tossed it
neatly into a shadow.
She wasn't hungry.

the note to parents
Respect the child. Be not too much his parent. Trespass not on his solitude.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

AGAINST THE ADVICE of lots of people, I didn't write this book for you. I wrote it for
teenagers. I wrote it for teenagers because I wished that when I was a teenager
someone had written it for me. I wrote it for teenagers because my memory and
experience insist that teenagers are as fully human as adults. I wrote it for teenagers
because I found an appalling dearth of respectful, serious nonfiction for them. In
short, I wrote it for teenagers because they are the experts on their own lives.
No, I have not forgotten your child's "place." I know that if you want to, you
can probably prevent him from leaving school. I have written this book anyway, in
the hope that after careful thought, you will see fit to honor the choice he makes.
Yes, if your son or daughter leaves school, it will change your life. If the
experiences of pioneering homeschoolers can predict your future, you will see family
relationships deepen; a teenager without eight hours of school and homework has
time to make friends with her parents. You will see family relationships heal,
uncomplicated by displaced anger about school. You will feel less harshly evaluated
according to teenage fashion magazine standards. Depending on your own
background and schooling, you may undergo a period of depression, anger, and
bitterness. You went to school, after all, and in contrast to your children's unexpected
freedom you may feel overwhelmed by a sense of loss—all the things you could
have done with that time, all the choices you never thought you had, all the labels
that stuck when schoolpeople put them on you. This funk, if you get it, will
eventually give way to a new sense of freedom—at least mine did. You can't change
the past, but you can change the present. You can peel the labels off, you can start
making real choices, you have the rest of your life to live.
Homeschooling parents of teenagers are rarely teachers, in the school sense of
the word, and this book never suggests that you forsake your own career or interests
in order to learn calculus (etc.) fast enough to "teach" it Healthy kids can teach
themselves what they need to know, through books, various people, thinking, and
other means. (A freshly unschooled person may at first be a lousy learner, like
cigarettes, school-style passivity can be a slow habit to kick.)
Nevertheless, you will probably find yourself more involved than before with
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your son's or daughter's education. If you have helped with or supervised your
children's homework, or stayed in close touch with their teachers, homeschooling
need not drain your energy any more than that. Your role will change, however. No
longer is it your job to nag or lecture; instead, you answer questions and help find
people or resources to answer the questions that you can't answer. Instead, when
your daughter starts sketching castles, you introduce her to the architect you know or
tell her about the lecture on medieval life that you saw advertised in the paper.
If an unschooled teenager doesn't need teaching from you, what does he need
from you? Parenthood, of course, and all the love and stability therein.
Also, help with logistics, as implied in the castle example above. Few people
can immediately take complete responsibility for their educations after being
forcefully spoonfed for years. Please be willing to make some phone calls to set up
meetings or lessons, to tell your kid about events or resources he might not otherwise
know about, to draw a map to the planetarium or explain how to use the university
library. Also, you will need to accompany your son or daughter through your state's
homeschooling legal requirements. Fortunately, every state has support groups to
help you make sense of this process.
Also, trust. When you tell your daughter about that upcoming lecture on
medieval life, make it clear that you are simply passing along information, not giving
an assignment. If you don't believe in her, it won't work. If you give up on her,
snoop, push, or frequently anxiously inquire into the status of her algebraic
knowledge, you will destroy any chance you had for a healthy family relationship,
and you will send her right back to school, where there is so much less to lose.
Part of trusting means respecting your teenager's need for transition time. As
Chapter 12 points out, new unschoolers often need time to work through a flood of
feelings about school and life, before they can start attending to things "intellectual"
or "academic." Ride out the storm with your child. Offer your support, your ideas,
your arms. Don't rush him.
Do I expect you to swallow all this? Not now; not by reading this short note.
Later, yes. I expect you to change your mind in favor of unschooling by 1) reading
John Holt's books, Freedom and Beyond, Instead of Education, Teach Your Own,
and Escape From Childhood, 2) reading literature by parents who have
homeschooled their teenagers—especially Micki and David Colfax's Homeschooling
for Excellence, Cafi Cohen's And What About College?, and Nancy Wallace's
Child's Work, and 3) getting to know homeschoolers near you (like people, they
come in all varieties; don't give up if you're put off at first), 4) reading Growing
Without Schooling magazine, 5) reviewing your own adolescence and your present
life, and 6) humbly observing your teenaged child, allowing for the possibility that
he might be a person... like you.
As for the rest of this book, you are a welcome guest. From time to time, you
will find the words of other parents and adults, some of which may reassure you.
Depending on your perspective, you may detect an overall tone of intoxicating hope
or dangerous insubordination. Mostly, you will find piles of information you do not
need: stuff that is common knowledge to adults but not so familiar to teenagers who
have spent most of their lives secluded from the world and its array of wonders.
Finally, on a different note: if you are already disillusioned by your child's
"education," or even sympathetic to the cause of unschooling, and if you live with a
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Stuck or Depressed teenager, I hope this book can be your ally in offering her or him
some vision for healthy, self-directed change.
Best wishes.

about this book
DID YOUR GUIDANCE counselor ever tell you to consider quitting school? That you
have other choices, quite beyond lifelong hamburger flipping or inner-city crack
dealing? That legally you can find a way out of school, that once you're out you'll
learn and grow better, faster, and more naturally than you ever did in school, that
there are zillions of alternatives, that you can quit school and still go to A Good
College and even have a Real Life in the Suburbs if you so desire? Just in case your
counselor never told you these things, I'm going to. That's what this book is for.
What it's not
This is not a book about the kind of "homeschooling" in which you stay home
all day and hang a chalkboard in the family room and write essays designed by your
father and work geometry problems assigned by your mother.
There are some good things to say about that kind of homeschooling, especially
for young children who haven't yet acquired basic reading, writing, and math
computation skills. There are also some bad things to say about it. In this book I will
say little about it.
Most people who do fantastic unschoolish things with their time call themselves
homeschoolers, because it keeps them out of trouble and it doesn't freak out the
neighbors. Anne Brosnan put it well in a letter to Growing Without Schooling
magazine:
When an adult comes up and asks, "Why aren't you in school?" you're supposed to soften
it by saying, "My mom (or dad) teaches me at home." If you say, "I don't even go to
school. So far, I've taught myself everything I want to know," they think you've run away
from school or are a lunatic. Whereas the other way, they think your parent's a teacher and
you get private lessons.
The usual adult person in America thinks it's terribly hard to teach yourself something,
and if you want to learn something, you've got to find somebody to teach it to you. This
leads to the idea that kids are dumb unless taught or unless they go to school.1

If you quit school, you too will probably wish to call yourself a homeschooler, at
least when you talk to the school board. But that doesn't require bringing the
1

From Growing Without Schooling #73.
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ugliness of school into your home, or transforming your parents into teachers. Nor,
for that matter, does it require that you stay home. The idea is to catch more of the
world, not less. To avoid these kinds of connotations, I usually use the term
unschooling. But be aware that many people who talk about homeschooling mean the
same thing I do when I say unschooling.
This is not a book specifically about Christian homeschooling, although most
Christians will find it as useful as anyone else. I point this out because many people
associate homeschooling with fundamentalist Christianity and Fear of Darwin. Many
homeschoolers are fundamentalist Christians, which has some heavy impact on what
they do instead of school school. Many others, however, are agnostics, mellow
Christians, Jews, pagans, Rastafarians, atheists, and Buddhists. Help yourself to any
religious belief you like, but in these pages I won't suggest that you read your Bible
instead of a biology book.
What it is
This book is a wild card, a shot in the dark, a hopeful prayer.
This book wants you to quit school and do what you love. Yes, I know, that's
the weirdest thing you ever heard. Hoping to make this idea feel possible to you, I
tell about teenagers who are already living happy lives without school, and I offer
lots of ideas and strategies to help you get a real life and convince your adults to
cooperate.
"Excuse me?" you interrupt "Quit school? Right. And throw away my future
and pump gas all my life and get Addicted to Drugs and be totally lost in today's
world. Right."
If you said that, please feel free to march straight to the nearest schoolperson
and receive a bushel of gold stars, extra credit points, and proud smiles. You've
learned exactly what they taught you. After you get tired of sticking stars to your
locker, do please come back and read further.
This book is built on the belief that life is wonderful and schools are stifling. It
is built on an impassioned belief in freedom. And it is built on the belief that schools
do the opposite of what they say they do. They prevent learning and they destroy
one's love of learning.
Of course, there are hundreds of other books with similar premises. Some of
these books go on to suggest that if certain changes were made, or brighter teachers
were hired, schools would be good places. Other books say compulsory schools are
fundamentally bad places and society, or at least individual people, should abandon
them. This book agrees with that, but it doesn't stop there.
This is a practical book—a book for individual teenagers, a real-life handbook
meant to be used and acted on. I have no hope that the school system will change
enough to make schools healthy places, until it makes school blatantly optional. But I
have plenty of faith that people—you, your friends—can intelligently take greater
control over their own lives. So this book bypasses the rigid, uncreative red tape of
that System and instead speaks directly to you.
If school didn't make people so stupid, this could be a very short handbook. But
unfortunately, most of the teenagers I've known and worked with—like the teenager
I was—are more clueless than preschool children when it comes to knowing how to
ask and answer important questions. So, much of this book is about access—how to
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do this, find that out, what your choices are and how to take advantage of them.
Whom it's for
As the title gently implies, this is a book for teenagers, though their parents and
little brothers are welcome too. If you are nine and want to use this book to get free,
more power to you. If you are eleven and think of yourself as a teenager, that's fine
with me too.
Is this book for all teenagers? Here are five answers.
If you are like me, this book is definitely for you. When I was in school, people
asked me if I liked it. Sometimes I said yes. Sometimes I said no. I didn't think about
it much, because I figured it didn't matter. Whether I liked it or not, I knew (or
thought I knew) there were no other options. I believed in school in an abstract
sense—education, learning, great writers and poets and thinkers and all that. My
grades were good. I hated homework—and rarely did any—but I felt constantly
guilty, rather than proud, about this. I wasn't offended by the disrespect my peers
and I lived with, because I'd never imagined that it was possible for adults to treat
me differently.
Usually, I thought I'd be fine if only I was a senior instead of an eighth grader,
or if only I went to some artsy boarding school instead of boring Capital High
School. I liked about half of my teachers, but felt no enthusiasm for their classes. I
craved Friday afternoons and June. Except for choir, my life in school was dreary
and uninspired, but I had nothing else to compare it to. I'd never heard of
homeschooling, let alone unschooling, and dropping out was not on my List of
Possibilities in Life. I wonder now, sometimes with bitterness, how things might
have been different if I had heard then of the possibilities beyond school. The first
wave of the unschooling movement caught some people about my age, and I envy
them.
Very definitely, this book is not just for people who are labeled gifted. I make
this point because in these pages you will run into a lot of examples of unschooled
teenagers who do rather impressive things with their time. I don't want you to be
intimidated by them, only inspired. They don't live brilliantly because they are more
intelligent than you; they live brilliantly because they have the time and
encouragement they need. Many of them did very badly in school before their
parents set them free.
This book is for you whether you live in the U.S.A., Wales, Peru, South Africa,
or anywhere else on Planet Earth. I wrote the first edition with only the U.S. in mind,
and most of these pages still reflect my experience as a U.S. citizen. But, as Chapter
11 points out, unschooling is a growing trend in many far corners of the globe, and
you can be part of it.
If you have already considered leaving school—as a "dropout" or anything else,
of course this book is for you. If you have been feeling guilty or inadequate because
of your "failure" in school, perhaps I can knock some optimistic sense into you.
Perhaps I can get you to think of yourself as rising out instead of dropping out.1 The
way we think of ourselves makes all the difference.
If you truly enjoy school and all of its paraphernalia more than anything else you
1
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can possibly imagine doing, I suppose I'm not writing for you, because I don't
understand you. I'm not sure you exist, but if you do, we live in different universes. I
used to think everyone was strong willed and independently inclined. Now I'm not
sure. Sometimes I think perhaps school really does completely destroy that fierce,
free spirit in some people. Other times my mother half convinces me that some
people are naturally docile and passive. Maybe I have something to learn about
docility. Or maybe I have a healthy aversion to something dead in people that should
be alive.
However, I invite you to have a look at this book anyway. Even if it doesn't
change the way you think about school, or convince you to stop going, it might make
you aware of some useful opportunities and resources—things you can do with your
life in addition to school. After you finish your homework, naturally.
Of course, some places we call school are less schoolish than others. I feel pretty
strongly that even the most alternative school, as long as it is compulsory, is not a
healthy place to be. But I'd be an idiot to say every single school is bad for every
single person. If you go to a humane school, and love it, even in May, and have a gut
feeling that it's a good and healthy place, stay there. I hope I never tell anyone to
ignore their gut feelings. I always listen to mine, and usually act on them. Of course,
you have to make sure you're not confusing fear and deeply imbedded guilt with
your true feelings.
Why I wrote it
Just in case you are dying to know.
When I went to college, I knew from the start that I wanted to be an English
teacher. I had always loved to read and write, but I had rarely enjoyed any of the
work I had done in my English classes. In my naivete, I blamed this on my teachers.
Several of them were obviously very intelligent, interesting, and creative people, but
their classes were nevertheless dull, and I thought this was their fault. I knew I would
be a different kind of teacher.
My own classes would be dynamic, entertaining, and always engaging. I would
love the stimulation of being around "learning" all my life, and my students would
shower me with continual gratitude for rescuing them from the brain-death of their
previous existence.
Student teaching took some of the sparkle out of that arrogance, but I chalked up
my victims' lack of complete enthusiasm to my inexperience and lack of adequate
time to prepare. (Somehow, I assumed that later I'd have more time to prepare.) Yes,
a few of them said I was the best teacher they'd ever had. Most of them just turned in
most of their homework on time and looked at me funny when I rhapsodized about
writing. I did not find a real teaching position for the autumn after college
graduation, and I ended up substitute teaching in the public schools of Oakland and
Berkeley, California.
Subbing put me in the position to see the ugliest aspects of school, and my lifelong tendency to rebel against or at least make fun of authority surfaced and grew. In
between sending students to the office for calling me a "white bitch" or for pinching
me or for loudly interrupting too many times, I'd sit and despairingly ponder the
meaninglessness of these huge inner-city schools. I still felt that with determination,
I could make a difference. However, I began to realize that working with the kinds of
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administrators I most often encountered could only be an uphill battle. Furthermore,
for many of these students it was probably too late—schools had so crushed their
"love of learning" that I could hardly hope to inspire all of them to write or think or
discover wonderful things.
After that school year, I took a break to travel in Peru and then spent three
months substituting in the homogeneous, well-behaved schools that I grew up in in
Boise, Idaho. I still felt that I wanted to teach kids to read and write but I began to
yearn to escape the rigidity and dullness of public schools. I began contemplating
starting my own tiny, inexpensive, independent school. I imagined a group of about
ten students who spent their time taking field trips and hanging out in someone's
basement making movies or writing novels. While I was brainstorming and
researching the logistics of setting up something like this, I first stumbled across the
writing of John Holt. By that time I'd heard of homeschooling but dismissed it, as
most people seem to, as the activity of a bunch of scaredy-cat fanatics afraid their
kids would find out about evolution and condoms if they went to school. John Holt's
writings threw a bright new light on the subject, and on the whole concepts of school
and learning.
Essentially, he argued that learning is a natural process that happens to anyone
who is busy doing something real for its own sake, and that school destroys and
confuses this process. Although most of his ideas had never occurred to me, they
immediately made so much sense that I felt as though I'd thought of them myself.
His books were eloquent yet simple, by far the wisest words I had ever found about
education. I realized that although a tiny school like the one I'd envisioned might be
a good alternative for students, I wasn't equipped to start it—I didn't have any real
expertise, and I didn't know anything worth teaching besides how to embroider, go
backpacking, bake bread, dance a little, play the piano, and maybe write. I realized
how few skills I had, and that the few skills I did have hadn't come from school. I
knew about a lot of things from reading and keeping my ears open, but few of the
books that had shaped my mind had been assigned or recommended in school. I felt
freshly angry about having given up ballet (instead of school) in junior high, and
about having pushed that biggest love of mine, dancing, into a mostly-neglected
cupboard. Mainly, I felt flooded by a sense of loss and bitterness—all that time I'd
wasted sitting and staring out windows when I could have been out traveling,
learning, growing, living.
I determined to start living my life, then and there. I packed up and migrated to
Taos, New Mexico, where I slept on the mesa in a house made of bottles and wind,
and feasted every morning on sky and space and sage-scent. (At the same time, I
supported my little sister's decision to quit high school.) I spent as much time as I
could dancing.
I continued to read John Holt, but I eventually decided to teach anyway. After
all, school was going to exist whether I wanted it to or not, and I figured I might as
well jump in and make it the best experience I could. Anyway, I didn't know how to
do anything that I wanted to do more. I still felt that public school was a horrendous
institution, but I daydreamed about finding a private school that was humane and
lively.
I found a position teaching seventh and eighth grade English at a small
independent school in Colorado. I was thrilled. It believed firmly in experiential

32

The Teenage Liberation Handbook

education—learning by doing—and my colleagues and the administrators were
wonderful people: flexible, enthusiastic, imaginative, intelligent, funny, and warm.
With only nineteen students, I'd have the chance to know each of them well. It
seemed so different from public school that I looked forward to it with great
excitement.
The year did go smoothly in most regards. However, I began to feel that this
small school was not essentially healthier than ordinary public schools for most of its
students. Naturally, they received more individual attention than they would have in
public school, but some of them experienced an uglier flip side of that individual
attention: we teachers seemed to see or otherwise find out nearly everything about
students' lives, and then to hound students endlessly about things that were none of
our business—missing homework assignments, social conflicts, messy notebooks.
Even when we were not inclined to pry or push, students had little privacy, no way to
escape our eyes.
Furthermore, this small, "caring," "creative" school was fundamentally the
same as any ordinary public school, because it controlled students' lives. It
continually dictated to them how to use their time. So what if they were role playing
the lives of the early colonists instead of just reading the dry words of their American
history textbook? These cute "experiential" activities we teachers took pride in had
the same effect any schoolwork does. They stole kids' time and energy, so that Johnthe-math-genius-and-artist had no time to build his geometric sculptures, so that
Andy couldn't pursue his fascination with well-made knives and guns, so that Kris
and Chris and Rick and Young didn't have enough time to read, so that Shira—a
brilliant actress and talented musician—was threatened with having to drop out of
her outstanding chorale group if she missed any homework assignments.
In some ways, in fact, it seemed more harmful than public school. Homework
was excessive, leaving students little freedom even at home. Lots of parents expected
the school to help turn their offspring into lawyers and Successful Executives, and
the school catered to this image enough that it put tremendous pressure on kids.
But despite all this, I decided to stay with teaching, and I brainstormed ways to
make my classroom as healthy as possible. I wanted to give my students as much
freedom within the realm of language arts as I could, so I devised an independent
study program complete with an innovative "All A's" grading system borrowed from
Richard E. Koop of Gulf Middle School in Florida. The assistant headmaster, a
courageous, warm woman, gave me her blessing, saying that since I obviously had
the kids' needs and growth foremost in my mind, she'd support my experiment.
I began my second year of teaching with high hopes that soon plummeted. Four
or five people who loved to write (enough to do so in their spare time and vacations)
thrived in the program. It gave them official time to do what they wanted to do
anyway—write novels or collections of short stories or long long essays—rather than
drain their energy with arbitrary assignments of arbitrary lengths fit into arbitrary
schedules. But most of my students saw it as just another way to make them do
something they really didn't want or need to do, at least not every day. So much for
freedom.
After I had felt dismal for a while because my curriculum hadn't dramatically
changed the nature of school, we went on a week-long field trip to Washington, D.C.
Conflict was inevitable; the teachers who designed the trip naturally wanted to take
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as much advantage as possible of all the things to see and do in the area, so our
schedule was hectic and demanding. At one point, the students were scolded for
slouching and whispering during a dull evening lecture after a particularly
exhausting day. As students exploded in their own defense, and one of my favorite
students said sincerely that he wanted to go home, my mind reeled. It was perfectly
fair, I thought, to expect people to behave wonderfully in any situation they chose
freely to be part of. If I went to a movie and talked all through it, I'd deserve to get
kicked out. If I didn't feel like sitting quietly, I shouldn't go in the first place. But
our students hadn't been given any choice as to whether they wanted to sit through a
lecture, or even whether they went to Washington, or, for that matter, whether they
sat in English and science every day.
That night I lay in bed agitating till 4:00 A.M. Although I hadn't upbraided our
students on that particular evening, I had certainly done so countless other times, for
similar and sometimes less justifiable reasons.
I called Holt's writings up in my mind and admitted to myself that he was
right—school was a bad place, a controlling place, and I wasn't going to change
anything by being there. I could see that some of my students were fed up with
school, but I knew they had no clue as to other possibilities. And so the seeds of this
book sprouted in my brain. Also, in the back of my head I knew I could not continue
to teach, but at first I refused to look this knowledge in the face. The prospect of life
without my "career" was frightening and uncertain. However, I started looking at the
world with a fresher, more honest perspective. While bustling along the sidewalk and
scolding students for dawdling, I thought longingly how I would enjoy spending a
leisurely week in D.C. with a few of my students, talking with the homeless who
camped across from the White House, roaming the Smithsonian for days, taking time
out for skateboarding and sky staring.
Back in Colorado, my convictions strengthened daily. I noticed an Emerson
quote on the "Civil War" bulletin board, and I shivered: "If you put a chain around
the neck of a slave," it said, "the other end fastens itself around your own." The final
catalyst came the Friday I read Thoreau with my classes. Nearly everything he said
seemed to pertain to the whole school issue, but one fragment in particular of "On
the Duty of Civil Disobedience" lodged itself in my brain. After explaining that he
would not pay his taxes as long as they supported such evils as slavery, Thoreau had
written:
If any tax gatherer, or any other public officer, asks me, as one has done, "But what shall I
do?" my answer is, "If you really wish to do anything, resign your office." When the
subject has refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned his office, then the revolution
is accomplished.

That was that. Forced to face my own responsibility, I resolved first to quit
teaching, and then to write this book. John Holt and a few others had written a stack
of excellent books on unschooling, but I felt that teenagers needed their own book,
one to tell them they weren't wrong to hate school, and to make them aware of
alternatives.
The rest of the teaching year was horribly difficult and odd. In the classroom I
vacillated between the easy going, honest human being I wanted to be, and the
businesslike teacher I knew I had to be if my class was to function. One day I'd sit
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laughing with my students, talking about a story one of them had written, ignoring
their gum (against school rules) or "off-task" behavior. The next day I'd hand out
detentions for "swearing," tardies, and of course any rude, sarcastic, or otherwise
"inappropriate" statements. In my confused inconsistency, I imagine I was a more
frightening authority figure than a military-style teacher would have been;
sometimes it seemed that no sooner had students let down their guard and begun to
relate to me as a real person, than I would snap nervously back into teacher mode
and bitch at them for "disrupting."
I could not tell my students about my raging opinions with a clean professional
conscience, but I couldn't not tell them with a clean moral conscience. A friend sent
me a button that said "Free the Kids," and I wore it. Some days I was afraid that by
writing I'd lose all my friends and even the trust of my students themselves. I finally
told two students what I was up to, and of course had some guilty professional
twangs about doing so. But I desperately hoped that I would finish, and that my book
would find its way into my students' hands, in time for them to decide whether they
wanted it to make a difference in their lives. June came; I hugged my students and
colleagues goodbye amidst plenty of tears; I moved to Oregon and set up camp with
my computer. Then, with a shiver and a grin, I hunkered down to write these pages
for you.
How to use it
Notice that it's divided into six parts. The first tells why you should consider
leaving school. The second tells how to get ready to do it. The third and fourth
suggest ideas for how to do it once you're doing it. The fifth describes people who
have already lived without school. The appendices are crammed full of addresses and
publishers and Web sites, as well as my own "afterword" and other stuff. I put it all
in the best order I could, but you can read it diagonally if you like.
Don't forget to share this book with your friends, or suggest that they find
themselves a copy.
I recommend dozens of books, as well as other resources. Some of the books are
out of print, but still available in libraries and used bookstores. I have put a great deal
of energy and thought into the recommendations and I often hear from readers that
my suggestions are very helpful. But please don't feel that you need a book to start a
project (like making a zine, or starting a book group, or studying the ants in your
kitchen). If you can't easily find the books I suggest, you'll generally do fine with
others on the same subject. And obviously, this handbook, revised in 1998, can't tell
about anything published afterward, nor do I know about everything that's already
available, or have room here to list all the discoveries I've made since the first
(1991) edition. (My mail-order book catalog, Genius Tribe, is a repository for my
ongoing book recommendations.)
When I give prices for books or other items, they are 1997 or 1998 prices, in
U.S. dollars. Like beanstalks, they will go up. If you order something without first
checking with a supplier, ask them to bill you for any extra.
Most of the organizations mentioned in this book will send you free information
if you ask for it. (Their addresses, phone numbers, and Web site URL's are listed in
Appendix E.) Keep in mind that it costs them money to send stuff. Especially if it's a
do-gooder organization, think about saving trees and money by checking their Web

About This Book

35

sites first. Or, if you've got extra cash, send a dollar along with your information
request.
There is a lot of information in your hands. Don't feel obligated to follow up on
all of it, or most of it. Don't let it overwhelm you. Don't feel you should read
everything I recommend. Let it guide you to a few important things and let the rest
go. The silences and spaces in your "education" are as necessary and beautiful as
your activity.
On the other hand, this book does not tell everything that's possible. Don't be
limited by my suggestions, just use them as beginning points. Someday I may revise
this book again or write a different one, so I welcome your recommendations for
resources, or news of your own activities, or any other responses.
One more thing. All of us rise or sink to other people's expectations of us. Our
society seems not to believe in teenagers enough to expect much of them. This book
may shock you, therefore, when it tells how to plan a trip around the world, or when
it suggests you start a business or become seriously involved in some academic field
you love. But you're no imbecile—I'm certain because at fifteen I wasn't an
imbecile. I didn't know much, but if the right information and some freedom had
come my way, I could have soared. I hope that this book can provide some of that
"right information" for you, and that it also helps you find the freedom you need.
When I mention ages of particular teenagers, I mean their ages at the time that
they wrote to me or to Growing Without Schooling magazine (hereafter referred to as
GWS). Some of the sixteen-year-olds are now twenty-six.
Enjoy your flight... and tell me where you land.

Part1
Making the Decision

sweet land of liberty
The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed.

—Steven Biko
How STRANGE AND self-defeating that a supposedly free country should train its young
for life in totalitarianism.
"No, David, wait until after class to use the bathroom. "
"Unfortunately, your daughter would rather entertain the class than participate
appropriately."
"Good morning, class. Please open your textbooks to page thirty. Thank you.
John, you need to open your book to page thirty. "
"Carter, if I have to ask you again to sit down, you'll be taking a trip to the
office."
"Miguel, you are not in math. Please put it away. Remember, fifteen percent of
your grade in my class comes from participation and attitude."
"Ladies! Gentlemen! Let's keep the noise down in the halls. "
"I'd love to hear what you have to say, Monty, but you need to raise your hand
first."
"Tonight you need to finish the exercises on page 193 and read the next
section."
"Marisa, I need a written explanation as to why you didn't turn in your
homework today."
"Laura, put away the book. If I catch you again it's a zero for the day, and
that's not something you can afford."
What do you think of when you hear the word freedom? The end of slavery?
The end of the Berlin wall? A prisoner tunneling his way out of solitary confinement
in Chile with a spoon? An old woman escaping her broken body in death? Gorillas
dancing in the jungle instead of sulking behind bars? When I hear the word freedom,
I remember the sweetest sunlight pouring over my teenaged cheeks on the first
sleeping-in mornings of summer vacations.
Do you go to school? Yes? Then...
You are not free.
The most overwhelming reality of school is CONTROL. School controls the
way you spend your time (what is life made of if not time?), how you behave, what
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you read, and to a large extent what you think. In school you can't control your own
life. Outside of school you can, at least to the extent that your parents trust you to.
"Comparing me to those who are conventionally schooled," writes twelve-year-old
unschooler Colin Roch, "Is like comparing the freedoms of a wild stallion to those of
cattle in a feedlot."1
The ultimate goal of this book is for you to start associating the concept of
freedom with you, and to start wondering why you and your friends don't have much
of it, and for you to move out of the busy-prison into the meadows of life. There are
lots of good reasons to quit school, but to my idealistic American mind, the pursuit
of freedom encompasses most of them and outshines the others.
If you look at the history of "freedom," you notice that the most frightening
thing about people who are not free is that they learn to take their bondage for
granted, and to believe that this bondage is "normal" and natural. They may not like
it, but few question it or imagine anything different. There was a time when many
black slaves took a sort of pride—or talked as if they took pride—in how wellbehaved and hard-working they were. There was a time when most women
believed—or talked as if they believed—that they should obey and submit to their
husbands. In fact, people within an oppressed group often internalize their
oppression so much that they are crueler, and more judgmental, to their peers than
the oppressors themselves are. In China, men made deformed female feet into sexual
fetishes, but women tied the cords on their own daughters' feet.
Obviously, black and female people eventually caught sight of a greater vision
for themselves, and change blazed through their minds, through laws, through public
attitudes. All is not yet well, but the United States is now far kinder to people of
color and mammary glands than it was a hundred years ago. What's more, these
people are kinder to themselves. They dream bigger dreams, and flesh out grander
lives, than picking cotton for the master or fixing a martini for the husband.
Right now, a lot of you are helping history to repeat itself; you don't believe you
should be free. Of course you want to be free—in various ways, not just free of
school. However, society gives you so many condescending, false, and harmful
messages about yourselves that most of you wouldn't trust yourselves with freedom.
It's all complicated by the fact that the people who infringe most dangerously and
inescapably on your freedom are those who say they are helping you, those who are
convinced you need their help: teachers, school counselors, perhaps your parents.
Why should you have freedom?
Why should anyone? To become human, to live fully. Insofar as you live what
someone else dictates, you hardly live. Choice is a fundamental essence of life, and
in the fullest life, each choice is deliberate and savored.
Another reason you should be free is obvious. You should learn to live
responsibly and joyfully in a free country.
Recently, schoolpeople talk a lot about "experiential education." Educators
have wisely realized that the best way to teach anything includes not only reading
about a subject, but also practicing it. For example, my colleague Gary Oakley
taught science by having students rehabilitate a polluted pond. Naturally, learning
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this way sinks in deeper than merely reading, hearing lectures, and discussing. It
means participating—being a scientist or musician rather than watching from the
outside.
What the educators apparently haven't realized yet is that experiential education
is a double-edged sword. If you do something to learn it, then what you do, you
learn. All the time you are in school, you learn through experience how to live in a
dictatorship. In school you shut your notebook when the bell rings. You do not speak
unless granted permission. You are guilty until proven innocent, and who will prove
you innocent? You are told what to do, think, and say for six hours each day. If your
teacher says sit up and pay attention, you had better stiffen your spine and try to get
Bobby or Sally or the idea of Spring or the play you're writing off of your mind. The
most constant and thorough thing students in school experience—and learn—is the
antithesis of democracy.
When I was in sixth grade, I had the good fortune to learn that democracy in the
"real world" is not a crime, at the same time that I learned (not for the first time) that
democracy in schools is a crime. Two of my friends and I were disgusted by the state
of our school lunches. After finding mold on the rolls one day and being generally
fed up with the cardboard taste of things, we decided to take action. Stephanie and
Stacey started a petition. Its purpose was a bit misspelled and unclear, but at the top
it said something that meant, "Sign below if you are tired of revolting lunches, and
put a check by your name if your roll was moldy on Tuesday." People signed the
petition during lunch; we had three pages or so of sloppy signatures on wrinkly
notebook paper.
Apparently some teachers got wind of what we were up to, and Miss Petersen
(fake name) told Stephanie to give her the petition. After Miss Petersen looked at it
through stern eyeglasses, she said she'd have to turn it over to the principal.
Stephanie and I panicked. We held a secret meeting that afternoon in the hills and
looked at each other with sick scared faces. We tried to convince ourselves that
young criminals got off easily.
The next day Miss Petersen was moving a piano down the hall. Our brave friend
Kelly walked by in his line on the way in from lunch. He saw the petition sitting on
the piano, and he snatched it up. Miss Petersen didn't see him. He returned the
petition to me. Go, team.
Stephanie and Stacey were summoned to the principal. He demanded to have the
petition back, but since they didn't yet know about the Recovery, they said earnestly
that Miss Petersen had it. He lectured them for their disrespect of authority, and said
there was nothing wrong with the lunches, and that he didn't want to ever hear
anything about petitions again, was that clear?
I took out my sky blue stationery with the mushrooms on it and wrote a letter to
the governor. I apologized for not typing and for the wrinkliness and bad spelling of
the petition. Then I explained why it was important that our lunches improve. I
didn't say anything about the trouble we were in at school; I didn't want him to
know how bad we were. I looked up his address in the phone book, guessed on the
zip code, and sent it off. I was afraid he would report me to the principal, but I was
ready to sacrifice myself for the cause.
The week after school was out, my father brought the mail in with a strange
face. "Grace," he said, "Are you personally acquainted with Cecil Andrus?"
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I tore the letter open. The governor said not to worry about my handwriting, that
he would have responded sooner had I mailed the letter to his office instead of his
house, and that he sympathized with my plight. He told me that school lunches
weren't in his control, but he gave me the address of the people who could make a
difference. Best—and most surprising—of all, he congratulated me on my "good
citizenship" and encouraged me to keep on speaking up when something wasn't right
in the world. During the next six years, the memory of that experience often helped
me keep my hope and sanity while my friends and I were silenced, subtly and
blatantly, again and again, by "authority."
Ah yes...
Authority.
Regardless of what the law or your teachers have to say about this, you are as
human as anyone over the age of eighteen or twenty-one. Yet, "minors" are one of
the most oppressed groups of people in the U.S., and certainly the most
discriminated against legally.
It starts at home. Essentially, your parents can require you to do almost anything
and forbid you to do almost anything. Fortunately, most parents try not to abuse this
power. Yet, from a legal standpoint, the reason schools have so much tyrannical
power over you is that they act in loco parentis—in place of the parent. As legal
parental substitutes, they can search your locker or purse, tell you to be quiet, read
your mail (notes), sometimes hit or "spank" you, speak rudely to you, and commit
other atrocities—things I hope your parents would not do with a clean conscience,
and things no sensible adult would do to another adult, for fear of losing a job or
ending a friendship.
Many teenagers, of course, do clash with their parents to some extent. But most
parents like and love their children enough to listen to their side, grant more freedom
as they grow, back off when they realize they're overbearing, and generally be
reasonable. The schools may do this with some "rebellious" students, but not usually,
and not after a second or third "offense." Schools are too big, and the adults in them
too overworked, to see "rebels" as people—instead, they'll get a permanent-ink "bad
person" label and unreasonable treatment. Even in a small private school, authority is
often unyielding and unfairly judgmental.
When I was substitute teaching in Oakland, California, one day they told me I
could have a month-long job teaching choir and piano while the regular teacher had a
baby. As it happened, I did have a fairly substantial musical background and could
have handled at least that aspect of the job just fine. But the administrators showed
no interest in my musical knowledge—all they wanted was someone who could
maintain order for a month. When the principal introduced me to the choir class, one
of the students raised his hand and asked, "Since she's not a music teacher, what are
we supposed to do if she's not any good?"
The principal launched into a tirade about how it doesn't matter what you think
of her teaching, you'll do exactly what she says and I don't want to hear about any
problems from any of you; the state board of education decided she was good
enough to be certified and that's all you need to know. Etc.
One of the worst things about this sort of arbitrary authority is it makes us lose
our trust in natural authority—people who know what they're doing and could share
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a lot of wisdom with us. When they make you obey the cruel and unreasonable
teacher, they steal your desire to learn from the kind and reasonable teacher. When
they tell you to be sure to pick up after yourselves in the cafeteria, they steal your
own natural sense of courtesy.
Many times, I have heard teachers resort defiantly to the proclamation that "The
bottom line is, they need to do what we tell them because they're the kids and we're
the adults." This concept that teenagers should obey simply because of their age no
longer makes any sense to me. I can't figure out what it is based on, except adults'
own egos. In this regard, school often seems like a circus arena full of authoritycraving adults. Like trained animals, you are there to make them look good, to help
them believe they are better than you.
But maybe you're not yet convinced. The sudden proclamation that you deserve
to be free sounds too glib, too easy. Let's turn the question upside down:
Are there any good reasons you shouldn't have freedom?
Since schools supposedly exist to help you learn, the only legitimate answer
they could offer is that you have to sacrifice freedom for the sake of learning. If
learning and freedom were incompatible, having to choose would be tragic. But
learning is not dependent upon school or upon slavery. If this doesn't strike you as
obvious, I hope it will by the time you're finished reading Chapter 2.
A wise friend of mine, who grew up in Germany under Hitler and later did time
in American prison camps, startled me with a different reason you shouldn't have
freedom. First, he agreed that schools are the antithesis of freedom. Then he said, but
how can you really appreciate the freedom that comes with adulthood in a
democracy, if you never know what it's like to live without it? I thought a lot about
what he said, but I ended up deciding that a twelve-year experiential lesson in
bondage doesn't make freedom seem precious; it makes it seem impossible. It also
misrepresents the nature of learning. After school, too many people continue to slap
chains on themselves. Before school, few people are so self-hating. Maybe after we
abolish compulsory schooling we can set up voluntary month-long camps where
people sit at desks and obey, just so they realize how lucky they are not to live their
lives that way, just so they promise themselves to always live in celebration of their
freedom.
Maybe you believe you aren't ready for freedom?
On some level, no one ever is; it's not a matter of age. People of all ages make
mistakes with their freedom—becoming involved with destructive friends, choosing
college majors they're not deeply interested in, buying houses with rotten
foundations, clearcutting forests, breaking good marriages for dumb reasons. People
cause tremendous pain and disaster, and you will never be so wise or perfect that you
don't do stupid things. Sure, teenagers make mistakes. So do adults, and it seems to
me adults have a harder time admitting and fixing theirs. While you are young,
perhaps you are more likely to break your arm falling off a horse, but you are less
likely to cause an oil spill or start a useless war. The only alternative to making
mistakes is for someone to make all your decisions for you, in which case you will
make their mistakes instead of your own. Obviously, that's not a life of integrity.
Might as well start living, rather than merely obeying, before the age of eighteen.
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Part of my work in writing this book involved contacting all the unschooled
teenagers I could find. I asked them, each, as part of a questionnaire, what they
considered the greatest advantages of unschooling. Almost unanimously, they
agreed: freedom! Here are some typical comments:
"You can spend your time and energy doing things you like."
"I don't have to raise my hand to speak."
"Not being forced to do certain uninteresting subjects. Not sitting around for six
hours doing something I don't like."
"Having time to do what I want."
"[In school] you had to have permission to go to the bathroom!"
"I feel sorry for the kids who have to go to 'prison' for six to eight hours a day. I
felt like we were the victims of a mass production enterprise."
"We are able to do so many things (go to the zoo, ride bikes, etc. etc.) while
other kids are just sitting in classes and desks being bored." (One reason this
unschooler's sane parents kept her out of school was they "didn't like the idea of
kids staying inside on sunny days.")
"Time, Time, Time. I have my life back for my own use. I am no longer having
to wait and wait and wait for everyone else. I can concentrate on what I want to
learn. I can work on my computer as long as I like. Or if I want to spend a lot of time
diagramming sentences one day and no time again for two days, it's all right. Also
we can travel and in general control our own lives! It is great!"
"I'm free!"
John Taylor Gatto, the 1991 New York State Teacher of the Year, puts it thus:
"It is absurd and anti-life to move from cell to cell to the sound of a gong for every
day of your natural youth in an institution that allows you no privacy and even
follows you to the sanctuary of your home demanding that you do its 'homework.'"1
And in GWS #65, Lisa Asher writes about a day spent visiting her old high
school:
Despite the freedom that I have now, I feel limited by my past. I spent a total of 86 months
in public schools, attending for at least part of every grade but seventh. There are still two
years before I would graduate, but I don't plan to go back. I am angry with society for the
time they made me waste. I wish I could have the time back again, and learn the way I feel
I should have.
Near the end of the day, the hallways empty as the kids leave early to go to the beach.
They have to come back tomorrow, and I don't. I don't have to get up at five to catch a
bus at quarter to seven. I don't have to stay up 'til one studying for a test on something I
don't care about, don't need, and am going to forget the minute the bell rings. I will not
have to struggle with locks that the school is allowed to open anyway, fight my way
through throngs of kids who once spent hours learning how to walk quietly in line, eat a
sixty-cent lunch not fit to feed to pets, let alone growing teenagers and children. I won't be
fighting for space in a tiny mirror mounted on a graffiti-plastered wall in the girls' room,
where the door has been taken off the hinges to expose any tell-tale cigarettes. I won't be
sleeping through classes where I am supposed to be learning math, doodling through
1
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classes where I am supposed to be learning history, or daydreaming through classes where
I am supposed to be learning French.
I'll be sitting at home reading a book. Since I am not in school, perhaps I will learn
something.

school
is not for
learning
We are shut up in school and college recitation rooms for ten or fifteen years, and
come out at last with a bellyful of words and do not know a thing.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson
My schooling not only failed to teach me what it professed to be teaching, but
prevented me from being educated to an extent which infuriates me when I think of all
I might have learned at home by myself.
—George Bernard Shaw
Schools and schooling are increasingly irrelevant to the great enterprises of the
planet. No one believes anymore that scientists are trained in science classes or
politicians in civics classes or poets in English classes. The truth is that schools don't
really teach anything except how to obey orders.
—John Taylor Gatto
Men are born ignorant, not stupid; they are made stupid by education.
—Bertrand Russell
I very strongly believe that no homeschooler, or anyone else for that matter, has a
prejudice against learning something, until someone makes them learn it.
—unschooler Anne Brosnan
An average second grader is a person slightly smarter than an average third grader,
because they've had a year less of school.
—an eighth grade student

T H E CONSENSUS IS overwhelming. After dozens of nearly identical, predictable
conversations with friends and acquaintances, I'm no longer certain this chapter is
necessary.
"Do you think you learned a lot in school?" I'd ask.
"Oh no, of course not," came the typical reply, "I mean, I memorized a lot of
facts for tests, but I don't remember any of it except a few things I was really
interested in."
The unschooled teenagers who responded to my questionnaire offered similar
comments. "The one thing I didn't do in school," wrote Jason Lescalleet, fourteen,
"was learn."
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Becky Cauthen, fourteen, remembers school: "I had to sit and wait for others to
complete their work."
Patrick Meehan, fourteen, said, "Many teachers seem to dislike students who ask
questions."
Benjamin Israel Billings, sixteen, said, "I have never had a liking for regimented
things and school is so strict that I found more pressure to get good grades (cheating,
copying and lucky guessing) than to learn my subjects."
Indeed, many of these teenagers had quit school because of "lack of learning" or
intellectual boredom.
Once out of school, things improved. I asked unschooled teens how they would
rate their "academic" knowledge and skills in comparison to that of their schooled
peers. Most of them felt like Kevin Sellstrom, fourteen, who said, "Far superior.
More knowledgeable in most subjects including common sense."
Many teenagers angrily complained that school had wasted their time. Without
it, they said, "you learn more in less time." Jason Lescalleet says that out of school "I
get to learn instead of sitting with my head down."
This common sense we all seem to share—people don't need school to learn—is
proved in a more academic and official way by the work of Dr. Brian Ray's Home
School Researcher. Ray and other researchers have shown that homeschoolers'
academic test scores are consistently higher than school students'.1
Why don't people learn in school?
The most basic and overwhelming reason shoots us right back into the last
chapter. Our brains and spirits are the freest things in the universe. Our bodies can
live in chains, but our intellects cannot. It's that simple. The mind will be free, or it
will be dead. It can be numbed, quieted, and restrained so that it memorizes names of
Portuguese explorers and plods through grades one to twelve. If it is fiercely alive
and teamed up with a forgiving spirit, it may find a way to be free even in school,
and stay awake that way. But these strategies are defenses, not full-fledged learning.
Albert Einstein, as compassionate and insightful as he was brilliant, said:
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. It is a very grave mistake to think that the enjoyment of seeing and searching
can be promoted by means of coercion and a sense of duty.

There are other reasons school prevents learning too—fear of "bad" grades, lack
of faith in one's abilities (usually due to previous unpleasant experiences with
grades—including A minuses), an occasional uninformed teacher, illogical or
inherently dull teaching methods and books, lack of individual attention, oxygenstarved classrooms.
These problems are the ones the educators can see. They exhaust themselves
seeking solutions—hiring the brightest teachers they can get, searching the ends of
the earth for easier ways to learn spelling, providing counseling services, buying
textbooks with technicolor photographs, working hard on "anticipatory sets" (the
1
Information from National Home Education Research Institute; especially see their 1986 publication A
comparison of home schooling and conventional schooling: With a focus on learner outcomes.
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beginning part of lessons which are supposed to "grab students' attention"). Most of
these educators—especially when they are teachers rather than superintendents of
school boards—do some good. If lots of people continue to go to school, I hope that
the idealistic educators continue their efforts. These efforts make school more
pleasant, the same way that clean sheets and warm blankets make a prison more
pleasant than do bare scratchy mattresses with thin covers.
Their efforts cannot, however, make you free. Even if they encourage you to
write research papers on topics that interest you, even if they reduce the amount of
homework they assign, they cannot encourage you to joyfully follow your own
intellectual mysteries, except in your spare time after your homework. To do so
would be to completely undermine the basic structure of the schools.
Because they can never make you free, schools can never allow you to learn
fully.
Love of learning
If you had always been free to learn, you would follow your natural tendency to
find out as fully as possible about the things that interest you, cars or stars. We are all
born with what they call "love of learning," but it dives off into an elusive void when
we go to school.
After all, school does not help you focus on what you love, because it insists that
you devote equal time to six or so "subjects." While interviewing an unschooled
actress for GWS #73, editor Susannah Sheffer made an astute observation: "It's
funny that people think kids should be well-rounded but don't seem to have the same
expectations of adults. Adults seem to realize you can't do everything." In Walden,
Thoreau laments, "Our lives are frittered away by detail," and admonishes,
"Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a
hundred or a thousand."
Of course, quitting school doesn't guarantee that you are going to learn more in
every subject than you did in school. If you hate math in school, and decide to
continue studying it outside of school, it's possible that you won't enjoy it any more
or learn it much better, although being able to work without ridicule at your own
speed will help. You will see a dramatically wonderful change in the way you learn
about the things that interest you. What's more, you will find out that you are
interested in things that haven't yet caught your attention, and that you can love at
least some of the things which repulsed you in school.
Beyond the love and pursuit of something specific, there's another quality you
might also call love of learning. It's simple curiosity, which kills more tired
assumptions than cats. Some people move around with their ears and eyes perked
open like raccoons, ready to find out something new and like it. Do everything you
can to cultivate this characteristic; it will enliven your life immeasurably.
However, curiosity is another stubborn quality that thrives on freedom;
therefore, school squishes it. Curiosity is an active habit—it needs the freedom to
explore and move around and get your hands into lots of pots. It needs the freedom
to watch TV with the remote control and flip through the channels at will. It needs
the freedom to thumb through Science News and stop only where you want to. It
needs the freedom to browse through your library's whole shelf of poetry. It needs
the freedom to visit a museum solo, spending an hour with the birds of prey exhibit
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and walking right past the collection of seventeenth century embroideries, or vice
versa.
Curiosity puts itself on hold when it isn't allowed to move at its own pace. I am
thinking of the week-long field trip our middle school took to Washington, D.C., and
of how my own curiosity took a nap during most of our "guided tours," even at the
"fun" places like Williamsburg and Jamestown, and how I raced around excitedly
when we had an unleashed day at the Smithsonian.
On the up side, the ironic truth is that everyone loves to learn—or at least did as
a baby, and can get to be that way again. As John Holt points out, "Children do not
need to be made to learn about the world, or shown how. They want to, and they
know how." In fact, it could all add up to a great opening line the night you decide to
break the news to your parents: "Mom, Dad, I'd really like to quit school because I'd
rather learn."
Report Cards vs. Freedom
Schools do have a few K-Mart quality substitutes for freedom. They know that if
you dry up people's love for learning, you will certainly dry up their learning itself,
unless you come through with a handy replacement: Pressure. Threats. Bribes. Tests.
A's, B's, C's, D's, and F's. Yes, indeed, school does have one way to make you
learn that you might not easily duplicate in a free life. Without an exam on Friday,
maybe you wouldn't learn how to solve differential equations. Without a twenty-five
dollar prize from Mommy, maybe you wouldn't memorize the periodic table in order
to get an A in chemistry. Maybe the pressure of grades and all the expectant hoopla
surrounding them do help you to learn more.
Temporarily.
The day after the test, or the week after school's out, will you even take time to
kiss your fact collection goodbye as it floats off on the breeze? In the long run,
pressure is an ineffective substitute for curiosity and freedom to pursue those things
you love, because people only remember and think about things they use or care
about.
A lot of teachers believe learning depends on grades, because they are only used
to seeing education take place in the forced environment of school. Physicist Frank
Oppenheimer had a clearer head, putting massive energy into non-school learning
environments (for example, he started the Exploratorium, an innovative museum in
San Francisco). About learning without grades, he said, "People built fires to keep
warm long before Galileo invented the thermometer."1
Furthermore, the emphasis schools put on grades prevents healthy learning, even
if it coaxes you into quickie learning.
Report Cards vs. Learning
Bad grades start a vicious circle. They make you feel like a failure. A sense of
failure cripples you and prevents you from succeeding. Therefore, you continue to
get bad grades and continue to be stifled. Of course, bad grades are relative—in
many families B's are bad grades, especially if the First Born Son did better or Uncle
Harold went to Yale. Feeling like a failure is a self-fulfilling prophecy, which is why
1
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most high-school dropouts make statistics that the schoolpeople love to quote. Think
about it. Would you continue to enjoy (and improve at) skateboarding or hiking if
someone scrutinized your every move, reported to your parents, and acted as if you'd
never succeed in life if you didn't finesse your double kick flip before Friday, or add
ten pounds to your backpack and reach the pass by noon?
Obviously, we all need both privacy and respect to enjoy (learn) any activity. By
privacy, I don't mean solitude. I mean freedom from people poking their noses into
your business or "progress."
People assume that grades tell how intelligent you are, but of course they don't.
They mostly reflect how well you cooperated by doing what your teachers said. They
also reflect whether your teachers like you. Grades don't mean you can't read, write,
or think. They don't show whether you can find out how to do something you
believe in and then follow through and do it. They don't show the most fundamental
aspect of intelligence—whether you learn from your experiences and "mistakes."
They don't show whether you live with courage, compassion, curiosity, or common
sense. Even in an objective scientific sense, grades and test scores are not accurate
measurements of your intelligence. (A very interesting book on the subject of
intelligence measurement is The Mismeasure of Man, by Stephen Jay Gould.)
The world and its complex terrible wonderful webs of civilization are far bigger
and older than our nineteenth-century factory-style compulsory schooling system.
There is room for all kinds of people—those who love books, and those who'd rather
build things and take them apart all day, not just for an hour in woodshop or
autoshop. There's room for those who would rather wander dreaming on a glacier,
and perhaps awaken the rest of us with some truthful words in the tradition of
Thoreau, Ed Abbey, Annie Dillard. There's room for those who want to make
lasagna and French bread and apple pie all day. None of these callings are better or
worse than others. None mean failure as a human being, but they may likely cause
"failure" in a dull system that you never asked to be a part of in the first place.
Furthermore, bad grades and other consequences of not doing your "work"
punish you for what you do do (making friends, reading extracurricular novels) as
much as for what you don't do. Tell me why, if you want to spend two days
following badger tracks, you should be penalized for your choice with "zeroes" in
five or six gradebooks and a truancy to boot.
Good grades are often equally dangerous. They encourage you to forsake
everything worthwhile that you might love, just to keep getting them. When
schoolpeople give you good grades, you give them your unquestioning loyalty in
return. It makes me think of the Algonkian Indians who gave Manhattan Island to the
Dutch in exchange for six dollars' worth of trinkets. We are not talking here about
fair bargains; we are talking about manipulation and colossal rip-off.
Good grades, moreover, are addictive. You start to depend on them for your
sense of self-worth, and then it becomes nearly impossible to do anything that will
jeopardize them. When you have good grades, you have something to lose, and so
you stop taking risks. The best things in life come from taking risks. My little sister,
who is more intelligent than I am, always got bad grades. She also has an easier time
being honest and direct with people than I do. I think these two bits of data are
closely connected. The system never gave her any gold stars, so she didn't feel
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obligated to give it any soft false silent agreement in return. (On the other hand, she
ended up with plenty of unnecessary failure-complex to work through.)
Finally, grades confuse the meaning of education. Patrick Meehan, fourteenyear-old unschooler, wrote me, "Giving grades puts the wrong focus on learning. It
points a student toward competition and learning for the wrong reasons: to make
grades rather than to become educated."

More ways that schools prevent people from learning
Schools require passivity. When I taught language arts and history, I learned far
more about them than I ever had in school and—in some ways—even in college.
That's because teaching is an active role: seeking out and selecting readings,
designing assignments, evaluating others' work. Sitting and doing those assignments
and receiving those grades is the bottom of the learning ladder.
Schools cram you too full too fast. I don't mean they challenge you. I mean they
throw too much busywork in your face. Being in school is like being incredibly
hungry and sitting at Burger King eating too much, too fast to be satisfied, and then
puking it up. Good learning, like good eating, is not only mental and physical, but
also spiritual. Generally, you can satisfy the craving only in calm. If you don't have
sufficient time or peace to digest knowledge, it only gives you a headache.
Schoolpeople care more about appearances than about learning. Just before a
field trip, an administrator I worked with talked to students about "expectations."
"We just want you to look nice," she said, "that's the most important thing." I don't
think she heard herself, or quite meant to say that, but I couldn't forget it—as it says
in the Bible, the mouth speaks what the heart is full of. In my own classroom, I
forever harped on the way students sat. It didn't matter how well they could
concentrate curled up on the couch; I was petrified that another adult would walk in
and decide I was Incompetent. So most days students sat with their feet flat on the
floor, stiff-spined, uncomfortable and trying to learn anyway.
School isn't challenging enough if you're academically inclined It's not merely
that school is too easy; you are not necessarily a straight-A student and in fact may
feel overwhelmed by piles of homework. But so much of it is busywork with no
connection to the molten cores of physics, mythology, philosophy. It also doesn't
help that most of your fellow students would rather not be reading Milton.
Schools present learning backwards, emphasizing answers instead of questions.
Answers are dead ends, even when they're "correct." Questions open the galaxies.
"It is better to know some of the questions than all of the answers," said James
Thurber. In Organic Gardening, October 1982, Robert Rodale wrote:
I've been out of school for over thirty years, yet no matter how I manage to arrange my
life, I still keep learning. In fact, I seem to learn faster the further in time I get from my
school experience . . .
When you are in school, you are asked the questions, and are expected to be able to
find the answers. Presumably, when you are sufficiently filled up with correct answers,
you are educated, and then released.
I now believe, though, that real learning occurs when you become able to ask
important questions. Then you are on the doorstep of wisdom, because by asking
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important questions you project your mind into the exploration of new territory. In my
experience, very few people have learned how important is the asking of good questions,
and even fewer have made a habit of asking them. Even in my own case, I had to wait
until I'd almost totally forgotten the experience of schooling to be able to switch my mind
into the asking as well as the answering mode.

School asks you to get stressed out attaining mediocrity in six or so subjects
rather than be amazing at one or two you love. Some schools and educators believe
in cultivating students' uniquenesses, but without major structural changes, they
can't. As long as focusing on algebra means you get a C in psychology, or as long as
you get lectured for falling asleep in history on mornings after late gymnastics meets,
you are being pushed away from excellence toward anxious shoddiness.
Schools are overly obsessed with and manipulative of the learning process. Take
lesson plans, for instance. A proper lesson plan is supposed to include an
"anticipatory set" (attention getter), a purpose statement, a diagnostic check (a few
questions to see how many people already know how to organize a five-paragraph
essay, or whatever), "input" (lecture, filmstrip, etc.), monitoring ("Johnny, now that
I've explained how to organize a five-paragraph essay, please remind the class what
your first paragraph should accomplish"), modeling (reading the class a fiveparagrapher that got an A), guided practice (everyone begins essaying while you
stroll around and answer questions), and independent practice (they finish the essay
that night instead of watching the sparrows on the windowsill).
This kind of planning reflects some sense and logic, I admit. But two danger
signals zap my little brain. First, all this strategy is just a mild substitute for Pressure.
It's not necessary to manipulate someone if they already want to do or learn what
you want them to do or learn. In other words, all this scientific strategy is only
necessary because education professors know how unpleasant it is to sit in school all
day. The will to freedom rears its stubborn head again. Therefore, they try to mix
your head around a little to make it work.
Second, messing with your mind this way is harmful and foolish the same way
that it is harmful and foolish to try to "manage" nature. After centuries of idiocy,
people are finally learning to respect the complexity and self-regulation of nature. No
longer does America assume that we can help deer by killing off all the wolves, or
help forests by putting out all of their fires. We are beginning to acquire a bit of
necessary humility, beginning to see that when we interfere, we usually ruin.
We need to develop a similar respect for the natural processes of human minds.
The most difficult thing most people ever learn to do is talk. Yet, everyone learns it
on their own, without a teacher or a briber or a threatener or props or games. In
families where adults read to children and read in front of children, leave all kinds of
books around for children to look at, and answer their children's questions about
reading, people learn to read with the same pleasure and confidence that
accompanies their acquisition of speech. In general, people learn and grow as long as
they are not prevented from doing so.
School won't answer the door when real chances to learn come knocking.
There's nothing wrong with planning and setting goals—they help us to accomplish
big things like writing books or pulling off a bike trip across Turkey. But life is
unexpected. Sometimes it offers us something more glorious than what we'd
planned, and we lose if we're not ready to let go of our agenda. Christians call it
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surrendering to the will of God. Eastern mystics call it letting go of ego, floating in
the flow. Whatever you call it, school has little room for it.
For example: in Washington, D.C., our self-imposed schedule demanded that we
visit the Capitol for a predetermined length of time and then proceed directly to the
next attraction. This schedule left no time for what might happen on the way into the
Capitol. What did happen was that on the steps, five students and two teachers
stopped to talk to a Vietnam vet fasting for U.S. reconciliation with Vietnam. He'd
swallowed nothing but juice for seventy days. We listened to him with awe. At one
point he asked, "Do you know what constitutional amendment guarantees me the
right to sit here and talk about this?" Young, who always had the answers to all the
questions, said, "The first!"
"Very good," pronounced another teacher, who at that moment had arrived on
the scene. We all jumped. What did "very good" have to do with anything? She
continued: "And which amendment prohibited slavery?" "The thirteenth," answered
Young. "Exactly! And with that, let's be on our way," suggested our chaperone
brightly. The rest of us looked at each other in vague incredulity; the disruption of
learning was more awkwardly obvious than usual. Then we trudged up the steps
behind her.
(By the way, this event also makes a perfect example of the way teachers and
administrators are not allowed to be themselves in school, being required instead to
fulfill ridiculous authoritarian roles. The woman who disrupted our fascination was
as curious and human as any of the rest of us, but at the moment she felt a
particularly strong responsibility to keep us on schedule. Later she told me she
wished she could have encouraged a longer conversation.
I understood her position exactly, thinking of all the times I'd told students to
come away from the window and sit at their tables, knowing whatever they saw or
dreamed out the window was more important than writing a short story they didn't
want to write.)
In general, school screens us off from reality—no matter how we define reality.
Is reality in books, in the intellect? School censors more than it reveals. Does reality
lurk in raw adventure? In religion? In culture? In friendship and community? In
work? School just gets in the way.
Not only does your actual time in school block out learning, but it also prevents
you from learning outside of school. It drains your time and energy. After you write
your descriptive essay and review your Spanish verbs and it's time for bed, how are
you supposed to think or write the poem you were imagining in history? How are
you supposed to find energy to want to go outside and look at the newly sprung buds
on the cottonwood tree?
School wouldn't be nearly so oppressive if it didn't demand center stage in your
life. More times than I can count, I've heard adults tell teenagers, with appalling
arrogance, that if they don't start getting their homework in on time, they'll have to
quit drama, or chorale, or hockey, or their job, or sleeping over at friends' houses, or
whatever it is that they love. Imagine a concert pianist getting ready for a
performance. As she throws on her coat, her husband blocks the doorway. "Oh,
honey," he says, "I'm afraid I can't let you go. You haven't prepared next week's
menus, and you've left the music room in a mess. Until you get your priorities
straight, you'll just have to stay at home."
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Finally, schools play a nasty trick on all of us. They make "learning" so
unpleasant and frightening that they scare many people away from countless
pleasures: evenings browsing in libraries, taking an edible plants walk at the nature
center, maybe even working trigonometry problems for the hard beauty and
challenge of it. Luckily (and ironically), many things we learn from are not called
"learning experiences" by schools, so we don't attach that schoolish learning stigma
to everything. But by calling school "learning," schools make learning sound like an
excruciatingly boring way to waste a nice afternoon. That's low.
Well, perhaps you I hear you say, Indeed I do not learn much in school, but I do
learn a little. If I quit, I won't learn anything.
Forgive my rudeness, but that's upside-down-thinking. As John Holt said, if it's
the medicine that makes you sick, more medicine will just make you sicker. And if
you quit taking it, you'll get well.
You wouldn't suggest that you can't learn without school, if school hadn't torn
your faith in yourself in the first place. Before you went to school, you taught
yourself to speak. After you leave school, you will teach yourself how to live on your
own and how to find out answers to questions that interest you. Even now, you learn
on your own, every time you do anything of your own free will—kicking a soccer
ball, falling in love, playing on computers, riding horses, reading books, thinking,
disobeying rules.
In school, too, you already teach yourself; you just do it in the company of
people who take the credit for your progress. I talk a lot with my brother Ned about
education. He got marvelous grades in high school, won a city-wide contest
sponsored by Hewlett-Packard, and went on to graduate from Caltech with a degree
in electrical engineering. He learned in school, he says, because of the reading he did
and the questions he thought about. Teachers had little to do with it. If the laboratory
equipment and other resources in high school had been high quality, it could have
helped immensely—but it wasn't, so it couldn't. He was in school, but in school he
taught himself. And he learned more at home, on his own—building a computer,
taking things apart, messing around.
Yes, when your teacher talks he shares his knowledge, which may be high
quality fascinating knowledge or low quality dull knowledge. But your teacher
cannot bridge the gap between what you know and what you want to know. For his
words to "educate" you, you must welcome them, think about them, find somewhere
in your mind to organize them, and remember them. Your learning is your job, not
your teachers' job. And all you need to start with is desire. You don't need a
schoolteacher to get knowledge—you can get it from looking at the world, from
watching films, from conversations, from reading, from asking questions, from
experience. As John Holt says in GWS #40, "The most important thing any teacher
has to learn, not to be learned in any school of education I ever heard of, can be
expressed in seven words: Learning is not the product of teaching. Learning is the
product of the activity of learners."
In fact, in today's information-laden world, anyone who has acquired basic
skills in reading, writing, asking questions (researching) and math computation can
learn nearly anything they want to, on their own. Books, libraries, generous and
knowledgeable people, the Internet, and other resources make this possible. Young
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or old, anyone can in fact become an expert in a field they love, if they are not
restrained and occupied by the petty nonsense of school or meaningless work. Part of
learning is often contacting and receiving help from others, but learning does not
require a boss, a rigid schedule, a schoolroom, or most of the other things schools
provide. Nor does it require a whip. Until school destroys the joy and naturalness of
learning, young children revel wide-eyed in the intricacies of their world, learning to
talk without teachers, asking questions, growing. In her book Wishcrafi, Barbara
Sher says:
All the people we call "geniuses" are men and women who somehow escaped having to
put that curious, wondering child in themselves to sleep. Instead, they devoted their lives
to equipping that child with the tools and skills it needed to do its playing on an adult
level. Albert Einstein was playing, you know. He was able to make great discoveries
precisely because he kept alive the originality and delight of a small child exploring its
universe for the first time.

Well, but what about all the things school has to make me learn?
What about them? The good things schools have are equipment, your friends,
and teachers. The bad things they have are schedules, grades, compulsory
attendance, authority, dull textbooks, busywork, sterile atmospheres, too much
homework, your enemies, and teachers. You do not need to go to school to have
teachers (or helpers, tutors, mentors) or equipment. If you want school teachers and
equipment without school, maybe you can swing it. See Chapter 19.
But what about all the mysterious techniques and scientific approaches they use
to make me learn? Don't teachers know a lot more than I do about learning?
Hell no. Most teachers know about classroom management—how to threaten,
manipulate, or cajole a class into quietly doing its work. Many can explain things
clearly. Some even overflow with true enthusiasm for their subject, so that a few
students are infected with a love of that same subject. All this, however, is a sorry
substitute for the recognition that you have a mind of your own and are capable of
using it. Teachers would be infinitely more helpful if they knew a lot and cheerfully
answered questions, dispensed wisdom, and pointed out resources—but only when
you asked them to.
As for all those mysterious techniques, relax. Nothing happens in school that
can't happen elsewhere, and in fact most of what happens there is nothing but a
shadow of real world learning. After all, nothing complicated takes place in school.
In order to "learn," you are made to read, write and receive criticism on written
work, do other exercises and have them corrected, listen to a teacher talk, discuss
ideas or information with teachers or with classmates under teacher supervision,
conduct laboratory experiments, receive individual attention, and "do" things,
fashionably called "experiential education." Almost all of these school things you
can do on your own. Substitute "wise adult" for "teacher," and you don't need school
for any of them. Let's have a quick, demystifying, analytical look at these schoolish
methods, one by one.
Reading
Which has more books, a school or a library?
Which has better books, a school or a library?
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Where are you made to read deadly textbooks?
a) the library, b) school, c) while exploring a bog
Where can you read at your own pace, for your own pleasure, without being
tested and tricked and otherwise disrupted?
a) the library, b) school, c) a bog, d) a and c
Enough said.
Writing
Perhaps you've always bought your pens and pencils from a machine at school.
I'm here today to tell you that they can also be found at the corner drugstore. Paper
too. Yes, it's true. And what more do you need to write without school?
In school, you write five-paragraph persuasive essays (although who ever heard
of a five-paragraph persuasive essay showing its face in Harper's or The Atlantic?)
and short stories and essay test answers and poems and whatever else your teachers
demand of you. Out of school, you can do all of the above and whatever else you
demand of yourself.
Don't you need a writing teacher to write? Well, no, probably not. If you read
frequently and you have something to say, most of the logistics will take care of
themselves. If you don't have something to say, you don't need to write. (I'm not
being sarcastic. Why chatter on paper just to chatter on paper?) The reason many
teenagers struggle violently with writing is that like most people, they are not
burning with desire to communicate something particular in writing on a weekly
basis.
Even if they are burning with that desire from time to time, they know that their
five-paragraph essay is destined for their teacher's and maybe classmates' eyes only.
When you're communicating with just twenty people, it often makes more sense to
simply talk.
Sure, you may be confused about grammatical rules or mechanics. Books and
occasional people can clear it all up for you. You don't need six years of "English"
to make sense on paper.
On the other hand, if you are a serious future novelist or journalist, you might
want to enroll in a writing workshop or course—but you will find the quality and
seriousness you need in a college or independent course, not in school.
Doing exercises and having them corrected
Many courses—especially math—consist mainly of working problems and
having them checked. Sometimes—especially in math—working these problems is
truly necessary for absorbing course material. In others, exercises are busywork—
assigned arbitrarily so you don't feel you're "getting away" without doing anything.
When exercises seem valuable to you, take heart. Doing algebra problems in bed
at ten A.M. produces exactly the same effect as doing them at ten A.M. in a classroom.
Decent math textbooks (which is to say, Saxon books and a few others) are clearly
written. Most have answers in the back. When they don't, you can usually find a
separate answer key.
Listening to Your Teacher Talk
When you have a knowledgeable and/or wise and/or funny teacher, listening to
her weave stories and lectures can be delightful. Assuming, that is, that she feels
"allowed" by other schoolpeople to be herself and say what she truly knows and
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thinks. Unfortunately, this is seldom so, since most important schoolpeople always
worry about offending any of the parents who might re-elect them, and therefore
strive to keep their teachers as mousy and un-opinionated as possible.
This is one of the fundamental badnesses of schools (and politics): almost
everyone lives in fear of their superiors because their superiors live in fear of their
constituents (voters, i.e. parents). Therefore, all the interesting ideas get censored:
Your teacher can't say, "Wait a minute. What's fueling this so-called war on
drugs?" because Johnny's mother will call the principal outraged in her assumption
that a teacher (of all people) is "encouraging drug use," and the principal will worry
that the superintendent will hear about it, and ask the teacher to please not talk about
drugs in a deviant way. Your teacher probably can't say, at least not with force and
conviction, that the United States is far from perfect or that the government still
cheats Native Americans, or that children have no rights in this country or that
Thoreau, Martin Luther King Jr., Ghandi, and many other heroes all believed in and
acted on one's duty to peacefully break unjust laws. Ridiculous as it seems,
schoolpeople would rather keep your head and mouth empty and uncontroversial
than risk their jobs by giving teachers free rein. "No one is fired for hiding the truth
from children," writes John Holt, "But many are fired for telling the truth." Jessica
Vitkus puts her finger on a lot of it when she describes one of her days as a substitute
teacher:
We're talking about the upcoming marriage of Romeo and Juliet. And this girl who keeps
pulling fuzz balls off her sweater points out that it's kind of gross that a fourteen-year-old
girl would be getting married. "Had you even kissed a boy when you were fourteen?" she
asks me. Obviously, part of me would really love to take off my shoes and sit on the floor
and tell the class how my first kiss (I was in eighth grade) was nothing like Juliet's and
that I don't think people fall in love at first sight. Those are some of the things I think
about when I read. But they're the kind of thoughts I save for my friends. And in the
classroom, I can't act like a friend because it's hard (and not too effective) to tell a friend
to be quiet or that she may not go to her locker. Harsh as it may sound, teachers and
students are not equals, and I have to maintain a certain distance. This also means that I
can't one hundred percent act like myself—which to me is the hardest thing about
teaching. I smile at the girl to let her know that I heard her question, but I don't answer it.
She gets the hint.1

When your teacher is not so knowledgeable, wise, funny—or confident that she
can keep both her job and her honesty—listening to her lecture lag along is worse
than watching A Nightmare on Elm Street for the ninth time.
And if you are especially on top of things, I bet you have figured out by now
that people lecture in other places besides Your High School History Room.
If you like, go listen to one or ninety talks outside of school. There are lectures
at local colleges and universities, libraries, museums, etc., and courses to be audited
at colleges and universities. (Most college professors are expected to be controversial
or at least original.)
However, a hunch tells me that although most people are moved by an
occasional dynamic or profound speaker, few want to spend lots of hours every day
on their butts soaking in someone else's words. It's not only too passive for most of
1

Jessica Vilkus, "Hello, I'm Your Substitute Teacher," Sassy magazine, March 1991, p. 37.
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us—more passive than reading—but also too slow.
Class discussion
Exploring ideas with people interested in similar subjects is undoubtedly one of
life's finest wines, as well as a stimulating way to "learn," and thus please all the
adults who need you to do that in ways they understand. Especially when you want
to clarify, resolve, or broaden your opinions, you must talk. Many of the best books,
institutions, organizations, etc., began in, or fed on, talk. For example, J.R.R. Tolkien
and C.S. Lewis met regularly to talk about their work in a small writers' group they
called The Inklings.
Unfortunately, the difference between most "classroom discussions" and real,
honest talk is equivalent to the difference between stale Wonder Bread and the rich
warmth, sweetness, and complexity of homemade cinnamon rolls.
Imagine instead: you and your friends in front of a fire, feet on the sofa,
planning how to get CFC-produced polystyrene foam banned in your city. Inventing
an ideal society. Improvising haiku on the spot. Debating why Hamlet did what he
did. Deciding what kind of research to carry out with your shared science lab.
Considering the pros and cons of gun control. Why settle for a dismal school version
of the real thing?
Experience
Like many cumbersome terms that issue from schoolpeople's jaws, "experiential
education" is an inflated, fancy term referring to a simple concept: learning by doing.
School examples are learning government by experimenting with student
governments and courts, or learning about literature partly by giving readings of
students' own sonnets. The school where I taught deservedly attracts many students
because of its experiential emphasis, consisting mainly of purposeful travel.
Obviously, learning Spanish by staying with a family in Madrid beats learning
Spanish by merely drilling in a classroom. Learning architectural design by
sketching adobe buildings throughout the southwest beats learning architectural
design by merely reading textbooks.
The Educators are on to something here. They figured out that life and the world
are exciting, so they would try to squeeze a little more of it in between desks, chairs,
walls, schedules, limited resources and transportation, and standardized tests. Lucky
for you, if you quit school, you are automatically swimming in that whole big world
that you call living and they call "experiential education."
By the way. An absurdity in the concept of experiential education is that "doing"
has to be organized in some particular scientific-schoolish way in order for
"learning" to take place. Worse, teaching this way implies that the experience would
be unimportant if it were not engineered to generate "education" also. As you and I
know, there would be little meaning in building and programming a computer solely
to learn about electronics or math. Rather, knowledge about these subjects would
happen naturally as a by-product of all the fun you were having if you just happened
to want to build and program a computer. But the Educators haven't yet got their
priorities straight. They hang on to an awful habit of thinking that school is reality
and the universe only exists to make school "more educational." Instead, of course,
the big wet world is reality and school should serve only to help us live better lives in
that reality, not to block it off.
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Individual attention
If you attend a small school, or have enrolled in small classes, you may also be
lucky enough to receive frequent individual attention from teachers. Everyone has a
different learning style, and many people prefer to learn directly from people rather
than from books. "When I want to learn something," says my friend Lesly, "I don't
like to go read a book; I want someone to show me how to do it." Private
conversations, whether they focus on your next screenplay, on why you messed up
on half the equations on yesterday's algebra, or on how to sew a straighter seam, can
be truly helpful.
One of the things that kept me going when I taught school was my class
schedule, in which I met daily with most of my 26 students to discuss their writing.
Though these conferences rarely strayed from the "point," they also enabled me to
know each student well, making the whole thing a lot more human and a lot more
fun. In fact, individual instruction is probably the only valuable instruction most of
us get in school.
If you attend a typical public school, as I did, your teachers can only fantasize
about having personal contact with all of their students. But if you're accustomed to
it and you like it, you will like a full-blown relationship with a mentor better. And if
there are particular teachers you especially like, you can likely continue those
relationships, either in an informal way or perhaps by hiring them as weekly tutors.
Anyway, when adults aren't giving you grades, it's much easier to learn from them
and enjoy their company without guilt or anxiety.
End of analysis. School did not invent these activities and does not own them;
they can be found outside of school in much fresher, juicier form. Schools have no
monopoly on learning, or even on "school" methods of learning.
In the end, the secret to learning is so simple: forget about it. Think only about
whatever you love. Follow it, do it, dream about it. One day, you will glance up at
your collection of Japanese literature, or trip over the solar oven you built, and it will
hit you: learning was there all the time, happening by itself.

what
school is for
Almost all education has a political motive: it aims at strengthening some group,
national or religious or even social, in the competition with other groups. It is this
motive, in the main, which determines the subjects taught, the knowledge offered and
the knowledge withheld, and also decides what mental habits the pupils are expected
to acquire. Hardly anything is done to foster the inward growth of mind and spirit; in
fact, those who have had the most education are very often atrophied in their mental
and spiritual life.
—Bertrand Russell

IF SCHOOLS GET in the way of learning, why do we have them? Why did anyone ever
think they would work?
Compulsory schooling in the U.S. started because of some lofty, beautiful hopes
for democracy, unfortunately mixed up with a lethal dose of arrogance and tainted
with a few other impurities. Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and other early
American leaders argued that in a democracy, people needed to have knowledge and
wisdom in order to make decent decisions together. Also, they hoped America could
be a country where "everyone" (meaning all the white boys who hadn't immigrated
too recently) had an equal chance to succeed. Thus, they all needed a chance to learn
and read and grow as children, rather than be packed off to factories for hard labor,
rather than be shut off from the world of books and ideas.
People hadn't always thought this way; in most of the old kingdoms of Europe,
no one particularly wanted Johnny to learn to read, because Johnny's purpose in life
was to herd cows and do what the king said. In England, compulsory school for poor
people had started in the fifteenth century, but not in support of democracy. Instead,
the idea was to train the destitute for jobs so that rich people wouldn't have to
support them with tax money.1
In other words, the ideals that led to American public education were idealistic
and revolutionary ones. How wonderful if the people who held them could have been
democratic enough to trust others to make the most of an opportunity.
If so, we might have had one bonanza extravaganza of an educational system,
1
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one in which children were legally guaranteed their basic material needs—shelter
and food—until a certain age—sixteen, eighteen, twenty-two, whatever—and
allowed to freely explore the physical and cultural worlds. Libraries and books could
have been accessible to all. Tutors and academic specialists could have been paid by
the government to answer people's questions, to teach them more intensely when a
student wanted that. Apprenticeships could have been available, as well as open
laboratories staffed by scientists ready to let young people assist in their research.
Children and teenagers could have roamed around sticking their hands into frog
ponds, bread dough, and art supplies. They could have invented gadgets, cataloged
fossils, and written poetry at will.
Instead, the people who thought up American education believed in no one but
themselves. They did not trust children to learn, and they did not trust the "lower
classes" to want their children to learn. I doubt any kind of intellectual freedom even
occurred to them. They believed that in order to have education, it would have to be
forced. Thus came compulsory schooling. They modeled the American system on the
German one, which never pretended and was not intended to create a democracy.
Another reason we have schools even though they prevent learning is that
schools are intended not only for learning. They have other purposes too, somewhat
less charming.
Although compulsory schooling was begun partly in hopes of educating people
worthy of democracy, other goals also imbedded themselves in the educational
system. One was the goal of creating obedient factory workers who did not waste
time by talking to each other or daydreaming. Historian Lawrence A. Cremin
writes, "There was one educational problem that proved ubiquitous wherever
factories did appear, and that was the problem of nurturing and maintaining
industrial discipline." Cremin goes on to explain that before the industrial revolution,
people had scheduled their lives in harmony with the seasons, holidays, and their
own preferences. But factories
required a shift from agricultural time to the much more precise categories of industrial
time, with its sharply delineated and periodized work day. Moreover, along with this shift
in timing and rhythm, the factory demanded concomitant shifts in habits of attention and
behavior, under which workers could no longer act according to whim or preference but
were required instead to adjust to the needs of the productive process and the other
workers involved in i t . . . The schools taught [factory behavior], not only through
textbook preachments, but also through the very character of their organization—the
grouping, periodizing, and objective impersonality were not unlike those of the factory.1

This industrial indoctrination continues full force in schools today, turning out
people who conveniently obey authority, don't think too much, and work hard for
little reward. (Yet, as we hurtle into the information age, it makes even less sense for
people to spend twelve years training for factory-work. As visionary "free school"
innovator Dan Greenberg points out,
In the post-industrial society there is essentially no place for human beings who are not
able to function independently. There is no room for people trained to be cogs in a
machine. Such people have been displaced permanently from the economic system. The
economic demands of post-industrial America are something that you hear from personnel
1
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directors in every industry and company today, small or large. The demands are for
creative people with initiative, self-starters, people who know how to take responsibility,
exercise judgement, make decisions for themselves.1)

Another early goal of American education was religious; in fact, the first
compulsory education act came in 1642 in Massachusetts, one of the strictest puritan
colonies. According to the puritans, "that old deluder Satan" kept "men from the
knowledge of the Scriptures." Though we no longer officially learn to read in order
to read the Bible, schools preserve some rather smelly leftovers from this influence.
The puritan assumption that everyone would emerge from school with the same
religious beliefs evolved into the secular idea that school should produce people who
all think alike in a general sense.
(The middle colonies and Southern colonies, which were not focused around
religion, did not have compulsory education until centuries later. They were a much
more diverse group of people and had no desire to lose that diversity.2)
When schools started educating everyone—girls and Native Americans and new
immigrants as well as white boys—they took on another, related purpose. For all of
its idealism about democracy, America wasn't ready to treat people respectfully or
equally. Schools took on the task of stamping out "minority" and other differing
cultures. "The Indian schools were like jails and run along military lines, with roll
calls four times a day," says Sioux medicine man Lame Deer in Lame Deer, Seeker
of Visions. He goes on to lament:
The schools are better now than they were in my time. They look good from the outside—
modern and expensive. The teachers understand the kids a little better, use more
psychology and less stick. But in these fine new buildings Indian children still commit
suicide, because they are lonely among all that noise and activity. I know of a ten-year-old
who hanged herself... When we enter the school we at least know that we are Indians.
We come out half red and half white, not knowing what we are.3

Schools also exist to provide babysitting: preventing teenagers from competing
in the job market or running loose in the streets. Like other school purposes, this
goal stands smack in the way of learning; it translates mainly into an unforgivable
waste of time. If we could scrap it, school could surely teach everything more
efficiently, not "reviewing" year after year, and you'd finish in half the time. When
adults go to workshops, there is usually little of the educational hanky-panky and
muddle and time wasting you get in school. Unschooler Jessica Franz, twelve, wrote
me, "I feel that I am about at the same level as the kids at my grade although I do
'school' only occasionally as opposed to six or seven hours a day." Her comment is
echoed by the experiences of thousands of other unschoolers who spend little formal
time on academics but know much more, and get better scores on standardized tests
than the average schooled student.
Contrast school's use of time with the way people study for the GED. The GED
(General Equivalency Diploma) actually tests a higher level of knowledge than what
1
Dan Greenberg, "School for a Post-Industrial Society," in Friends of Summerhill Trust Journal, Issue
11.
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school teaches; supposedly one third of high school graduates would fail it.
Nevertheless, when high school dropouts want to take it, they are typically coached
for 16 to 24 hours over a period of four to six weeks. Books that prepare people to
take the GED suggest around thirty home-study sessions, each about one to three
hours. That's all they need, not four years sitting at a desk with someone else's
bubble gum stuck underneath.
I am reminded of a conversation my colleagues and I had with a parent when I
was teaching. We had suggested that this man's son skip the eighth grade and go
directly into the ninth, since he was extremely bright, competent, socially adept, and
"responsible" in doing his schoolwork. At first, the father had some qualms. He was
worried that his son would miss some of the "building blocks" of courses such as
math, science, and foreign language. No, said the teachers, Jasper (fake name) would
miss nothing important by skipping a grade.
That information was good for Jasper, since he was allowed to skip eighth grade
and save himself a year of "nothing important." But the implications of that
conversation are horrendous. Year after year, you attend school for many reasons.
You may think the most important reason is learning, but in reality you are receiving
"nothing important" in exchange for your twelve years of drudgery. Sure, schools
teach some potentially helpful skills and information. But the amount of good stuff is
insignificant next to the piles of inanity, and furthermore, the meat of most year-long
courses could be covered in a good two or three day session.
Schools didn't begin in order to provide millions of jobs for teachers,
administrators, maintenance people, and office workers, but since they provide those
jobs now, that is one of their main purposes. It is probably the one that will kick
hardest if lots of young people get hip and quit. Yes, it would be tragic for all those
people to be out of work. But why must you provide their livelihood with the skin of
your souls? The government pays them to do dirty-work; it might as well pay them
to do good work—help in libraries and museums, provide teaching and tutoring to
people of all ages who ask for it, read to blind and elderly people. In the meantime, it
shouldn't be your burden.
Why do we stand for it? Why do most people believe unquestioningly in
compulsory education?
Because they are mystified, shamed, and intimidated into believing in it, that's
why.
Schoolpeople talk in specialized, complicated language, as if learning were a
specialized, complicated process. "Mastery learning," they say, "Criterion-referenced
testing, multicultural education, prosocial behavior, expository teaching, and stanine
scores. So there." They pretend—and believe—that what they do is all very tricky
and difficult.
Teachers take themselves very seriously when they do things like design courses
and lesson plans. They try to sound very scientific when speaking to students and
talking about students. (Remember, I know because I was a teacher. I didn't just see
it, I did it. It's a tremendously addicting power trip.)
Indeed, all their complicated undertakings are probably necessary to induce
forced learning. They are also necessary in order to make schoolpeople themselves
feel important. But none of it should intimidate you. Most of what teachers actually
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know about teaching has to do with classroom management (a.k.a. "discipline". In
other words, most of what they know is stuff that obviously wouldn't matter if you
were learning what you want to learn.
Ben Gipson, a college student who plans to teach high school psychology, life
management, and reading skills, and who was a student delegate to an NEA
(teachers' union) convention, wrote an essay which was printed in the December
1990 NEA Today. Gipson wrote arguing that it is best to major in education rather
than in the field one hopes to teach: "Not only is a child's thinking different from an
adult's, but a five-year-old's is different from a seven-year-old's. If you haven't
studied Piaget, Kohlberg, and Erikson, you won't really know that."
Oh, you won't? Well, no, not if you bury your nose in books and never think
about your own childhood or talk with kids.
But schools push you beyond intimidation; they shame you into believing you
need them. By giving out grades, they cancel people's faith in their perfectly good
brains. Once you accept a report card's verdict that you're not so bright, you're
hardly in a position to say you don't need school. If they happen to decide you are
intelligent, you have the opposite problem—your ego is addicted. You "succeed" in
school, so why risk leaving it for a world where you might not get straight A's?
It boils down to something called "blaming the victim": school blames you
instead of itself for your intellectual influenza. After first grade, you forget about
your heaping supply of natural curiosity. When they tell you the reason you don't do
your schoolwork well enough is that you have no drive, curiosity, or love of learning,
you start believing them. By the time they tell you that if you can't make it with
school, you certainly can't make it without school, you're really lost.
Obviously, schools need you to believe that you couldn't learn without them.
Once they convince you of this, through intimidation and shame, it's over; you
submit without much argument to twelve years of it. You become susceptible to the
illogical kind of line one of my colleagues fed his students when they didn't finish
their math: "OK, don't turn in your homework. Grow up and be a junkie."
The good part is that once you recognize their game for what it is, you can think
about it clearly and start trusting yourself again.
So, dear reader, here we are at the end of another chapter. I invite you to sit
down with your feet up and reflect upon your values and goals. Do they mesh with
school? Are you tickled pink to have your mind programmed into Obedient Worker
mode? To cash in your cultural heritage for Mainstream American Suburbia-think?
To be babysat 35 hours every week?
Yes? Good girl. Good boy. Just put your feet back down, sit a little straighter,
please, and do not look to the left or right.
No? Uh-oh. Welcome. Read on.

schoolteachers—
the People
vs. the Profession
I am always ready to learn, but I do not always like being taught.
—Winston Churchill

THIS BOOK HAS no intention of lessening your appreciation for the people who teach
school. Yet, my commentary in this chapter is both sweet and sour. On one hand, I
want to acknowledge the wonderful qualities teachers have, and to explain a few
difficult and ironic aspects of their profession. In general, it is not teachers' faults
that School Is Bad—although if they all quit there would be no more school. On the
other hand, I want to point out some less healthy aspects of common teacher
personalities, to help you understand some of the guilt you may feel at school, and to
help you give yourself permission to leave.
Most teachers are generous, intelligent, beautiful people. Some are very talented
or knowledgeable in their fields and would make great mentors or tutors outside the
constraints of school. Many have given up chances to make lots of money because
they believe in teaching even though it pays poorly. Especially if they are men, they
sometimes endure years of being hassled by their families—"Why don't you find a
real career?" In any grip-on-reality contest, your average schoolteacher would win
four times as many trophies as your average Gillette or Exxon executive.
Most teachers and other people in schools believe they are doing the Right
Thing. They are not preventing democracy, freedom, and education on purpose.
When they do purposely prevent freedom, they think it is in your best interest, so that
you'll be ready to work hard and "succeed" in your afterlife. Respect their good
intentions.
A few teachers are amazing enough to conquer. In their classes, something
strong and beautiful happens, despite all the unpleasant forces of the opposition. The
classic example is Elliot Wigginton, who started an oral history program in Georgia.
His students write the famous Foxfire books and magazines. These books enlighten
the whole world both about the richness of Appalachian culture and the capabilities
of teenage journalists.
Jerry Vevig, my own high school choir director, is not so famous but was also
an extraordinary teacher before he got promoted. Whenever I entered his room—for
6:30 A.M. practice, jazz choir, or concert choir—I forgot I was a high school student
and instead became a serious artist in likeminded company. He wasn't always nice,
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and usually made us sing fifteen minutes into our lunch break, but he treated us like
musicians, not kiddies, and he knew his stuff. I especially remember once when our
jazz choir performed for a huge business Christmas banquet at The Red Lion—one
of our twenty performances that month. The adult audience ignored us while we set
up microphones. But when Carl rolled the first lush chords over the piano, all the
talking hushed, and when Ronelle sang the first ripe note of the opening solo, a man
dropped his fork. We were for real. Mr. V. brought out our best, and we loved him
for it. I don't want to deny that some teachers can make wonderful things happen in
school. I just know that the odds are way against them.
Also, just because someone teaches doesn't mean they're mentally "in league"
with the school system. Many teachers start teaching in the first place because they
think school is a bad place and they hope to make it better.
Unfortunately, most of these teachers either end up quitting or else
compromising their ideals—the system is so much bigger and stronger than they are.
Still, a lot of teachers have a few years of passionate vision in them. Don't assume,
because schools squash you, that teachers want to squash you. For most teachers, as
well as students, the world will be a more chocolate place when school is not
compulsory and full of administrative backwash.
Which brings me to a different point. Not all teachers want to run your lives, but
they have no choice. They must "manage" you. It is their job to give you F's if you
don't do "your" work, to report your absences, to make you be quiet, to assign
homework, to enforce school rules they don't personally believe in, such as You
Have to Wear Socks With Tennis Shoes, and No Leaning Back in Your Chair. No
teacher could keep a job if she said, "It doesn't matter whether you do the homework
tonight. If you'd prefer to spend more time doing something else, please do. You
won't get a zero, and I won't be disappointed in you." Teachers' job descriptions
leave no way for them to treat you with the respect they would show their friends.
I can illustrate my point in a backwards way by telling you about a day I just
couldn't do the job. I was substitute teaching physics. One of the people in the class,
a fourteen-year-old-boy, was a good friend of mine. Because he was there, I came in
the door as myself, not Miss Llewellyn. The class zoomed way out of control.
Airplanes flew into the chalkboard; everyone talked while I gave the assignment;
two boys in dark glasses put their feet on their desks, leaned back, crossed their
arms, and grinned. Any other day, I would have snapped into the role they'd created
for me. I was good at it. "Ladies and gentlemen" ran my usual substitute talk,
"Where is your self-respect. Mr. Washington and Mr. Garcia, please remove the
glasses. If any of you would care to visit the office, you can let me know by sending
another airplane in this direction. Any questions?"
But with Otto's perceptive eyes on me, I couldn't bring myself to say the words.
In his presence, they seemed suddenly so petty and artificial. They had nothing to do
with Grace Llewellyn. I did a lousy job that day because Otto brought a flash of a
deeper reality. What that says about the days I could do my job is unpleasant indeed.
Something that surprised me when I started teaching was that my fellow
teachers were terrific people. Almost all of them. That hurt my brain a little. I
remembered having a lot of mean, stupid teachers in school—was I wrong? Or had
the teaching profession changed radically in five years?
The truth didn't strike until I substitute taught for a few months in my own
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former junior high and high school, rubbing my adult shoulders with the very same
people who used to grade my tests and ask me not to read novels during their
brilliant lectures. All of them were terrific people too—in my adult company. From
the glimpses I caught of them in their classes, and the student conversations I
overheard in the halls, some were apparently still mean and stupid in their
classrooms.
I started wondering how many teenagers thought I was mean and stupid when I
stood in front of a classroom. And over the next few years, I came to believe firmly:
the majority of teachers are amazing, intelligent, generous and talented people. But
the role they are forced to play in school keeps them from showing you these
beautiful sides of themselves. Their talent and energy is drained instead by their
constant task of telling people what to do.
Not everything about teachers is terrific, of course. Like a lot of other kinds of
people, they have their weak points as well as their good qualities. And some of the
things for which we praise teachers most loudly are the ways they cause the most
harm.
For instance, many teachers seem to have an inborn desire to run other people's
lives (also known as "help people"). Even if it were tolerable that others should run
our lives, teachers are rarely any good at doing so, being as fully human as their
students.
It makes sense that controlling sorts of people would gravitate toward teaching.
It's a great profession for people who wish they were a king or God. Me, for
example. When I was six or so I used to love to play school. I was the teacher. I
called it Pee-Wee. My brothers, the students, were usually unenthusiastic but I was
older and I could bribe or force them into it. I choreographed dances and made them
learn, pinching them when they lost the beat. In general, I didn't feel my own life
was enough territory—I wanted to design theirs too (just like my teachers got to
design my life, I might add). It is this controlling and designing quality that disturbs
me again and again in teachers—including myself—and in administrators. The most
dangerous people in life are often those who want most to help you, whether or not
you want their "help." "She's the sort of woman who lives for others," wrote C.S.
Lewis, "You can tell the others by their hunted expression."
Teaching also turns you into an automatic Authority Figure. It is ideal work for
anyone who likes to feel superior. No one questions much where your authority
comes from, or how much is deserved.
Moreover, being a teacher is a perfect way to get attention and praise for being
selfless and generous. Do you know anyone who loves to suffer nobly, as long as
someone's watching and feeling sorry for them? A lot of teachers do. They thrive not
on money, but on the brownie points they get for staying up all night to grade
quizzes, for bringing their advisees Halloween candy, for earning abominable
salaries, for driving across town in a blizzard to rent The Story of English on video,
for explaining fractions thirty times to Suki on Friday afternoon, for neglecting their
own favorite sports in order to coach basketball. Unfortunately, people who are good
at suffering and working hard in public are also good at giving other people guilt
trips.
One of the most dedicated, popular, and brilliant teachers I've known worked
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hard to arrange a weekend outdoor-film festival for his boarding school students. It
was optional, and few went. The teacher was sad and disappointed in students for
showing so little enthusiasm. I wondered how he would feel if his boss expressed
disappointment in him if he missed a free U2 concert. Another teacher responded to
his frustration with wisdom: "We have to provide a wide array of activities for
them," she said, "But not be so personally invested in them that we get hurt when
they'd rather do something else."
What do we need instead of people who love to sacrifice themselves for others?
We need people who do what they most love, and do it well, and let others hang
around or join in unforced, and share their knowledge instead of hoarding it. This
behavior requires true generosity, because it allows other people to be equals, not
helpless victims.
Another unfortunate aspect of teacher personalities is a limited perspective.
Most have not worked at other kinds of jobs, beyond summers at a cash register.
Like you, they have spent all their lives in school. This leaves them almost incapable
of imagining their students' potential futures. They can't help but communicate to
you their narrow sense of the possibilities in life.
Finally, there is nothing wrong with teaching, only with teaching in the
conditions of compulsory school. Lots of people do learn certain things best by being
taught or shown. So don't limit yourself by assuming that a teacher in school is the
same as a teacher out of school. A teacher out of school—in a martial arts studio, a
book discussion group, or a community education French class—can be himself and
teach from his heart. Also, since you are not required to undergo his teaching, you
will stay only if his method works for you.
When choice, freedom, and individuality are introduced into a teaching
situation, it can be great for everyone involved. That's why I love my new work
giving dance lessons. The old issues of guilt simply don't come up. If people want to
learn middle eastern dance and swirl sequined veils, and if they like my teaching and
my dancing, they pay me to teach them. If they stop liking it, they quit, or perhaps
look for a different teacher. I don't stress out or take it personally—everyone learns
differently. No one takes my ex-students to court for truancy or gives them an F.
Those of us who stay in class are empowered by our common goal and our common
success.

5
The Power and Magic
of Adolescence
vs.
The Insufferable
Tedium of School
Youth is the time to go flashing from one end of the world to the other both in mind
and body; to try the manners of different nations; to hear the chimes at midnight; to
see sunrise in town and country; to be converted at a revival; to circumnavigate the
metaphysics, write halting verses, run a mile to see afire, and wait all day long in the
theatre to applaud 'Hemani.'

—Robert Louis Stevenson, Crabbed Age and Youth

IF YOU EVER read any anthropology, one of the first things you notice is that primal
cultures simmer up all of their mystery and magic and power and ask their teenagers
to drink deeply.
A sixteen-year-old Dakota boy fasts until an empowering vision overtakes him.
A newly-menstruating Apache girl becomes the goddess White Painted Woman in an
intense, joyful theatrical ritual which lasts four days. All over the planet, traditional
cultures provide various ritual experiences to adolescents, bringing them into contact
with the deepest parts of themselves and their heritage.
There is danger and pain, as well as beauty and exultation, in some of these
traditional ways of initiating people into adulthood. I don't want to make any
shallow statement that we've got it all wrong because we don't ask pubescent boys
to endure three days of biting wasps.
But I would like you to reflect for a minute on the contrast between the way our
society initiates its young and the vivid undertakings of the primal world.
What do you get instead of vision? You get school—and all of the blind
passivity and grey monotone it trains into you.
For an institution to ask you, during some of your most magical years, to sit still
and be good and read quietly for six or more hours each day is barely even thinkable,
let alone tolerable. How do you feel when the sun comes out in March and makes the
most golden day imaginable, but you have to stay in and clean your room?
In case you've lost touch with your burgeoning beauty, let me remind you that
that's exactly what's going on, for at least six years of your teenaged schooling.
Adolescence is a time of dreaming, adventure, risk, sweet wildness, and intensity.
It's the time for you to "find yourself," or at least go looking. The sun is rising on
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your life. Your body is breaking out of its cocoon and ready to try wings. But you
have to stay in—for such a long time—and keep your pencils sharpened. School is
bad for your spirit, except the pep club kind.
It's no accident, I'm sure. The way our society is set up now, something's got to
prevent visionary experience. Otherwise, ninety percent of the American
monoculture would shatter. People who are fully and permanently awakened to the
wildness and beauty in and around them make lousy wage-slaves. On the other hand,
people who are not distracted by a wellspring of spiritual and sexual yearnings can
assemble clock radios or automobiles very quickly, or focus their intellects on
monthly sales charts.
More importantly, unawakened people are less likely to question the things in
our society which are horrifically dull and ridiculous. The point of seeking any kind
of visionary experience is to see. When vision comes to you, eternity is its black
velvet backdrop. Everything else comes out on the stage to sing and dance. Some of
it fits in with the grandeur of that backdrop, and some of it only clashes, looking ugly
and cheap. You end up wanting to adjust your life so that it's full of stuff that fits in
with eternity, and not crammed with things that don't matter.
Therefore, one reason many primal cultures can confidently guide their young
toward visionary experiences is that they're not worried. They don't have to worry
that the visions will show anything horrible about the society itself. If there is
something going wrong with the cultural state of affairs, they want to know, so they
can fix it.
In this culture the opposite is true. When you have a messy house, you don't
offer a magnifying glass to your guests. You probably don't even open the curtains
and let the light in.
If we did teenaged visions, democracy would get a boost, but the powers of
Mass Production and Rat Racing Consumerism would take a dive. We would see
that far too much of what we accept as "reality" is a blasphemy against true reality.
Since our consumptive culture is out of balance with the rest of the universe, it
would look mighty bad under the inspection of visionary young people. Get it? The
Powers That Be do not invite their young to seek visions, because those visions
would force a Big Change.
No force of dullness and ignorance is strong enough, however, to stop you from
seeking. Eternity, God, Goddess, whatever you call it—is too strong. It will get in,
though it has to battle school and other strongholds of society. Writers and artists
bring us some inklings, though when school introduces us to them, it nearly destroys
their potency.
The Big Mystery creeps in through all your fascinations with the unknown—
music with heavy pulses and strange lyrics, sexual fantasies and experiences, the
occult, drugs (including alcohol). Obviously, some of these things can be taken to
unhealthy excess. Drug abuse is a disease. Drug use, however, is often the sign of
someone's intense spiritual quest. Hallucinogens can be an easy, though risky, way
to tap into visionary experience. There are other ways, healthier though more
difficult—through trance and fasting, for instance.
Unfortunately, most adults refuse to acknowledge the powerful impulse behind
any of these activities, labeling them as "bad," as if that would make them go away.
Why? Their own visionary tendencies got cancelled out by society at sweet sixteen.
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Misery, as they say, loves company. It is incredibly painful for an emotional cripple
to be around someone who is emotionally free. And so most adults would rather
pretend desperately to visionary teenagers that the world is nothing more than green
lawns, white socks, and recently sanitized carpets.
Visionary tendencies come in dark and light, or a combination thereof.
Some teenagers want dark experiences. They walk in cemeteries at night. They
write stories about suicide; they obsess on black clothing and Pink Floyd lyrics.
None of it means they are "bad" or twisted. When they are finished playing with the
dark, they will understand the light much better. If they are ignored or ridiculed,
maybe they will do something drastic, but their search is usually only an earnest
attempt to understand the depths.
Others gravitate toward the light—daytime psychedelic colors, long solitary
hikes. They determine to become a dancer or artist instead of something "realistic."
If their family is sedately Catholic, maybe they go to the Assembly of God and speak
in tongues. If their family goes to the Assembly of God, maybe they climb a hill and
offer flowers to Apollo.
Schools—and many parents—lie a lot at this point, telling you you're out of
touch with reality. The truth is, you're out of touch with the expectations and
patterns of an unreal, man-made industrial society. You are in touch with the reality
that counts. Look at the Milky Way some night and think about it. You'll know. In
Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions, a Sioux medicine man talks about the reality of "the
white world" versus the deeper reality of artists and Indians:
Artists are the Indians of the white world. They are called dreamers who live in the clouds,
improvident people who can't hold onto their money, people who don't want to face
"reality." They say the same things about Indians. How the hell do these frog-skin1 people
know what reality is? The world in which you paint a picture in your mind, a picture
which shows things different from what your eyes see, that is the world from which I get
my visions. I tell you this is the real world, not the Green Frog Skin World. That's only a
bad dream, a streamlined, smog-filled nightmare.
Because we refuse to step out of our reality into this frog-skin illusion, we are called
dumb, lazy, improvident, immature, other-worldly. It makes me happy to be called "otherworldly," and it should make you so. It's a good thing our reality is different from theirs.2

Furthermore...
Schools—and this society they represent—go beyond blocking your visionary
tendencies. They further cripple you by making fun of you, as if you were not quite
human, the new niggers. Why? Probably because every hierarchical society seems to
need niggers to put down, and women and African-Americans won't take it
anymore. When someone puts you down, you want to put somebody else down.
Dr. Seuss, reliable social commentator, wrote a story called "King Looie Katz."
King Looie Katz makes Fooie Katz carry his long proud royal tail around. So Fooie
Katz sticks his own nose in the air and makes another cat haul his tail. Pretty soon all
the cats in Katzenstein are walking around carrying the tail of the cat in front of
them... except the very last little cat, who doesn't have anyone to carry his.
1
2

Frog-skins" are dollar bills.

John (Fire) Lame Deer and Richard Erdoes, Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions.
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That little cat, who is a bit like you, takes action. He yells "I Quit!" and slams
down the tail in his paws. Everybody else follows suit. The story concludes:
And since that day in Katzen-stein,
All cats have been more grown-up.
They're all more demo-catic
Because each cat holds his own up.1

Another reason adults make fun of you is that they're jealous. Teenagers are
beautiful and fresh; the perfume of a flower is concentrated in the bud. Yes, many
teenagers are awkward, pimpled, or strangely tall and thin. Far more adults, however,
are awkward (having forgotten how to use their bodies), sallow-skinned (too much
sitting in air-conditioned offices) and predictably heavy (not enough skateboarding).
A healthy adult society would acknowledge the beauty of youth, make up some
good poems about it, and then not think about it too much. There are certainly more
productive activities in life than fixating on the rosy cheeks you'll never have again.
But since we do not have a healthy adult society, we get all bent out of shape over it,
create a cult of young-beautiful-people-in-magazines, and punish real live teenagers
by telling them they are ugly.
Just in case you do realize that you are beautiful, we make sure that you can't
appreciate it, by telling you that you are confused and overly emotional during these
traumatic years and for pete's sake don't go and make any decisions for yourself, and
don't let loose and have any free wild experiences with life. Dogs in mangers, we
turn the power of adolescence into a weak disease. Teachers sit in the teachers'
lounge and laugh about you behind your backs.
Isn't he cute, they say. Poor Kristy, with no idea of how she sticks out in that
magenta skirt. This, from people who are overweight, in ruts, out of touch with their
dreams, insecure, and otherwise at least as imperfect as the subjects of their
conversation. Thank god I'm not that age any more, says Mrs. Wallace, leaning her
double chin over her desk. We read tacky cute articles in Family Circle called "How
to Survive the Terrible Teens: An Owner's Guide." The owner being the parent, of
course. School, yes, is something to survive, but being a teenager is something that flies.
We force you to act younger than you are, legally withholding your ability to
control your own life. The World Book encyclopedia says, "Most teenagers mature
psychologically at the rate set by their society. As a result, psychological
adolescence normally lasts at least as long as the period of legal dependence."
Certainly, there is no biological limitation to teenage independence. In other times
and places, teenagers have commonly married, raised children, held jobs, operated
businesses, and occasionally ruled countries.
It seems you're talking about more than just schools here. Aren't you getting off
the point a bit?
Yes, school is not the only bad guy in the war against whole adolescence. But it
is our culture's deathly substitute for powerful growing experiences. It is the way we
take your time so you don't explore your own inklings of truth. It is where you learn to be
passive instead of active. Quitting school won't guarantee you a healthy, passionate
adolescence, but at least it will remove the biggest obstacle against that flowering.

1

"King Looie Katz," in Dr. Seuss (Theodor Geisel), / Can Lick Thirty Tigers Today, and other stories.

6
and
a few other
Miscellaneous
Abominations
School days, I believe, are the unhappiest in the whole span of human existence. They
are full of dull, unintelligible tasks, new and unpleasant ordinances, brutal violations
of common sense and common decency. —H.L. Mencken

ASIDE FROM THE previously described Big Reasons to quit school, there are dozens of
random miscellaneous ones, also important, like
School puts you into intense, forced contact with people who are only your own
age. It discourages you from making friends with other people. If you don't like
being shut up with your peers all day, that doesn't mean you're socially maladjusted.
Why should you prefer the company of hundreds of people your own age to a
healthy mix of more diverse people? Adults have been around longer than teenagers.
Therefore, they have experiences and perspectives that teenagers lack.
When adults aren't your schoolteachers (and therefore have no control over
you), most will treat you like real people. Outside of school, if you're busy doing
something, most adults won't think of you as a "kid"—at least not for long. You will
learn from them, and they will learn from you. Also, you can have friends younger
than yourself.
School socializes you into narrow roles. Girls wear makeup. Boys play football.
Girls giggle. Boys stammer and grunt. All teenagers are incapable of serious
thought—unless they're nerds or at least "different."
School destroys self-esteem. Teenager Jenny Smith writes:
How is it that going to school can often stomp out our self-worth, especially in girls? Our
dreams and aspirations are literally knocked out of us. I feel school turns out students who
aren't in touch with their dreams, their values, or their spirit. They don't learn to think for
themselves; they are led along by the television and by the school. We're told when we
can go to the bathroom (I peed my pants in first grade thanks to this!), when we can talk to
our friends, when we can eat (as if we don't know when we're hungry), what version of
history we shall read, if we are "smart" or if we are "dumb." Overall, this leaves people
feeling angry at the lack of control in their lives and they don't trust themselves anymore.
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According to Educator's Newsletter, eighty percent of us have high self-esteem
in first grade; by twelfth grade only five percent of us still feel good about ourselves.
As the Luno newsletter comments, those statistics raise "the possibility that school is
the biggest mental health problem we've ever known."1
School labels people, putting them into limiting categories. Schools have lots of
people. When we have to deal with large quantities, sorting things into categories
helps us to make sense of them. Most people tend to use this survival mechanism in
school, so everyone ends up with hundreds of conveniently labeled acquaintances.
According to the unspoken rules of most schools, you are one thing or another. You
are an artsy fartsy drama freak or a cheerleader-type, not both. Your school life is
autoshop class or college prep, not both. It's not easy to cross these boundaries, so
many people never try. Out of school, you can forget them.
School teaches frenzy. When adults get turned loose after college, lots of them
go to bookstores and buy self-help books. These books help them unlearn the lessons
of school. Slow down, they say. Concentrate only on the important things. Don't
give yourself guilt trips for not Doing Everything. Live your life the way you want to
live it. If you quit school now, maybe you can reclaim this childhood wisdom before
you sprout wrinkles, and save thirty dollars or so in self-help books.
School is toxic! As Doris J. Rapp, M.D., points out in her book Is This Your
Child's World?, school environments are filled with chemical and other substances
that cause chronic headaches, violent mood swings, learning disabilities, and
allergies.
If you go to school, you almost have to be a jerk to other people, to yourself, or
to both. When other people are jerks, life loses a bit of its sheen. When you are a
jerk, life loses a lot of its sheen. Yet school sometimes gives you no choice.
A simple example is my day in May at the natural history museum, a school
field trip. The tour guide and the teachers told the students to sit quietly and listen to
the tour guide. The tour guide stood in front of the exhibits, blocking them. She
rambled dully, as tour guides are prone to do. The exhibits, on the other hand, were
stunning and infinitely more "educational" than any dry-rot lecture or textbook.
The students had two choices. They could show the expected "respect" to the
tour guide and sit quietly, bored as bureaucrats, disrespecting themselves. Or they
could show "disrespect" and disobedience to the guide and stand up, walk around,
and look and learn. Andy did. Andy got scolded. I hate remembering.
Schools create meaningless, burdensome problems for you to solve. School
claims to be a system which is accountable to the larger world around it. In other
words, what you learn in school is supposed to help you make sense of the rest of the
world. In good moments, you do learn useful information. But much of your time in
school is spent simply learning how to get along in school. Schoolpeople impose
elaborate homework policies, consequences, and language—"You're earning an F.
That's a problem. How are you going to solve it?" They call things like grades and
homework your "responsibility," without giving you the slightest choice in accepting
that responsibility.

1

From Educator's Newsletter, 1987, as reported in Luno 11:5.
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Schoolpeople justify their actions by saying they're teaching you to be
responsible and "follow through" later in school and later in life. But all of this is so
different from "real life" that it's ridiculous. In "real life," you choose what to take
responsibility for. Under circumstances of freedom, following through is a
completely different game from the one you play in school.
Schools give you an incurable guilt trip. When I taught school, we watched a
videotape about getting good grades. You should get good grades, the speaker kept
saying. If you are capable of an A, he said, but you only get a C, that ought to be
unacceptable to you. Maybe, he added, not quite joking, you ought to make yourself
sleep on the floor that night.
In a parent-teacher conference, a wealthy, "successful" father complained about
Jill's (fake name) C's and B's. "I wouldn't care if she couldn't do the work," he said,
"I'm just angry that she doesn't. Why does she throw her talent away?" As if C's and
B's meant that one was doing nothing with one's life. It all boils down to a guilt trip
if you spend your energy on what you care about, and pats on the head if you forget
who you are and do what you're told.
Schools blame victims. In other words, they inflict all manner of nasty
experiences and expectations on you, and then tell you it's your fault for not liking it.
They blame you for their problems. An advice column in Scholastic Choices, March
1990, ran this letter:
I'm thirteen and I want to quit school. I think it's boring. Besides, my teachers are all
mean. I think I could get a job on a farm and make a living that way. What should I do?

Easy enough to answer—"Quit school, of course. It is boring. Teachers are
mean, though it's part of their job to be that way. Work on a farm if you want, but as
a thirteen-year-old you shouldn't have to worry about earning a living." The king of
the advice column, however, had different ideas:
The way you write and express yourself tells me that you are smart, though unhappy, and
are blaming your dissatisfaction on things outside of yourself. [In other words, you should
be blaming your dissatisfaction on yourself] You don't feel bored because school is
boring or teachers are mean. You don't feel secure or comfortable with yourself. If you
can't settle these feelings in a year or so, counselors can help you learn to understand your
feelings more clearly.

No comment.
There's more to life. You yearn. I grow furious and heartbroken when I think on
this one too long. You know: life is not the color of linoleum halls or the drab hum of
industrial lighting or the slow ticking of the clock. Look at the stars. Look hard at the
faces of people throwing frisbees in a park, singing in church, passing the potatoes,
planting tomatoes, fixing a kitchen table or the engine in an old pickup. Look at a
baby or a piece of handcarved furniture or a three-hundred-year-old tree or a pebble
or a worm or the sweater your grandmother knitted for you. Perhaps school's
greatest danger is that it may convince you life is nothing more than an
institutionalized rat race.
School, of course, is not the only big gray institution our country relies on to
suck the spirit out of its people. Hospitals, big office buildings, and numerous
governmental interferences pull the same trick. But school is the first such institution
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most of us endure, and it wears down our resistance to the later ones. It makes them
seem normal; it makes us feel greedy or idealistic or stupidly poetic when we hear
our hearts telling us, "It shouldn't be like this! I'm better than this! I was made for
more wonderful things."
School conditions you to live for the future, rather than to live in the present. In
GWS #39, Marti Holmes, mother of a sixteen-year-old, wrote, "Homeschooling has
not closed any doors that I can see, and has provided rich, full years of living (rather
than 'preparing for life')." Contrary to the teachings of school, you are not in dress
rehearsal. More than anything else, this book is about living—now, as well as twenty
years from now. Quit school before it convinces you life is nothing but a waiting
game, an ugly waiting game. "We are always getting ready to live, but never living,"
wrote Emerson. Don't let the schoolpeople write that on your tombstone.

7

but
Miss Llewellyn...

PANIC STRIKES YOUR hungry heart. You cry out:

I want to be free... But I also want to go to college and get a good job! My
friends are all in school, and what would I do without football?
Yeah, there are a lot of buts. They all have answers. Let's look. One at a time.
But I want to go to college and get a good job!
Fine. Neither depend on graduating from high school. For college, see Chapter
31. As far as jobs go, yes, there is plenty of prejudice against "drop-outs," and if you
refer to yourself as one, forget it. If, on the other hand, you call yourself a
homeschooler or explain exactly what you did instead of school, and why, intelligent
employers will smile approvingly. (One academic study of adults who had been
homeschooled found that none of them were unemployed or on welfare; the majority
were self-employed or had professional careers; all were satisfied with their work.)1
However... be prepared to change your thoughts about what you want out of life.
School shapes so much of your mind that when you leave it, you may no longer feel
certain that you want college—or you may feel more certain. You may grow
different ideas as to what kind of work you want to do, and your definition of a
"good job" may change. Furthermore, by quitting school and beginning to make
independent choices, you run the risk of turning into a person who sculpts creative,
fulfilling ways to earn money without reporting to a boss.
Does school actually prepare you for the world of work? If you plan to scrub
floors or assemble plastic toys all your life, then yes, school will break your spirit
ahead of time so you don't fight when you get nothing wonderful out of adulthood.
For that matter, school will condition you to accept any kind of work you don't love,
whether as an M.D. or a secretary.
School, however, does not prepare you to identify your own dreams and make
them come true.
1
Dr. J. Gary Knowles, "Now we are adults: Attitudes, beliefs, and status of adults who were homeeducated as children."

But Miss Llewellyn...

77

But I have to learn school subjects—math, history, literature, etc. —because
they will make me into a Proper Citizen!
Yes, investigating all these subjects will probably make you a better citizen.
Going to school all day and Obeying Authority as if you lived in a dictatorship
will make you a worse one.
What's a patriot to do? Quit school and learn all that juicy stuff and do your best
to prevent bad stories (histories) from repeating themselves. Read widely and
thoughtfully. The more you do, the less all of us will need to worry about our future.
Education, as they call it, should make you a more intelligent voter, and more
importantly a good leader in any situation—serving on a city planning committee,
nudging your aunt Marcia to recycle her beer cans. Certainly, the more informed and
thoughtful a group of citizens are, the wiser decisions they ought to make as a group.
True, people who don't go to school might end up knowing different types of
things from schoolteenagers, depending on their interests. This, too, is a sign of good
citizenship. A community is made more intelligent if its people bring many different
perspectives and a wide expanse of knowledge. If you wind up knowing more about
Jacques Rousseau than Martin Luther King, or Hopi farming practices instead of the
structure of DNA, or motorcycle engines instead of computers, your citizenship will
be as intact as the Jones's. More intact, actually, because you'll like what you know,
and you'll keep it in mind whenever you think about anything.
Furthermore, I don't know about ingraining it in your brain that any sort of
learning is your responsibility. Your life and time belong to you and the universe,
and to the government only to the extent that the government is in harmony with the
universe. Anyway, lots of heavily "educated" people are rotten citizens. So read to
feed your hungry head, not to fulfill some pinched sense of duty.
But my school has a good choir!
I live to play football!
And what about me? I want to be Miss Drill Team U.SA.
This one's tough. Some schools do offer outstanding performing and sports
opportunities that are difficult to find elsewhere. My own melodious memory of
singing with and playing piano for two outstanding choirs in high school almost
compensates for the lackluster hours I spent enduring everything else. Almost, but
not quite. If you truly love your opportunity to belong to a school team or performing
group, consider two things:
First, you can leave school and continue to participate in these activities—either
at school itself or elsewhere. Chapters 26 and 27 expound on this topic. Chapter 19
contains specific information about participating in school just as much as you want
to—i.e. marching band and photography but no math, English, or anything else.
Second, if you can't replace the activity, or participate in it without being
enrolled in school full-time, is it terrific enough that it makes up for the drudgery of
the rest of school? If you want to play professional football, maybe so. Everyone
makes trade-offs; millions of adults live somewhere without liking it because it
offers them work they do like. But if you'd have as much fun playing hockey with an
independent league as playing school football, get clear. Cash in your shoulder pads
for freedom.

But in school I learn lots of facts!
It's much easier, and far more delectable, to get them from an encyclopedia,

78

The Teenage Liberation Handbook

Harper's "Index," or Trivial Pursuit answer cards.
But I'm learning disabled!
If indeed you are, unschooling should help magnificently. Much more than in
school, you'll be able to make plans and choose resources that support your best
ways of learning. At least one study has concluded that learning disabled
homeschoolers experience more "academic engaged time" and greater "academic
gains" than their schooled counterparts.1
It is also useful and empowering for some people to question the label "learning
disabled." Some scholars, as well as some homeschoolers and common sense
thinkers, suspect that learning disabilities are largely a myth, that instead: there are
many ways to learn, each person is naturally inclined toward particular ways of
learning and less inclined toward others, and some of these ways coincide with
conventional school-style activities, while others do not. I recommend the booklet
Everyone is Able: Exploding the Myth of Learning Disabilities, edited by Susannah
Sheffer, and Thomas Armstrong's books In Their Own Way: Discovering and
Encouraging Your Child's Personal Learning Style and Seven Kinds of Smart:
Identifying and Developing Your Many Intelligences.
In general, it seems that in school, "learning disabled" can be a helpful label for
many students (if it doesn't wreck their self-esteem), since it helps them get
individual instruction and helps explain why they have difficulty despite thenworking hard and being bright people. Out of school, the label often simply becomes
irrelevant.

But what if all I want to do instead of school is watch TV all day?
Well. Don't misunderstand me. I would turn heartsick and give up if this book
led to a cult of TV parasites who soaped instead of schooled, and I personally would
rather be stuck going to junior high all day than force-fed channel zero for six hours.
However, I don't worry. If you think what you want most is to soak in sit-coms
all day, probably all you really need and want is the mandatory vacation described in
Chapter 12. After a week or so of TV, you'll feel restless and ready to move on. If
you don't yet have any ideas, you'll be ready to find some. Furthermore, I'm
convinced that addiction to TV is a by-product of schooling. School doesn't
encourage you to take action. Once you get used to sitting passively all day, it's hard
to be a Person with Initiative. But school doesn't really kill your brain; it only sends
it into deep freeze. After it thaws, you'll want more than TV.
But what if I don't get along with my parents and don't want them to be my
teachers?
or
But what if my parents both work and can't stay home to homeschool me?
If unschooling or homeschooling depended on parents to be teachers, I'd never
write a book about it. Lots of teenagers get along with their parents (especially
teenagers who don't go to school) but lots don't. And no matter how well you get
along with your parents, that doesn't mean you'd like them to direct your education.
I would have hated for my parents to be my "teachers" in the school sense. The
1
From a 1994 study by Dr. Steven Duvall, information available from National Home Education
Research Institute.
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conflicts and power struggles we already had could only have intensified.
On the other hand, I would have loved to be an "unschooler," in charge of my
own education. If my parents and I had known about unschooling and tried it, I think
they would have been wise and trusting enough to let me explore independently.
Likely, our relationship would have improved since I would have felt better about
my own life. But I would have fiercely resisted any well-meant parental attempts to
control my learning.
So, once and for all, let's get this straight: I am not talking about turning your
parents into your main teachers, unless that is specifically what you and they want to
do. Your teachers can be yourself, books, basketball courts, adults you talk to or
write letters to, your friends, museums, plants, and rivers.
I know of many teenage unschoolers, by the way, whose parents both work
away from home. Not only that, but in GWS there are occasional letters from parents
with younger children who stay home without adults during the days—and like it,
and don't die. More importantly, the majority of teenaged homeschoolers who wrote
me said that their parents played a minor role in their educations. They answer
questions when asked, talk a lot, and sometimes share their expertise when the
teenager is interested. In other families, the parents really do get involved, learning
right along with their children, but that happens more often at younger ages. Both the
parents and teenagers who contacted me seemed to share an understanding that a
teenager is old enough to direct his own education and activities.
To be sure, there are families where the parent takes over the role of teacher and
principal—sometimes in a very authoritarian way. The idea repels me, but if you like
it that's your business.
But I love outsmarting authority!
I sympathize; there's great satisfaction in beating someone at their own game. If
you're a fighter and a rebel, however, there are worthier causes than school.
Outsmart the big businesses who destroy rainforests and ozone. Outsmart the lying
politicians. Get out in the world where we need you.
And understand this: petty though school is, it has more power to break your
spirit than these bigger forces do. That's because its business is breaking you. The
more you rebel, the more they'll tell you you're a failure with F's and suspensions on
your Permanent Record. When they do, no matter how tough you are, you'll have a
hard time believing in yourself. Out in the real world, the opposite comes true. No
matter how hard you work against a wrongdoing corporation or government, they
can never flunk you. Instead, the madder you make them, the more successful you
know you are.
Understand this, too: the ultimate way of outsmarting school is to leave it and
start learning.
(Of course, quitting school doesn't necessarily mean you're anti-authority. Lots
of very authority-respecting Christians do it. It just means you're anti-abuse of
authority, and perhaps anti-fake authority.)
But I'm lazy! If no one makes me learn, I won't.
How do you know you're lazy when you've never had the chance to choose
what to work at?
If you call yourself lazy, your biggest job in unschooling will be remembering,
glimmer by glimmer, how much you loved to learn before school took that love
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away. Frogs, wheels, words, blocks, dogs—when you were a little kid, the world
dazzled you. Also, you will need to allow yourself to admire ("learn") the things that
still sparkle in your kaleidoscope, whatever they are.
And laziness shouldn't be confused with zen-like tranquility—"lazy" travelers
who hang out in a little Peruvian village for a week will soak up the life and
ambience of Peru far more than the typical tourist who in one week sucks in Macchu
Picchu, three market towns, four museums, two ancient ruins, and one horseback
ride along the Urubamba river. People who find ways to get out of the "rat race" or
the obscene commercialism attending Christmas improve the quality of their lives by
deliberately avoiding frantic, mindless activity. The same goes for learning:
watching the sky for two hours will do more for anyone's cortex than a harried
afternoon of longitude worksheets.
But my friends are in school!
Ah yes. The big one. So get your friends to quit with you. See your school
friends on evenings or weekends when they're finished with their homework. Make
new friends through your interests. (Jeff Richardson, fourteen, comments, "You
don't need to go to school to have a lot of friends. I meet a lot of friends through
skateboarding. Even if you don't know a skater that's going down the street you say
'Hey dude! Come here!' You automatically have something in common. I've met a
couple of homeschooling skaters before too.") Read Chapter 14, which exists solely
to coach you along in the social department.
Anyway, stop and think about it. We are social creatures, yes—but not
institutional creatures.
How much communication do you usually have with your friends on school?
Except at lunch and potty breaks, you are rarely supposed to talk with them. If you
have friends in some of your classes, you see them—but I'm not sure this is the way
to build trust, compassion, generosity, and other qualities integral to healthy
friendship. In some courses you compete for A's with the other students. Your
discussion is overseen and censored by a teacher. Working together is called
cheating. What really gets cheated is your ability to help each other climb.
And remember: your enemies are in school too. Adults control and humiliate
teenagers, and teenagers even things out for themselves by controlling and
humiliating each other. Few people emerge from school's obsessive popularity and
conformity contest without scars.
But it's so scary to think about suddenly quitting school forever!
So quit school temporarily. Take a year off to do what you love, and at the end
of that time you can either decide to keep doing what you love, or go back to doing
what you don't love. The worst possible scenario is that you would pick up at the
grade level where you left off, like foreign exchange students usually do when they
return home. In many cases, homeschoolers who return to school enroll in a higher
grade level than their peers, since they learn a lot while their brains are out on parole.
But there's nothing better to do!
One of my favorite and usually most profound students gave this sloppy slogan
as the reason he'd stay in school even if he didn't have to. He explained a bit by
saying that he was too young to have a job and anyway all his friends were there, so
he could neither work nor socialize. Indeed, without a meaningful alternative and
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good company, school might seem the least of several evils.
Yes, this society is hostile and unwelcoming to teenagers, and laws do prevent
teenagers from working for money in certain situations. However, with a small
carton of creativity and confidence, you'll dream up an infinite number of enjoyable
and enlightening alternatives. That's what parts Two, Three, and Four of this book
are for.
But it's easy to go to school—I don't have to think for myself!
To you, I have nothing to say. Stay right there at your graffiti-adorned desk.
When you turn eighteen, proceed directly into the army. Be all that you can be,
according to somebody else.
Miss Llewellyn, you're not being nice.
Sorry. You're right. By the way, you can call me Grace.
Who would consciously stay in school just to avoid thinking for themselves? No
one, probably. And if everything we did was based on conscious, rational choice, life
would be simple indeed.
But we are not such rational creatures. Until we face them, fears from our
subconscious can ruin our lives. If you don't tingle at the thought of quitting school,
please look inside. Think hard about whether you're afraid of independence. It's
natural to be scared of facing the drums in your own dancing shoes; if you think for
yourself, you have no one but yourself to blame for your successes and failures.
Adults, too, hide from the chance to direct their own lives and minds—which is
why a lot of them stay in "safe" jobs they detest all their lives, idly fantasizing about
the career risk they will take when the kids are grown, or the adventures they will
seek once they retire.
Yes, when we live in dreams, we can imagine our "futures" in tissue-wrapped
perfection. When we get out of dreams into the present, we find no such perfection.
Instead, we find life. It's scary stuff. But it's real. Acknowledge your fear, but don't
give into it. Dance bravely and brightly. Learn to be a human bean and not instant
mashed potatoes.

8

class dismissed
The universe is full of magical things, patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper.
—Eden Phillpotts

TANIKA HAS BEEN in the cafeteria a long time now. She is heavy; she feels clogged;
her cheeks are greasy; but she understands that these conditions are part of life.
She helps to serve the trays of food now. Sometimes she is asked to assist in
convincing a reluctant new pupil to eat. She is especially good at this since she can
testify how she felt the same way once, but now realizes how wrong she was. She
enjoys telling how she has learned to take control of her eating habits.
Tanika takes considerable pride in her achievements. Last year, for instance, she
won a prize during testing week for eating a pint of processed moonfruit strips in less
than a minute. It is true that she threw the prize—a jar of gulberry puree wrapped in
pink paper—into the stream, but no one else knows and Tanika never thinks about it.
"You are a fantastic eater!" the spectacled man said to her just last week.
At home she barely notices the trees and their fruit. She has so many more
pressing, more important things on her mind—planning the welcoming picnic for
children who have moved to the orchard from other parts of the planet, inventing a
creative new way to serve gulberries, eating her homework.
Today she is coaching an annoying little girl who has so far refused to eat.
However, Tanika knows she didn't have time for breakfast, and so she patiently lifts
a spoonful of limbergreen berry pudding to the child's face.
But the little girl does not open her mouth. Instead, she pushes the spoon away
violently, so that its contents splat on the floor. Then she puts her head down on the
table and cries as if everything, everything is lost.
Suddenly, something unfurls deep inside of Tanika. Life comes fast sometimes.
She looks up. She notices that there are no windows in the cafeteria. Out of the
corner of her eye she catches a boy watching with soft dark quiet eyes. She turns her
head and watches him back. He stands, and she sees that he is lean, as if he has not
eaten all of his food. He asks her something with those eyes. She trembles in limbo.
Tanika swallows. A strange inspiration has seized her brain. Touching her
swollen belly, she grabs the small girl's hand and walks quickly toward the door.
The boy is at her side in an instant and swings the baby to his hip. In the blurred
background, a cook lifts a confused, suspicious mouth. They race through the dark
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hallways. They push the heavy black doors open and burst out onto the spongy
humus. They escape their shoes. It has just rained; the sky is dark and translucent but
streams of sunlight catch the glittering leaves and soak into their hair.
Tanika runs forward, slipping her brown body out of its cafeteria smock She
uraccfully severs a muavo from its stem, and, kneeling, gives it to the little girl The
little girl sucks at it like a monkey in paradise.
The boy laughs. He leaps like a gazelle and captures a cluster of mazina berries.
He hands them to Tanika. She smiles and hands them back. She had a big lunch, and
she isn't hungry. But there is tomorrow, and a whole orchard resplendent with every
kind of fruit in the universe.

Part 2
The First Steps

your
first
unassignments
I DID IT. I decided not to go to school anymore. NOW WHAT???
First, celebrate your audacity with deep chocolate ice cream.
Second, consult your parents. You might get this over with after dinner tonight,
or you might acclimate them slowly to the idea. See Chapter 10.
Third, decide what legal or official steps to take, if any. Read Chapter 11.
Contact a local support group and ask for advice. If it turns out you live in an area
where homeschoolers are tortured by school districts, perhaps you should continue to
attend school until you've enrolled in an umbrella school or filed the necessary
paperwork. In other areas, all you'll need to do is get your parents to write a letter
announcing your actions. In most states and in many countries, the bothersome
requirements are few, and should produce only one short annoying headache. Of
course, if you're legally old enough (sixteen in most parts of the U.S.), you can just
plain quit. If any of this is overwhelming and you want to just get on with it, or if
you or your parents want the sense of security that comes with earning a diploma,
sign up with the Clonlara Home Based Education Program1 or another good umbrella
organization and let them deal with your red tape.
After you've settled with parents and legalities, you're free. Now the real fun
begins. The first big thing you need is a vacation, but that needs a whole chapter to
itself, so I'll first suggest some smaller things you may wish to do in the beginning of
your unschooling career:
Subscribe to Growing Without Schooling magazine. You will immediately have
access to unschooling/homeschooling friends all over the country. The magazine is
full of fascinating letters from parents, teenagers, and younger children. Also, GWS
publishes a directory of many of its subscribers, which you can use to contact others.
Teenager Sylvia Stralberg commented in GWS #80:
GWS has been a source of great comfort to me in the past few months. As I read about
other kids who are homeschooling and benefiting from it, I no longer feel guilty about my
decision to leave school. I rather feel proud of myself and excited about what the future
will bring.

1

More information on Clonlara in Chapter 11 and Appendix D.
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Join a local homeschool organization, such as the one that helps you out when
you need legal advice. If your group needs help, consider volunteering. Meet other
homeschooled/unschooled teenagers through this group. Choose your group
carefully—they vary widely. Some lack vision.
Hook up with other unschoolers on the Internet. A wonderful starting place is
Reanna Alder's Web site, which has a lot of great stuff, including a directory of other
teenage unschoolers and links to their Web sites. Or try Jon Shemitz's site, "Jon's
Homeschool Resource Page," as a jumping-off place.
See if your city has a resource center for homeschoolers or suchlike. Every few
months I hear of another small program in which a few adults (often former teachers)
organize classes, study groups, and other opportunities. For some teenagers, these
programs provide a helpful transition between school and completely self-directed
learning. They're useful for people who want more adult guidance than their parents
can give (or who don't want guidance from their parents) but who still want the
freedom of unschooling. And the good ones are operated by people who share your
unschooling point of view and who want to support you in taking charge of your own
education—unlike teachers in many alternative schools. (Unfortunately, many
alternative school teachers don't believe in deep freedom for young people—they
simply feel that their political viewpoints and teaching methodologies are better than
those of public schools. Praiseworthy exceptions are the Sudbury Schools, which
refer to themselves as "The Unschooling Schools.")
I often hear about these resource centers because their directors order numerous
copies of this handbook for their clients, and often they refer to people such as John
Holt, John Gatto and myself as their influences. One organization that sounds great is
Pathfinder Learning Center, operated by former teachers Josh Hornick and Ken
Danford, in Amherst, Massachusetts. PLC is open to homeschoolers and other selfdirected learners; members pay a reasonable fee in exchange for numerous
opportunities. Josh and Ken offer short term classes in math and other subjects, and
host various get-togethers and field trips. They also provide tutoring, help families
meet state and local requirements, provide college counseling, arrange internships
and mentor relationships, and much more.
When you start to wish your friends had more time to spend with you, become a
pernicious influence in their lives. Phone them up after dinner to remind them to do
their homework. Get them a copy of this book. Propose that they help you start a
science co-op or a bakery. During school hours, of course.
Think about your space. You don't necessarily need any new or fancy equipment,
but you do need a place where you feel comfortable, happy, and organized. Likely,
you already have a desk or homework corner in your room. Take the time now to
make it wonderful. Hang posters. Find a place to keep notebooks, library books, and
other paraphernalia. Make sure you have a cozy chair by a window where you can sit
and read or write. Consider potential laboratory space, workshop space, studio space,
a corner for a museum or collection. Sacrifice a few dollars to an office supply store,
for a desktop organizer, file folders, whatever.
What will you call yourself?
Think about the words you will use to talk about yourself. Some of the potential
vocabulary includes "self-taught," "self-directed learner," "self-schooler,"
"autodidact," "doing independent study," "tutored at home," "dropped out,"
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"dropped in," "homeschooled," "home educated," "unschooled," "lifeschooled,"
"not going to school, just living my life..." Each term has different implications and
connotations, as you will discover when you start talking to other people about your
new life.
One of my students noticed my ears perk up when she said she had a friend who
didn't go to school. However, when she explained that her friend "went to school at
home," writing reports and reading books prescribed and overseen by her mother,
my ears plunked down again.
"I am not really interested in that sort of homeschooling, but in unschooling," I
told her.
She stared incredulously. "Unschooling?" she sneered, "There's a name for that.
It's called dropping out."
On that term—"dropping out"—John Holt wrote, "It is interesting to note that
even the people who hate school most, get the least from it, see it most clearly as a
profoundly stupefying and alienating experience, still use this word to describe
leaving this unreal and useless situation. I urge them to stop using this phrase, and
point out that it is 28 or so years since I was last in an educational institution, and I
have not been out of the world; one does not disappear into outer space when one
steps out the door of a school building. Indeed, it might make more sense to speak of
dropping in." 1 And Herb Hough wrote in GWS #79, "Self-learning upwardly mobile
students... do not drop out of school—they rise out."
A mother wrote me about neighbors who snooped into her family's unschooling:
"People were often nosy, insensitive. [The kids] learned to deal with it by saying that
they were tutored. People shut right up! Rich people aren't harassed?!"
Ben and Theressa Billings, sixteen and thirteen, felt slighted by the term
"unschooling." Theressa wrote me, "I don't like it when you call homeschooling
'unschooling' because we do schoolwork just like all our peers."
A mother and father told me that although they thought of themselves as
unschoolers, they had good friends who taught school, and therefore called
themselves homeschoolers to lessen any defensiveness.
As I said in the introduction, I don't care for the term "homeschooling"—it
makes me imagine people who keep an overhead projector in the living room. But
there's nothing inherently wrong with the term "school;" in the beginning it was a
Greek word—"scole"—that meant leisure. Learning in Greece (for boys, anyway)
was so pleasant—spending free time strolling along and talking with philosophers—
that the word for leisure came to have educational connotations.
Advice
Finally, listen to the teenagers who wrote me with suggestions for new
unschoolers:
"Relax! . . . Don't think you aren't learning enough if you aren't sitting for
seven hours in a desk."
"If school is your problem, start by taking a six week vacation."
"Get rid of any guilt feelings—unschool yourselves psychologically first—
expand, the sky is the limit."
1

John Holt, "Notes for a Talk to Students," GWS #74
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"Enjoy what you are doing now and you will truly 'learn'!"
"Do things you are interested in. Explore your interests. Try to use yourself as a
guide."
"Sometimes when kids start homeschooling they're a little overcome by their
freedom and spend it mostly watching television . . . I just say that an unschooling
life has got to grow on you, and...when you get out of school take advantage of your
freedom and do the things you wanted to when you were in school and thought you
didn't have time. (Hopefully that's not watching television!) "
"Try to find the things you like to do the most and then pursue them and forget
about academic subjects for awhile. "
"Don't get locked in the house—no matter how much you love your parents, you
need to get out or the days will get longer."
and finally...
"Party on!"

10

the
perhaps delicate
parental issue
M O S T UNSCHOOLED PEOPLE have, in the past, been out of school because of their
parents' beliefs. This is where the book in your hands tries to drea

