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Hill House electronics, but are interested in kit-building, repair, & understanding basic
principles. Some experiments. Class leader, Peter Griffin, XXX-XXXX.

Here is a list of all courses offered in the Summer ’74 session: Life Drawing; Bicycle
Clinic; Creative Writing; Modern Poetry Forum; Basic Electronics; Exploring Our
Sexuality; Portuguese; Dynamics of Human Communication; Spanish; Hatha Yoga;
Sensitivity Training; Conversational Russian II; Creative Movement; Beethoven; Topics
in Western Philosophy; Welfare Advocacy Training; Are You Considering Suicide?;
Getting Thought Together; Yoga; Living Foods: Indoor Gardening, Organic Nutrition;
Lecture: Survival into the 2 1st Century; Zone Therapy; Kundalini Yoga; Poetry Read-In,
Rap-In; Poetry Workshop; Tiddly-winks; Novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald; General
Mathematics, with Application; Physics Related to Life Sciences; Industrial Design;
Reading Improvement; Jobs, Work, and Identity; Music; Iran: People, Arts, and Land;
Acupressure and Swedish Massage; Woodwork; Individualism & Parenthood; Ecology:
Interrelationships on Our Earth; Recycling and Materials Composition; Alternate Sources
of Energy; A Study of the Belle Isle Salt Marsh.

Over the years people have offered more craft or dance/movement/yoga or
encounter/discussion/sensitivity courses than such S-chool-type courses as languages,
math, etc. But there is always a varied and interesting mixture. These courses are about
the kinds of things that people in this area are interested in. Other areas of the country, or
even the city, with different interests, might have very different offerings.

The school guesses—since it keeps no records on its students, it can only guess—that
in its first four years, about two thousand people took its courses. In any one session,
three or four hundred people may be involved. At first, almost all the students and
teachers seemed to be people who had been to college or even graduate school and were
doing more or less academic or artistic work. But as time has gone by and the school has
become better known, some people have offered or attended courses who didn’t have
much schooling and ordinarily would have little to do with any place that called itself a
“school.

In many respects, the Free School is like more traditional centers of adult education, of
which we have one in Boston and one in Cambridge, or like some of the Free
Universities that students organized in the last ten years or so on many of our college
campuses. There are, though, some important differences, one of which may make the
Beacon Hill Free School a much easier model for others to copy. As Jane Lichtman
wrote, in her National Directory of Free U’s, “The Beacon Hill Free School has the least
administrative structure and the most diversity. . . . For all its simplicity it operates
beautifully.”

It does, and mostly because it is simple. It has no building, and hence does not have to
worry about paying for it, or keeping it up, or losing it. Since it charges no money, it does
not need to guarantee anything to its students, and hence does not have to worry about the
credentials or even the competence of its teachers. Since students don’t pay, and teachers
aren’t paid, the school does not have to keep elaborate books, records of money received,
and so on. It has almost no budget; its only expense is the quarterly catalog, which is very
inexpensively produced and printed. Copies of the catalog are shown and distributed in
many parts of the neighborhood, but anyone who wants one has only to write in, sending
a self-addressed, stamped envelope. All told, the school probably spends less than $ 100 a
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what many might call the “physical” and the “intellectual.” Such distinctions are unreal
and harmful. Only in words can the mind and body be separated. In reality they are one;
they act together. So by “doing” I include such actions as talking, listening, writing,
reading, thinking, even dreaming.

The point is that it is the do-er, not someone else, who has decided what he will say,
hear, read, write, or think or dream about. He is at the center of his own actions. He plans,
directs, controls, and judges them. He does them for his own purposes— which may of
course include a common purpose with others. His actions are not ordered and controlled
from outside. They belong to him and are a part of him.

The best and only really good place for do-ers would be a society that does not yet
exist. In that society all people, of whatever age, sex, race, etc., could have work to do
which was varied and interesting, which challenged and rewarded their skill and in-
telligence, which they could do well -and take pride in doing well, over which they could
exercise some control, and whose ends and purposes they could understand and respect.
Today, very few people feel this way about their work—only a small number of artists,
artisans, skilled craftsmen, specialists, professionals, and a few others. Beyond this, all
people would feel—as very few people do now—that what they thought, wanted, said,
and did would make a real difference in their lives and the lives of people around them.
Their politics, like their work, would be meaningful. Their elected officials would be
public servants, not petty kings and emperors. They would shape and control the society
they lived in, instead of being shaped and controlled by it. In such a society no one would
worry about “education.” People would be busy doing interesting things that mattered,
and they would grow more informed, competent, and wise in doing them. They would
learn about the world from living in it, working in it, and changing it, and from knowing
a wide variety of people who were doing the same. But nowhere in the world does such a
society exist, nor is there one in the making. Except perhaps in societies too small and
primitive to be helpful, we have no models to go on; we must invent and design such a
society for ourselves. Neither in the United States, nor any other countries I know of, are
there more than a handful of people thinking and talking seriously about what such a
society might be like, or how we might make it. What people talk and argue about instead
is growth, efficiency, and progress, and how human beings may best be selected and
shaped (“educated”) and used for those ends.

This is not a book about such a doing society, or what it might be like. Enough to say
that it would be a society whose tools and institutions would be much smaller in scale,
serving human beings rather than being served by them; a society modest and sparing in
its use of energy and materials, and reverent and loving in its attitudes toward nature and
the natural world. This is a book about how we might make the societies we have slightly
more useful and livable for do-ers, about the resources that might help some people, at
least, to lead more active and interesting lives—and, perhaps, to make some of the
beginnings, or very small models, of a doing society, It is not a book about how to solve
or deal with such urgent problems as poverty, idleness, discrimination, exploitation,
waste, and suffering. These are not educational problems or school problems. They have
not been and cannot and will not be solved by things done in compulsory schools, and
they will not be solved by changing these schools (or even by doing away with them al-
together). The most that may happen is that, once freed of the delusion that schools am
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“education” more effective- and efficient, or how to do it or give it to more people, or
how to reform or humanize it.

But to make it more effective and efficient will only be to make it worse, and to help it
do even more harm. It cannot be reformed, cannot be carried out wisely or humanely,
because its purpose is neither wise nor humane.

Next to the right to life itself, the most fundamental of all human rights is the right to
control our own minds and thoughts. That means, the right to decide for ourselves how
we will explore the world around us, think about our own and other persons’ experiences,
and find and make the meaning of our own lives. Whoever takes that right away from us,
as the educators do, attacks the very center of our being and does us a most profound and
lasting injury. He tells us, in effect, that we cannot be trusted even to think, that for all
our lives we must depend on others to tell us the meaning of our world and our lives, and
that any meaning we may make for ourselves, out of our own experience, has no value.

Education, with its supporting system of compulsory and competitive schooling, all its
carrots and sticks, its grades, diplomas, and credentials, now seems to me perhaps the
most authoritarian and dangerous of all the social inventions of mankind’ It is the deepest
foundation of the modern and worldwide slave state, in which most people feel
themselves to be nothing but producers, consumers, spectators, and “fans,” driven more
and more, in all parts of their lives, by greed, envy, and fear. My concern is not to
improve “education” but to do away with it, to end the ugly and antihuman business of
people-shaping and let people shape them selves.

This does not mean that no one should ever influence or try to influence what others
think and feel. We all touch and change (and are changed by) those we live and work
with. We are by instinct talkative and social creatures, and naturally share with those
around us our view of reality. Both in my work as writer and lecturer, and among my
friends, I do this all the time. But I refuse to put these others in a position where they feel
they have no choice but to agree with me, or seem to agree. I want them to have the right,
if they wish, to reject absolutely any and all of my ideas, as I would want and demand for
myself the right to reject theirs. Also, I have learned that no one can truly say Yes to an
idea, mine or anyone else’s, unless he can freely say No to it. This is why, except as an
occasional visitor, I will no longer do my teaching in compulsory and competitive
schools.

I do not mean to say, either, that no one should ever have the right to ask another to
show what he knows or can do. Clearly, if someone wants to drive a car, fly a plane, or
do something that might directly affect the lives or health of other people, then society,
through some agent, has the right to demand that he show that he is able to do what he
wants to be allowed to do. Indeed, even where health and safety are not involved, a
person can often rightly be asked to show his competence. If he wants to play in an
orchestra, sing in a chorus, act in a play, or join other people in any work they are doing,
whether for money, pleasure, or other reasons, they have a right to ask him to show that
he can do it well enough to help and not hinder them. But these demands are specific in
time and place. They are not at all the same thing as saying to someone that just to be
allowed to live in the world at all he must be able to show that he knows this or that.

By “doing” I do not mean only things done with the body, the muscles, with hands and
tools, rather than with the mind alone. I am not trying to separate or put in opposition
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dangers imaginary. Far from it. The newspapers often tell of teachers who were fired for
saying things the community did not like. No one is fired for hiding the truth from
children, but many are fired for telling the truth.

In one year I spent much time working with one first-grade class, where 1 came to
know the children well. One day two six-year-old girls came up to me and furtively
showed me a picture that one or both of them had drawn. It was a (technically) crude
drawing of a person defecating, the feces being fired backwards like bullets. My reaction
to being shown this picture was about 10% amusement and 90% anxiety. I imagined
angry teachers, parents, perhaps even judges saying, “Do you mean to say that you
allowed children in your class to draw pictures like this? What had you done to make
them-think that it would be all right for them to draw, and show you, such a disgusting
picture? And what did you say to them to make sure they would never draw such a
picture again?”” And so on.

I don’t remember exactly what I said to the children, but I did not pretend to be
shocked or indignant. I probably said that they had better hide or tear up the picture, since
if many people saw it they would be in trouble. Maybe I even hinted that I would also be
in trouble. What 1 did not do, but wish I had done, was express my non-T-eacherish,
human response to the picture, both amusement and amazement. Or, perhaps ask the girls
why they showed me the picture. Perhaps they wanted me to talk about a mystery that
other adults had hidden from them. Or they may simply have wanted to see how I would
react, perhaps shrewdly guessing that seeing the picture might startle me, as it did. And
yet I can imagine in some schools, or outside of school, talking with the children about
the picture, and about defecating, or whatever else they wanted to talk about. From such
talk the children might have learned a great deal. They want to learn about the world
from us. What they learn, most of the time, is only that we adults pretend, keep secrets,
and tell lies.

There can never be reality of encounter, truthfulness, honesty, when one person holds
power over another. I recall talking to an old friend, then a senior at Harvard, who had
enjoyed his years at college and had done very well there. I asked him one day whether
he and his classmates very often disagreed with their professors. He laughed and said,
“They all fell you they want you to.” But, he then said, he and his fellow students had
learned that anyone wanting or needing an A in a course (and they, all did) had better not
argue with the professor. In tests, papers, even discussions, the way to get A’s was to
stick close to the professor’s opinions, changing the language just enough so that he
wouldn’t think his own words were being thrown back in his face.

Years later t said to a group of teachers in Toronto that when one person holds power
over others there is not likely to be very honest conversation between them. After the
meeting, a young woman teacher came up, indignant and angry. She did not at all like the
distinctions I had made between doing and education, S-chools and s-chools, T-eacher
and t-eacher. She insisted that the fact that she could give her students grades or
punishments did not prevent them from having honest talks together and that they were in
no way afraid to tell her what they thought. She resented my implying that her class was
fearful or dishonest. In my turn I made such points as I could. She did not waver, and if
anything, grew more angry, told me the things I was saying were untrue and harmful.
After ten minutes or so, I asked her, “Are there people in your school or school system
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solve these problems, we might begin to confront them directly, realistically, and
intelligently.

In this book I feel myself speaking mostly to that minority of people, including parents,
teachers, would-be teachers, and students themselves, who believe that children (like all
people) will live better, learn more, and grow more able to cope with the world if they are
not constantly bribed, wheedled, bullied, threatened, humiliated, and hurt; if they are not
set endlessly against each other in a race which all but a few must lose; if they are not
constantly made to feel incompetent, stupid, untrustworthy, guilty, fearful, and ashamed;
if their interests, concerns, and enthusiasms are not ignored or scorned; and if instead
they are allowed, encouraged, and (if they wish) helped to work with and help each other,
to learn from each other, and to think, talk, write, and read about the things that most
excite and interest them. In short, if they are able to explore the world in their own way,
and in as many areas as possible direct and control their own lives. In a very interesting
and important new book, The Self-Rejecting Child (Thames and Hudson, London), Alison
Sta Hi brass describes in the most precise detail (see quotes in Appendix), how this
exploring takes place, and/>w» the earliest days of a baby’s life. Even then, he knows
what he needs and wants to know. Children do not need to be made to learn about the
world, or shown how. They want to, and they know how.

For die time being, my message to this minority is this: The chances are we will have
universal compulsory education and compulsory schools for at least another generation.
Do not waste your energy trying to reform all these schools. They cannot be reformed. It
may be possible for a few of you, in a few places, to make a place called a school which
will be a humane and useful doing place for the young. If so, by all means do it. In most
places, not even this much will be possible. The most we will be able to do may be to
find ways to help some children escape education and schooling, and to help some others,
who cannot escape, to be less damaged by it than they are now. That is, we may be able
to help some children to find ways to prevent school from killing the curiosity, energy,
resourcefulness, and confidence with which they explore the world, and to find ways
outside of school to nourish and encourage these qualities, so that even if they learn little
or nothing worthwhile in school, they can continue the learning they were doing so well
before they went to school.

Along with this, what we can do and should do right now is attack the legitimacy of
compulsory education and schooling. As the CIA would put it, we need to “destroy its
cover.” That is, as we are beginning to do for the CIA, we need to show what education
and schooling really do. We need to reveal as untrue—as myths, illusions, and ties—the
stories and alibis the schools and the educators tell us (and often themselves) to justify
themselves and explain their repeated failures. We need to say to people, “If you want to
have compulsory education and compulsory schooling, you can have them. But don’t be
fooled by the advertising and the label on the package! Understand what it is you’re
getting. Perhaps within a generation or so most people will indeed understand, and decide
they want no more of it.

But perhaps not. In that case, this book might be considered as a warning to any
people or society which takes human freedom and dignity seriously- and values them
highly. You cannot have human liberty, and the sense of all persons’ uniqueness, dignity,
and worth on which it must rest, if you give to some people the right to tell other people





