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Preface

by Peter Gray, Research Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience at Boston College

There was a time when I was inclined to believed that parents have a lot of control over who their children become. I had studied psychology as an undergraduate and the consistent message was that people are shaped by their environment. Parents have a good deal of control over the environment of their children, so parents shape their children. Right? Well, no, not really.

When I was twenty-five, very shortly after my undergraduate days, my son entered the world and my old view was turned upside down. Here was this little guy, who clearly was already his own person. I could do things that helped him be happy, or unhappy, but I couldn’t change who he was. I didn’t catch on right away but, over time, he taught me that my job as a parent was not to shape him but to get to know him. Who is he? What does he need and want? How can I provide it? How must I change to get along with this individual? He clearly was shaping me more than I was shaping him. And now, after decades of research into child development, I’m more convinced than ever that the job of parents is to get to know their children, to learn from them what they need, to provide for those needs, and to help them find the places in the world where they can be the kind of person that they want and maybe need to be.

Naomi Fisher – perhaps from her experiences as a clinical psychologist who has worked with many children and families, and perhaps from her experiences as a parent – understands this very well. This book is about children’s education outside of conventional schooling, so you might think it is about how children learn from parents. Well, it is a little bit about that, but it’s much more about how parents learn from children. ‘Changing our minds’ means evolving from the belief that children are passive recipients of lessons and behavioural shaping to the understanding that children, from the moment they are born onward, are actively creating themselves. Learning, real learning, the kind that sticks and has an impact on a person’s life, is always generated from within. The child (and later the adult) is, at every moment, trying to make sense of the world. That sense has to be generated from within, otherwise it is nonsense and is either quickly forgotten or remembered only as trivia. Nobody knows how another person makes sense of the world or what aspect of the world that person is ready to make sense of at any given time. That is why education, real education, is always self-directed. Or at least self-chosen. Sometimes, a self-directed learner will freely choose to have another person direct some aspect of their education. But even then, the learner is in charge. He or she chose to enlist the help of the teacher and he or she can quit at any time.

As Naomi points out, the system of schooling we call ‘conventional’ was not founded on a scientific understanding of how children learn. It was actually developed initially, quite explicitly, for the purpose of obedience training and indoctrination. It was invented at a time when people believed that children are naturally sinful and must be strictly trained to obey authority in order to overcome that sinfulness. It also maintained that there are certain truths (originally mostly from the Bible) that everyone must accept as doctrine, no questions asked. The basic format of schooling – with all children being ‘taught’ the same lessons at the same time, regularly tested, and rewarded for passing and punished for failing – was well designed for obedience training and indoctrination. That format has been passed down essentially unchanged from generation to generation. We have changed how we talk about school, not how we do it. Very few educators today would say that the primary purposes of education are indoctrination and obedience training. They are much more likely to talk about fostering critical thinking, creativity and a love of learning. Yet they labour under a system that was not designed for that and doesn’t work for that.

Think about it. Really, almost the only way children can fail in school is not to do what they are told to do, and the only way they can pass is to do what they are told to do. Challenging authority almost always gets you into trouble in school. And what is it you must do? You must memorise and feed back what you were ‘taught’. If you were to design a school for critical thinking, creativity and a love of learning, it would look nothing like our conventional schools. It would look like Sudbury Valley or any of the other schools now throughout the world that have been designed to support Self-Directed Education.

When my son, at age nine, finally convinced his mother and me that we must remove him from conventional schooling, we enrolled him at the Sudbury Valley School, designed for Self-Directed Education. You can find a full description of the school by googling it, so I’ll just note here that the school enrols children from age four onwards through teenage years, does not segregate children by age, does not offer courses (unless asked for by children) or tests, is democratically run by the children and staff together, and is a place where children can explore, play, socialise and, in other ways, follow their own interests all day, day after day, with no adult interference. It operates on about half the per-student cost of the local public schools.

I, at that time, had many of the same questions that you probably have if you are thinking of Self-Directed Education for your child or children. Would he learn to discipline himself for hard work? Would he learn what he needs to know for a satisfying and meaningful adult life? Would he be able to go on to higher education if he chose to do so? I found that the answer to all of those questions was ‘yes’, not just for my son but generally for all the students. I conducted a study of the graduates of the school and found that they were doing very well in the world, and then I went on to conduct research aimed at finding out how children become educated when they are free to take charge of their own learning1.

My research and that of others convinces me that children come into the world biologically designed to educate themselves2. The components of that design are no mystery. There are two primary aspects to education – learning what and learning how. Or, to put it differently, acquiring information and acquiring skills. Curiosity is the primary drive that motivates the acquisition of information. Children are constantly exploring the world in order to find out what is out there and what the properties of those things are. What can they do with them? Playfulness is the primary drive that motivates skill learning. Children all over the world play at the activities that are most important for them to learn. They play at physical skills, at language, at making things, at imagination and hypothetical thinking, at social skills, and in ways that help them learn to deal with fear and anger – emotion regulation skills.

A third crucial educative drive is sociability; children want to connect with other people and, as part of doing so, they want to know what others know and to share with others what they know. When children play and explore in groups, the discovery of one becomes the discovery of all. When not playing, children are observing others and learning by watching and listening. These drives can be effective only when children have time and freedom to exercise them. All three of these drives are pretty much shut off in school.

Schools quash curiosity by convincing children that their questions aren’t important; it is the questions of the curriculum that matter, regardless of whether the children or even the teacher is interested in those questions. Play, if it exists at all in school, becomes breaktime – a break from learning rather than an essential vehicle of it. And sociability – helping one another – is cheating. So schools shut off children’s natural ways of learning and then try to teach by reward and punishment. Some teachers might try to promote curiosity, play and sociability in the conventional school, but the school is just not set up for it. In a school where everyone is supposed to learn the same things at the same time in the same way and prove it through testing, then curiosity, play and sociability only get in the way.

In the United States and a few other countries, there are two main legal ways for families to avoid conventional schooling and choose Self-Directed Education for their children. One is to enrol their child in a school designed for Self-Directed Education, such as a Sudbury model school; and the other, much more common, is through home-schooling. At present, nearly 4 per cent of American school-aged children are registered as home-schooled. In theory, as the name implies, home-schooling is school at home. But, in reality, it is not. Or, I should say, it very rarely is.

Parents might start off thinking they are going to run a little school at home for their children, giving lessons and testing and grading just like in school. But the children pretty quickly convince them otherwise. The children hate the lessons and rebel, and the parents themselves begin to see why the children hate them. At the same time, the parents notice that their children are constantly learning by following their own interests. And they see that what they are learning is at least as valuable as what they would be learning by following an imposed curriculum – and it is far more fun. Critical thinking, curiosity and a love of learning really do bloom in these conditions.

Parents may continue, to varying degrees, with lessons at home, but the lessons are strongly shaped by the children’s interests. Many schools talk about child-centred lessons, but with twenty to thirty (or more) kids in a class and the requirement that they all take the same tests, it’s not really possible. At home it is possible. In fact, at home it’s pretty much unavoidable if there are going to be lessons at all and peace in the family.

Parents also quickly realise that they don’t have to be experts at everything the children want to learn. Children move on in all kinds of directions that often go well beyond the knowledge, skills and interests of their parents. That’s always been true, but now the Internet has made that far easier and even more true than it was in the past.

Some families go all the way with Self-Directed Education in the home-schooling context. They dispense with any pretext of an imposed curriculum. According to US government statistics, somewhere between 10 and 20 per cent of home-schooling families in the United States fall into this category. These are the families that commonly label themselves as ‘unschoolers’. In these families, children are explicitly and entirely in charge of their own education. The parents help in ways that they can, according to the children’s wishes, but they do not impose lessons.

Unschooling works best in families that have strong and healthy relationships both within and outside the family. Children, especially as they grow older, need to expand beyond the family, so families that are well connected with other families and the community as a whole are much better settings for unschooling – or any brand of home-schooling – than families that are more isolated. Children learn best when they can observe and interact with many people, who vary in age, interests, opinions and personality. At a school like Sudbury Valley in Massachusetts, that happens naturally within the school; but in home-schooling, the parents must make it possible.

In collaboration with Gina Riley, I have conducted follow-up research on a group of seventy-five grown unschoolers and found that they, just like graduates of democratic schools, were doing very well in life3. They were pursuing careers that, in many cases, were direct extensions of passionate interests they had developed in childhood play; and the responsibility they were granted in childhood for directing their own behaviour and learning seemed to pay dividends in the form of high levels of personal responsibility and self-direction in adulthood.

Changing minds and changing behaviour are two different things. I’ve met many parents who are convinced, by logic and evidence, that their children would be better off in Self-Directed Education than in the conventional school, but just can’t get themselves to take the plunge. In a survey that Gina Riley and I conducted of 232 unschooling families, we asked, ‘What, for your family, have been the biggest challenges or hurdles to surmount in unschooling?’ Far and away the most frequent answer had to do with the feelings of social pressure and criticisms – from relatives, friends, neighbours and even strangers – that they experienced for doing something non-normative.

We are creatures of norms; it is hard to run against the social tide. Non-normal seems to imply abnormal, and abnormal is bad. It takes courage to do what you think or even know is right when most others don’t understand. Gradually, however, as more people are taking the route of Self-Directed Education, the sense of it being non-normal is diminishing.

I subscribe to the tipping point theory of social change; at first, just a few brave pioneers take the new route. They carve the way and it becomes easier for the next slightly bigger wave to follow. Eventually, enough have taken that route so that everyone knows someone who has. At that point, it no longer seems abnormal and, if it is a clearly better route than the old one, the floodgates open.

We’re on that trajectory with Self-Directed Education, I’m pretty sure. I don’t know when the gates will open, but I hope it’s within my lifetime. This book will help.
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