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SCHOOL. Is BAD FOR CHILDREN

John Holt
1923-1685

John Holt, a teacher and education theorist, believed that traditional schooling
suppresses children’s natural curiosity about life. In his writings about educa-
tion, Holt suggested that students be allowed to pursue whatever interests them.
Holt worked for an international peace group, traveled in Europe, and then
worked at the private Colorado Rocky Mountain School in Carbondale, Col-
orado, where he taught high school English, French, and mathematics and
coached soccer and baseball. His many books include How Children Fail (1964),
How Children Learn (1967), Education (1976), and Learning All the Time
(1989}, In the following essay, first published in 1969, Holt makes a plea fo free
children from the classroom, a “dull and ugly place, where nobody ever 5ays
anything very truthful,” and to “give them a chance to learn about the world at
first hand.” Holt was also a major supporter of the Home Schooling movement.

Almost every child, on the first day he sets foot in a school building, is
smarter, more curious, less afraid of what he doesn’t know, better at
finding and figuring things out, more confident, resourceful, persistent
and independent than he will ever be again in his schooling-—or, unless
he is very unusual and very lucky, for the rest of his life. Already, by pay-
ing close attention to and interacting with the world and people around
him, and without any school-type formal instruction, he has done a
task far more difficult, complicated and abstract than anything he will
be asked to do in school, or than any of his teachers has done for years.
He has solved the mystery of language. He has discovered it—babies
don’t even know that language exists—and he has found out how it
works and learned to use it. He has done it by exploring, by experi-
menth?g, by developing his own model of the grammar of language,
by trying it out and seeing whether it works, by gradually changing it
and refining it until it does work. And while he has been doing this, he
has been learning other things as well, including many of the “con-
cepts” that the schools think only they can teach him, and many that are
more complicated than the ones they do try to teach him.

In he comes, this curious, patient, determined, energetic, skillful
lee-lrner. We sit him down at a desk, and what do we teach him? Many
things. First, that learning is separate from living. “You come to school
tp %eam,” we tell him, as if the child hadn’t been learning before, as if
hvm-g were out there and learning were in here, and there were no con-
nection between the two. Secondly, that he cannot be trusted to learn
and is no good at it. Everything we teach about reading, a task far sim-
pler than many that the child has already mastered, says to him, ”If we
don’t make you read, you won't, and if you don't do it exactly the way
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we tell you, you can’t.” In short, he comes to feel that learning is a pas-
sive process, something that someone else does fo you, instead of some-
thing you do for yourself.

In a great many other ways he learns that he is worthless, untrust-
worthy, fit only to take other people’s orders, a blank sheet for other
people to write on. Oh, we make a lot of nice noises in school about
respect for the child and individual differences, and the like. But our
acts, as opposed to our talk, say to the child, “Your experience, your con-
cerns, your curiosities, your needs, what you know, what you want,
what you wonder about, what you hope for, what you fear, what you like
and dislike, what you are good at or not so good at—all this is of not
the slightest importance, it counts for nothing. What counts here, and the
only thing that counts, is what we know, what we think is important,
what we want you to do, think and be.” The child soon learns not to ask
questions—the teacher isn't there to satisfy his curiosity. Having learned
to hide his curiosity, he later learns to be ashamed of it. Given no chance
to find out who he is—and to develop that person, whoe-er it is—he
soon comes to accept the adults’ evaluation of him.

He learns many other things. He learns that to be wrong, uncer-
tain, confused, is a crime. Right Answers are what the school wants,
and he learns countless strategies for prying these answers out of the
teacher, for conning her into thinking he knows what he doesn’t know.
He learns to dodge, bluff, fake, cheat. He learns to be lazy. Before he
came to school, he would work for hours on end, on his own, with no
thought of reward, at the business of making sense of the world and
gaining competence in it. In school he learns, like every buck private,
how to goldbrick, how not to work when the sergeant isn’t looking,
how to know when he is looking, how to make him think you are work-
ing even when he is looking. He learns that in real life you don’t do
anything unless you are bribed, bullied or conned into doing it, that
nothing is worth doing for its own sake, or that if it is, you cant do it
in school. He learns to be bored, to work with a small part of his mind,
to escape from the reality around him into daydreams and fantasies—
but not like the fantasies of his preschool years, in which he played a
very active part.

The child comes to school curious about other people, particularly
other children, and the school teaches him to be indifferent. The most
interesting thing in the classroom—often the only interesting thing in it—
is the other children, but he has to act as if these other children, all about
him, only a few feet away, are not really there. He cannot interact with
them, talk with them, smile at them. In many schools he can’t talk to other
children in the halls between classes; in more than a few, and some of
these in stylish suburbs, he can’t even talk to them at lunch. Splendid
training for a world in which, when you're not studying the other person
to figure out how to do him in, you pay no attention to him.
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In fact, he learns how to live without paying attention to anything
going on around him. You might say that school is a long lesson in how
to turn yourseif off, which may be one reason why so many young peo-
ple, seeking the awareness of the world and responsiveness to it they
had when they were little, think they can only find it in drugs. Aside
from being boring, the school is almost always ugly, cold, inhuman—
even the most stylish, glass-windowed, $20-a-square-foot schools.

And so, in this dull and ugly place, where nobody ever says any-
thing very truthful, where everybody is playing a kind of role, as in a
charade, where the teachers are no more free to respond honestly to the
students than the students are free to respond to the teachers or each
other, where the air practically vibrates with suspicion and anxiety, the
child learns to live in a daze, saving his energies for those small parts
of his life that are too trivial for the adults to bother with, and thus
remain his. It is a rare child who can come through his schooling with
much left of his curiosity, his independence or his sense of his own dig-
nity, competence and worth.

So much for criticism. What do we need to do? Many things. Some

are easy-—we can do them right away. Some are hard, and may take
some time. Take a hard one first. We should abolish compulsoery school
attendance. At the very least we should modify it, perhaps by giving
children every year a large number of authorized absences. Our com-
pulsory school-attendance laws once served a humane and useful pur-
pose. They protected children’s right to some schooling, against those
adults who would otherwise have denied it to them in order to exploit
their labor, in farm, store, mine or factory. Today the laws help nobody,
not the schools, not the teachers, not the children. To keep kids in school
who would rather not be there costs the schools an enormous amount
of time and trouble—to say nothing of what it costs (o repair the dam-
age that these angry and resentful prisoners do every time they get a
chance. Every teacher knows that any kid in class who, for whatever rea-
son, would rather not be there not only doesn’t learn anything himself
but makes it a great deal tougher for anyone else. As for protecting the
chiidren from exploitation, the chief and indeed only exploiters of chil-
dren these days are the schools. Kids caught in the college rush more
often than not work 70 hours or more a week, most of it on paper busy-
work. For kids who aren’t going to college, school is just a useless time
waster, preventing them from earning some money or doing some use-
ful work, or even doing some true learning.

Objections. “If kids didn’t have to g0 to school, they’d all be out in
the streets.” No, they wouldn't. In the first place, even if schools stayed
Just the way they are, children would spend at least some time there
because that's where they’d be likely to find friends; it’s a natural meet-
ing place for children. In the second place, schools wouldn't stay the
way they are, they'd get better, because we would have o start making
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them what they ought to be right now—places where children would
want to be. In the third place, those children who did not want to go to
school could find, particularly if we stirred up our brains and gave them
a little help, other things to do—the things many children now do dur-
ing their summers and holidays. .

There’s something easier we could do. We need to get kids out of .the
school buildings, give them a chance to learn about the world at first
hand. It is a very recent idea, and a crazy one, that the way to teac.h our
young people about the world they live in is to take them out of it and
shut them up in brick boxes. Fortunately, educators are beginning to
realize this. In Philadelphia and Portland, Oreg,., to pick only two plac?s
I happen to have heard about, plans are being drawn up.for public
schools that won’t have any school buildings at all, that will take the
students out into the city and help them to use it and its people as a
learning resource. In other words, students, perhaps in groups, perhaps
independently, will go to libraries, museums, exhibits, court rooms., leg-
islatures, radio and TV stations, meetings, businesses and laboratories to
learn about their world and society at first hand. A small private schqol
in Washington is already doing this. It makes sense. We need more O.f it.

As we help children get out into the world, to do their lee?rmng
there, we get more of the world into the schools. Aside from their par-
ents, most children never have any close contact with any adults except
people whose sole business is children. No wonder they have no idea
what adult life or work is like. We need to bring a lot more people who
are not full-time teachers into the schools and into contact with the chil-
dren. In New York City, under the Teachers and Writers Co]jaborat‘ive,
real writers, working writers—novelists, poets, playwrights—come into
the schools, read their work, and talk to the children about the problems
of their craft. The children eat it up. In another school I know of, a prac-
ticing attorney from a nearby city comes in every month or so and talks
to several classes about the law. Not the law as it is in books but as he
sees it and encounters it in his cases, his problems, his work. And the
children love it, It is real, grown-up, true, not My Weekly Reader, not
“social studies,” not lies and baloney.

Something easier yet. Let children work together, help each other,
lIearn from each other and each other’s mistakes. We now know, from
the experience of many schools, both rich-suburban and poor-city, that
children are often the best teachers of other children. What is more
important, we know that when a fifth- or sixth-grader who has been
having trouble with reading starts helping a first—grade.r, his own read-
ing sharply improves. A number of schools are beginning to use what
some call Paired Learning. This means that you let children forl_'n part-
nerships with other children, do their work, even including thc?lr tests,
together, and share whatever marks or results this work gets—just like
grownups in the real world. It seems to work.
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Let the children learn to judge their own work. A child learning to
talk does not learn by being corrected all the time—if corrected too
much, he will stop talking. Hr compares, a thousand times a day, the dif-
ference between language as he uses it and as those around him use it,
Bit by bit, he makes the necessary changes to make his language like
other people’s. In the same way, kids learning to do ail the other things
they learn without adult teachers—to walk, run, climb, whistle, ride a
bike, skate, play games, jump rope—compare their own performance
with what more skilled people do, and slowly make the needed
changes. But in school we never give a child a chance to detect his mis-
takes, let alone correct them. We do it all for him. We act as if we thought
he would never notice a mistake unless it was pointed out to him, or cor-
rect it unless he was made to. Soon he becomes dependent on the expert.
We should let him do it himself. Let him figure out, with the help of
other children if he wants it, what this word says, what is the answer
to that problem, whether this is a good way of saying or doing this or
that. If right answers are involved, as in some math or science, give him
the answer book, let him correct his own papers. Why shoulid we teach-
ers waste time on such donkey work? Our job should be to help the kid
when he tells us that he can’t find a way to get the right answer. Let's
get rid of ail this nonsense of grades, exams, marks. We don’t know
now, and we never will know, how to measure what another person
knows or understands. We certainly can’t find out by asking him ques-
tions. All we find out is what he doesn’t know—which is what most
tests are for, anyway. Throw it all out, and let the child iearn what every
educated person must someday learn, how to measure his own under-
standing, how to know what he knows or does not know.

We could also abolish the fixed, required curriculum. People
remember only what is interesting and useful to them, what helps them
make sense of the world, or helps them get along in it. All else they
quickly forget, if they ever learn it at all. The idea of a “body of knowl-
edge,” to be picked up in school and used for the rest of one’s life, is
nonsense in a world as complicated and rapidly changing as ours. Any-
way, the most important questions and problems of our time are not i
the curriculum, not even in the hotshot universities, let alone the
schools.

Children want, more than they want anything else, and even after
years of miseducation, to make sense of the world, themselves, and
other human beings. Let them get at this job, with our help if they ask
for it, in the way that makes most sense to them.

Responding to Reading

1. In what ways does Holt believe schools fail children?
2. According to Holt, what should schools do to correct their shortcomings? Do
you think his suggestions are realistic? Why or why not?
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3. Inparagraph 13, Holt says, “Let’s get rid of all this nonsense of grades, exams,
marks.” Do you agree? What would be the advantages and disadvantages of

this course of action?

Responding in Writing

What would your ideal elementary school be like? How would it be like the
schools you attended? How would it be different?

GRADUATION

Maya Angelou
1928-

Maya Angelou was raised in Arkansas by her grandmother, who ran a gin-
eral store. She began a theatrical carecr when she toured with Porgy and Bess
in 1954-1955. Angelou is now a poef, writer, lecturer, fmd t.eac.her. She nfad
her poem “On the Pulse of Morning” at the 1993 presidential inauguration
of Bill Clinton. Angefou’s most recent book is Letter to My Daughter (2008).
In "Graduation,” vxcerpted from her autobiography I Know Why the caged
Bird Sings (1969), Angelou remembers the anger and pride of graduation day
at her segregated school in Stamps, Arkansas.

The children in Stamps trembled visibly with anticipation. Somfe adults
were excited too, but to be certain the whole young population had
come down with graduation epidemic. Large classes were graduating
from both the grammar school and the high school. Even those who
were years removed from their own day of glorious rel_eas? were anx-
ious to help with preparations as a kind of dry run. The junior students
who were moving into the vacating classes’ chairs were tradition-bound
to show their talents for leadership and management. They strutted
through the school and around the campus exerting pressure on the
lower grades. Their authority was so new that occasionally if they
pressed a little too hard it had to be overlooked. After all, next term was
coming, and it never hurt a sixth grader to have a play sister in the
eighth grade, or a tenth-year student to be able to call a tw‘?ch grader
Bubba. So all was endured in a spirit of shared unde.rstandmg. But t.he
graduating classes themselves were the nobility. Like travelers with
exotic destinations on their minds, the graduates were remarkably for-
getful. They came to school without their books, or tablets or even pen-
cils. Volunteers fell over themselves to secure replacements for.the
missing equipment. When accepted, the willing workers might or @ght
not be thanked, and it was of no importance to the pregraduatfon rites.
Even teachers were respectful of the now quiet and aging seniors, and
tended to speak to them, if not as equals, as beings only slightly lower



