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Introduction 

BRENDA S. ENGEL 

On a group of theories one can found a school, but on a group of val
ues one can found a culture ... 

- lGNAZlO S!LONE 

I: History of the North Dakota Study Group 

In November 1972, seventeen educators came together at the University of 
North Dakota (UND) in Grand Forks to discuss a subject of crucial impor 
tance to their professional lives: assessment of student achievement. Tho e 
individuals had been asked to meet because of their common interest in 
equal access to good schooling-good in this case loosely defined as child 
centered, John Dewey-influenced, progressive educational practice.1 The 
persuasiveness and success of much of the work of the educators, in schools, 
teacher centers, and institutions of higher educatio n, depended on how stu 
dent achievement was evaluated. At that time, and to some extent still, sta n 
dardized testing with multiple-choice questions was not only the preferred 
method but, in fact, the only method for assessing children's learning in 
public institutions. 

The meeting at UND was convo ked by Vito Perrone, the dynamic, for 
ward-looking dean of the Center for Teaching and Learning at the Universit y 
of North Dakota. Perrone's purpose in bringing the group together was to 
look with care at the current situation in evaluatio n a nd consider alterna t ~· 

possibilities fo r the future. The issue was of particular significance beca u\l' 
the tests not o nly served to effectively defi ne the curriculum- the lesson<; to 
be learned- but also discounted much of the agenda of the more progrc' 
sivc programs. Schools that encouraged creativity, curiosity, and inventiw 
thinking, for example, were disadva ntaged. Time spent on building a modd 
of an Egyptian pyramid, observing the patterns of growth in a tree, or paint 
ing a class mural was time lost in terms of sta nda rdized testing. hild n.·n in 
progressive and "open" (nlso called informal) classrooms, alt hough leMning 
perhaps with more dt•pth .rnd personal involvement , were no t 1wcc:.s.irily t 'i 

well prep.irt.•d for t t.·~ t 11 tlto,t• in pro~rams wi th mn rT tr.1di1io n.1l 11w1hod, 
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and content. For these reasons, published evaluation results worked 
against programs relying on inquiry learning and hands-on experience, 
giving them a bad name and at times th reatening their o ngoing existence. 

As Deborah Meier pointed out in a pamphlet, "Reading Failure and the 
Tests" (1973), a child taught to think for himself or herself might well choose 
the wrong answer on a multiple-choice, standardized test. He or she would 
look for the answer that made sense in the context of his or her experience 
but not necessarily the one considered right by the test writers. One of 
Meier's examples shows a drawing of a woman holding to her chest a bag 
overloaded with groceries; she is facing a clerk who is weighing a bunch of 

bananas on a scale. 

Two children engaged in a verbal battle over the drawing of a lady 
shopping. "The man weighs the fruit before Mother buys it." [The correct 
answer] couldn't be right, according to one girl. "Where will Mother put 
the fruit he's weighing? She's already carrying one bag that is too full." Her 
classmate tried to demonstrate how Mother could carry another bag. The 
first girl remained unconvinced. (Meier 1973, 22) 

Evaluation was a topic of intense concern for the educators gathered in 
Grand Forks; they felt that the dominant mode of assessing learning was 
narrow, dry, and often irrelevant to the aims of what they saw as good edu
cation. Some of them had just come from a much larger meeting of sponsors 
of the nat ional H ead Start and Follow Through programs in Denver, Colo
rado. Convened by the U.S. Office of Educatio n (OE), the purpose of that 
meeting was to celebrate the accomplishments of the Follow Through pro
gram and to discuss its future. Its precursor, the federal Head Start program, 
provided (and still does) educational programs for poverty-level preschool
age children. Follow Through, funded somewhat later, was meant to extend 
the benefits of H ead Start to children in kindergarten through grade three. 

In 1972, there were almost two dozen operating models of Follow 
Through based on the pedagogical theories of the vario us spo nsors, ranging 
from the educatio nal right (the behaviorist theories of Bereiter and 
Engelman) to the left ("open education" influenced by contemporary British 
primary schooling). Each site had selected one or more from the list of spon
sors to oversee theory-into-practice. 

Perhaps for reasons of economy, Follow Through had been redesigned 
as an experimental rather than a service program like I lead Sta rt. 'l'he ex
periment, as conceived by the U.S. Office o f Education, w.1 ~ to tktrrmine 
which of the models (a nd consequently sites) were moNI 1·1kl I1 v1· 111 ('ducal
ing chi ldren. Presumably the o thers wou ld 1lw11 lw d1 ~111111111111 d ' 1111· Office 
of Education had ontr;1,ted with Stnnford lk~1·1111h 111 .. 1111111 ("ilt l )111 Id ·n 

tif'y till' hl'\ t modd' th10111{h st,rnd 11d111·d tr I "ti 
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There was a strong presence of parents in Denver due to a Follow 
Through mandate giving parents an unusual measure of authority in the 
conduct of local programs. When the parents became aware, apparently for 
the first time, of the experimental nature of Follow Through and of the un 
certain future of some of the sites, they became incensed. They were angered 
too by the Office of Education's explanation that the worth of the pedagogi 
cal models would be judged by standardized tests given to the children. The 
parents had little patience with Stanford Research Institute as a reliable arbi 
ter and with test results as criteria of worth, and in fact with the federal Of 
fice of Education as an educational decision-making agency. They believed 
they knew more about the benefits of the programs to their children and re 
sisted a narrowing down of recommended practices in early education. 

The parents drew up a strong statem ent in fu ll support of Follow 
Through: "We know that our ch ildren are learning. We know that they can 
learn . We have the evidence that they are learn ing and can learn. No one ha' 
ever asked us to demonstrate that Follow Through is working" (McDonald 
1972, 12) . In addition, "We are tired of o thers deciding when a program j, 
'not good' or 'good' for us, based upon their concept of 'data' and their con 
cept of what is 'wrong' with our children" (McDonald 1972, 14). Parents de 
manded a voice in any future decisions on federal education programs with 
implications for their children and threatened to enlist the support of o thl•t 
parents nationwide. The Follow Through sponsors were quick to suppo1 I 
their demands: 

One truth emerging from our experience in Follow Through is that 1lw 
involvement of parents in decisions concerning their children is essenti11I 
fo r effective education. Plans and counterplans that ignore this truth ll l l' 

unacceptable. (McDonald 1972, 15) 

O n this no te, the OE-sponsored conference in Denver ended. Rcli 
ance o n the results of the proposed SRI evaluatio n was aba ndo ned. Parl'lll 
power, which of course easily translates into political power in the fo rm of 
votes, had effectively derailed the government's pla n. A crucia l quci.tion, 
however, co ntinued to hang in the thin air of Denver: If no t slandardi1t•d 
lcsting, then what? 

Vito Perrone was not present at the Denver meeting. I lowrvcr, M>llH' 

members of the group who met at his suggestio n at UNO ca me dire tly 110111 
the Denver meetings bringing with them insights and underst.111di11g' 
~,1i ned al those sto rmy sessions. The seventeen individua ls i nvi tcd to C1,111d 
Porks were selected for rt rongc of progressive values they held in common 
0 11 1hr contr nt , pro ' t•i.,, .111d dc1,ircd o utcomrs of si.hoolin~. Pct ront:'s owr• 
i111>1 itutio11, .1 Follow ' l'h11111Hh 1>ponM11, w,l\ rl tht• lllOt l' prOHll'''iw t•1 11l 11f 
tlH' rn11ti111111m, Mml 1111 ·~1· 111h11d 11 IH'.tdy IH•t•11 l11 t111 111111111it .1l i1111wit h 1•11th 
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other-met, read each other's work, and visited each other's educational 
institutions. Their common enterprise had been the search for more con
structive, relevant evaluation tools consistent with their bel iefs about 
worthwhile educational practice. 

The Early Education Research Group at Educational Testing Service 
(ETS) had previously done a report for one of the Follow Through spon
sors-the Education Development Center in Newton, Massachusetts (Bussis 
and Chittenden 1970). The report analyzed the issues around evaluation and 
suggested some alternative possibilities. For the many individuals and insti
tutions concerned with evaluation, this report defined the field, giving it a 
common language and common reference points. It also served to put these 
individuals and groups in touch with each other, thus incidentaUy preparing 
the ground for the future North Dakota Study Group. 

The report received a lot of attention from educators. But it never had 
much impact on evaluation practices of OE [the federal Office of 
Education). I believe that Marjorie Martus of the Ford Foundation 
contacted us after she had read the report. I recall that Ford was providing 
support to the Workshop Center at City College and to a project of Ann 
Cook and Herb Mack, among others. This in turn Jed to meetings with 
Lillian Weber, Ann, and others. I don't remember when I first met Debbie 
[Meier] .... At any rate, I believe Ann Cook suggested to Vito that we be 
invited to the first NDSG meeting. (Edward A. Chittenden, personal 
communication, October 10, 2003) 

Another theme of common interest among educators at the end of the 
sixties and the beginning of the seventies was the British primary school 
movement. American educators' knowledge of the movement was advanced 
by a series of widely read articles by Joseph Featherstone published in The 
New Republic in August and September of 1967. The articles, later gathered 
into a book (Featherstone 1971 ), described in detail the practices that had 
evolved in a number of English schools. They aroused great interest, particu
larly among more politically aware educators looking for teaching practices 
that would be consistent with a democratic ideology. 

There is nothing in England's placid political life to compare with the 
ferment in America over race, equality, and issues Like com munity control. 
Nonetheless, visitors to scattered industrial and immigrant areas of Britain 
have noted large numbers of primary schools doing an exemplary job wit h 
the children of the poor and the working classes. En~l1111d 11•1111ti11', like 
America, a aste- ridden capitalist nal ion; tlH· Ill ii ll'll 11111111 t- 1111 11w11y Yl1I, n 
wmparable change in our school\ would 1111·1111111111 .11 d1 .ii 1111 tl11 q11 llit y 
ol 011 1 l hilda·n\ livl''· ( 1:l'1tll tl't ~t11111· 11171, 11 I 
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Sparked by Featherstone's writings and by their own pilgrimages to 
England, some members of the American teaching establishment looked to 
the English integrated day as the model for the American open classroom. 
Among the teachers, schools, institutions, and teacher education agencies 
that were directly influenced by English practices were several of the Fol
low Through sites, including the one sponsored by UND. 

Interest in English progressive primary education itself led to the 
development of networks of progressive educators. While working in the 
Brooklyn, New York, schools in the late sixties, Ann Cook and her hus
band, Herb Mack, encountered Vito Perrone at "one of those meetings" 
(Ann Cook, personal communication , June 2003). Recognizing their com
mon interests and commitments, Cook and Mack subsequently went to 
visit the school of education at UND where Perrone was dean. As already 
noted, it was they who suggested some of the names of those Perrone in 
vited to the meeting in Grand Forks. 

That, then, is the background for the first meeting in Grand Forks, 
North Dakota. The o riginal group members were energetic, experienced, 
and imaginative thinkers about schools and schooling and were profession 
ally weU prepared to take on the question: " If not standardized testing, then 
what?"2 Vito Perrone opened the meeting: 

I'm really pleased that this many people were willing to come for a couple 
of days to deal with the issue of evaluation as it relates to more open 
processes of education. Evaluation is an issue that all of us have struggled 
with in a variety of ways over the past five to eight years. While some ol 
what we have been doing is quite conventional, much of it breaks some 
fresh ground . Unfortunately many of the latter efforts in evaluation have 
not been disseminated very widely. Too much of what we are engaged in i' 
being carried out in isolation. ( 1972) 

All the individuals present had thought and written about school 
eval uation practices and had had practical experience developing alterna 
tives to standardized testing at a variety of sites. Their purposes as a group 
soon expanded to include evaluation in traditional as well as progres!tiVl' 
educa tional institutions. The need for better methods was seen as univerit.tl , 
not confined to one type of education. 

A variety of alternatives were discussed, including new forms of testing, 
interviews, observations, longitudinal studies, checklists, colle tions ol 
children's work, and program documentation . The conversa tion wen t on for 
three days, mostly focused on the intertwined subjects of do umcn1,11 io11, 
cv,tl uation, and rcpo1 li11H, rlthough rela ted subjeus rt'pl in .1mon~ tht•m: 
the roll- of part.•nt~. 111 ytlt ~ 1lw111 n lurntion, nnd 11m1~ 1111 ll''l',11d1. Al i11 
tl'tv1tl ,, l'l•1101w ll'111111dnl 1l11 t111111p nl 1lw 11tgl'1tt y of tlH· t.1i.k .it h1111d 
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At the end of the three days, and after agreeing to keep in touch and 
meet again the next winter, participants dispersed to various parts of the 
country. In February 1973, most of the same group plus a few new interested 
persons met in Ida Noyes Hall at the University of Chicago. The same sub
jects were pursued with the addition of new information and news about 
progress. At the termination of that meeting, Perrone again asked (and con
tinued for a time to ask at the close of each successive annual meeting): 
"Should we meet again?" Although the question was real, the response was 
never in doubt. After a few years, Perrone stopped asking. The group contin
ued to meet over Presidents' Day weekends in February in conference centers 
in Minnesota, Massachusetts, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Illinois. 

As an anchor pulled up after many years on the bottom of a harbor 
brings with it long strands of attached material, the subject of educational 
evaluation necessarily brought into the spotlight many topics in education
all of them inextricably bound up with it. Over the years, the discussion 
broadened to include, among other matters of interest: early childhood edu
cation, the small schools movement, areas of the curriculum (e.g., art, sci
ence, literacy), second language speakers, John Dewey and other 
philosophers, Jean Piaget, Myles Horton, equity issues, educational stan
dards, teacher education, teacher centers, racism, and cultural diversity. Con
sideration of these central issues in education-discussing, researching, 
writing about, organizing, and acting on them---constitutes the history of 
the North Dakota Study Group. 

In the mid-seventies, the designation "North Dakota Study Group on 
Evaluation" (frequently shortened by omitting the last two words) was 
adopted by the participants. The title indicated the in formal, voluntary na
ture of the o rganization, but also recognized its geographic origins on the 
Midwest plains, perhaps with overtones of both its plainness (no pun in
tended! ) and its unlikeliness ("Why North Dakota?" ). 

Although then a referable entity, the group continued in the same 
fashion- with no dues, no budget, and a mailing list instead of a formal 
membership list. Its continuing life was made possible by the efforts of Vito 
Perrone and his dedicated staff at the University of North Dakota and the 
energy created by the ideas and actions of the membership. The frustrations 
and misunderstandings experienced by this group of educators in their 
everyday professional lives and the felt pressures from a largely disagreeing 
education establishment also may have contributed to keeping the group 
together and ideologically coherent. Its strength, moreover, was continu
ally reinforced by the developing warm personal as well as professional re
lationships among the participants. 

The meetings themselves evolved into forums fo r the introdtH ti1111 .111d 
cxplor. tion of idea\, an opportunity to ex hangc rcfcrt'1H 1·~ 111 1''11t~. 
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people, and printed materials and to hear firsthand reports on the gains and 
losses in the never-ending struggle for worthwhile values and practices in 
education. Its function as an occasion for the reunion of like-minded friends 
and colleagues, however, was key to the group's longevity-and not sepa
rable from its intellectual and informative purposes. 

Vito Perrone, the original convener, was the intellectual and emotional 
heart of the NDSG as well as its administrative center whether he was actu
ally in North Dakota; at the Carnegie Foundation in Princeton, New Jersey; 
or at the Harvard Graduate School of Education in Cambridge, Massachu
setts. The distinctive style of his opening and final summary remarks became 
not o nly annual expectations-part of the ritual- but key to the tone and 
content of the m eetings. 

Perrone's presentations were discursive, low-key, informed, often 
ironic, humorous, and inclusive. He summed up and interpreted what was 
happening on the national scene in education, putting it into a historical 
context (Perrone is a historian as well as educator). Despite his quiet tone 
there was never any doubt about the bent of his ideological and po litical 
commitments. His views were consistently guided by a vision of what he 
deemed good for children's learning, development, and general welfare. 
Something of Perrone's style, his gentle irony, can be felt in the following ex
cerpt from his opening remarks on standards at the 1998 NDSG meeting. 

The standards-based reform direction is generally discussed as new to 
American education, getting us caught up with other major industrialized 
countries in the world. We should all exert caution every time we hear that 
something relating to schools is new. It usually means that those speakinK 
of the new haven't chosen to examine the historical record. Our need for 
historical perspective is always large. Otherwise, we lose sight of the larger 
context, the roots of our work. We also lose, I believe, the potential for 
genuine reform. In addition, we should worry when the motivation to do 
something educationaJly is to help us catch up with some other coun try 
a stance that seems to look right past the students most of us see day in 
and day out, almost as if they aren't there. I envision here a group of six or 
seven-yea r-olds being told that they have to study hard to make sure wt• 
stay ahead of the Japanese. Why wou ld any of these children ca re abou t 
competition with Japan? Why should their teachers even have that in 
mind? (Perrone 1998b, 7) 

Vito Perronc's actual presence and gestu res-his way of sitting b:t k in 
his chair, taking his time, making eye contact with person in the group 
rnnveyed extrao rdinary warmth, open ness, re ognition, and a ppr ' ia tion of 
individuals and of tlw filOllP ·'' u whol '. I c •p '•1 iou'>n ''>S and optimi,111 
wi thout illu 'lio11 1C, h11w1·v1·1, 1111dt•rl,1y hi ' .1pp.11 1·11t t'.IW 1111d info1111.1lil y. I k 



8 · INTRODUCTION 

had a sophisticated understanding and knowledge of the workings of the in
stitutional world and loci of power. His wide network of acquaintances in 
the field of education benefited the NDSG, bringing it additional members 
and speakers and greater visibility. 

Until the mid-nineties, Perrone, as administrator, kept the mailing list 
and bank account; he obtained supportive grants and periodically requested 
donations when funds were running low; he oversaw the selection, editing, 
and production of a series of monographs published by the University of 
North Dakota under the imprint of the NDSG (see the listings of them at the 
end of this book). By keeping the administrative procedures largely in his 
own hands, Perrone was able to exercise quality control over the NDSG's 
output. He also influenced the Study Group's course of development: to 
continue as long as it proved useful and, as much as possible, to do so with 
out the usual time- and energy-consuming organizational trappings. In a 
1975 report to a funding agency, Perrone described the group with charac
teristic directness and simplicity, as "a relatively informal network of indi
viduals with some common experience and with particular concerns about 
'support systems for teachers' and 'evaluation'" (1975, 1). 

As the NDSG continued, it began to develop a context of understand
ings and assumptions-a special in-group culture that, like all such cultures, 
had both strengths and weaknesses. Traditions established themselves
about procedures and rituals at the meetings, as well as often unspoken as
sumptions about values. Some of the positive traditions were, along with 
Perrone's open ing introductory talk and final wrap-up summary, the inclu
sion of film, poetry, dance, and space reserved for individuals' special inter
ests and passions. At the opening sessions, a ritual that members came to 
expect was an opportunity for anyone who volunteered to give a brief ac
count of his or her current work, concerns, thoughts, o r recommendations 
for reading or viewing. 

Among the hazards were the potential for self-congratulation; easily 
obtained positive responses; and a sense of specialness, perceived at times as 
exclusiveness, particularly by newly attending participants. The NDSG 
membership's own commitment to democratic values generally served as a 
countervailing force working against thoughtless parochialism. People spoke 
out, often in painful ways, about unequal representation, authority, and 
voice. Classroom teachers and representatives of cultural and ethnic minori
ties at times felt slighted. In 1982, for example, a group of teachers from 
Philadelphia who were attending the meetings expressed their sense of being 
patronized-invited almost as "token" practitioners (from notes of tele
phone conversation with Lynne Strieb, March I 0, 2004 ). Thei r voi ·es .rnd 
those of o thers began to be heard, their messages were usunlly nt:tl·d 1111 
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I was-and remain-puzzled as to my role and/or participation as a 
classroom teacher. Several years ago, some classroom teachers who 
attended the meeting decided that the NDSG was set up for educators who 
are not schoolteachers, and that this was all right. They felt that it provide 
teachers with a supportive network and resources, but did not need to 
have teachers attend the meetings. I am not sure that this is so. It seems to 
me that there should be a strong line of connection between the 
researchers/administrators/university people and the practitioners in the 
daily li fe of the classroom. (Anne Martin, personal communication lo 
Vito Perrone, 1984) 

It was not a coincidence that in the mid-eighties there was a distinct in 
crease in the number of classroom teachers not only attending meetings but 
making presentations, serving on panels, and taking part in program planning. 

A few years later the lack of leadership roles filled by educators from 
minority cultures was brought dramatically to the attention of the NDSG
the fact that African Americans and Latinos had come to meetings, mainly a~ 
invited speakers or as delegations from schools, but rarely returned. In 1986, 
Vito Perrone's interest in the National Coalition of Advocates for Studentll 
led him to invite Richard Gray, an African American then the organization's 
deputy director, to a meeting of the NDSG. Gray, along with Hubert Dyai.i 
from the Workshop Center at CCNY and a number of other teachers and 
students brought the issue of minority involvement sharply to the atten tion 
of the group. They pointed out that it was not only a question of minority 
presence o r leadership roles but also the urgency of establishing race itself us 
an ongoing subject for examination. 

The minority students . . . as well as teachers . . . were very vocal I in I 
expressing notions of not just bringing in and sustaining minority 
participation in the group, but also about focusing on issues of race und 
equality in the annual meetings .... As you probably know, discussioni. of 
race have permeated most of the last several meetings. (HubcrI Dy.1si , 
personal communication, February 3, 2003) 

The message, although painful, was heard and the situation began to 
d1.111ge- more minority voices were heard and the leadership became mo1r 
diwr~e (al tho ugh there is still a ways to go). The NDSG continues to develop 
till' i..apacity for self-examination and correction, surely o ne of the re.1,011'1 
11wmbers return. 

Two months nftl·r tlw Pl•h11111 y 2000 meeting of the NDSC i11 
Woodst<H;k, Illinoi s, Vito P1•1111111• ~ 1iflt• 1i·d ,1 111nssivc stroke while workin~ i11 
hi' oflin· nt I l 11v111d. 1'111t1illl >· 11111 11l y11·d 111d wit hout spl'l't:h, lw had Io 
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suspend all activities including his leadership role in the group. Since that 
time, Vito Perrone has been fighting his way back toward a participatory life. 
He has regained a good deal of mobility, speech, and intellectual capacity 
and was able to attend the 2003 meetings held, for his convenience and in his 
honor, at the Harvard Graduate School of Education in Cambridge, Massa
chusetts. Other members of the group have taken on, at least temporarily, re
sponsibilities formerly belonging to Perrone-communications, summary 
talks, and planning. But the central presence, the organization's heart, still 
remains mostly absent. 

II: Values 

To lose a focus on democracy-not to be closely connected in our practice 
to the world, its problems, and its promise-is to lose the moral base of 
our work. (Perrone 199 la, 9) 

Why the title of this book? What were the vaJues held so tenaciously and ar
ticulately over the past three and a half decades by members of the NDSG? 
What were the intellectual shared territories and common purposes that lent 
urgency to the meetings? 

First, a bit of relevant autobiography: 1 was born in New York City in 
January 1924, the same year Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain was pub
lished. The novel, widely read- by my parents among others-concerns a 
man, Hans Castorp, who visits a friend at a tubercuJosis sanatorium and 
ends up developing the disease himself and remaining there. The popularity 
of The Magic Mountain helped bring tubercuJosis back to center stage for the 
educated middle class (where it had always been, of course, among poor and 
immigrant popuJations). 

When I was five, I was taken to a prominent New York pediatrician who 
decided, on what later turned out to be flimsy evidence, that I had "poten
tial" or "incipient" tuberculosis. My family panicked. I was immediately iso
lated and put to bed where, as far as I can remember, I remained most of the 
time for the next three years, cared for by a kindly woman, sent south for the 
cold winter months (Miami Beach, South Carolina), and totally isolated 
from my siblings and other children. At age eight, presumably cured of TB 
(although still sent early to bed and not allowed to exert myself), I was read
mitted to the family and sent to school as a shy, illiterate, awkward child. 

The Windward School, settled on by my parents, was a relatively un
structured and relaxed pri va te school, probably considered suitable for the 
sensitive, delicate, inexperienced child I then was. Located in Whit<.' Plnins, 
New York (my fa mily had moved to th e suburbs), it wa idcolo~iu11l y JH• ll' i 
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that is, pure John Dewey as interpreted by the somewhat na"ive, semi
Bohemian, idealistic group of parents and teachers who had fou nded it not 
long before I was enrolled. The school shared most of the hallmarks of 
other progressive schools of the 1920s and 1930s: woodworking at the cen
ter of the curriculum (if indeed there was anything that could have been 
described as a curricuJum); a great deal of time and importance given to 
art, crafts, and nature study; weekJy field trips; lots of encouragement to 
invent and explore; project-based learning; teachers addressed by their 
first names; high parent involvement (it wasn't always clear to us who were 
the parents and who were the teachers); and an absence of textbooks. 
"Arithmetic" was the only subject taught in noninnovative ways-probably 
for lack of know-how-and it was the only subject we found boring. 

I have intermittent and perhaps undependable memories of the school: 
a teacher, Kitty, who taught literature and theater-who was thought (by us 
children) to live on the stage and wear the costumes in daily life. (Or perhaps 
it was the reverse-the costumes for the plays were selected from her per
sonal wardrobe.) We designed and constructed one of the school buildings 
and I learned to hammer nails, mix mortar, and lay bricks. I must also have 
learned to read though I don't remember much by way of process-except 
that I was introduced on the first day to a teacher named Marcelle and she 
apparently showed me how. 

We studied medieval t imes through literature, history, and art; built a 
model of a medieval town; and visited a real castle with a stone-paved court
ya rd on the Whitelaw-Reid estate in upper Westchester County. We studied 
bridges and dams and made field trips to the George Washington Bridge and 
Kensico Dam. I spent a great deal of time in the art room drawing and paint
ing. At the start of each week, we were given a "contract" to fill out specifying 
the work we meant to accomplish in those five days. My best friend usually 
completed her contract by Tuesday; as far as I remember, I never did com 
plete one although it d idn't seem to matter. 

I loved the Windward School. Although my years there have undoubt 
cdly been romanticized through selective memory, they seem to have been 
full of wonder, discovery, and pleasure. I went from being a dislinc.tl y 
' trange, semi-invalid child to bei ng an active learner, enthusiastic about 
' Lhool and education and curious about the wider world . O ne of the mo:-.t 
1rnportanl things we all learned at the school was a kind of confidence th •t 
we, by ourselves, could do it, m.1ke it, find out about it. 

Many yea rs Inter, vi ~itin1-1 pa im,1ry schools in England in 1969, I rec;o~ 
nizcd with delight lwl id~ 111d p1 11<. t i1. ·s from my own ea rly ·xpcricn · ol 
~1.hool (only thcrl' tlw 11111111 w1•11• puhlic. and in lusivc): v,1 lu • put on thl• 
.11 h nnd Lr<.·.11iv<.• 1· flt11 t. t111 \ t 111 tlic 1111plkit in tcrt::-.t of thl· m.1n m.HI • 11nd 
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natural worlds, respect fo r children's autonomy, and belief in children's se
rious mindedness and serious intent. These, with the addition of belief in 
democratic community and inclusion, are the closest I can get to defining 
the values behind the work of the North Dakota Study Group. To have 
meaning, of course, they have to be in context, not m erely appear on a 
checklist. They are distinctly different from those values held by the majority 
of the educational establishment that, with some notable exceptio ns, lie be
hind conduct of public education . 

Since the days of excitement over the integrated day (the English ver
sion) and open education or informal education (the American translations), 
those terms, along with progressive education (from the work of John 
Dewey), have become suspect. Attaching them as descriptors to any educa
tional endeavor brings considerable risk in the current political climate. 

Dewey's own use of the word progressive was applied in fact more to so
ciety and politics than directly to education. He believed that "progressive 
communities . . . endeavor to shape the experiences of the young so that in
stead of reproducing current habits, better habits shall be formed, and thus 
the future adult society will be an improvement on their own" (Dewey 
1944, 1916, 79). For John Dewey education was "an instrument of realizing 
the better hopes of men" (79); he went on to prescribe what such an educa
tion for change might be. (My understanding of John Dewey's philosophy 
of education has been deepened and extended by many conversations and 
exchanges of emails with George Hein, colleague and friend.) 

Conservatives favor education as a handing down of values and aca
demic content to each succeeding generation, with students seen primarily 
as receivers of knowledge rather than as active creators of meaning. The dif
ference between the conservative and progressive positions could be charac
terized as maintaining the status quo versus moving forward. Neither view, 
of course, is monolithic and both depend on what kind of society or culture 
is envisaged for the future. Dewey stated this succinctly in 1916: 

Particularly is it true that a society which not only changes but which has 
the ideal of such change as will improve it, will have different standards 
and methods of education from one which aims simply at the perpetuation 
of its own customs. (81) 

In recent years, the country has moved toward the right, politically 
and ideologically maintaining what is essentially a conservative ideology by 
Dewey's definition. Since public education is inevitably tied in with na
tional and local politics, it too has m oved toward the right. This mea ns, on 
lhe school level, prescribed curriculum, standards imposed from ahove, 
and incrensed slnndardized testing- all justified by a rhetoric of 111101 111d 
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economic necessity. These leave little room fo r the arts and imagination 
or inquiry learning. 

Yet .. . yet ... an undercurrent of progressive educational practices per
sists, and, even when not named or recognized as such, conti nues to influence 
schools in many ways. The evidence: instances of project-based learning; as
sessment by portfolio; hands-on activities; emphasis on inquiry, on small 
classes, and on small schools. The dissonance between, on the one hand, those 
schools and individual teachers trying to act on their own convictions about 
how and why children learn and, on the other hand, officials responsible for 
carrying out top-down policy decisions has led at times to political action, pas
sive resistance, and even occasionally deception (like altering test scores). 

Some of those attending the ea rly meetings of the North Dakota Study 
Group were veterans of school battles-ideological and poli tical struggles
and had been active in promoting equal access to good education for all chil
dren. Others were occupied primarily with developing progressive 
educational practice and child study. The ideology of the two activities coin
cided to a remarkable extent: the nature of practice and the policies that en 
able or hamper it are interdependent (though less so, of course, in 
independent schools). Vito Perrone himself was notably an effective progres
sive educator with a high degree of political awareness. And the galvanizing 
issue on the table in Grand Forks, evaluation, had immediate implication for 
both politics and education . 

The issue of educational evaluation has to do basically with power rela
tionships, which are at the heart of politics: Who has the right to evaluate 
what and whom? Who decides on criteria and instruments? What degree of 
consent needs to be sought from those having a stake in the consequences? 
Finally, there are the questions about values themselves-what values arc 
lurking behind judgments? These questions lead to further questions: Can 
so-called "objective" methods determine the worth of qualitative experience~ 
like education? 

Michael Patton, at the time of the 1972 meeting still a graduate student 
in sociology at the Un iversity of Wisconsin, later wrote one of lhc fir:.I 
monographs published under the imprint of the North Dakola Sludy roup 
( 1975) . Proposing an alternative research paradigm for the fields of edul,I 
11011 and sociology, Patton contrasted characteristics of quanlitative and 
qu,1litative methodologies: reliabilit y versus validity, objeclivily versus :.uh 
Jl'l livity, distance from versu' d<M·ness to the data, component analysis wr 
'\"• holistic, out Offll' Vl' 1 111 1 ~ p11H.l'S' evaluat ion, genern lizalion vcr'llN 
1111il1ueness. 'l'he seco nd 111 1•.u h of tlll'~l' poirs is onsonan t wi th the hl'lids 
1111d ind in,1tion., of 111<·111111 ' " ol tl11• NI >Sc;, · 1 ~1kl'11 tog\:thl'1', lh ·y dcsc1ihl·1101 
"' t1H1<:h ,, polit1ull .. 1.11111 11~ 11 111111!•\I f111 m,1kinH lkli'>ion' Otll' th.11 
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assumes the importance of the individuaJ's experience and views and em
phasizes understanding over judgment. 

Edward Chittenden and Anne Bussis and colleagues in the Early Edu
cation group of Educational Testing Service, in Princeton, New Jersey, 
mentioned in Part I of this introduction, were thinking in ways congenial 
with Patton's analysis. As psychologists and educational researchers, they 
developed qualitative ways of looking at children's learning, their methods 
relying on closeness to the subjects being studied with vaJidity (relevance) 
established by detailed observation of children in the process of learning. 
They emphasized the importance of context-the particular group of chil
dren, particular teacher and particular setting-to academic outcomes. In 
planning a study of children learning to read, the ETS researchers spent a 
week at the Prospect School in Vermont consulting with Patricia Carini 
and colleagues who had been developing useful protocols for observing 
children. Bussis and Chittenden, with their coauthors Marianne Amarel 
and Edith Klausner, also spent time with children in classes-many of 
them taught by members of the NDSG. 

A research focus on readers carries several methodological consequences. 
It implies the need for evidence of a child 's understandings and manner of 
functioning across the full range of classroom activities. It requires a study 
over time, in order that patterns may emerge from the documented 
evidence and the relationship of reading to the reader's broader purposes 
and meanings may be discerned. A focus on readers also calls for the in
depth study of relatively few learners rather than gathering more limited 
data on a great many children. It means, in effect, an approach using 
naturalistic methods and procedures that can be sustained over time. 
(Bussis, Chittenden, Amarel, and Klausner 1985, ix) 

Aside from the study's close-up view, breadth, length, and emphasis on 
meaning, another striking (and unusual) characteristic of the ETS reading 
study was its collaborative design-researchers coequaJ with practitioners: 
"Practitioners were centrally involved in all phases of the investigation, from 
planning and instrument development through data collection and analysis" 
(1985, x). 

The ETS team had deep respect for, in fact depended on, the knowledge, 
insights, and understanding of the classroom teachers. Unlike the stance of the 
Office of Education in Denver, they did not set themselves up as experts, de
ciding the criteria for judgment and anticipating the nature of the decisions 
that would be attendant on its outcomes. In seeking the collaboration of sub
jects, Bussis and colleagues were acting perhaps more for practical r<.wmns 
than for polili al and/or ideological ones. Ju t as Willie utton rnhlwd h.111k' 
h<.0<.,1\1~1..·, n., lw i.;,id, tlh1t w,1, wlwrc: thl· money w;1s, the ETS ll'\1'.1111111 11111111 
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stood where the knowledge was: in children and teachers. Still it is striking that 
they consistently maintained "democratic" relationships with study subjects as 
well as within their own collaborative group at ETS. 

In the mid-seventies, with my help, George Hein formed the Program 
Evaluation and Research Group (PERG) at Lesley College (now University) 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Its political and educational ideology was con
sistent with that of the NDSG, although it's difficult to know whether PERG 
was influenced by the beliefs of the NDSG or whether it was drawn to the 
NDSG in the first place because of already existing sympathies; it was prob
ably a co mbination of both. In a 1977 monograph on evaluation, I wrote, 
"People have the right to participate as active agents in decisions that di
rectly affect them" (Engel 1977, 3); and "Unity of thought and action leads 
toward freedom of the individual-whenever a person acts in obedience to 
someone else's thinking, he is giving up a measure of independence" (4). 

Although these statements pertained to practices in evaluation, they 
were essentially political in nature, having to do with power and authority. 
The practices of PERG followed the guidelines of qualitative evaluation as 
described earlier by Michael Patton. C lients initially were asked to articu
late their own goals and evaluation was conceived as a collaborative effort, 
its purpose to achieve deeper understanding in the service of program im
provement. The instruments, too, were primarily qualitative: interviews, 
observations, questionnaires, collections of artifacts, and so on, although 
the results of some of these, particularly of the questionnaires, were fre
quently converted into numbers. Neither in its conduct nor purposes did 
PERG typify the de haut en bas assumptions of most evaluation practice. 
1 lowever, the PERG methods were no t easily adapted, for some of the sa me 
reasons, to large-scale, national assessments. If it had been responsible for 
the Follow Through assessments, the sites would have been individually 
evaluated with the aims and perceptions of those immediately involved 
taken into account. Plus, the purpose would have been improvement of 
l'.1Ch site, not the kind of horse race designed by the Office of Education to 
determine the "best method." 

Some educators who attended the first meeting in Grand Forks had ,1 
high level of political consciousness and experience. These included four 
from New York City: Lillian Weber, Deborah Meier, Ann ook, and I lerh 
M,H:k. Weber, the o ldest and most ex perienced of the group, was professor of 
1 .. 11 ly Childhood Ed ucation ,1t thd :ity College of New York and also dirccto1 
of Advisory crvi cs to t IH' Op1·11 ( ' 011 idor Reorganization of the New Yo1 k 
Cit y public schools. Wrhl·1 ·~ h,1 i1 rn111111it rncnt was to greater o cc s for ni l 
1 hildrcn to good (i.l· .. p1111-111'\\IW, l llild lt'lllt'•i.·d) schooling, no mall ·r what 
tlH'i 1 ' I-II'• d,,.,,, 01 11H1' I h i'I 1111 1111 , 111 w111 1>l'. public i.'dm .. 1tion, In tlw 
lJ11111·d St.it . ., 11111111h ,11 111111 . p111tt11 1v1 1·dm1ll i1111 h11tl IWi.'11 11w tly li111i11·d 
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to private ( independent) schools. In the late sixties, Weber heard about the 
new primary school education, known as the integrated day, being prac
ticed in some areas of England. 

It had not been clear to me that "good" education could exist under the 
conditions usually found in the public sector until 1 discovered that 
England had what I considered to be "good" education, even with large 
classes, and that it provided this in the state framework. (Weber 1971, 1) 

Weber spent a year and a half in England studying British education 
and observing schools fo r youn g children. On her return she wrote a book 
describing in detail the creative, child-centered practices she had seen in state 
schools. Her interest had always been in bringing about change in the system 
of compulsory education in the United States. She saw the structures of 
American education as a mismatch with the nature of children- with 
children's innate ways of learning. Essentially a pragmatist, however, Weber 
was able to work within the givens, gradually creating developmental 
learning communities in classrooms grouped around an "open corridor." 
Children and teachers used the corridors for display and as alternative 
workspaces. Teachers began to see themselves as part of a community of 
peers rather than as individuals isolated in their classrooms. The corrido rs 
were open too in that they made the education community accessible to par
ents and other visitors. Moreover the curriculum itself made use of the sur
rounding culture rather than being confined strictly to academics. 

Weber supported teachers' growth and change by instituting a system 
of "advisors:' a model imported from England. The advisors were there to 
help and suggest rather than supervise in the traditional sense-again, a 
more democratic relationship instead of the usual vertical hierarchy of 
power and authority. 

Deborah Meier was one of Lillian Weber 's advisors in Districts Two 
and Three in New York City. A longtime socialist and political activist, 
Meier wrote several pamphlets criticizing standardized testing of reading. 
She also published articles in the teachers' union magazine, in Dissent, and in 
various other journals even though she saw herself primarily as a teacher: 

I certainly didn't see my political agenda as primary in my work in schools. 
I went into being a kindergarten teacher for the sheer fascinat ion of it, 
quite surprisingly, although I always saw it as compatible with my politics 
and values. (Meier, personal communication, January 2, 2003) 

Meier, like Lillian Weber, had visited England in the sixties, recognizing 
there some elements of the progressive pedagogy she herself had experienced 
as a child in private school. Again like Weber, she had a vision of h1111 p,i 11~ 

thoughtful, devclopment.l l, exciting education into the puhlil cl11111.1111 
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The thrill of the English developments was that they were reaching 
working-class kids, ordinary schools and suggested to us the possibility 
that these ideas might be viable for more than the small , private school 
elite that was still influenced by Deweyism. (Meier 2003) 

In 1974, Deborah Meier was asked by a district administrator to cre
ate a new public school in New York City's District 4 where a system of 
school choice had recently been instituted. Central Park East (CPE) in East 
Harlem, the school Meier started, was (and still is) an outstanding ex
ample of a distinctive, innovative, and successful learning community. Al
though attended by a diverse body of students as in other public schools, 
CPE was very different in its pedagogy and explicit values. The school, with 
a relatively small total enrollment, was characterized by small classes, 
project-based curriculum, centrality of the arts, developmental learning 
theory, and a good deal of teacher autonomy. Guiding these practices were 
strong convictions about educating for a democratic society: That chil 
dren-all human beings in fact-are capable of making responsible 
choices, being engaged by the things of this world, asking good questions, 
and becoming independent thinkers and learners. 

Respect for the dignity and worth of the individual student worked 
against practices such as tracking, conventional grading, and standardized 
testing- all o f which are associated with top-down judgments. Motivation 
for learn ing came in part from the close association of adults and children 
(adults serving as "models" of readers, artists, scientists, and engaged th ink 
ers) and from the surrounding natural and man-made worlds viewed as 011 
always-intriguing subject for exploration. 

Although Ann Cook and Herb Mack also created a public school in 
New York City, they '-tad originally come to education from a background of' 
political activism. Cook, while still a student at Sarah Lawrence College, 
helped organize a national conference on civil rights. Later, in the early six 
ties in Chicago, she and Mack, then a high school teacher, initiated a pm 
gram in wh ich high schoolers were tutored by college students ( W/li l'). 
Both Cook and Mack were involved in a number of civil rights o rganization' 
(including the Student Non-Vio lent Coordinating Committee) a nd puhli~ 
.1uions (boycotts, freedom schools). In 1966, they too traveled to Engl.ind 
where they stayed and worked for two yea rs, interested in the new ide.1' 
.incl practices they fou nd thl'll'. Their initial focus was att itudes 1ow,11d 
1.lle in slate comprchemivl' i.dwol ' though while there they also pa11id 
1Mt 'd in projc ts o n 1. 1111i\11111111 1h-v1·lopnwn1. 

Back in the U11i11·d l.it1111• , d111 l11H th1· p ·riod of ndrnin illt1at iw dl'i.l' ll 

t1 ,ili:r ,1t io 11 in Nl'W Y111~ c' it , I 11111 .111d M11lk wo1k1:d wi th thl· d 1y'11 p11hhl 
'1 hool., 111d , 111 tli1· 1.111) ,, \111111 1 t.il111'1H·d tlw ( '011 11 111111 1t y Rl•,111 11 u·~ 
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Institute. The institute, similar to the English advisories, provided material 
resources, workshops, and consultation for teachers. In 1985, they founded 
the Urban Academy, a small New York City public high school. 

Ann Cook and Herb Mack, like Deborah Meier and LiJJian Weber, have 
stood for-and fought for-progressive values in education, ones that they 
saw as compatible with their political ideology: respect fo r and confidence in 
the individual learner, antiracism, creative curriculum related to students' 
experience with the outside world, and education for participation in the 
community and in a democratic society. 

During the period when Weber, Meier, Cook, and Mack were creating 
or influencing educational institutions in New York, Patricia Carini co
founded, in 1965, a small, independent, "alternative" elementary school in 
southern Vermont. At the 1972 meeting in Grand Forks, Carini was an ar
ticulate, passionate speaker. Her experience and development of documen
tary processes at the Prospect School offered promise for responding to the 
question, "If not standardized testing, then what?" 

Teaching practices at the Prospect School were influenced by the ex
amples of primary school education in England as well as by John Dewey and 
the traditions of progressive education in the United States. But the school
staff and administrators- also developed its own pedagogy and practice 
from seeing, experiencing, reflecting, and discussing, and from broad read
ing; philosophy and psychology, educational theory, poetry, and fiction. 

[The school] reflects a humanistic understanding of how children learn: 
through play they follow their natural curiosity to explore the world and 
their relation to it; through science, language and art they learn to represent, 
describe and express their continually evolving perceptions of the world; 
through firsthand involvement they seek and extend their individual 
interests and personal meanings. (Prospect School Brochure, n.d. ). 

Carini herself, in addition to being an educator, is a philosopher, psy
chologist, avid reader, and creative thinker. She has developed, with the 
school's teachers, ways of observing and recording children's in-school lives 
in order to gain deeper understanding of who they, the children, are as learn
ers and creators of meaning- in her words, making them "visible." 

Carini's essentially nonjudgmental, descriptive, and appreciative ap
proach to deeper understanding of children depends on extensive documen
tation: observations by teachers and administrators, coJJections of children's 
work, interviews-all qualitative data. The view, in Patton's terms, was o f 
"closeness to the data." Documentation served as material for staff " refl ec
tions" aimed at providing for children's interests, propensit ic~. ;11HI w.1y11 of 
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learning. The "Prospect Processes;' as they came to be called, were a new 
form of evaluation in the service of supporting the child's full development 
rather than judging mainly academic achievement. 

I first heard of Patricia Carini and the Prospect School in 1971 when I 
faced the task of evaluating a new, alternative school. It was immediately 
evident to me, from what I heard and read, that Carini was thinking about 
children and education in ways [that] were both startlingly original and, at 
the same time, had a distinct ring of truth. I made arrangements to spend 
ten days that summer at the first Prospect Summer Institute. I came away 
with an exhilarating sense of having encountered a coherent theory with 
implications for practice not, to my knowledge, being articulated by any 
other educator in our time. {Brenda S. Engel, personal communication to 
a funding agency, February 1988) 

During the seventies, the Prospect School evolved into a three-part in
stitution: the school, the Prospect Institute for the Study of Meaning, and the 
Prospect Archive of Children's Work. (Its current designation is The Pros
pect Archive and Center for Education and Research.) The association with 
the NDSG remained strong: Members of the group made visits to the school, 
attended summer sessions for education and research, and used the re
sources of children's work in it's archives. In fact, the Prospect Center be
came something like an associated network, its list of participants 
overlapping that of the NDSG. 

The group of teachers from Philadelphia, mentioned earlier in this 
chapter as having felt at times like "token" practitioners at NDSG meetings, 
have been closely involved with the Prospect Center over the years. Designat
ing themselves the Philadelphia Teachers' Learning Cooperative (PTLC for 
short), this voluntary group has had a remarkable record of longevity
t wenty-six years. The group, mostly made up of practicing public school 
teachers, holds weekly open meetings in participants' homes for the purpose 
of discussing and supporting worthwhile school practices. 

At the core of our meetings is a particular kind of conversation guided by 
the descriptive format developed by Patricia Carini and colleagues at the 
Prospect Center. These formats include procedures for describing a single 
child; a child 's work such as writ ing, drawing, explanations of 
mathematical ideas; the work of a class such as whole-group discussions. 
In addition, we di\llM m11 ow11 work and larger educat iona l issue:,. In 
anything we do, wt· t1 y 111 tm llN 011 the strengths of children and teachc1 s. 
Most of our nH·r1i11~11 t'tul with i111pli1..1tions for the classroom. (S1,1teml·nt 
distribut ed infm11111lly hy lhr I' 11 ( ) 



20 · INTRODUCTION 

The teachers in the Philadelphia TLC have been outspoken advocates 
of progressive school practices in their work, writings, and political activi
ties. Carini herself, although not a political activist in the sense of joining 
picket lines or testi fyi ng before state legislatures, is essentially political in her 
outlook and dedication to the aims of equity and access held by Lillian We
ber and other members of the NDSG. Her ability to accept and appreciate 
all children without the usual assumptions about "educability" because of 
background or ethnicity gave her a strong affinity with the NDSG's political 
stance and struggles. Patricia Carini and Lillian Weber were dramatically 
d ifferent in style, background, and kind of educational sett ing in which they 
worked but the close friendship that developed between them was based, in 
part, on commonly held beliefs in educational progressivism; equal access to 
good schooling; and, above all, the well-being of children. 

I was at that first meeting called by Vito in Grand Forks in 1972 to talk 
about evaluation, and more specifically, to challenge mandatory 
standardized testing and to seek ways to influence evaluation of children's 
growth and learning. Much about that meeting remains vivid in memory. 
This isn't the time for those memories. What I do wa nt to select from that 
fi rst meeting is that it was a gathering-a gathering of experiences and 
points of view on a matter, as Lillian says, of fi rst importance: How to 
make room in schools for children to grow and learn, how to make schools 
that are rich resources for that growth, how to have the fl ourishing of the 
child be the standard for what is "good education;' how to have an 
evaluation that starts from these first commitments. (Carini 1994, 14) 

In addition to the educators whose work is mentio ned in the preceding 
pages, others present in Grand Forks in 1972 were directo rs of progressive 
Follow Through sponsors, students of Perrone, or members of his staff. All 
brought to the table their own experiences and frustrations with traditional 
methods of evaluation. The tone of the conversation set by that original 
group and the implicitly and explicitly held values that informed those con
versations has shaped the NDSG for over three decades. 

As others joined later, they broadened the compass of concerns and en
riched the group's thinking and intellectual experience. The membership be
came more diverse in several ways-race, culture, experience, work, age, and 
geographic location. The original them es to do with evaluation branched and 
twigged over the years although regularly returning to the root issue--evalua
tion itself. Those who came consistently to annual meetings were attracted by a 
shared vision of possibility, even when (which was most of the time) the vision 
seemed somewhere "off in left field"-certainly a mino rity view. 
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Those jo ining more recently have brought their own areas of knowl
edge, personalities, and passions to the group. It wo uld be reductive to try 
to summarize here the variety, depth, and significance of their interests and 
contributions, although many of these will be represented in the chapters 
that constitute the body of this book. Participants can be characterized as 
generally steadfast in their commitment to a set of commonly held val ues 
with regard to schooling and the politics of democracy. 

For many of us directly involved, the NDSG has been at the center of 
our professional lives. It has provided comfort and intellectual companion
ship to individuals in their allegiance to unpopular tenets and a sense of 
worth derived from being afloat in the same boat with thoughtful, respected, 
engaged, and remarkable co lleagues. The Study Group has also had an im 
portant function on the wider scene by "holding values"-helping to keep 
them, to some extent, within the national consciousness. The values stem 
fro m the conjunction of two visions: the poli tical one of true participatory 
democracy, and the related educational one of ch ild-centered, progressive 
practice. Both are inclusive-for everyone. 

III: The Progressive Tradition 

Adherence to a general set of beliefs has kept the North Dakota Study Group 
together and ongoing for m ore than thirty years-beliefs about what consti 
lutes worthwhile, relevant education for a democratic society. Like most be 
liefs, however, they were not born yesterday. The pedigree of progressive 
ed ucation can be traced back at least as far as the mid-seventeenth century. 
Between then and now, thinkers and practitioners, although living in radi 
cally d ifferent societies and under very different circumstances, came up with 
ideas that have strong implications for the present and that are still bein~ 
,1rgued over, played out, credited, and discredited. 

There are two strands to the story: First, the relatively recent recogni 
t ion that childhood is a distinct phase of life, not simply preparation fo1 
.1du llhood but worthy of respect and study in its own right; Second, tlw 
d1.1nge in view of what is proper subject matter for education-a breakin1-1 
.1w,1y from the strict confines of the academy and becoming engaged with 
I he i.urround ing physical, so ial, and mora l world. 

I wi ll refer briefl y to the work of a few of the thinkers who ;m: tlw 
111oi. t interesting and seem 10 bl· 1.i~nilic:an t to the histo ry of the NDSC, to 
~l·t the stage fo r the ch11ptl' l 'I th 111 follow. 

In the 1600s, Jo hn A 111m <' 011wn i11 11 W•lS one of the fi r11 t to record 011 
p.1pcr :.orrn.· of the..• v1ll11l''I ~ ttll 1111 11•111 1 11 11on~ progre!\-.ivc edut:n tori.. 111 hi'I 
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emphasis on learning as developmental, progressing from concrete experi
ence to abstract thought, Comenius anticipated some of Piaget's discoveries 
by several centuries. His guiding image for appropriate curriculum was the 
natural growth of the tree, its form becoming increasingly complex as the 
trunk divides into branches, the branches into twigs. 

Comenius also expressed remarkably modern, democratic views on ac
cess to education, recommending the use of the vernacular instead of texts 
available only in Greek and Latin and seeing education as a universal entitle
ment (to inject a contemporary term): "Not the children of the rich or of 
the powerful only but of all alike, boys and girls, noble and ignoble, rich 
and poor, in all cities and towns, villages and hamlets, should be sent to 
school" (1896/1657, 218). 

In the following century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau was also concerned 
with issues of equality, railing in his writings against social and political in
justices. In The Social Contract ( 1756), Rousseau laid down his precepts for a 
democratic society, opening with the poignant and ever-resonant statement: 
"Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains." In his best-known work 
on education, Emile (1762), Rousseau, like Comenius, turns for guidance to 
natural forms of development and growth. He contrasts the benign influ
ence of nature to the pernicious one of corrupt man-made institutions, soci
ety in particular being deemed unnatural. 

The child, Emile, was to learn from direct observation of nature and 
through experience with concrete objects in his immediate environment. He 
would thus build not only knowledge and understanding but would develop 
enough inner strength to enable him, later on, to resist the temptations and 
corruptions of society. Rousseau saw human intelligence as a development 
from the earliest stage of feelings, through those of the senses and intellect to 
the final stage of conscience or soul. Eventually Emile would emerge from 
the woods and join society, but as a strong, wholesome, resistant man. 

Although evaluation as such was not then an issue, both Comenius and 
Rousseau emphasized the logic and efficacy of intrinsic motivation for en
couraging learners-interest in the world and its workings- as opposed to 
negative motivation through punishment. In the late eighteenth century, 
Pestalozzi, a Swiss school master, put the theories of Comenius and Rousseau 
into practice, adding his own interpretations. 

Pestalozzi's ideal curriculum was based on the use and observation of 
ordinary objects in the home and the activities of everyday domestic life. All 
children, no matter what their social station, were children of God and de
served the power-giving benefits of education. He recommended manual 
work to cultivate students' attention span, memory, and powers of observa
tion. Although prima rily a practitio ner, Pestalozzi wrol<.' .~ t·v1 · 11'1 hook.~ on 
educatio n thnt hnv • hod n wide innucn c in Europ~· .11111 A11111 h11 (178 1, 
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1801). His emphasis on immediate experience and observation as sources 
of understanding put Pestalozzi in the same general tradition as Comenius 
and Rousseau. (Pestalozzi's strict pedagogical methodologies-for in
stance, prescribed steps in reading instruction- now seem rigid, however, 
more like Hooked on Phonics than Whole Language.) 

Friedrich Froebel, the inventor of the kindergarten ("children's gar
den") in the nineteenth century, also starts his educational agenda with the 
senses and immediate perception. He echoes his antiestablishment, romantic 
precursors in seeing nature as the ultimate teacher, cautioning school
teachers against trying to interfere with the natural growth of children. 

We grant space and time to young plants and animals because we know 
that, in accordance with the laws that live in them, they will develop properly 
and grow well; young animals and plants are given rest, and arbitrary 
interference with their growth is avoided, because it is known that the 
opposite practice would disturb their pure unfolding and sound 
development; but the young human being is looked upon as a piece of wax, 
a lump of clay, which man can mold into what he pleases. (Froebe! 1900, 8) 

One of the most important enduring, longtime benefits of Froebcl's 
pedagogy is the strong case he made for the educational and human value of 
play. "Play is the highest phase of child development-of human develop
ment at this period" and "the germinal leaves of all later life" (1900, 55). I3c
ginning at home, then further cultivated in the "children's garden," play is al 
the center of the child's "natural life." 

For Comenius, Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel, God and Nature arc 
almost indistinguishable. The good life- the moral, spiritual life--is the 
natural Life; although how that was interpreted depended of course on the 
place and the period as well as on the personal experience of the writer. The 
na tural life implies an organic curriculum, one adapted to the child's broad 
cning awareness and capabilities. 

What struck me while reviewing the work of these four theorists of 
ed ucation is their persistent, focused, and central concern with the child , his 
or (occasionaJly) her welfare, happiness, and growth. Their recommended 
practices would now be called child-centered. Traces of Froebel's influen c 
.ind, from further back, the writings o f Comenius, Rousseau, and Pcstaloz:ri 
l •111 be seen in the 1967 do umcnt known as The Plowden Repo rt issued by 
,111 o ffi cial British government o mmission on education: 

At the heart of thr r thH 11 1111111 process lies the child. No advances i11 

poli y, no o qui11 ltio11,. ol 11t·w rqu lpm ·nt have their de ired effect unks' 
they arc in h 111111111y w th 1h1• •Hllllll' of th · child, unk·ss they ~ 11~· 
fund int ·nt ill y 111 rpl11hl1 111 h 111 (/ I) 
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This document provided the rationale for the integrated day in the 
early grades, in England, and, indirectly, for open education in the 
United States. 

The most immediate influence on progressive education, John Dewey, 
lived (and wrote for much of) a phenomenal ninety-three years, from 1859 to 
1952. Relatively early in his life, when still in his thirties, he opened an experi
mental school in Ch icago as a laboratory for his theories about education. (It 
later became, and in fact still is, the Laboratory School of the University of 
Chicago.) During this time, Dewey published "My Pedagogic Creed:' which 
laid out, in brief form, his then current thinking about schooling. 

This education process has two sides-one psychological and one 
sociological and neither can be subordinated to the other, or neglected, 
without evil results following. Of these two sides, the psychological is the 
basis. The child's own instincts and powers furnish the materials and give 
the starting point for all education. ( 1897, 77) 

Education of the "psychological side" begins at home and develops in 
accordance with the child 's nature- his "powers, interests, and habits." The 
school, as community, then represents "present life"-life as real and vital to 
the child as that which he carries on in the home, in the neighborhood, or on 
the playground." Although Rousseau, in Emile, exalts nature in dramatic 
contrast to society and is bitterly critical of the latter, Dewey sees education 
itself as inseparable from social (or community) knowledge. In a later work, 
he takes this issue on directly: 

The seeming antisocial philosophy [of the eighteenth century] was a 
somewhat transparent mask for an impetus toward a wider and freer 
society-toward cosmopolitanism .... The emancipated individual was to 
become the organ and agent of a comprehensive and progressive society. 
(Dewey 1944, 91-2) 

Dewey's attempt to reconcile his theories of progressivism with those 
of his predecessors, particularly Rousseau, came from an apparent wish to 
integrate them into the thinking and practices of his own times, the indus
trial age. Dewey, like them, writes about the child's nature being the touch
stone for instruction but gives equal urgency to the cause of educating for a 
progressive society. Like them also and along with his belief in science, 
Dewey affi rms a belief in God. "My Pedagogic Creed" ends with a descrip
tion of the teacher as " the prophet of the true God and the usherer in of the 
true kingdom of God" (1897, 80). 

Dewey's Chicago Lab School virtually defin ed progressive eduwtion. It 
was created specifically to test his theories of education (nnd, 1l111m t 1·q11nlly 
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important to Dewey, to provide good schooling for his own children). On 
November l , 1894, he wrote this to his wife, Alice: 

I sometimes think I will drop teaching phil [sic]-directly & teach it via 
pedagogy. When you think of the thousands & thousands of young'uns 
who are practically being ruined negatively if not positively in the Chicago 
schools every year, it is enough to make you go out & howl on the street 
corners like the Salvation Army. There is an image of a school growing up 
in my mind all the time; a school where some actual & literal constructive 
activity shall be the centre & source of the whole thing, & from which the 
work should be always growing out in two directions-one the social 
bearings of that constructive industry, the other the contact with nature 
which supplies it with its materials. (Menand 2001, 319) 

Louis Menand, in The Metaphysical Club, further explains Dewey's view: 

By "unity of knowledge" Dewey did not mean that all knowledge is one. 
He meant that knowledge is inseparably united with doing. Education at 
the Dewey School was based on the idea that knowledge is a by-product of 
activity: people do things in the world, and the doing results in learning 
something that, if deemed useful, gets carried along into the next activity. 
In the traditional method of education, in which the things considered 
worth knowing are handed down from teacher to pupil as disembodied 
information, knowledge is cut off from the activity in which it has 
meaning and becomes a false abstraction. One of the consequences 
(besides boredom) is that an invidious distinction between knowing and 
doing-a distinction Dewey thought socially pernicious as well as 
philosophically erroneous-gets reinforced. (2001, 322) 

This idea, the inseparability of "knowing and doing" is, I believe, at the 
heart of the matter. In the penultimate sentence of Part II of this introduc 
tion, I wrote, "The values [of the NDSG) stem from the conjunction of two 
visions: the political one of true participatory democracy, and the related 
1.•<lucational one of child-centered, progressive practice." All the theories, ex 
pcriences, and practices described by the authors in this book can be accom 
modated within this conjunction-or, in Dewey's words, "experienti,11 
w nt inuum" ( 1963, 33). 

The educational en terpri .. c it self ca n be seen as having two facct11, om· 
111orc inner- home ba-.cd, 11.:flntiv1.·, .ind in harmony with the nature of thl· 
d1ild; the o ther n1or1.• 0 111 w.11d in th t.• world , communal, moral, and poli1i 
t .d. Both, o nMn ntl y i1111·1 11 t1v1•, 111 1• t•sst•ntial to a progressive educ.1tio11 . 
I 1·111 ning M.11t 'i111h111111,111 1111 1 l11ld' imnwdintc su1 round, .ind as the.• 1.. hild 
1•11tt'r1> ''hool, ' IH' 11111 v1 11111, tl11111Hh 11111 1w,1y f1om ht·• hl·~inni 11 w1. 'l'lw 
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image is more one of an expanding circle than a road being traveled. When 
she enters school, she comes already equipped with her early interests, hab
its, knowledge, skills, feelings, and character (e.g., curiosity, playfulness, in
wardness or outwardness, sense of humor). 

Children (or adults) learn different things in different ways, some of 
them more "inner" some more "outer." They learn through activities and ex
periences, observation and reflection, participation, imitation, social com
munication. These means of gaining knowledge and understanding blend 
together; at times, one (or a combination of several) dominates depending 
on the particular nature of what is being learned. 

An example: My grandson, Will, has accumulated in his twelve years of 
life what seems to me an impressive knowledge of baseball. By a rough esti
mate I would say that Will is familiar with the facts about many (most?) of 
the players on most of the major league teams-their statistics, styles, pro
fessional and sometimes personal histories. He also knows a lot about the 
teams and their competitive records going back fifty or sixty years. He has a 
thorough grasp of the rules of the game and understands the subtleties of 
signals, strategies, and decision making, as well as the authority that goes 
with the various roles and positions in the baseball hierarchy. Complex stuff. 
And Will is by no means exceptional in his control over this extensive body 
of knowledge. They all seem to know it, Will and his friends. 

So the question is, how did it happen? The answer: In all the ways I just 
listed, seamlessly blended. Will shares his intense interest in the game with his 
father (my son) who was equally involved as a child and continues to enjoy 
baseball now as a spectator sport. Will goes to baseball games and often 
watches games on television. He plays on a Little League team and does hours 
of batting and throwing practice at home with his father. Will and his friends 
talk endlessly about their favorite players and teams. They collect and trade 
baseball cards, analyze and find meaning in baseball statistics, read the sports 
section in the newspaper, read and discuss baseball novels. They have become 
experts-with no instruction. No one explained to Will why a runner has to 
touch first base before going on to second, the fact that there are three "bases" 
and one "plate" or what constitutes an "error." In current jargon, this is called 
holistic learning. One might equally well call it "contextualized lea rning" or, 
when teacher-guided, even "progressive education." 

In considering the two facets of education, the personal .tnd the politi
cal, the most urgent these days in both arc q uc,tiorh nf l·q11it y .111d access 
which include, of course, issues around 1 ,11.i"''· In lnh11 I >1 w1 y\ d11y, concern 
with social justice hod a somewhat dilf(• tt' lll fu1 It ~ 111111 1• 1111 pnwr ty and 
the status of immig1anh, pmhlt•f\I\ th.ti 1111· .. 11ll 111 p,1 111 111.I 1111 .. ulvt'd. Uut in 
m.:cnt yc.irs tlw drn111u1i1 g111w1h o f 111111111 tt )' 1"'1'1111111111 , 1111 11 t\•d t' lllpow 
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erment of African Americans during the Civil Rights Movement-the ris
ing voice of the disenfranchised and underprivileged of all ethnicities-has 
changed the moral and political landscape and radically altered the terms of 
the discussion. Any words or actions of progressive educators must deal first 
with issues of diversity, access, and equity and with those who have tradi
tionally been denied, or short-changed, on all three. 

The chapters that follow are bound together by their authors' general 
subscription to the values of progressivism. They have been somewhat arbi
trarily grouped under six headings-"arbitrarily" because the same concerns 
tend to pop up throughout, ideas echo back and forth along with the names 
of certain hovering tutelary spirits cited by many authorial voices (John 
Dewey most often!). 

Notes 

l. Part II of this introduction goes more deeply into the beliefs and values held in 
common by these educators who eventually called themselves the North Dakota 
Study Group on Evaluation. 

2. The group included Patricia Carini, cofounder and researcher at the Prospect 
School-a small, independent school in Vermont; director George Hein and 
Margaret DiR.iviera from Follow Through at the Education Development Center in 
Newton, Massachusetts; Shirley Childs from the University of Connecticut Follow 
Through directed by Vincent Rogers; Edward A. Chittenden and Anne M. Bussis, 
research psychologists in the early childhood unit at Educational Testing Service, 
Princeton, New Jersey; Lillian Weber, professor of Early Childhood Education at 
City College in New York and director of Advisory Services to the Open Corr idors 
Program in the city public schools; Deborah Meier, an advisor in Weber's program 
as well as coordinator of Open Education in District 2, New York City; Ann Cook 
.ind Herb Mack, codirectors of the Community Resources Institute, which al~o 
offered advisory services to the New York City public schools; Elizabeth Gilkcrsnn, 
director of the Bank Street College Follow Through; Bob Gaines of the Follow 
Through program at Fort Yates sponsored by UND; Chuck Nielsen, Linda l larnc,~. 
.md Nancy Miller from the Center for Teaching and Learning, UNO; Joe Grannb, 
professor at Teachers College, Columbia; and Michael Patton, doctoral candid.Ile al 

the University of Wisconsin and consultant to the UNO Follow Through. 
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world and an impact on it; about potentiality and the conditions of life 
that nurture or suppress the flowering of potentiality; about the conditions 
that allow the recognition and emergence of ideas; and about the profes
sional, theoretical, and institutional context of schooling. What is inherent 
to open education understood in this way is a broad acceptance of all hu
mans as part of the group and value and respect for all persons as active 
learners, capable of intelligent, active efforts to survive. It followed naturally 
for us to value stories of human experience---even more, stories of immi
grant survival and the self-assertions of the oppressed. In these informal, his
torical accounts-whether novelistic or autobiographical accounts of how 
each group or each family unit, struggling to survive, organized cultural and 
personal experiences to sustain and fulfill a way of life-we found the roots 
of open education. And out of this understanding, which has blown life into 
our work at the Workshop Center for Open Education, we organized our 
conference. The all-day meeting, which drew an audience of more than 500 
people, was a dramatic and often stirring convergence of old and young
those in the vanguard of today's efforts to restore humanistic values to 
schools as well as spokespersons for similar but older, even vanished, cur
rents in American life. 

Nor was this conference simply a nostalgia trip. Its evocation of the 
past was organized with the idea of confirming the continuity of those 
strands in our national life that encouraged self-development. By bringing 
together people whose experiences in informal organizations appeared to 
reinforce the truth about our contemporary belief in human educability, the 
conference hoped to reaffirm the humanistic wellspring of America. It cre
ated the opportunity for firsthand encounters with men and women who 
had played a vital part in programs predicated on faith in the educability of 
aJJ people. Through informal, small-group interchanges, conference partici
pants experienced the excitement of sharing in living history. Their sense of 
renewal flowed from the spirit and substance of the presentations they 
heard. What they were treated to was genuine oral history about persons, 
times, and ideas whose meaning, often overlooked, obscured, or bypassed, 
was this day given new life. Their appreciation was succinctly expressed by 
one participant: "When I thought back over the day, it struck me very forc
ibly: There is no culture without history. History gives feelings of connected
ness. It refreshes you and lifts you." 

3 -
Progressive, Democratic Education: A Primer 

JOSEPH FEATHERSTONE 

M
y grandmother was the teaching principal of a small, mostly im
migrant elementary school in the Pennsylvania coal country-one 
of many Irish Catholics who took part in the progressive educa-

1 ional and political movements of her time. She was ambitious about kids' 
learning. The children of immigrant coal miners, whose fathers were often 
out of work, read high-class literature and poetry-she had a weakness for 
1hc English poet Robert Browning. She checked to see that kids brushed 
lheir teeth. My beloved Aunt Mary was a student in my grandmother's 
fourth-grade class. She remembered how strict it was. Like the others, Mary 
h,td her teeth checked. And Mary, too, had to not only memorize and recite a 
p,1ssage from Browning's poem, Pippa Passes, but also to explain its meaning 
tn her own words. 

My grandmother was a force in local and state politics, fighting for la
hor rights (her allies in politics were the United Mine Workers, whose leader 
w.1~ her hero, John Mitchell), pioneering in women's rights, and leading the 
111ovement to end child labor. She was the first woman elected to the state 
I kmocratic Committee. She saw a clear link between democratic politics 
11 nd her teaching practice. 

She was a domestic and classroom tyrant. Her teaching was almost cer-
1i1111ly not what we think of as classic child-centered progressivism. There 
w." , though, the interesting assumption that workers' kids should read the 
hn l lilcraturc-thcy should get whatever rich kids get. Asking for meaning, 
~ht• invited a child to interpret and understand a poem, not just memorize it. 
I he business about lccth says something too: She was concerned about the 
wholt.• 1.hild, body as well as mind. The true basics in education were what 

4 I 
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kids would need to grow up healthy and well and to participate in the on
going creation of democracy. 

I like to think that all this made my grandmother a variety of pro
gressive teacher who is a constant in each generation of U.S. schooling, 
public as well as private. I believe they exist in growing numbers today: 
Teachers who don't necessarily wear a progressive or democratic label, but 
who have holistic, complex, democratic ambitions for all the kids they 
teach; teachers who aim at helping students of all backgrounds to partici
pate in politics and life and culture, not just pass a standardized test- to 
become actors and players, not just spectators. 

In his beautiful primer on democracy, the "Gettysburg Address:' 
Lincoln spoke of the United States as an experiment in government of, by, and 
for the people. The classroom counterpart would be an education of, by, 
and for the people. Lincoln, self-taught as he was, implied an ideal demo
cratic culture that has never existed, not even in the democracy of ancient 
Athens with its slaves and inferior status assigned to women. The great 
American progressive democrat John Dewey sums all this up (deliberately 
echoing Lincoln) in his classic, Experience and Education (1963/1938), by 
calling for an education "of, by, and for experience:' Learning how to learn 
from experience-to act, to reflect on results, and then to take the next step 
thoughtfully-is Dewey's ideal of the educated person, an ideal that is never 
finished because experience keeps on going. Dewey was speaking in a long 
line of democratic thinkers and educators. Lincoln, Walt Whitman, W. E. B. 
DuBois, Margaret Haley, Leonard Covello, Myles Horton, Lucy Sprague 
Mitchell, Vito Perrone, and generations of less famous schoolteachers and 
parents have all dreamed of such an education and of such a culture for 
everybody's children. As with Lincoln's ideal of democratic politics, the es
sence would be the experience of active participation. Full participation in 
school now would be the best preparation for what DuBois called as the 
three goals of democratic education- the capacity to take part in "work, cul
ture, and liberty." 

The founding members of the North Dakota Study Group thirty years 
ago came out of the revival of progressive education in the 1960s; they were 
also products of the Civil Rights Revolution. In the early 1970s they were re
sponding to the challenges-especially in areas such as testing and evalua
tion--of putting progressive educational and political vaJues into place in 
public schools on a significant scale. They were trying lo maintain the con
nection between classroom reform and egalitarian pol it k 11 reform. The 
thought and practice of the NDSG reflect the ompkx ,11111 111 111 y sided goal 
of the crea tion of a better democracy in whit h 111lld1111 ~ w II 11111w up to be 
good citizens no t only of their own 11 111io11 , h11t tl ~11 111 tl11 w11 ild . 'l'hc group 
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draws on, and adds to, a long record of more than a century of social, politi
cal, and educational practice that has opened up certain big themes as sites 
for investigation. The themes can be thought of as questions or problems 
that each generation of progressive teachers and parents have explored. My 
friend the late John Holt used to warn that "a conservative is someone who 
worships a dead radical." Each new generation needs to write its own fresh 
chapter. But the experience of the past is a help in rethinking the present. The 
following are some of the big themes I see when I look around at the work of 
my colleagues and friends. 

I. Walt Whitman wrote: "It [democracy] is a great word whose history, I 
suppose, remains unwritten because that history has yet to be enacted" 
( 1871/1949, 8). The progressive emphasis on schools as democratic commu
nities is important and necessary in its own right as an ideal in opposition lo 
many of the reigning market, corporate, and consumerist visions of educo-
1 ion; it ought to figure more prominently in a nation and world facing un
precedented immigration, dislocation, and the movement of peoples around 
the planet. This is the time of greatest immigration in all of U.S. history. City, 
suburban, and even rural schools are encountering immigrant families. It 
seems truly bizarre to us progressives that therefore one of the major policy 
I hemes today is the drive to standardize and tighten bureaucratic control 
over teachers, teaching, and classrooms. The diverse population in schools 
today would be far better served if more educators felt free to adopt the 
~ lance toward immigrants and historic outsiders of Leonard Covello, th ' 
teaching principal of Benjamin Franklin High School in New York City dur
ing the 1930s (see Perrone's wonderful 1998 book, Teacher with a Heart). 
C :ovello argued for schools as democratic communities, welcoming families 
.1 11d capitalizing on diversity. He devoted much thought to ways of reaching 
out to families and personalizing Learning for individual kids, helping 
'chools become networks connecting families and communities, and taking 
ndvantage of the languages and experiences and knowledge immigrant fa mi 
l it-s bring to America. He was a pioneer in teaching ethnic studies and in pro 
moting understanding, tolerance, and coalition-building amo ng the groups 
th.it make up the American rainbow. For Covello, running a school and 
1r.1ching are forms of democratic community organizing. 

>, Another challenge for schools and families today has lo do with tht· 
1·w logy of childhood- the task of making schools and other settings good 
1•11vironments and communities in which children develop as whole and 
lt l·.1lthy people-not test fa ctories where kids get evaluated in one skkd 
woys. The progressiv · dl'morn1ti tradition is built on n vision of childhood 
11 ~ 1 time of imngi 11111io11, w11111111tlion, and growth 1hro11gh 11nckr111.1ndinp. 
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and action-and schools as communities that link adults to children in rela
tionships of care. The social, the intellectual, and the aesthetic are not sepa
rate in this complex tradition of teaching. In an era of school reform driven 
by managerial values and test scores, progressives remind us to keep focused 
on the quality of schools as places for the growth of children. Progressives 
share the worries of many families about child care, and the amount of time 
kids now spend outside of the family in impersonal formal institutions such 
as schools, day-care settings, after-school programs, and the like. School 
policies framed in the light of progressive values would, for example, empha
size aligning schools with families and childrearing, particularly in this time 
of enormous pressure on families of all social classes. Our current policies 
seem to be the work of men (I choose my word deliberately) who don't have 
a clue about childhood and families and their needs. The care of children 
from morning to evening is a concern that touches families across the spec
trum of social classes. Most families need much better support for 
childrearing than they are getting. The opposite is what they are getting in 
fact-a corporate vision of education as a grading and testing machine to 
produce a workforce. The quality of children's lives and the relationships be
tween kids and grownups ought to be central concerns of educational policy, 
yet they scarcely appear in all the stacks of current standards. Progressives 
demand a more personalized and communal vision of education- a social 
and emotional, as well as an academic apprenticeship to growing up. Child
hood at present, like our forests and wetlands, is at risk from the developers 
and Gradgrinds who have highjacked policy. 

3. The progressive tradition these days also offers a small but growing and 
important body of classroom work in all the school subjects that suggests 
possible pathways toward the relatively new (in U.S. and world history) 
democratic goal of educating all students for participation in intellectual 
and academic complexity. Americans continue to disagree as they always 
have about the elements of a decent education but most would agree that 
the demands of work, citizenship, culture, and perhaps even such aspects of 
life as parenting have grown more complex and demanding. Formal 
schooling and educational credentials play a greater role in people's lives. 
A fair expectation, for example, is that most students in school now will at 
some time enroll in some form of higher or further education. In any case, 
being good at school matters more than it used to. Being bad at school is 
especially disastrous if you are working class or dark-skinned o r poor. 
Conservatives and progressives all have a stake in schools where: most kids 
(not just an elite) know and understand mo re than in a si111pk1 i' ltl , More 
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and more Americans now agree with my grandmother and Deborah Meier 
that poor kids deserve what the rich kids are getting-an intellectually am 

bitious education. 
Despite the current talk about high standards and academic and intellec 

tual complexity, the school curriculum is actually getting dumbed down in 
many places. This is especially and disturbingly true for schools dealing wil h 
working-class children, poor and immigrant kids, and kids of color. By con 
1rast, the work of progressive elementary and high schools have over recent 
decades given us wonderful examples in the arts, drama, literacy, science, en 
vironmental studies, and mathematics of what it might look like to have chil 
dren actually participate in and experience intellectual life. High schools, 
like Central Park East Secondary and the Urban Academy in New York, and 
elementary schools like Mission Hill in Boston, stand as models of education 
for citizenship and sophisticated thinking. They help us see a complex • nd 
sophisticated vision of educational standards at work. 

4. This brings me to the final and most important way in which the demo 
Lratic progressive tradition in education and politics speaks to us today. Thl' 
rad ical, growing inequalities of power and wealth in U.S. society are harshly 
reflected in current school inequalities-and even, alas, in the reform effo1 t 'i 
to reduce inequality. Now more than ever we need to link democratic possi 
bilities in education to fresh possibilities in politics and our national lift·. 
Within education, democracy has to mean not only the participation of .111 
Lh ildren intellectually and socially in school subjects, but also a rencwt:d 
fight for equal access and racial justice. We need a fresh new struggle lo 
equalize the scandal of unequal funding for education, and new scrutiny of 
the role of schools in reinforcing inequalities of class and race and gendc1. It 
is also obvious that schools alone cannot take us to a better demo 1.11. y. 
though clearly they have a role to play. Progress in education on a large M. 11\
will not happen without parallel democratic gains in the rest of U.S. sod 
cly- in child care, adequate preschooling, full funding fo r Head tarl , nu·d i 
Lal ca re fo r all fa milies, adequate housing, full employment , vot i n~ 1111d 
political and campaign finance reform, human rights, and o ther big step' tu 
ward a less radically unequal society. Without democratic moveml'nh tu 
LOu nterbalance corporate power and greed , the country will co nt inu t• l o 

move in seriously wrong directions, and teachers in public schools will rn 11 
11nue to be scapegoats. With a sense of the true complexity of the n.1t io 11 '~ 
n lucatio nal and social agenda, a slogan like " Leave No Childhood lk hind" 
, • .., be our inspira tio n. Without it, the slog;:i n ca n become a sli k jokl' oi1 

the rest of us. 
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A few threads link the many varieties of progressive practice over the 
centuries. They fuse the democratic ideal with the discovery of childhood 
and the po tential for children to grow through experience-the progressive 
tradition offers today's rising generation of teachers and parents the adven
ture of the big idea that an education suited to children's nature is possible, 
that classrooms fo r everybody's children can provide opportunities for intel
ligent conversation and reflection on experiences that matter-and that such 
reflection is childhood's best preparation for both life and citizenship. 
Progressives fro m Dewey and DuBois to teachers in Reggio Emilia, Italy, to
day have shown such teaching to be possible with all sorts o f children in 
m any different countries and at different times in history. On the other 
hand, the progressive traditio n at this moment in our public life also speaks 
with what F. Scott Fi tzgerald is reported to have called "the authority of fail
ure." Progressive, democratic ideas are not exactly in fashion today in a 
country whose government claims to favor democracy abroad, but not at 
home-and certainly no t in classrooms. That is why we democratic 
progressives believe these ideas are needed now more than ever. 

4 -
Teaching by the Book(s) 

ALI CE SELETSKY 

I have read a lot of books about teaching and learning d urin1-1111y t Ii I 
five years as a teacher. I bought some and borrowed others; 1r11 ~id 

important ones, and passed them along to friends; d iscarded 1111 1111 

disagreed with. By midcareer, my bookshelves bulged; when l 1rll11 
cleared away most of the books. 

When the subject of this chapter came up, I began creati11g 1 I 'II 
my head of the books that had mattered most. Many titles pop1wd 1 p,ht 
with little prompting, like icons on my computer screen . They wt•11 111 

an importan t part of my personal h istory, inextricably bound up with 
kind of teacher I became. 

Jonathan Kozol's Death at an Early Age ( 1967) tells of the NI 1 "HI\ Ir 
integrated schools in Boston. As far as my husband and I WCll' u1111111 

the timing of its publication was exactly right. In 1964 , thc1l' w11'I 11 I 
blown school crisis in New York City. Kozol's work was more th 111 Jll"ll 

other politically powerful and timely book: It was a call to 11111'1 111 
111 tcgration wars. 

We were living in the Bronx, where I taught in a school 11111 ti11 11 
home, and my daughters attended the local elementary sdwol 11 '1 ' '' 
w mposition reflected the immediate neighborhood, whidi w11 ~ 11111 
working class and about 50 percent white, the remaining 11tudt•111\' v1111 
v1dcd between Latino and black. A few blocks away wa11 .inot ht•1 l'lt 1111 111 

' dwol whose population was almost en tirely black and I 11t11111 1 

1'1 inccton Plan was proposed as a way to achieve a grc::i tcr dlW 1·1· ol 1111 I 
lion. All the fi ve- to eight-year-olds would attend onc sdmol; th1• 111111 
twdvc year o lds the other. Our P::iren ts Assoc.:i.1 tio n HOt l1t11Hhl 11p 
lil'rlc, divisivl' st111g1-1l1•, "ornc of us oc tivdy .1dvo ·.11 inH 101 1h1· pl.111 
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Narratives of Transformation 

Education and Social Change in Rural South Texas 

FRANCISCO GUAJARDO 
AND THE LLANO GRANDE CENTER STUDENTS 

The Llano Grande Center fo r Research and Development met the North 
Dakota Study Group in the summer of 1997, when teachers and stu
dents from Edcouch-Elsa High School (E-E High) in South Texas 

came upon Vito Perrone. Vito directed the Annenberg Rural Challenge 
Evaluation team, and I directed the nascent Llano Grande Center, which was 
born out of my classroom at E-E High-a rural public high school located 
along the Texas-Mexico border (see Figure 7-1). We described Llano 
Grande's purpose as an attempt to capture the sto ry of a community 
through the use of a range of activities in o ur public schools. We would build 
relationships with elders as we collected their experiences through oral his
tories; our students and teachers would become active participants in build
ing the history of our community. Equally important, we suggested to Vito 
that as our students listened to the stories of the elders, the students them
selves would emerge as storytellers. 

Vito was intrigued by this notion. "Tell me more about that, about 
young people becoming sto rytellers," he asked. 

"Well, Vito, we're not qui te sure how that's going to happen, but I know 
we're committed to the process. Let's wait and see," I said . 

Students as Ethnographers 

Shortly after our conversation, the cen ter embarked on a com munity-based 
research project where we trained student ethnographers to conduct oral 
histo ries, write reflective journals, and work on creating digiwl i. torics fo
cused o n their lives as youths in rura l outh Texas. l l11 11d11·d ~ of F E I ligh 
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Figure 7-1 

students took part in the ethnography research project, and each took sc ri 
ously the act of interviewing, self- reflecting, and building a communi ty hi11 
tory. In the end, the ethnography project helped students understand 
themselves and their personal, familial, and community identities. The fol 
lowing student reflections convey some of that understanding. 

Myrta Ventura 

l'liro11gh studying her family's story, Myrta Ventura found there was 110 slu111w 
111 lier experience as a migrant farmworker. Herein, she describes lier stm~~lc•, 
I/I/(/ lier triumphs. 

hlwuch, Texas, is th1.· only pl.in· th.it I can truly call home, but as a migrant , it 
" not the only pl.in• I li Vl' i 11. Ewr y y1.·.ir ns school comes to nn end and the hl\lt 
begins to burn, my f,11111lr 1i.11 I ~ 11111 h.1g' .i nd boards up our lmusc. It would 
ill· nilt' to MlY th11t Ii '" 1111 l~' t 1.1~11· 1 1•w1 y y1.\1r, hut I 1..innot. fl h,1, ~ottt·11 
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tougher every year. I can't say goodbye to my friends because I'm not really 
leaving, and I can't get sad because I know that I'll be back. Sometimes the 
only thing you can do is close your eyes for five minutes, because that is how 
long it takes to leave Edcouch and Elsa. Then, when you open your eyes, all 
you can do is hope that the three months of upcoming labor will speed by. 

I can honestly say that up until my twelfth year of life I did not know 
what work was. Then one mo rning before the sun rose, my mother shook 
me out of bed and told me to get up. It was time to work. I didn't take the 
moment seriously because it was summer, and I was still twelve. No o ne un
der twenty woke up before the sun, especially when you didn't have school. 
Who was l to break this unspoken rule? Unfortunately, that did not pass 
through my parents' minds. 

The mo ment .initiated my new stage of life, as a worker. I was to rise 
at the same time as the adults, and to do the same work as the adults. So at 
twelve years old my summer days were going to be spent in the fields. We 
sta rted off thinning peaches, the job that I hate with all of my hea rt. We 
rose at five in the morning, to make the day shorter and cooler, and termi
nated each day at around three. This cycle continued for the first month, 
and proceeded with the picking of raspberries, cherries, and blackberries 
fo r the last two months. While o ther kids were at home watching TV and 
going swimming, I was beneath the sun in my peach tree wearin g long
sleeved shirts. 

I did not complain as I worked because I understood that this was 
what my parents needed me to accept. If I complained, I would o nly make 
myself look foolish because every other person there wasn't complaining. 
So, every morning as I rose my heart sank, and l longed to make the sun 
disappear or the clouds pour their rain. My twelth summer of li fe was 
spent in denial and confusio n. 

I am now eighteen, and I've gone back to Utah as a worker for the last 
five summers. As each summer passed, I learned things that I know other 
people would take a lifetime to learn. I experienced life with a new perspec
tive, and I found myself being thankful to my parents for teaching me what 
hard work is. The opportunities that this type of work offers are overshad
owed by society's stereotype of migrant fa rmworkers. Positive effects are 
blurred by the negative statistics and other data that researchers, the media, 
and others collect. 

My summers spent in and with the land have educa ted me. I still de 
plore thinning peaches, but I have an un ders tandi ng of lifl· ,1nd nature thnl 
makes my heart race. Every day that I begin hl'ftlll' tlw ~1111 i., 10 my ben 
efil. With this tencher, I have be omc n lwt1t·1 'll11d1•111, 11111 only of :-<. hool, 
but ~ilso of life. 
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Myrta conducted numerous oral histories, including a historic interview 
with her grandmother, Rosa Garcia, who unfortunately passed away within 
months after the oral history-the videotape of the interview has become a 
prized fami ly possession. Myrta attends Brown University in Providence, Rhode 
Island, and intends to pursue a Ph.D. in geology because she loves the land. 

Olga Cardoso 

Like many students at E-E High, Olga Cardoso came into the United States ii 
legally. She arrived at the high school at fifteen, just three years after crossi11>: 
the Rio Grande River with her family. Olga became part of the work of the LI 
ano Grande when she founded the Llano Grande Spanish Immersion lnstit11tc 
in 2001. She writes about her family's struggle to survive when she lived i11 tlic 
Mexican border town of Las Flores. 

After my family and I left Guanajuato, we settled in Nuevo Progreso, 
Tamaulipas, also known as Las Flores. Life in Las Flores was very diffi uh 
economically. The money my father provided was not enough to makt• 
ends meet. It was because of this that my sister and I were forced to sell pa 
per flowers "en el centro." My mother learned how to make paper flowc1., 
from my neighbor. My sister and I would go to school from eight until 
noon, and after that we sold paper flowers until five o'clock. It was too hu 
miliating at first, but l soon realized that it was no crime. I had no thing lo 
be ashamed of; it was what I had to do to help my mom make ends meet. 

I have learned to value my education. I have learned to value evc1 y 
1hing that my parents have done for me and given me. I find mysel f in senn.h 
of answers to many of my quest io ns. But more than anything I find my:.df 
longing to relive the beauty of my childhood. 

I >11ring her senior year at E-E High, Olga Cardoso lobbied the Text1s S1111,• 

I t'}:islature to change its law regarding undocumented students. The stntc rn/1 
"'1111ently passed House Bill 1403, allowing Olga and other w1doc111111•11tctl 
' '"dents access to public colleges and universities in Texas. Fort111wtely, Olg11 
lw111111e a legal resident the summer after graduating from £-£ I ligh. Slie 111 

tf'/lds Southwestern University in Georgetown, Texas, a11d i11temls to /n•w111,· 
1111 1111111igration lawyer. 

Jose Cruz 

\ Vhe11 Jose Cruz\ 111111/in IVflS 11i11e 111011ths prcg11fl11t ""'' rcsitli11>: i11 tlic· Mc•\I 
11111 /um/er 1011111 11/ ll1'>'"'""• '/(11m111/ipas, she decider/ le> c1Cm tlw H111 C :111111/1• 
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River into McAllen, where she would give birth to her baby Jose. Three days 
later, she took her newborn back to Mexico, where they rejoined their family. 
The Cruz family eventually crossed to the United States shortly before Jose 
enrolled in middle school. 

I would like to speak a little bit about my fam ily. Although we are very 
poor monetarily and we lack the luxuries that other students my age may 
have, I have to stress that my fami ly has had a great influence on me. Every 
time I speak at a national, state, or local conference, it is not I who speaks; 
rather, it is my father 's wisdom and my mother's humility that speak. It is 
the laughter of my brothers and the sparks of friendship of my two sisters. 
lt is the sto ries shared by my grandfather, and the struggle to live and 
laugh of my grandmother. Everything that l stand for, everything that I 
am is my fa mily. Those are the roots of who I am and that is what I por
tray. It is the feelings and the sentimiento of my family that speak through 
me. I am just a vehicle through which their words are spoken. 

To many people, their roots seem to be unimpo rtant. l am glad that all 
of my classmates learned to value the importance of family, of their roots, 
and no t be ashamed of who they are. As people read this, I would like to en
courage them to converse with one another, to speak with their abuelos, their 
tias o tios, to be one with their friends and family. The importance of conver
sation has been a forgotten art, an art we used to practice with pride. Fortu
nately, I have always conversed with my parents, aunts, and uncles. The 
sto ries they tell are most valuable. It is not whether they are making up their 
stories, or whether they are boring. It is the history they share, and the rich
ness of the experience of sharing that is important. 

The thing I learned the most at Edcouch-Elsa High School through my 
work with the Llano Grande Center was learning from each other. I pre
sented at four conferences in just one semester and learned that many people 
have many misconceptio ns. Although the conversations regarding oral his
tories have made me a better public speaker, what I learned most at confer
ences is about how differently people think. I believe that an oral history is 
largely about knowing how to understand each other. That is why people 
who do not understand each other cannot have a good conversation, or have 
a good oral history. We should understand the importance of one another 
and know that each one has a valuable history to tell. 

As we are placed in this system where competition and change arc in 
troduced, unfortunately the thing we learn most is to ll'>Similatc and feel 
ashamed of what we have. I had always been llShll nw d of what I was, o f whll t 
my parents owed, o f the food that I ate, Ltnd of ' lw,1ld 11K tlw l.1nguL'S' that I 
speak. I do n't feel that wuy ,1ny mon:. I h 1vt· 1 h11 11w d, 1111d I hdil'Vl' I haw 
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also seen a change in the community in general. I credit much of my trans- } 
formation to my work with the Llano Grande Center. 

Jose attends Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut, and plans to pursue a 
profession in the medical field. 

Cecilia Garza 

Cecilia struggled through her first years at E-E High. She spent time in school 
suspension, was repeatedly reprimanded by school leaders, and was about to 
"fall through the cracks" when she fo und the Llano Grande Center. When she 
became part of the work of the center, she emerged as a leader of the community 
oral history project. Cecilia turned herself around and graduated from E-E High 
in good standing. 

It wasn't until I began doing o ral histories that I learned the immense value \ 
that a person's sto ry has-even more so when l had the opportunity to in 
terview my grandfather. 

As other students and I interviewed him, it was as if I was getting a his 
tory lesson on World War II all over agai n, only this time I realized that my 
grandpa played an important role in it. I had no idea that he was part of the 
Normandy Invasion. I had heard of D-Day, but I never paid as much atten 
I ion as I did in that interview. My grandfather has wonderful sto ries to tell 
but I never bothered to ask until then. 

Since that interview, I saw my grandpa's eyes light up. He was no longer 
' co lding me: He was acknowledging the hard work that our class was doing. 
Now every morning that he takes me to sch ool we talk about the weather, 
.1bout his cows, and every now and then he'll take a detour to show whc1 ~· 
the o ld Mexican school used to be or anything else I should know. I'm glnd 
that now I've learned to appreciate my grandpa's words because I had alway11 
t.1ken them for granted. 

However, I did not go without punishment for my ignorance. My grn nd 
mother is no longer able to speak, so I can't talk to her the way I used to 01 
l'Vl'n the new way that I learned. It's too late for those conversations; all I cLrn 
do now is read the expressions on her face and reassure her that I love her. 11 
prnplc learn to value others' words and understand the power thllt the 1110 1 y 
h.1', to strengthen rela tionships, perhaps they will no t miss o ut on all the s1w 
11.il encou nters they could have had, such as with me and my grandmother. 

c't•< ilin Gt11'Zt1 11111•11,/, < '11111111/iin U11iversity i11 New York City a11rl /ooh /111 
w111tl to lu•rn111111,i: 11 1111/1/11 '1111111/ tl'nclil'T. 
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Closing Reflection 
Personal and community narratives are central to the work of the Llano 
Grande Center, just as narratives of transformation have been i~tegr~ to ~he 
history of the North Dakota Study Group. During my first meeting with Vito 
in 1997, I remember he asked Orlando Castillo, one of my students, "Orlando, 
how have you changed as a result of your work with Llano Grande?" Orlando 
responded, "I have found who I am, Vito. That's how I have changed." 

In the winter of 2000, Perrone invited students and teachers from the 
Llano Grande Center to become members of the North Dakota Study Group. 

8 -
The Long-Term Benefits of Getting Splashed 

An African-American Progressive Educator's 
Experience with Progressivism 

HOLLEE FREEMAN 

M
embership in the North Dakota Study Group (NDSG) for ml' tl'I' 
resented membership in an elite group of educational act iv"'"' 
Well-known reformers-such as Vito Perrone, Deborah Mcit•1, lu 

Featherstone, Elsa Weber, and Ma ra Sapon-Shevin- helped shape COIW4.'t 'I 1 
tions with new educators, like me, around themes of educational changl' ,1111! 
social justice at each yearly meeting. As a third-year teacher on a mi.,.,io11 II 

make my teaching meaningfu l for the mostly Dominican studcnh wtt l 
whom I worked, I was at home at the NDSG. I soaked up the convcn .. 11 1111 1 

like a sponge yet always felt slightly outside of the omnipresent lcgn1.y th 11 
appeared in flesh and bones at the meetings. Still, for me, a11 cnd i 11~ 111 
NDSG as a member of the Muscota New School, a small progrcssivt· 11d1111 1 
in New York City, was emotionally and intellectually liberating. Alon~ will 
the racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse group of teachc1 ~ I 11111 
Muscota, I found ways of translating the experiences of ND C Lo my t l1m 
room of seven- and eight-year-old students. 

In effect, my classroom practice was revitalized yearly. I con tinu illy 111 
i.:used on issues of social justice, equi ty, and access in each curi i1. ul111 1111 f 
.111d I had a joy for teaching and learning that has since been unnrnt 4. lwd tr 
my professional career. Confro nting issues, such as social justice, dc111m 1111 1 
111 education, and progressivism, at the NDSG meetings cn.1 hk d 11 11· I 
~ 1 ow into a highly effective teacher with explicit values that I c.ont 11 1111• I ~ 

111.lintain throughout my career. At Muscota, we engaged in child ' t111ll1 
1dlcctive practice, peer review, and other activities that allowed u .. 111 ~ • 

1 hildren as they 11rc r.1t h ·r than as what we hope they might h1·. '11 11 I! 
p1 .1tt ices wc1c 11·lt1 f111u ·d for me at the NDSG and I w,1 ~ gra tl'ful. 

7.1 




