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I should like to apologize, at the outset, for 
some misrepresentation in the title of my talk' 
which, I fear, I have advertised to be, "The 
Ecology of Learning." Of those four words, only 
the and of seem entirely satisfactory to me at  
this point. The word learning for example, 
shouldn't be there at all. If I understand the 
speech I am about to give, I have not written 
about the conditions of learning so much as I 
have the conditions of schooling, and there's a 
big difference between the two. Learning is to 

"The Ecology of Learning" was an address delivered 
at the luncheon of the Conference on English Education 
at the Philadelphia Convention, November, 1973. 

other, a complex social institution. I think learn- 
ing can occur in school, and the point of my 
remarks this afternoon is to suggest how things 
might be arranged to increase that possibility. 
But if I were really inquiring into the ecology 
of learning, I honestly think I would never have 
occasion to mention school, or would mention 
it only in passing, since, for the most part, school 
is not a setting in which much attention is given 
to learning. 

As for the word ecology my complaint 
against it is that its meaning has been inflated 
almost beyond recognition, and it is probably 
ready to take its place in the junk pile along- 
side discovery, sequential curriculum, and af-
fective domain. But I am prepared, this after- 
noon, to leave it be if you will agree to let it 
mean nothing more or less than a healthy en-
vironment. In that case, I can proceed to talk 
about the ecology of schooling, by which I mean 
those conditions which would help make our 
schools more humane and life-sustaining than 
they presently are. Specifically, I would like to 
discuss, with as little hollering as possible, 
some practical measures by which we may be 
able to reconstruct our schools. I want to de- 
scribe a kind of game plan for the next several 
years, whereby we might move from where we 
are to where some people, at least, think we 
ought to be. The plan is in the form of a seven 
point proposal, and I will take the liberty of 
calling the plan practical, because in every in- 
stance, as you will see, I can illustrate the point 
by reference to actual situations where the idea 
is in effect. 

What would it take to move the schooling 
process as it presently exists in a humane and 
sensible direction? The first need is, of course, 
to make schools into what Ivan Illich calls "con- 
vivial communities." That is, places where peo-
ple are trusted, accepted, and encouraged, as 
against places where they are controlled, judged, 
and punished. The simplest way to do this is to 
get into the schools teachers who are loving, re-
sponsive, and authentic people. That is, people 
like us. Naturally, this is impossible to do be-
cause, in the first place, most people aren't like 

( Neil Postman is Professor of Education at 
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Our best hope of humanizing schools is not through exhorting teachers to be better people, but through 
changing some of the rules of the school environment, especially those rules which force us into 
Eichmanesque postures. 

us, and in the second place, neither are we. If 
there is anything at all we can learn from B. F. 
Skinner, and I don't think that's much, it is that 
we, like everyone else, tend to become the kind 
of people our environment permits us to be-
come. It is very difficult to function humanely 
under inhumane rules; and the converse, I think, 
is also true. What I am saying is that our best 
hope of humanizing schools is not through ex-
horting teachers to be better people, but through 
changing some of the rules of the school envi- 
ronment, especially those rules which force us 
into Eichmanesque postures. T o  be specific, we 
must eliminate or drastically change the grad- 
ing system, which forces even the youngest chil- 
dren into unholy competition and probably 
teaches them that cheating is a virtue; we must 
eliminate homogeneous grouping, which per-
petuates social and economic class differences 
and which too often teaches arrogance to those 
at the top and despair to those at the bottom; 
we must eliminate standardized testing, which 
makes learning, like our athletic programs, into 
a national competition rather than a personal 
quest; we must reduce or eliminate permanent 
record keeping, which is an invasion of privacy 
and which is the basic mechanism of punish-
ment in the schools; we must encourage and 
even compel professional schools and industry 
to invent their own criteria of selection, so that 
we are not: forced to occupy ourselves in doing 
their work,, while ignoring our own; and we must 
make sure that all students know what their 
civil rights are, according to the rulings of the 
U.S. Supreme Court, so that they can protect 
themselves when we fail to do so. 

Now, I realize that implementing these sug- 
gestions would not be easy, but I can assure you 
that such an effort is not unrealistic. There are, 
in fact, scores of real, public schools where one 
or more of these suggestions have already taken 
hold. And, in all cases, of which I am aware, 
the effect has been striking in making both stu- 
dents and teachers behave more naturally, more 
decently, and more effectively. A case in point 
is PS 1415, an elementary school in Spanish-
Harlem in New York City. Six years ago, this 
school was a typical inner-city disaster, charac- 

terized by vandalism, absenteeism, and totally 
ineffective teaching. If you will check in Charles 
Silberman's Crisis in the Classroom, you will 
discover that PS 146 is now judged to be one 
of the finest elementary schools in the country, 
a transformation accomplished almost entirely 
by eliminating some of the traditional and in- 
vidious processing procedures I have mentioned: 
for example, homogeneous grouping, school-
wide testing, and competitive grading. Children 
love the school because, as one of them told me, 
"There are no dumb classes here." To  which 
I might add, there are no frightened kids, either. 
And teachers love the school because it allows 
them to give expression, daily, to their better 
natures; which is to say, they can function as 
people rather than as agents of the state. PS 146 
is not an isolated case. Check William Glasser's 
Schools Without Failure or Hertzberg and 
Stone's Schools Are for Children, and you will 
see how many triumphs trust and freedom have 
consistently made over punishment and control. 
The point is that schools do not get much better 
by changing teachers. Rather, teachers and 
students get better by changing the rules of the 
school. Grading, grouping, labeling, compulsive 
record-keeping, tattling, and institutional bully- 
ing can be, and have been minimized, if not 
totally eliminated, through strong and intelli-
gent leadership from administration, or parents, 
or faculty, or, sometimes, students. For a good 
case history of how teachers and students can 
work together toward eliminating destructive 
grading procedures, write to St. Mary's Learn- 
ing Center in Chicago, and ask for their docu- 
ment called, "Eliminating Segregation By 
Grades." 

Further, you probably should familiarize your- 
self with some of the many court decisions of 
recent years, which have given consistent sup- 
port to attempts at reducing the arbitrary pow- 
ers of the school. The Tinker Case, Griggs v. 
Duke Power Co., The Gault Case, and a half 
dozen other significant decisions give solid le- 
gal ground to anyone wishing to change the 
present basis of school authority, and replacing 
that authority with something that would come 
closer to an ethic of trust is, in my opinion, our 
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Grading, grouping, labeling, compulsive record-keeping, tattling, and institutional bullying can be mini- 
mized through strong intelligent leadership from administration, or parents, or faculty, or students. 

number one priority. So that's Point One. 
Point Two concerns the school's assuming 

a serious responsibility for the emotional life of 
children. By this, I do not mean that schools 
should become psychiatric hospitals. But the 
plain fact is that an awful lot of children have 
been rendered intellectually ineffective and so- 
cially destructive by worry, dread, rage, hostili- 
ty, and confusion. Some of them even kill them- 
selves, and an alarming number grow up to kill 
others. The public school cannot deal with this 
problem by hiring a few guidance counselors. 
What we have to do is to make the study of 
one's own feelings a legitimate school activity, 
invested with an importance at  least equal to 
that presently given to map-reading skills or 
spelling. This can be done in a variety of ways 
-from regularly scheduled rap sessions, t o  
seminars in value clarification or role playing or 
adolescent psychology, to, best of all, the ac-
ceptance of the fact that no sensible distinction 
can be made between cognitive and affective 
learning, from which it follows that in every 
course, in every activity, a serious interest must 
be taken in the feelings of students. If you think 
this cannot be done or that it can be done only 
superficially in the schools, read Schools With- 
out Failure, or George Dennison's The Lives of 
Children, or best of all, Gerry Weinstein and 
Mario Fantini's book, Toward Humanistic Edu- 
cation: A Curriculum of Affect. What these 
books show is that there are schools in Watts, 
in Boston, in New York, and in various other 
places that have to some extent rejected what 
might be called "the Sesame Street approach" 
in favor of the "Mr. Roger's Neighborhood ap- 
proach." By that I mean that Fred Rogers is 
less concerned with what we call academic 
achievement than he is with a child's feelings 
about himself as a learner and his feelings about 
what he is learning. As Rogers himself has said 
in the journal, Psychiatric Opinion: "It's easy 
to convince people that children need to learn 
the alphabet and numbers. . . How do we help 
people to realize that what matters . . . is how 
a person's inner life finally puts together the 
alphabet and numbers of his outer life? What 
really matters is whether he uses the alphabet 

for the declaration of war or for the description 
of a sunrise, and his numbers for the final count 
at Buchenwald or for the specifics of a brand 
new bridge." 

I hope this kind of talk doesn't sound too 
sentimental and soft to you. But we are dealing 
here with a very grave matter. And while one 
must hasten to say that we cannot expect the 
schools to work miracles with children who have 
been severely damaged in their homes and 
neighborhoods, we do know that when schools 
take the feeling-life of children seriously, chil- 
dren become less fearful, less diffident, less lost, 
and, as a consequence, more fully functioning 
human beings. They also become better learn- 
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ers. So that is Point Two. 
Point Three concerns our present definition 

of intellectual competence. As matters stand 
now, in most schools throughout the country, 
there exists an equation between intellectual 
ability and reading skill. Even if we were not 
living in an electronic age, I think this equation 
would be incorrect. As Jean Piaget has been 
trying to tell us for years, thinking ability and 
reading ability are not necessarily related. There 
have always been children who have best ex-
pressed and understood their knowledge and 
experience through non-print media. They are 
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Although we cannot expect the schools to work miracles with children who have been severely damaged 
in their homes and neighborhoods, we do know that when the schools take the feeling-life of our children 
seriously, children become less fearful, less diffident, less lost. 

not dumber than other people; their senses are 
merely organized differently. Nonetheless, such 
people have always had a rough time in school, 
and most of them, incidentally, were and still 
are, boys. Ever since we have had reliable sta- 
tistics on reading ability, we have known that 
boys have reading difficulties at  a rate five times 
that of girls. That  is as good a reason as any to 
make us re-think our assumption that one's 
ability to read and write is the only worthwhile 
measure of one's ability to think. But there are 
several other good reasons. Chief among them 
is the fact that we do live in an electronic age, 
which means that more and more children-
both boys and girls-will come to school with- 
out a deep devotion to reading. Instead, they 
will bring an attachment to such forms of com- 
munication as film, audio-tape, photography, 
radio, records, and television. Now, I do not 
think the schools have to react to this by taking 
the position, on the one hand, that "they'll read 
or we'll kill 'em in the process," or, on the other 
hand, that "reading is of no consequence." There 
are some sensible alternatives in between. For 
example, in dozens of places schools have adopt- 
ed the id.ea of "multi-media literacy." That is, 
children are encouraged to learn, and express 
what they know, through a wide range of pos- 
sible communication skills, competence in any 
one of which can earn a student full respect. In 
these places, reading and writing take their 
place alongside speaking, listening, filming, 
audio-taping, video-taping, painting, and other 
possibilities. Thus, children are not shut out of 
the learning process if they have difficulty with 
print. Moreover, with the pressure to learn to 
read considerably abated, many children who 
would otherwise fail, in fact do learn to read 
competently; just as children will learn to draw, 
or take pictures, or act, if they will not be pun- 
ished for failing to do so. 

I do not want to dwell too long on this sub- 
ject, but it occurs to me that some of you might 
be thinking that any lessening of our fervor to 
teach reading would have serious consequences 
on the political life of our country, since it is 
commonly assumed that without a nation of 
competent readers, we cannot expect to elect 

intelligent and humane politicians and states-
men. T o  this, I want only to point out that 
Adolph Hitler was elected by the most literate 
population in the world. I might also point out 
just in case you are wondering about how Mr. 
Nixon was elected, that not one American out 
of 100,000 has ever read anything Richard 
Nixon ever wrote-which means, I suppose, 
that in the 1970's and beyond, if there is any 
single communication skill on which our hopes 
for political humanity depend, it is probably 
listening or televiewing rather than reading. But 
that is really not quite the point. The point is 
that we dare not, in a multi-media culture, base 
our judgments of intellectual quality solely on 
one or two communication skills. That's Point 
Three. 

Point Four is, simply, that we need to make 
our schools smaller. If the free school movement 
is teaching us anything, it is that you cannot 
have a working learning community of even 
1500 students, let alone 7000, as in the case of 
Clinton High School in the Bronx. There is a 
kind of law of group ecology which states that 
when you go beyond a certain number, you de- 
teriorate into a bureaucracy, the purposes of 
which are no longer related to the purposes of 
individuals comprising the group. I am not at  all 
sure I know what that number is, but I would 
guess it to be about 250. One of our top priority 
research efforts, in the years ahead, must be to 
discover what is both the maximum and opti- 
mum size for a school which intends to func- 
tion in the cause of humanism. The necessary 
experimentation is, in fact, going on right now, 
even though the final results are far from in. 
For example, at  Ravenswood High School in 
East Palo Alto, California, 1500 students have 
been divided into twelve different "schools," di- 
vided, incidentally, on the basis of their astro- 
logical signs. Haaren High School in New York 
City has also been divided into something like 
ten different schools. And in Berkeley, Califor- 
nia, the entire school system is now comprised 
of essentially fifteen alternative schools. In ad- 
dition to this, large public schools are manu-
facturing mini- or satellite alternative schools at  
an incredible rate. Everyone knows, I guess, 
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We ought to re-think our assumption that one's ability to read and write is the only worthwhile measure 
of one's ability to think. We do live in an electronic age, which means that more and more children will 
come to school without a deep devotion to reading. 

about the Parkway Project and other alterna- 
tive programs in Philadelphia, but did you know 
that there are probably more than three hun- 
dred and fifty such alternatives in the country? 
In Seattle alone, there are twenty. In the New 
York City area, but not counting the city itself, 
there are alternatives, within public schools, in 
such disparate communities as New Rochelle, 
White Plains, Mamaroneck, New Hyde Park, 
and Great Neck. This development is enormous- 
ly significant because it means, first, that an in- 
creasing number of tax-payers is willing to pay 
for alternative schools; and second, that parents, 
teachers, and students are beginning to under- 
stand and fear the consequences of bigness. It is 
important for another reason, and that leads me 
to Point Five. 

As alternative schools proliferate, we will 
have the best opportunity we have had in forty 
years to design and experiment with different 
kinds of learning environments. The plain truth 
is that in spite of the pretentious statistical 
documents produced by some of our reputable 
schools of education, we know very little about 
the conditions under which different kinds of 
learning best take place. B. F. Skinner, who 
claims to know more about this than anyone 
else, is also quick to say that the present state 
of his science is primitive. Jerome Bruner, who 
is certainly Skinner's leading intellectual com-
petition in this country, concedes that he has 
only made a beginning toward formulating a 
theory of instruction, and recently has all but 
repudiated some of his speculations of only a 
few years ago. And Jean Piaget, who may in- 
deed know more about the whole matter than 
anyone else, doesn't speak English. What is 
more serious, though, is that there does appear 
to be a peculiar kind of translation problem in 
Piaget's work. Not from French to English, of 
course, but from one social context to another. 
Piaget does not seriously discuss the effect of 
social conditions and social conditioning on 
learning, and the social distance from Geneva 
to the streets of New York or Chicago may be 
further than even he can presently calculate. 
In fact, it is even possible that the street ur-
chins Maria Montessori set about to educate in 

Rome at the turn of the century are sufficiently 
different from your average street urchins in 
Philadelphia to warrant a complete revision of 
her theory of instruction. 

The point is this: There are, of course, some 
things we do know about learning, but they are 
mostly theoretical constructs, and we need to 
test their validity in real live situations. The 
emergence of alternative schools, both public 
and private, will make this possible; indeed, it 
already has. Maria Montessori had a notion 
that systematic teaching can actually be an ob- 
stacle to learning. Can this really be true? Well, 
we are finding out in some of our better open 
classrooms, such as those designed by Lillian 
Webber and those described by Joseph Feath-
erstone and Charles Silberman. At the same 
time, in a school like Harlem Prep in New York 
we have a straight, traditional teaching-learn-
ing model, and no one can deny that more learn- 
ing goes on there than in any high school in New 
York City. Why? Some say it isn't the instruc- 
tion. They say that the school has "soul." Per- 
haps the reason is that the students participate 
to a considerable extent in determining who 
will be their teachers. Even though I was once 
one of their teachers, I do not know the reason 
for the success of the school. But I do think I 
know what will be the central discovery from 
all the experimentation: It will be that differ- 
ent kids respond differently to different kinds 
of environments. What is good for one kid is 
not good for another. And in the final analysis, 
that is the important thing about the alterna- 
tive learning models now being developed. They 
present us with a continuum of options, rather 
than a hierarchy. The more reputable the op- 
tions, the more choice a child has in finding a 
structure that suits his or her own style of per- 
ception, understanding, and expression. Which 
takes me to Point Six. 

One of the most intriguing options now being 
offered is one which takes students out of school 
altogether. This alternative is based on several 
reasonable assumptions. Among them is that 
learning should not be separated from action, 
which is a conclusion Jerome Bruner came to in 
his last book. Another assumption is that there 
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There is a kind of law of group ecology which states that when you go beyond a certain number, you 
deteriorate into a bureaucracy. We must discover what is both the maximum and optimum size for a 
school which intends to function in the cause of humanism. 

is more action outside the school walls than in- 
side; and a third assumption, at least of some 
"classroom without walls" experiments is that it 
is necessary for students to participate actively 
in the political, social, economic, and ecological 
life of a community. I t  is on this last assump 
tion that I would like to focus. I applaud the 
Parkway Project idea, as well as Harvey Scrib- 
ner's idea to give high school seniors in New 
York full academic credit for work experience. 
I think it: is terribly important for students to 
use the total facilities of their community in 
order to educate themselves. But I think young 
people want and need more than to use their 
community. I think they must also play a seri- 
ous role in re-making their community. And so 
Point Six is the necessity to arrange things so 
that students really can be involved in the po-

litical and social life of their world. That this 
be achieved is important, not only to students, 
but to the communities in which they live. 
America's towns and cities need all the help 
they can get, and, in my opinion, most of them 
can no longer afford to lock up their youth in 
school buildings for twelve years. I t  is clear that 
adults need help creating livable communities, 
and the great curriculum question of the sev-
enties is: How can we use the energy, intelli- 
gence, and idealism of the young for purposes 
of social reconstruction? In many places around 
the country, people are beginning to find an-

April 1974 

swers. In New Rochelle, N.Y., there is an alter- 
native school whose main purpose is to have 
high school students identify, investigate and 
solve political and ecological problems in their 
town. In Vermont, the State Department of Ed- 
ucation has established a program called DUO 
(Do Unto Others) by which any high school 
senior can receive full academic credit for direct 
participation in social, political, or ecological in- 
stitutions. In Tampa, Florida students were mo- 
bilized, successfully, to exert political pressure 
on the City Council in order to get funding for 
a Media Center. In various undergraduate and 
graduate schools around the country you can 
find programs which "structure" students into 
the central political problems of their time, in- 
cluding the most difficult one, namely, the un-
equal distribution of power and wealth, and the 
inability of our institutions to deal with the 
problem. What these students are involved in 
can be called "action research," and their 
avowed purpose is nothing less than helping to 
change social institutions. I suppose the edu-
cational model being used here is Nader's Raid- 
ers, which means that schooling becomes a pro- 
cess of preparation for intelligent political and 
social activism. This never fails to create a dif- 
ferent kind of student, but where will we get 
our teachers? 

Well, that leads me to the seventh and final 
point. If Point Six is to get students out of 
school and into significant activities, Point Sev- 
en is to get significant people into school as 
teachers, regardless of whether or not they are 
credentialed. In other words, we need to re-
define our idea of who should and can teach. 
For example, in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 
seventy high school students spend two hours a 
day, four days a week, as elementary school 
teachers. In a town not far from Schenectady, 
New York, high school students are given an 
option of spending almost their entire senior 
year as junior high school teachers. This makes 
perfectly good sense, because all the research 
we have on this matter suggests that children 
are better teachers than adults, and that they 
learn more when they are teaching than when 
they are in the role of students. A recent Mobili- 
zation for Youth study involved charting the 



America is presently wasting its most effective group of teachers, because all the research we have 
suggests that children are better teachers than adults, and that they learn more when they are teaching 
than when they are in the role of students. 

progress of junior high school students who were 
functioning as teachers of reading and elemen- 
tary school children who were their students. 
Over a five month period, the elementary school 
students increased their reading scores by six 
months. The junior high students increased their 
reading by 3.4 years! If that sounds unbelievable 
to you, read the new book by Frank Riess-
man, Alan Gartner and Mary Kohler called Chil- 
dren Teach Children. I t  pulls together all the re- 
search we have on what happens when children 
are allowed to function as teachers. The only 
conclusion one can draw from this research is 
that America is presently wasting its most ef- 
fective group of teachers. But that's not the 
only waste. In every community in the United 
States, there are skilled, competent, and world- 
ly people who would make effective teachers if 
there were some mechanism by which they 
could enter the schools. In Syosset High School, 
on Long Island, such a mechanism was found. 
When a regular teacher is absent, instead of 
bringing in a substitute, the administration uses 
the money to pay for a consultant for the day. 
The consultant may be anyone who has some- 
thing significant to share with students: an ex- 
pert on karate, a geologist from a nearby uni- 
versity, a dancer, a pianist, a politician. The 
consultant comes in the morning, stays until the 
afternoon, and is located in a comfortable room. 
Students come by during free periods, or lunch 
hour, and spend an hour or so learning some- 
thing that is not part of the curriculum. 

An interesting variation of this idea is in the 
concept of the $100,000 teacher, which Dwight 
Allen of the University of Massachusetts has 
put forward. Suppose, for example, an elemen- 
tary or high school hired Leonard Bernstein or 
Norman Mailer or Stanley Kramer or Marya 
Mannes, for $100,000 for one year. How would 
he or she be used? What changes in the curricu- 
lum would be necessary in order to make the 
best use of such a person? Or suppose the 
$100,000 were used to employ five people from 
the community: say, a lawyer, a painter, an 
architect, a former congressman, an electrician. 
How would their presence in a school revolu- 
tionize the curriculum? Or, to go back to kids 

for a moment, how many different courses 
could a school offer if every student were a po- 
tential teacher? These are serious and practical 
speculations, once you begin to expand your 
concept of what a teacher is. 

There is my Seven Point Program for recon- 
structing the schools: elimination of processing 
procedures; an increased concern for the emo-
tional life of students; an extension of the con- 
cept of literacy; small schools; the creation of 
many alternative learning environments; the 
opportunity for students to be active in social 
reconstruction; and an expanded definition of 
our concept of a teacher. 

Can any, or all of this, be done? Naturally, 
my answer is, yes. It is being done, although we 
are just at the beginning. The examples of 
change I have given were not fabricated. They 
are real, and, as you must know, for every one 
I mentioned, there are ten or twenty or more 
that I didn't. But of course there is nothing in- 
evitable about the changes in programs. There 
are, in fact, many circumstances that could abort 
the transformation of the schools. I have already 
talked too long, and cannot at this time, discuss 
all of these. But in closing, I want to mention 
one circumstance that is critical in determining 
whether or not these changes will continue. I am 
referring to the type of people we need to carry 
it on. This must be done by people who truly be-
lieve that improvement is possible through the 
process of making changes, so that they are not 
bereft of all enthusiasm if things do not go their 
way; this must be done by people who are will- 
ing to let others act on their own sense of what 
is humane even if that contradicts their own 
sense of what is. This must be done by people 
with a sense of humor, but with an equally 
strong sense of commitment. There is a line in 
one of Ray Bradbury's books that says success- 
fully what I am trying to say here: 

You start with a dream and the dreams 
must be large because you are so small, 
so unequal to the task you wish to set for 
yourself. But you must start somewhere, 
and somewhere lies between the left ear 
and the right.. . 
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