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These are two chapters from William Ray Arney, Thoughts out of School.  I include my essay, “The Science Experiment,” as background to Don Finkel’s “On Writing Back When It’s Least Expected,” a lecture Don gave in a class on education.  It is inspired by his reading of Illich and it speaks not just to that work but also to issues raised in The Teacher’s Way, especially in chapter 4.

Don taught at Evergreen for 23 years before his death in 1999.  His books include Educating for Freedom: The Paradox of Pedagogy and Teaching with Your Mouth Shut, but his legacy at the College runs deep.  Ask around.  Go sit on “his” bench outside Lab II and listen.

Chapter 34


The Science ExperimentPRIVATE 
: Two Letters










October 26

Dear [Teacher]:


Today John is to do his science experiment. He is bringing two glasses and a piece of foil to school. He tells me that he will put water in both the glasses, mark the levels of the water in each on the sides of the glasses and cover one glass with the foil. Then he is to wait two days.


When he first described this “experiment” last week I asked, “And what do you expect to learn from this?” “That the uncovered water evaporates. The water with the foil won’t, because it’s covered.” “Sounds like you know what’s going to happen.” “Yeah, you are supposed to know.” “I thought the idea of an experiment was to find out something you didn’t know, to set up some circumstances that would allow you to learn something.” “No, Dad, we were supposed to go to the library and look up experiments and do one for the whole class.”


This conversation was going nowhere, so it became a good topic for cocktail party conversation with some scientists. “Yeah,” said a physicist, “that’s what a lot of science education is nowadays, demonstration of what’s known, not experimentation around what’s not known.” “Yeah.” This was also a conversation going nowhere.


This morning something curious happened. When John got out the materials for his experiment, including the foil, I told him I thought he had said he was going to cover the water with oil, not foil. Middle-aged ears, you know.


I told him it might be interesting to take a third glass and some oil. “Just cover the water with some oil and see what happens. That way you could think about what happens in the oceans when a tanker spills its oil on the water.” “But, Dad, I don’t know what would happen.” “That’s the point. That’s what I was saying experiments are about.” “But, Dad, I’ve got to know what happens. That’s what Mrs. ——— said. Just go with it, Dad.” I avoided bringing up the fact that Washington’s recent Nobel laureates got started by pursuing the results of a mistake—probably a more interesting mistake than mishearing “oil” for “foil,” but mistakes come in lots of forms—because this was another conversation that was going nowhere. I told John, “Just do what you want.”


But then it occurred to me that it is impossible for John to do what he wants because he is doing what he is supposed to do. He’s in school. In school, the teacher does the wanting. The teacher wants him to demonstrate an “experiment”? John’s a good student. He will comply.


I read in the Olympia School District’s “Strategic Plan” that “The vision for the Olympia School District is to create an environment in which each day, each student experiences success.” I have no doubt that John will experience a success today. That, of course, is guaranteed by the “environment” which you helped “create,” which sent him to the library to find an experiment that he can successfully demonstrate. But where in this vision is the possibility for our children—my child—to face the fact that sometimes they don’t know what is going to happen, to do so calmly, thoughtfully, with a spirit of inquiry, and with the possibility that they might not experience success for a very long time, maybe never? Where in this vision is a concern that our children not succumb to the desperation toward which John’s “I’ve got to know what happens” points? Where, as you and everyone else in the district are “Helping kids invent their lives,” is the opportunity for our children to learn? I have the feeling that, if you want to discuss these questions, this is a conversation that could lead somewhere.










Sincerely,










William Ray Arney


Both John’s teacher and John’s principal wrote back. They did not agree to have their letters published, but something of what they said can be inferred from my response, which follows, and from Don Finkel XE "Finkel, Donald F." ’s commentary, “On Writing Back When It’s Least Expected.” So far, neither the teacher nor the Principal has replied to this second letter.










November 1

Dear ——— and ———:


I got both your letters. I apologize if my earlier letter made you think that I was providing feedback on the science lesson, or if I gave you the impression that I thought this was not a nifty thing to be doing. (If I can trust my cocktail party informant, lots of teachers, even college science teachers, think this is the way to teach science. Who am I to say otherwise?) I especially don’t want you to think that my letter had anything to do with my “support for John and [your] efforts.” Those are two other things altogether.


My letter was about an attitude toward living that happened to show itself in one particular manifestation at our breakfast table last Monday morning. I was concerned about the sort of desperation John expressed when I encouraged him to face a situation in which he did not know what was going to happen. That is an attitude toward living that I find deeply troubling when I see it in a fourth grader, in a college student, or in a national leader. I know the violence that attitude can lead to.


But my letter was more than that. I thought I could see, because I had read closely the Olympia School District’s Strategic Plan, a direct connection between the ways in which the district has announced it intends to conduct itself over the next five years and this particular manifestation in my son of this peculiar but pervasive attitude. The questions at the end of my letter were real questions. I was asking if you did not also see this connection. I was asking if this connection might not get in the way of children learning something. I was really quite interested in your answers to those questions.


But my letter was more than that. It was an invitation to enter into a conversation about the education of youth. I am not interested in being reassured about the quality of the program to which my son is subjected at your school. I am quite interested in discussing important educational issues with you, with other parents, with children, and so on. Are you interested? Will you help arrange these discussions? I’ll happily send copies of your letters to people who received copies of mine of the 26th and who are already having discussions about the questions I raised, but it seems like it would be much better if we, together, could create a public discussion of issues we face in common. I should think, [principal], that someone who would write, “Communication is a key in helping us work together,” would jump at such an invitation.


By the way, [teacher], you wrote that you urged John to let his “experiment” sit around for several days. You said you did this because John “wanted to hurry his experiment.” Here’s a competing hypothesis: John wanted to end his experiment in two days because the method said to leave the glasses sitting for exactly two days. John may know that in science you establish your experimental conditions beforehand and then stick to them. How could one discriminate between these two competing hypotheses?










Sincerely,










William Ray Arney

Chapter 35


On Writing Back XE "writing back"  When It’s Least ExpectedPRIVATE 
: Lecture

Donald L. Finkel XE "Finkel, Donald F." 
Ivan Illich XE "Illich, Ivan"  emphasizes the importance of cultivating the capacity to be surprised. In the final sentences of Gender, he says, “I strongly suspect that a contemporary art of living can be recovered. . . . The hope for such a life rests upon the rejection of sentimentality and on openness to surprise.”
 “Surprise XE "surprise" ” is his final word in this book, and on it rests his hope. “School: The Sacred Cow,” an essay from his earlier Celebration of Awareness, also ends by speaking of surprise. He says that public education, if it were guided by its original purpose, would presuppose “a place within society in which each of us is awakened by surprise; a place of encounter in which others surprise me with their liberty and make me aware of my own.” And, he continues, “Our hope of salvation lies in our being surprised by the Other. Let us learn always to receive further surprises.”


This is jolting language. Indeed, this is surprising language. When have we heard anyone talk about education in terms of surprises? And why does Illich XE "Illich, Ivan"  say we have to learn to receive surprises? Is it a capacity that has to be learned?


To begin to answer this question, I have to refer to a distinction that Illich XE "Illich, Ivan"  makes between hope and expectation. In Deschooling Society XE "Deschooling Society" , Illich XE "Illich, Ivan"  says that expectation means “reliance on results which are planned and controlled by man. . . . Expectation looks forward to satisfaction from a predictable process which will produce what we have the right to claim.” Hope XE "hope" , on the other hand, refers to a “trusting faith in the goodness of nature. . . . Hope centers desire on a person from whom we expect a gift.” Illich XE "Illich, Ivan"  says the history of modern man is the history of “the Promethean endeavor to forge new institutions” that will satisfy our expectations. (Of course, the institutions create our expectations at the very same time that they persuade us they can satisfy them.) This history “is the history of fading hope and rising expectations.” “The Promethean ethos,” he writes, “has now eclipsed hope. Survival of the human race depends on its rediscovery as a social force.”


This distinction makes it clear that one can never be surprised by the satisfaction of an expectation or, for that matter, by its frustration. When we enter modern institutions, we are forced to surrender the capacity for surprise because our entry is premised upon and shaped by the expectations that modern institutional life has cultivated in us. When you enroll in school, you expect to receive an education, to earn a degree, to learn skills, and so on. Can you be surprised by what you receive? It is more likely that you can only be satisfied, or dissatisfied, or fall somewhere on a continuum of partial satisfaction. What could surprise you? The laws of mathematics? The facts of history? The way your teacher says something peculiar to you? You could be surprised by any of these, I admit, but only if you have retained your capacity to be surprise XE "surprise:relearning capacity for" d. But the school—any school—will do all in its power to rob you of it. Illich XE "Illich, Ivan" ’s point is that the school, or modern life, generally, pervaded as it is by every variety of institution, has already, more than likely, robbed you of it before you enter its doors.


To be open to surprise, you must retain the capacity for hope, a trusting faith in the goodness of nature or, as Hannah Arendt might put it, in the goodness of the world, of the human condition. Even as hope awaits a gift, the hopeful person is still surprised when the gift comes. But to be capable of hope requires that one be able to recognize a gift when it is offered. Most people in institutions have lost this ability to recognize a gift when it is put right in front of their noses. I am reminded in speaking this way of the first paragraph of Illich XE "Illich, Ivan" ’s foreword to Celebration of Awareness: “It is always my hope that my statements, angry or passionate, artful or innocent, will always provoke a smile, and thus a new freedom—even though the freedom comes at a cost.”
 His words would provoke a smile if they were received as a gift. And I must say that is how I have always received his writings. I have been following his work since I was a graduate student and discovered some of his pieces in the New York Review of Books. Hard as he always was for me to grasp, I relished each of his new pieces because they always surprised me. Whether or not they provoked a new freedom, I cannot say. But if you read his words with the expectations we have been schooled to bring to social criticism XE "criticism" , you will not only be disappointed; you will miss the gift. You must relearn your capacity to be surprised. And remember, we would never have to learn this capacity if it hadn’t been taken from us. Hope is grounded in a well-nourished infancy, and surprise is as natural to infants as opening their eyes and looking around. It is only when we learn to expect satisfaction from predictable, institutionalized processes that we lose the capacity for surprise. And so we have to relearn it, or, better, we have to restore it.


Now a personal example: This past week, right in front of my reading eyes there has been a drama. Bill’s son John came home with a science “experiment” to perform for his fourth-grade class. John had been to the library, had researched the experiment, knew the two experimental conditions he was to stage for the class, and he knew the results he expected to get. When Bill, through an accident actually, surprised John by suggesting a third experimental condition that might be interesting and informative, John reacted strongly. He said he couldn’t enact the third condition because he didn’t know how it would come out—he didn’t know what to expect—and the whole point, John explained to his dumb dad, was that he had to know ahead of time how it was going to come out. Dad got the message and left his son to do his experiment properly. But he wrote a letter to John’s teacher expressing his dismay over what was passing for science education. He invited the teacher to join him in a conversation XE "conversation"  over their differing views of the matter.


Here is my point. Bill’s letter had to be a surprise to John’s teacher. It is not the typical communication a teacher expects from a parent. The letter is, potentially, a gift to any teacher who has any capacity for hope left and who does not think of communicating with parents as a “management skill,” a skill designed to keep parents out of teachers’ hair while assuring the parents that they are “part of the process.”


Is the Olympia school system a place that permits its teachers to retain or relearn a capacity for surprise? Is it “a place of encounter in which others surprise me with their liberty and make me aware of my own”? Not this time! I read the teacher’s response to Bill and the response from the principal to whom Bill had sent a copy of his letter. Both letters said the same thing beneath superficial variations: “Thank you for your input. Don’t call us; we’ll call you. We always appreciate hearing from parents; now go away and let us get on with the important work we are doing as we teach your son science. And, by the way, if you had come to Parents’ Night, you would understand why we do the experiment this way.”


These letters were shocking to me even though I could have predicted their content perfectly. Writing them required the mangling of the content of Bill’s original letter. But worse, the teacher and the principal demonstrated that they couldn’t see the gift being handed to them. They couldn’t see there was an Other—that is, a different but equal person—trying to talk to them. All they could see was a cranky, meddling parent. These educators could not be surprised because it is always only Otherness that surprises, and the schools will not permit the survival of Otherness. They can’t even allow John to try out an experimental condition whose results no one knows. And they certainly could not engage in a conversation with Bill.


But the drama did not end there. Despite his initial impulse to be courteous and not be a troublemaker, Bill did not go away. He wrote back. His new letter pushed even harder than the first one. If you insist on not hearing me, it said, you’re going to have to work harder than you did in those first letters. You are going to have to go another round with me. I am not a parent concerned with his son’s education; I am not giving you feedback on your lesson; I am not part of the processes you learned to manage in your teacher training. I am not going to let you make me into any of those things: i am trying to talk to you. Would you please stand still and listen?


The answer, I am afraid, will be no. But regardless of what the educators do, what I appreciate more than anything is that, in this dismal instance, Bill retains his hope XE "hope"  and his willingness to be surprised by his son’s teacher and principal.
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