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SO WHAT?

A young person’s take on being Overschooled but Undereducated
Leigh MacTaggart Richter

Part I: Just Blame it On the Adults
When you think of the word ‘school’, what comes to mind? Boredom? Feeling trapped? Claustrophobia? Institution? 
Now when you think of the word ‘learning’, what comes to mind? Boredom, Feeling trapped, claustrophobia…and school? 
Now ask yourself; do we do all our learning at school? Some of the things you know most about- the lyrics to your favourite songs, how to find your way to your friend’s house, how to set up a computer, or drive a car, or play an instrument, or draw- did you not learn these things because you wanted to? Because you were simply doing what you love? And why would that make it any easier to learn? Because we are naturally learners. 
So how is it that school and learning have become synonymous? Why is it that the one thing that is most natural to every human as soon as they are born, should be associated with an environment completely unnatural to how we work? And why is it that adolescents seem to be the ones forced into these institutions, when they are the ones scrambling to get out and do what they are learning, not just read about it? Is it important enough to start making a change?
While listening to John Abbott give a lecture about the problems encountered when looking at today’s education system, I was struck with the importance behind a question he asked the audience. “What,” he asked us, “was your most important learning experience, and where did you learn it?” I would like to ask you, reader, the same question. Seriously, for just a minute, think about it. When and where and how and why did you learn something valuable, something you still remember today? What is the story behind it?
Here is mine: when I was two and a half years old my parents took me to a dance studio to take creative movement. Never was I so excited, and for the next seven years I continued to take ballet and modern classes at the same studio. When I was nine, I auditioned for and was accepted into the apprenticeship program that would give me the skills required to dance with the company when I was older. Sure enough, a few years later I was accepted into the company, which performed shows all over Canada in modern dance. 

My dance studio became a second home, and dancing took up most of my time, requiring me to rehearse and train for sometimes more than 25 hours a week. Prioritizing soon became a problem; I started to skip off dance to spend time with the friends that were feeling neglected. Then I would go back to dance working harder than ever to compensate and try to show my commitment, blowing off the same friends that I had hung out with a week earlier. I only realised what I was doing when a week-long school trip interfered with an upcoming performance. It came down to a choice between spending a week with my friends on a ski-trip, or sticking to my contract and dancing in the performance. While it would have been easy to simply go on the trip, telling my instructors that it was mandatory, I would have ruined our show, and have been responsible for the pieces I was in to be cancelled. This meant that my other friends, people who had worked just as hard as me, would be let down. 
I didn’t fully realise the consequences of my irresponsibility until my dance teacher sat down and talked with me, explaining how being a part of a community, such as the one that existed at my studio, meant giving up certain things for the well-being of those around me. I began to understand the importance of looking at decisions from all angles, and how only then is the best decision visible. I chose to stay behind and do the show I had promised to do, and never regretted it. I learned to stick to something you love not only because you love it, but because if you want to make it work, you have to consider the people around you, and who and what it affects.
I learnt commitment, something that will help me more through my life than any tests or essays I have had to learn at school.
Overschooled but Undereducated; Society’s Failure to Understand Adolescence, written by John Abbott with Heather MacTaggart, explores real learning and the problems associated. It illustrates what has gone wrong and why.  But so what? Why should young people sit down and read about yet another something that has gone wrong? 

Because it affects teens the most. Because it proves that teenagers are at an age that is possibly the farthest from being worthless, and because there are too few people who try to explain how our inclination to learn has simply collapsed. Because teens today are being tossed, blind and limp, into a world they will never learn to look at or understand. It’s a contradiction, for in reality we are learning not to learn. We are over-schooled to the point of being under-educated. We are breeding a generation who think that they hate learning and ignore the yearning to learn and therefore, survive, that exists within us all. 

So how can you not believe that something has gone horribly wrong here? “…historians…know that great inventors, politicians and shapers of public opinion have often been “the odd-balls”; the children who didn’t fit comfortably into any form of institutional provision. Einstein didn’t start talking until he was four, or write until he was six. By current educational arrangements the greatest scientist of his time would have found himself on the Special Needs Register. Charles Darwin failed to qualify for a degree…Gregor Mendel, the founder of modern genetics, failed every exam to become a high school teacher in Austria, and Bill Gates was virtually withdrawn from formal classroom work at the age of 13” (158). How many possible genii have been suppressed? How many more are already being trodden on, are looking at their stale lessons and thinking, ‘there has got to be something better’? The truth is, tomorrow’s adults are quickly falling into the slums built by today’s education system.

Part II: Learning to Exist 
Adolescence has been misunderstood for far longer than we realise. The educational view of teens began in 1904, when “American psychologists started to define this self-defining rebelliousness of adolescence as a disease, an aberration, something that had gone wrong, something that meant that teenagers were becoming a threat to themselves” (12). To save these poor, affected, and diseased group of young people, they were contained within a school, where all their rebellious zeal for life was squashed out of them by rule-carrying adults. These teachers then behaved as though they were laying down their lesson plan to life, until the young people were finally bored enough, and therefore, mature enough, to emerge as responsible young adults, ready to suffocate the next generation until they too were clones of our civilised society. 
The thing that our so-called ‘advanced’ society has failed to realise is that adolescence is in fact a period when the teenage brain is “far from being fully finished…it remains a ‘teeming ball of possibilities, raw material which is wildly exuberant and waiting to be synoptically shaped.’ These changes are so profound that they may rival early childhood as a critical period of development” (52). Meaning that teenagers are actually wired with a predisposition for learning, for testing the limits, and for experiencing things on their own, something that our ancestors knew how to use to their advantage. This explains the rebellious behaviour and trauma we are blamed of possessing by our elders. Society now blames teens for their wild mistakes, when it is really adults who have made the mistake of taking the easy way out and blaming teens’ behaviour on a bunch of sex hormones in over-drive. They have failed to see the next generation trying out its wings for itself and preparing to fly. Now, it is almost too late, and we are falling.
The summer I was sixteen I went to France to become an au pair. I had studied French in school for seven years and had relatively high marks in these classes. I was under the impression that when I got there I would be staying with the family, helping the mother to care for her three children, (all of whom were under the age of five) and hopefully developing a close relationship with the family I would be living with for six weeks. This was not to be. 
Upon arriving I quickly discovered how little my school-learnt French had taught me. While I could successfully conjugate 20 verbs during a ten-minute test, I could not ask for or follow directions that didn’t include the toilet or getting a drink. Not only that, but the family was in the process of moving, and as such, both parents would leave the house around 6:00 each morning until about 10:00 in the evening. I was left a note, written all in French, about what to do. Three very young children now depended on me to feed, wash, and play with them, and ultimately keep them safe and happy throughout the day. I was terrified, but when put in a circumstance that allows you no escape, you do what you can. I was never more driven to learn French, and by the end of the summer I was speaking more of it than I ever had, stringing together words and thoughts and accents like beads on an elaborate necklace.
Psychologists now know that this kind of an education, learning by doing or experiential learning, is what we are ‘programmed’ by evolution to do. Adolescence is the stage in which this yearning for learning is even more evident; rigorous, challenging, real life circumstance are what is required to stimulate and mould their shifting brains into creative thinkers. Given this evidence, is it not important that the education system today should encourage teens to ask ‘how’ and ‘why’ and not just give them an answer to memorize? Will this present kind of learning not just wire them to follow orders and take common knowledge for granted? And won’t these kinds of assumptions create the premature death of all possible solutions? Is it not new ideas and creative thinkers that are required to fix an older generation’s mistakes, such as global warming, terrorism, over-exploitation of resources, and sheer mental collapse? Yes? Then why are we creating clones? Our education system was designed at another time and for another purpose and now is inappropriate to human and planetary needs. We need to start educating people to think for themselves.

Part III: How to Materialize a Three-Legged Stool
The fault lies everywhere. It exists among parents, teachers, government, and most of all the system itself. “By misunderstanding teenagers’ instinctive need to do things for themselves, isn’t society in danger of creating a system of schooling that goes beyond the natural grain of the adolescent brain, so that formal education ends up trivialising the very young people it claims to be supporting?” (3). Without realising it we have been digging ourselves so deep into creating an “advanced” society that we now find ourselves in a ditch, without minds creative enough to dig a new way out.
But one of the most obvious flaws is the imbalance that is throwing teens off their feet. The image that John Abbott uses to illustrate this imbalance is a round-seated, three legged stool. Picture the seat as a well-balanced education. The three legs represent the home, the community, and the school. Now think of which legs might be longer than others, and the imbalance this creates. But before going any further, we must begin to solve our parents’ greatest mistake; we must first take it upon ourselves to re-think and define three things: education, school, and learning.
The first step in solving a problem is figuring out everything that is wrong. While visiting a school in England to discuss these problems with a group of 14 year old students, I was able to gather their perspective on education, school, and learning. I found that their feelings on education were so close to how students in Canada felt that we could have been from the same schools, save the different accents. When I asked what the word ‘education’ made them think of, they replied with things like “it restricts us” and “going to school and being bored” and “I wish there was more of a challenge”. I got exactly the same reaction when I asked what they thought of at the word ‘school’. Boredom was the prevailing feeling. These teens had been properly confused, as most teenagers within the system are, about the difference between school and education. They were, however, able to see that, while they wanted to learn and expand their capabilities, school was not doing it for them.
'Education' has several root words—educo, educare, educere. The words revolve around the idea of ‘drawing out from within’ or ‘to lead forth’, as well as ‘to rear or bring up’. From this we can see that the original idea behind education is to bring forth a sense of leadership as well as caring. This brings us to ask what it is we are doing wrong. Think about it; we have teachers that are so restricted in what they are allowed to teach, say, and do that they barely have to think about what they are teaching; we have so many rules and tests and grades and structures that they bar us from exploring on our own, and caring about things that truly interest us; we are so cut off from the world and people around us that caring generally means looking after yourself and therefore failing to want to use what you learn to better your community.
We have moved from ‘me’ to ‘we’ almost without taking a breath to look out and see what the loss of community has done to us. ‘We to me’ has seriously taken over, since so much about education is now focused on getting up to standards and gaining for yourself as much as you can along the way.
Much of education is now also about the standards that directs us to a more ‘valuable’ future. Even teachers have forgotten that school is about bringing up children, not creating money-makers. Translation: getting kids rich and out of the way as fast as possible. Less and less are students going to college or university because they are interested in extending their learning. It is about getting the degree that will get them a job that will get them money. In Canada, university is automatically what happens next for high school students, if not right away then after a gap year. It is programmed into our young and changing brains that university is the only road to success, the only way to ever have a chance of getting rich and therefore the only road to happiness. The pursuit of happiness is now the pursuit of money. The problem with this is that, as the saying goes, money can’t buy you happiness. Yes, being able to buy the things you want for you and your children will make you happy. Yes, being able to afford a house and food and all necessities is essential to your well being. Yes, a new swimming pool and the nicest car on the block are great. But at the expense of tomorrow’s children? At the expense of family? At the expense of continuing human life as we know it? At the expense of the only happiness that has persevered through every generation of humans on Earth; love? And that is what it comes down to, plain and simple, but it is absolutely terrifying. 
The pile of materialism we are haphazardly building is quickly obstructing the view we have of human compassion and empathy. Parents spend so much time getting enough money to give their family what they want that they no longer know their family. Kids are sent to daycare as early as 12 weeks old, so that they create a closer bond with hired caregivers than with their own parents, all so that mum and dad are able to spend as much time as possible in the office for that extra bit of cash. It’s become a vicious cycle that is eating away at families. Once their kids are old enough to be in school, society immediately begins turning them into material-gaining clones, replacing their wide eyed wonder with dollar signs. The relationship between education and money has become something of an illicit affair; education is only to take place in school, and the best schools require large amounts of money. To get better grades, kids are bribed with large handouts from their penny pinching parents. Expressing love and pride in children is now accepted as handing down a wad of cash.
What we have always known yet now seem to be blind to is that kids don’t know the first thing about money. Instinctively, they only want to enjoy themselves and have fun. Unfortunately, people are not educated to satisfy needs first, not since advertising has started to confuse needs with wants. And it is young people that fall for these cheap tricks harder than anyone.

Money enables children the candy and junk they so crave, yet would never receive in such a harmful quantity if proper attention were given to them by their parents. We humans are very good at wanting what is bad for us. And that is exactly why obesity is quickly taking over young people everywhere. “Primary School children too obese to take part in Physical Education” read John Abbott in one newspaper headline. How have we let it become this serious? Why are we not being educated before we hit school so that these problems don’t happen? Why are parents not learning how to be proper parents? Are we teaching tomorrow’s parents to see good parenting as a good sum of money? Is this another reason materialism exists?
Part IV: The Misbehaved Parent

“The bad parent is the parent who, if there were a textbook on parenting, they would follow it.” Spoken by a 14 year old student, yet it is amazing how right she is. (And how nicely it demonstrates the terror that is textbook learning!) Ask yourself, think carefully now… did we ever get along as parents before there were books written about the best ways of doing it? Did women ever survive pregnancy before What to Expect When You’re Expecting was published? Surely it must be some kind of miracle that humans were able to reproduce before the aid of The Professionals. The same can be said for a young person’s education.
While I talked further with this 14 year old, she confessed that she would be more worried about her parents’ disappointment in her grades and abilities than she would be of her teachers’, or even her own. Suddenly, our best is not good enough. If we are not up to grading standards, we’re told we’ll never get into university, never get a good job, never have enough money, and never have the respect of society. And for many kids, it means never having the respect of their parents. 
A good parent realizes, to varying degrees, that much of the learning children do, takes place at home. This is why it is absolutely vital that parents understand not only the changes that occur in the child’s brain, but also in the adolescent one. One of the 14 year olds I talked to told me about going to his friend’s house where his friend was encouraged and praised for hitting another child, clearly demonstrating his manhood. He knew however, that if he had talked about a project he was interested in, he would only have been laughed at, called a worthless geek. Surely there is much sense in educating parents on how to be good parents, but how to do it? 
When I was in grade 11 at high-school, I took a course in Early Childhood Education. Always one to be interested in children, I was disappointed to find the rest of classmates clearly free-loading off an ‘easy’ course just to get the marks. The teacher was obviously discouraged, going through the required curriculum while the class gossiped, did their make-up, went on Facebook, and generally ignored her. Although I have always been a pretty good student, my mark at the end of the first term in that class was 53%. Panicked, I went to talk to my teacher, who explained what I needed to do to improve. Listening to her advice and pretty much teaching myself since there was no way I could have paid attention in class, my final mark ended up being an 88%. 

As I studied, I became as interested in what I was learning as I had been when I originally signed up for the class. Taking care of the fake robot-baby that made the particular course so famous, taught me the basics to caring for an infant, what with it’s crying when it needed something, and it’s death if it were dropped or handled roughly. I also learned the best way to get a child to listen, what they understand at certain ages, and how to properly care for myself during pregnancy. It was my first eye opener to how children grow and how their brains develop, and it has led me to understand the things that have gone wrong within education. 
They are things I will remember until I myself am a mother. But it now makes me wonder why I only learnt it all so late in my schooling, why the class was such a joke, and why the course was only optional. Is it not the most important thing to educate future parents on what we now know to enable them to raise their children the best way possible? Isn’t a large part of life, when you chisel it down to adaptation, about reproducing the best we can? Aren’t we striving to achieve a better, more advanced human? Then why are we letting future parents remain in the dark about how we are best able to do this? If we had started educating them earlier on, maybe our education system would not be in the mess it is in.
Part V: Why the Piggy Cried All the Way Home
While taking a walk with my boyfriend in the countryside where he used to ride his bike as a child, he reminisced about being able to go seemingly forever on his bike, never getting too out of breath, or if he did, simply not caring or even noticing. Energy lasted forever, and all you wanted to do was get out and run. Kids today are now becoming some strange breed of pigs, fattening up until they are too lazy, physically and mentally, to want to change or see the point of change.
Obesity should not only be thought of as a physical affliction, but a mental one as well. More and more we are becoming lethargic beings so used to the lard stuffed into our brains that we can do no more than complain, and yet not see why or how these problems exist, and we are therefore no further to a solution. We must change this. We must take what we have, see what we don’t want, and slowly work at learning what it is we are interested in, and we must patiently view what isn’t working as a challenge. Look at what education is to you, and change it, bit by bit, to being a preparation for life, and process of acquiring knowledge, not just skills. We must use what we have thus far, because only then will we see what can be used, and what really must go. We don’t need to modify the system again, but instead integrate an entirely new one built around the research that proves the current education system just doesn’t work. The fact is, education should exist everywhere; the school, the community, and the home. The legs of a stool must balance in order to properly support the weight which rests on top.
Like many young people today, my parents divorced when I was very young. It was a difficult time for both my parents; caring for a 5, 3, and 2 year old, finding somewhere to live, and earning enough money to survive on their own after an expensive divorce. The first year my dad moved in to his new house, the one he is still living in today, he didn’t even have enough money to furnish the living room, let alone give the house the renovations it so needed. Our first Christmas in that house was a terrifying one for my dad. The prospect of keeping us happy by himself on such an important day kept him awake all the weeks leading up to it. But what was most terrifying of all was the fact that he had only $100 to spend on everything. The night before Christmas my siblings and I fell asleep with visions of sugar plums dancing in our heads, but my father barely slept at all.

That morning, we rushed downstairs to open our presents in the living room. It was furnished with one chair, a branch of a Christmas tree, and an old fireplace. My dad had built a fire, and the stockings bulging around it had cost him a dollar each, with our names written on the top in permanent marker. Christmas carols emanated from an old stereo in the corner, and the scattered lights frosting the tree flickered meagerly. We gathered on the floor and in twenty minutes had opened our presents. My baby brother had been given a small plastic sword that had cost about $3.00 that I think he still has. My little sister received a small plastic horse, and I got a dollar-store baby doll. At such a young age, how were we to tell the difference? We were thrilled with our gifts, and spent the rest of the day playing with them, just the four of us, in our empty living room. 

My dad recalls this Christmas with a glow of happiness and a certain warmth in his voice. It now takes us three hours to open all of our gifts, the same room is full and grandly furnished, our Christmas tree reaches the ceiling, and the small family of four has grown to seven. But we still use the same one-dollar stockings that we wouldn’t trade for the world, and my dad will always look back and exclaim that pitiful Christmas as the best one he ever had.

Most families today however, would fail to see the point of a Christmas lacking in presents, big meals, big trees, and lots of splendor. Celebrations of family have now become commercial markets designed to give more, get more, and ultimately have the biggest and most of everything. This kind of commercialization is reflected in everyday society within developed countries. Not only is this kind of consumption harming the environment and parts of the economy, but it is teaching young people that material possession is the only thing to gain in order to achieve happiness in life. 

Part VI: The Wonders of Spaghetti and Other Things we Need to Know
Now enter school and education. In combination, they are teaching adolescents to do what they are told if only to be qualified enough to get a job, one which they may not care about in any respect but earning money. But not everyone can, or should, or even wants to be rich. 
We need thinkers, philosophers, and artists and even people content to fill jobs that don’t require a degree but are necessary to the economy. These jobs are not encouraged, and more and more are they being looked down upon because they lack what most people value more. School should be teaching kids to learn about finding happiness and contentment in life, not in money. By always striving to gain more, you stop yourself from being able to enjoy what you have. We need an equal combination of purpose, mixed with working for something, without the stress that prevents people from only focusing on more and not being content at home. 

During the middle of my last year at school, I went over to baby sit my young cousins on a Thursday night. As someone who loves kids, I had planned out the entire evening; building a fortress out of cushions, eating a dinner of spaghetti, which we had all pitched in to make and that we would eat on the couch, and finally, treasure hunting for two lost candy necklaces. Everything was going well. My two-year old cousin was questioning happily the wonders of water turning spaghetti soft, and the excitement of a treasure hunt was glowing in the eyes of my 6 year-old cousin, Reilly. Soon we were off, sneaking through the house, finding clues and small treats along the way. As we made it up to Reilly’s bedroom, her face fell and she trudged, as only a very unhappy child can trudge, over to her pink bed. Upon asking her what was wrong, she glumly held up a colored booklet and three sheets of paper. It was her homework, and she had to do it by Friday or she wouldn’t be allowed to take part in Activities, which was “the most funnest part of school”. 

It was all that I, the 18-year old cousin, could do not to march over to the school myself. I wanted to demand of someone why in the world a small child, in her first year of school, was receiving at least four pages of homework a night, when I, in my last year of school, was getting a similar amount in some of my own classes. Granted, students should be encouraged to learn in and outside of school. But is giving them something so tedious, something they barely understand except in terms of reward and punishment, the way to do it? Giving them something that would take away from spending time with their family, playing games that allow them to discover things about the world and themselves? Isn’t it things like this that make most kids hate school?

I fear that it is this kind of pressure that makes a child lose sight of the “funnest” part of school as they grow older. Bored teens are like disappointed children; they whine, their tempers rise, and they try to find something better to do. The problem is that a bored teen is much more dangerous than a disappointed child, since it is during adolescence that teens will use their newfound sense of independence to make bad decisions, just because they can and because it is something to do.

I discussed boredom with the same group of 14-year olds, and one student spoke of a teacher who, sensing the obvious boredom flooding through the classroom, stopped in the middle of her lecture. She turned and looked at the students, and with a look of annoyance and pity, asked why they didn’t just walk out of the classroom if they disliked it so much, since she didn’t technically have the power to stop them. No one moved as she glanced around the room, the surprised yet vacant eyes slowly coming back into focus, wondering if they dare venture to at least consider this possibility, let alone take action. The teacher turned back to her lesson, but not before muttering knowingly how her students were too institutionalized to actually leave.
Part VII: There’s No Place Like Home…Unless it’s Boring
While talking with the group of 14-year olds, I asked whether any of them was involved in outside activities within the community. Most of them answered yes, that they volunteered at charities and fund raisers. When I asked why, all their answers included a personal experience, many of them raising money for things like cancer due to a death witnessed in the family. But what happens when teens don’t have a personal experience that launches them into the community where they can remain creative and keep learning? 

Right now school is more about “creating specialists who are well-qualified in their own disciplines” (5) and most “formal schooling has done its best to neutralize the impact of adolescence” (5). But genetic changes within the brain are not something that can be so easily suppressed, and trying to neutralize them is only going to make teens find something else to do. And what have teens found to do? Drugs. Alcohol. Unsafe sex. Smoking. Violence. The stuff of modern teenage mistakes. 
Here’s the catch; we are hurting no one more than we are hurting ourselves. And I don’t mean that just because it is dangerous, unhealthy, and upsets our parents. I mean it in a much bigger way than that. I mean that we are screwing around with our own brains, that we are potentially messing up any chance of growing out of the people we are, and becoming better able to cope with life in the 21st century than today’s adults. 
Scientists now know that during adolescence our brains are completely rewiring themselves, and that this massive amount of change rivals the progress of a baby’s brain in terms of critical development. Knowing that, ask yourself what substances you or people you know use. We as teens think we are being independent and only slightly harming our health. But ask yourself if you would give drugs or alcohol or even too many sweets to a baby. Really we are doing damage at just as important a time in our development.
Now, if teens are so bored that they are purposefully seeking harmful ways of having fun, hasn’t something gone wrong? Shouldn’t school be keeping them interested enough that they have no energy, and no need, to participate in things they know aren’t good for them? They have been successfully taught that these things are wrong, but not given the opportunity to do something better. Instead of keeping kids busy, they are being kept down. Instead of keeping them interested, they are being kept bored. They are not asking questions, they are not learning, and they are not wanting to. They are kept in organized rows in seats all day as though they were a bunch of machines being hardwired for an older program than they were made for. And they are bored.
When I was dancing in the Company, a very high amount of commitment was required of me, not only my time, but my body and health. I knew that my dancing would be impaired if I were to stay out partying too late, or if I took up smoking, drugs, or alcohol. I had so much to do all the time while balancing dance, my family, and school work (notice the three legs of the stool in action here) that I had no desire or time for anything dangerous or risky; I had already found my medium, something that made me happy and that was worthwhile. I couldn’t help but notice however, that my sisters quickly fell into doing all the things I had made the connection of avoiding. They had nothing else to do, and many times a day could their mantra “I’m bored” be heard throughout the house.

“It would seem that the adolescent brain, being ‘crazy’ by design, is the most recent of the evolutionary adaptations that are so vital to our species’ survival… It seems that it is adolescence that really drives human development by forcing young people in every generation to think beyond their own self-imposed cultural limitations, and exceed their parents’ aspirations.” Basically, adolescence can save the world. We are born creative thinkers, and adolescence pulls us to our creative sides, because that is what is going to make us evolve. Ever wonder why teens are so good at making up excuses? Getting out of punishments? Breaking rules without adults knowing? That would be the creative gene at work. And it is being used to avoid the community rather than to better it because they are not positively encouraged to do so. It is a vicious cycle; school is there to keep kids out of trouble, kids get bored by said school, kids find new and exciting ways to entertain themselves, kids get into trouble and are mistrusted, kids are sent to school to keep them out of trouble. Human beings need a sense of belonging to a community, but the importance of doing things to get our grades up now contains so much hype that adults think schools can do all that busy parents don’t have time for.
My youngest sister has always been the rebellious type. At two years old she was always running the wrong way, getting into things she shouldn’t, and constantly testing the limits of my parents. Now she’s 16, and still seems to be going in the wrong direction, doing things she shouldn’t, and testing the limits of everyone around her. She doesn’t do it because she is cruel, or likes to upset people, but because she is naturally an energy runner; someone that just has to be out there making a mess, seeing what’s new, and living through her capabilities. And she has capabilities! But ask Sheila if she thinks she is smart, and she’ll say ‘no’. 

Put in her position, I’m sure I would feel the same way. Countless times has she come home to tell me of her latest encounter with a teacher, an administrator, or even the principal. Over and over again do I come to the conclusion that if she had just kept quiet, and done what she had been told, she never would have gotten in to trouble. But why should she have to keep quiet? Why should someone so vibrant and energetic, with a natural inclination to see how the world reacts to her, be made to sit still and abide rules that make no sense to her life? Why is it that adults constantly tell teens that what they see as right is wrong, without explaining why? That their reasoning for doing things and wanting things is only an immature hormone? Yes, a lot of things adolescents want to do is harmful to us and we should be taught not to do these things. But does that automatically mean everything teens want to do is wrong? By telling young people what they should do all the time, surely they will learn that this is the way the world works. But are they being pushed down so hard that they may not be able to get back up again?
Here is where learning and school interact. Or at least, should interact. If I were to ask my sister where learning is supposed to take place, she, like many students, would say ‘school’. And what do we learn? Countless facts piled so high we don’t know which one is which, until we pull one from the middle in a panic, and the rest come crumbling down around us. We learn what the system requires, but not how to use what we learn. We learn the knowns, but not the whys or the hows or the might be’s. And here is where we realize that taking things for granted as we have done for these many years, thoroughly screws us up in the future…
Part VIII: A Little History Lesson

A long time ago, when there was no MacDonald’s and people had to sing if they wanted to carry music wherever they went, humans lived in a world of forest and desert, of predator and prey, of hunters and gatherers. Everyone had their roles; they worked hard, and existed together as a community, as a family. Every adult knew each child’s name, their parents, their attitudes, their failures and successes. Every child respected their elder’s wisdom, stories, and successful ways of life. Every child learned by watching their parents, or the other more experienced people in the community. They learned the whys, and hows, and saw how the things they gathered became their food, the wood their fires, the stories their history.
When these children started to grow up, the adults saw a drastic change in their once docile youngsters. They were energetic and willing to participate in more perilous activities, and the community quickly put them to use. When the adults went to sleep, the teenagers stayed up all hours of the night, guarding the community against dangerous animals. When there was a dangerous expedition, the rambunctious teens were summoned to take charge, and they gladly took the adventure. Everyone continued to work hard for the community.

A few teens however, questioned whether or not the way they always did things was in fact, the best way. When they found their elders to be stubborn in the old ways, they took off in a different direction on their own with intentions of starting a new and better community. Eventually new colonies sprung up everywhere, spreading out all over the globe. Skip ahead tens of thousands of years to the year 1600 to when 107 men were needed to set sail from England to explore the land across the sea. The voyage lasted four and a half months in three boats, the smallest no bigger than a school bus, the largest having the volume of a modern day delivery truck. 

But look more closely at the ‘men’ on this expedition, and you would find that they were in fact only 16-19 years in age, and some in their early twenties- the youngest boy being 9 years old. These would have been the same teenagers that questioned the way their communities worked, who were crazy enough to set off on a dangerous voyage all in the pursuit of creating their own world. When you think about it, modern America was discovered and founded by a bunch of fanatical teenagers. We are still not much different from them.
To this day our brains still bear the imprint of our ancestors, and so deep is it that we have hardly changed since. But somehow over the generations, people have forgotten how useful teens could be, and started putting us into classrooms, into a system that we will not find exists when we as adults, dazed and left with only ourselves, can’t stand on our own two feet. 
No longer will we have only a classroom to contain us; a room designated for students to do their learning. A room full of desks, maybe a few windows, and a chalk-board. Rules, regulations, restrictions. Ah, the three R’s, how rigidly they bind the class from imagination, lest we get any wild ideas about how things can be better. But there is no such room in a real, adult life. Things aren’t handed to you as easily, and people suddenly don’t care as much if you start to fail. School is no real preparation for our future lives, but just look at how we accept it.
Part IX: You Say You Want a Revolution…

You’re stuck in a room with maybe 30 other students. You have one teacher who is so caught up in regulations and restrictions that she can barely get to know you lest she is thrown out for becoming a little too ‘personal’ with her students. Almost all her fervor for teaching has been smothered by lesson plans, dos and don’ts. There are so many facts to cover, books to get through, tests to give, rules to enforce, that there is no time for her to notice you. You become a seat number, a student number, some kind of meaningless digit in a numeral-obsessive world. Suddenly you are no longer a person to be listened to. You’re opinion is not considered when the faculty is searching for answers on how to improve the system, get your grades up, improve the statistics. You’re a student first, a person second. You don’t know why the answer is the answer, just that it is. You don’t experience the nature you read about, the environmental hazards you’re lectured on. And suddenly, you don’t care. Because all you need to know is contained there, entirely provided for you, whoever you are and whatever it might mean for you. You’re bored; why should you care about something that doesn’t seem to care about you? Suddenly your time is being wasted. So you begin to hate school, you begin to hate anything having to do with an education, and suddenly, you begin to hate learning. And here we are, back at the beginning.
The thing is, you couldn’t stop learning if you tried. In school or out, smart or dumb, rebellious or docile, immature or responsible, you never stop learning. And whether you like it or not, school is pretty much here to stay. It’s all about the balance. 
So educate yourself at home to develop your emotions; trust, love, and endurance in your family. Educate yourself in the community to develop your inspirations; see what is out there, what interests you, what involves you, what kind of people suit you. And yes, educate yourself in school, for the devotion of rigorous thinking. Take what your teachers are teaching and make it your own. Expand. Look for new ways, better ways, and take what you have been taught about getting all the facts, the ones that seem to glitter in adults’ eyes, and show them, make them see that you can be your own person. You know what they take seriously, so use it to make them listen, surprise them. Eventually, school must be personalized to match each student, no longer requiring the students to match the system. 
Understand adolescence so much that you use everything to your advantage. We may be over-schooled for the time being, but never, never should we let ourselves be undereducated. As the song goes, ‘you say you want a revolution, well you know, we all want to change the world.’ And we can. But it is up to us to make change the world, not just to want it, but to do it. Because it will make or brake us, not our parents, not our teachers, us. 
So can you educate yourself? 
Can you understand that understanding will literally save the world? 
Can you understand adolescence enough to understand yourself? 
You think you deserve your independence…? 

Prove it. 
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