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Editor’s Note

We would like to thank both Dr. Wilma
Miranda, recipient of the 2007 James and
Helen Merritt Award for Contributions to

the Philosophy of Education, and Dr. James Merritt,
the award’s founder, for contributing essays to this
issue of Thresholds in Education.  In a celebration of
books, lines of research, generative ideas, and enduring
characters, these essays describe mentors and works
that continue to inspire community, public school, and
university pursuits.  Some of the contributors have
chosen to emphasize specific books or authors as their
intellectual allies; others have chosen to honor the
unbreakable bonds between in-
fluential books and mentors.
Many have chosen to describe
intellectual allies within the con-
text of their own journeys, ac-
knowledging the people, tradi-
tions, and questions that con-
tinue to guide them along their
chosen paths.

Taking on a life of its own,
this issue continued to evolve
with each new contributor.  Beginning as an informal
conversation at a Thresholds board meeting about
powerful but inaccessible ideas, these essays expanded
to include people as well as writings with enduring
influence.  What are the most memorable books you
have read?  What does intellectual ally mean to you?
How would you respond if given the opportunity to tell
part of your own tale and identify those who have
helped you along the way?

M. Cecil Smith introduces the issue with a personal
response to the essays, offering searching questions of
his own.  In “Philosophy as a Can of Worms:  Finding
My Intellectual Allies,” Wilma Miranda traces the
mysteries of language as they appear to her in the
unanswered questions of her youth, the enthusiasms of
her fifth grade students, and the unsentimental insights
of one of her closest scholarly companions.  James
Merritt identifies “Notable Books in My Career” in
hopes of continued conversation with educators in

Linda O’Neill
Northern Illinois University

schools; the Summer 2008 issue of Thresholds in
Education has been reserved for responses from the
field to encourage ongoing dialogue.

Sharon G. Thornton identifies “My Two Dorothys”
as the guiding spirits in her choice to pursue both the
study of theology and social activism.  Rosalie M.
Romano identifies “Two Janes” as guides who lead her
to the Brazilian educator who inspires her to honor both
her Latina traditions and the goal of educational trans-
formation in “The Wisdom of Love:  Finding the Two
Janes and Paolo.” In “George S. Counts:  An Ally and
Haunting Specter,” Nicholas J. Shudak also identifies

an ally who calls for transfor-
mation, but one who hearkens
to an earlier era and poses
disturbing challenges to pro-
gressive educators.  Lisa Kay’s
imagined correspondence
captures the courage of Friedl
Dicker-Brandeis as well as the
possibilities of educational
transformation even in the
direst of circumstances in “Art

Education as a Practice of Freedom.”
Donald J. Hunt identifies truth telling in educational

leadership as a task that is as necessary as it is difficult
in “The Nation’s Reminder,” his tribute to Jonathan
Kozol.  Teresa Wasonga extends the exploration of
educational leadership to include a vision from the past
well worth pursuing gleaned from the neglected work
of “the prophet of management” in “Mary Parker
Follett on Leadership:  A Woman before Her Time.”
John Murphy provides a contemporary counterpart to
Follett’s vision in his lyrical review, “Max DePree’s
Leadership Is an Art:  A Hymn to Co-Leadership.”

In “A Matter of Formative Career Influence:  The
Works of Mentors,” David J. Shernoff introduces the
field of positive psychology as part of an autobiographi-
cal integration of his own educational journey with the
teachers and researchers who remain inextricably
bound to the influential books they have written.
Jennifer A. Schmidt captures the magic of unintended

How would you respond if
given the opportunity to tell
part of your own tale and
identify those who have

helped you along the way?
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consequences and the joy of accidental discovery in
“Turning toward the Positive,” a chronicle of unantici-
pated transition from undergraduate psychology major
to renowned researcher.

Kerry T. Burch acknowledges “My Debt to bell
hooks’ ‘Eros, Eroticism and the Pedagogical Project’”
in a philosophical story of serendipity leading to an
ongoing line of inquiry that has made distinctive contri-
butions to philosophy of education.  In “Meaning
Beyond Words” Leslie A. Sassone provides a glimpse
into the passionate relationship she has developed over
the past decade and a half with intellectual ally
Friedrich Nietzsche and offers ways to work through
the layers every text offers the willing reader.  In the
final essay, Lucy F. Townsend finds treasure in unfor-
gettable characters who act as both portraits and

mirrors, capturing deep truths about the world while
reflecting unbidden aspects of her own character.  “Ah
Fyodor, Ah, Myself” leads back to the initial questions
posed in this collection.

How would you respond if given the opportunity to
tell part of your own tale?  Who has inspired and
challenged you along the way?  Who are your intellec-
tual allies?  The invitation is open.  Let the conversation
continue…

Linda O’Neill is an Associate Professor in the Department
of Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
at Northern Illinois University.  She teaches philosophy of
education, social foundations of education, and educa-
tional policy courses.
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If I have seen further it is by standing on the
shoulders of Giants.

—Sir Isaac Newton, 1675

I cannot recall exactly the conversation between
 Linda and myself regarding her plans for this
  special issue of Thresholds, only that I immediately

recognized that here was an opportunity to identify and
describe those works—articles, books, monographs,
encyclia—and the authors and thinkers who had con-
ceived them.  To publicly proclaim, this is what / who has
inspired-influenced-shaped me.  A chance to recognize
and to pay homage to these intellectual forebears.  An
occasion to reflect upon what had led to this point in one’s
intellectual pilgrimage.  Not waiting to hear everything, I
blurted out, “Well here is what I
think you should do.” She loved
the idea—perhaps even more
than did I—I having thought it
merely clever.  When she asked
if I would submit a piece, I de-
murred, glancing at a list of tasks
yet-to-be launched and deadlines
soon to be passed.  Instead, I
promised an introduction and so,
I write to fulfill that pledge.

Reading the essays that
comprise this collection, I was struck by the desire—
openly expressed or merely hinted—on the part of each
essayist to not only better understand the world, and
those who inhabit it, but to understand better their
selves.  Such desire was the driver of their intellectual
longing and curiosity.  Some essayists suggest that
these were long journeys—indeed, decades in most
cases, questions formed in childhood that adults could
not answer, actually had no answers for.  The discov-
ery of an intellectual mentor, an ally—in so many cases
serendipity and sheer luck:  The exactly-right academic
course taken, the random selection of a book from the
shelf, a chance meeting, a suggestion from a friend.  (I
am reminded of the immortal words of Woody Allen,
perhaps misquoting Freud:  “Ninety percent of life is

Invited Introduction

M. Cecil Smith
Northern Illinois University

showing up.”)
I catalog the illuminati described herein, from the

intellectual leaders—Nietzsche, bell hooks, Dorothy
Soelle, Freud—to the progressive educators—John
Dewey, George S. Counts, Paulo Freire—and the
institutional leaders—Mary Parker Follett—and I
wonder.  I consider my own inventory of intellectual
guides and find it wanting and impoverished.  The old
anxieties arise:  Am I a fraud?  I didn’t spend enough
time in my formative graduate school years reading the
giants:  Piaget, Vygotsky, Dewey, Bruner.  Did I too
quickly jump on the topical bandwagon of the day?
Whom can I say has truly inspired my own thinking, my
scholarship, my life’s work.  To whom do I pledge
undying allegiance for the profound gifts bestowed

upon me?
I can more readily ac-

knowledge the flesh-and-blood
mentors who helped shape my
academic and intellectual
journey.  And I see the ways in
which the essayists transform
the near-mythic intellectual
guides of their own journeys
into real people who, at least
figuratively, walked along the
way with them.  Sometimes

leading, always guiding.  Inspiring, modeling, teaching
and informing.  Affirming.  Such are the duties that the
intellectual ally takes on, unbeknownst to them of
course.  But real and certain to the benefactor.  Our
intellectual allies challenge our beliefs and the values
that we hold and lead us to question and to proclaim.
They provoke us to action.  They caution restraint.
They transform our consciousness and our selves.
They stoop their shoulders so that we may see.

I was struck by the desire
on the part of each essayist to

not only better understand
the world, and those who

inhabit it, but to understand
better their selves.

M. Cecil Smith, Ph.D., is a Professor of Educational
Psychology at Northern Illinois University.  He received his
graduate training in education at the University of Kansas
and the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
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I t was on a cold winter morning long ago, while
 sitting on our kitchen floor amidst a stack of just
 unpacked vegetable cans, that I took direction of

my future.  Had it not been for this, my first unsuper-
vised play at reading before either parent had the wit to
notice, everything would probably have gone as they
had expected.  All that registered for me at the time
was weariness in Mama’s voice in, “Wilma, for
heaven’s sake get off that floor so I can get these
groceries put away.” But neither the cold nor my
mother’s annoyance could wrench me away from my
absorbing task—turning all the cans around in a row to
face me so I could better compare their bold labels.  C-
O-R-N, for example, meant that later, when my mother
opened the can boasting those letters, out would pour
real corn into the pan on our stove.  At first, I thought
the magical word so powerful that it simply decreed the
contents inside.  Just below the label was a picture of a
boy, clearly older than I, fishing by himself from a dock.
At first, my insistent queries to Mother about him
expressed only a minor curiosity, but the spur of
unsatisfying answers has led to substantial complica-
tions in my life ever since.

The barefoot boy in question was painted dangling
a line tied to a bamboo fishing pole.  Next to him in the
picture was another can just like mine except it was
opened and it wrongly announced, C-O-R-N.  Since I,
too, had been fishing (with my father), I knew he really
had worms in there, not corn.  This was a puzzle that
challenged my new trust in the power of written words.

Philosophy as a Can of Worms:
Finding My Intellectual Allies

Wilma Miranda
Northern Illinois University

But something was even more seriously off about the
picture.  The boy’s worm can had what looked like the
same picture of himself, and next to him was an even
smaller can with, you guessed it, still another picture of
the boy with can.  After that, I couldn’t tell.  My mother
said that this could go on forever.

“Even if it is so little we can’t see it?”
“Yes.”
“Forever and ever?”
“Yes!”
“How do you know?”

My mother just knew; that’s all.  From this ex-
change I came to suspect that there was a wrinkle in
the world that shouldn’t be there and that this mattered.
I required a more satisfactory accounting.  So though I
already had learned it could be dangerous, I persisted.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” my mother said, exasper-
ated, “It’s just a picture.  Now help Mama get these
cans put away.”

Much later I would discover that philosophers had
fancy terms for these phenomena; infinite regress for
one and lacunae for another.  Lacunae refer to
hollows or blank spaces, holes really, either in the world
or in a text or both.  It still amazes me how much more
secure one feels when in command of the right word.
This is how it came about that I was seduced by
philosophy.  Back then, though, only the seeds of
anxiety were planted in my mind.  Even though I was
almost four years old, I sensed that no words of my
own could help.  I lost some confidence that my mother
would provide answers even if she knew them.  Many
subsequent experiences confirmed this new suspicion
that adults never liked direct questions about the way
things were.

Since then, Mother has been replaced by many
other authorities more patient with questions, mostly
poets and philosophers, some more reliable than others.
Yet my original question with all its variations has
remained:   What sort of world have I gotten myself

I came to suspect that there
was a wrinkle in the world

that shouldn’t be there
and that this mattered.
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into?  Once I knew what seemed clear to others, I
would know where I was and what to do.  This quest
to better understand the world, with all its wrinkles and
holes—that Dewey called the “unbalanced balance” of
things—still drives my intellectual life.  Behind any
single author or school of thought, behind the teachers
who understood and led me to rich sources, and behind

This quest to better
understand the world, with all
its wrinkles and holes—that

Dewey called  the “unbalanced
balance” of things—still
drives my intellectual life.

I shamelessly exploited spelling
class to my own addictive ends.

5

even my most admired works, I have discovered those
first intuitions about the stakes were right.  It is by
tracking down the words themselves, those Janus-like
signposts, that the nature of human consciousness, and
therefore of the world itself, is to be found.

Have you, too, noticed how like quicksilver even
simple words can be, always spilling over and away
from you from sentences in which you try capture
them?  They seem to know not to inhabit the wrong
sentence.  Have you noticed, too, how powerful they
become when well planted with their fellows?  The
perfect articulation happens, but only because words
are as ancient as human community.  They are our
links between our living and sedimented landscapes of
accumulated meaning.  As a writer I trust words as a
gardener trusts the soil built up by the remains of dead
plants and animals over uncountable eons, the same
earth that nurtures all living beings and authorizes every
spring and summer.  This seamless mutuality of the life/
death cycle is equally embedded in language.  It
assures the vitality of the present and the possibility of
sustainable futures.  Poets instinctively know this, as in
Adrienne Rich’s wonderful observation:

Theory—the seeing of patterns, showing the
forest as well as the trees—theory can be a
dew that rises from the earth and collects in
the rain cloud and returns to earth over and
over.  But if it doesn’t smell of the earth, it isn’t
good for the earth.¹

And as she comments elsewhere, “In the interstices of
language lie the powerful secrets of the culture.” ²

Considering that my whole adult life has been spent
reading, writing, and teaching, it is surprising to see

looking back how late and how mostly by accident I
stumbled upon the truth of Benjamin’s insight.  Perhaps
my early wariness of adult guidance turned my atten-
tion inward to more defensive responses against the
disapproval signaled by adult silences.  If I couldn’t
figure out what they seemed to take for granted, then I
must be the primary author of my own pain.  I paid a
high cost in defending my private conundrum against
exposure.  My natural curiosity was redirected into
plans for the children in my classrooms.  I was always
less lonely when with them.  The other space was
graduate school where it was safer to question.  While
there I inhaled rather than merely read multiple
sources, but I never let on to the need akin to the need
for oxygen.

Sometime in my early thirties, my rescuers ap-
peared unexpectedly in the form of a collective action
taken by my fifth graders at Chatsworth Avenue School
in Mamaroneck, New York.  That year the children had

become my equally fixated companions in pursuit of
word derivations.  It all happened because I shame-
lessly exploited spelling class to my own addictive ends.
I can still see Marty Antonelli, who had always main-
tained a hatred for “the language arts,” especially
spelling.  I see him now standing proudly in front of me
with Friday afternoon’s spelling test thrust toward me,
announcing, “Ok Mrs. Miranda, I’m ready.”

For weeks now they had all been required to
compose their own spelling tests by hunting, collecting,
and classifying words they liked.  They placed these
words in their notebooks only when they could cor-
rectly spell them over a six week period.  No fair
forgetting them once they passed the word on their first
test.  Furthermore, they had to locate and explain their
words’ derivations and, of course, use them in a
sentence.  Susan Young wove intricate mystery novels
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Who were these former
earth pilgrims, those who
linked excessive positive

emotion with udders, or who
saw lion’s teeth in a flower?

6

as her huge list grew.  Marty, though, only chose words
like gun, tank, bomb, and knife.  Soon, though, came
slightly more demanding nouns:  grenade, checkpoint,
and sortie.  Eventually he branched out to actions like
ambush, flanking, reconnoiter.  Once the verbs
came, stories virtually poured out full of heroes, traitors,
and victims.  Their chosen words had spoken to him
and to the others, and when competition set in about
who could find the longest and weirdest word of all, or
who had the most spelled word notches on their belts,
or later, who had woven the best stories, I realized that
I had 31 fifth-grade word maniacs like me on my
hands.  Along with me and Alice in Wonderland, they
found themselves falling into strange worlds, complete
with their own Cheshire cats and half-mad hatters.
Fellow teachers begged, “For heaven’s sake, move
on!” Contagious word fixation was already spreading
from the lunch room to the entire third floor.  I don’t
know how well this fascination lasted for them, but it
changed my entire conception about how to chart my
own course, now, as a budding student of philosophy.

One can start anywhere.  Take a perfectly innocu-
ous noun like dandelion, for example—a simple word
that once distracted me while stalking another term.
This lowly flower’s English name is derived from dent
de leon, a French term meaning tooth of the lion.   I
laid all other tasks aside to verify the allusion’s accu-
racy.  A close inspection of the school lawn showed,
sure enough, that each flower petal was a perfect little
canine.  Previously, dandelion had called to my mind
dandy, as in one who is a fash-
ion-conscious show-off, or is
self-lionizing, or one who flares
out before the sun assuming he
is the only flowering in the uni-
verse that day.  If he were all
that unique, poems would be
written in his honor instead of to
the fragile and sweet violets.  As
a rampant transgressor of
boundaries, the dandelion is
known the world over as no gentleman.  Lion’s tooth is,
after all, not a poor moniker on these grounds alone.
There are older words with far more punch to describe
dandelions.  Weed for one, or the even more insulting
garden thug.  I love these monosyllabic words derived
from the Anglo Saxons who must have been among the
most earthy and stoic of tribes.  Think of their word
womb.  Or tomb.  It is a short move from naming the

dark that shelters new life to that which protects the
otherwise vulnerable privacy of the dead.  Each of
these words stills holds its original heft, but the original
insight that analogized each one to the other also bears
its own dramatic gravity.

Some derivations, though, are particularly zany.
From the Latin we get the English word exuberant,
evoking the image perhaps, of an overly loquacious
lady.  Derived from ex ubero, this translates as over-
flowing udders.  I wonder when this connection was
formed.  Who were these former earth pilgrims, those
who linked excessive positive emotion with udders, or
who saw lion’s teeth in a flower?  I will always listen
patiently for what they communicate.  This admittedly
haphazard study of words has taught me one thing for
sure:   Our current naming of linguistic productions as
personal property notwithstanding, uncountable voices
authorize our every spoken thought.  Nobody ever
writes her own stuff.   Walter Benjamin (1969) says
this for me when he sums up the discovery of his life’s
work:   “All is translation.” 3

When in 1965 Hannah Arendt, by then a world
renowned political philosopher, was asked, as one who
had escaped the Nazis, what being German now meant
to her, the reply was blunt.  She no longer considered
herself a German, she said.  But what then remained of
her cultural heritage?  What was left?  Her response,
the title of an essay, reads in German:  “Was bleibt?  Es
bleibt die Muttersprache.” 4 What remains?  What
remains is the language.   The mother tongue that had

shaped her intellectual life was
deeper, wider, and older than
the recent totalitarian horrors
imposed on the 20th century.
This thinker would not lose hold
of the mother tongue that
infinitely exceeded the totalitar-
ian abominations of speech and
action introduced into the world
by the Nazis.  Language held
retrievable pearls, precious

remnants to be recuperated for use in even the darkest
times.  They can be wrested from the corrupted
language that formed the temporary gloss on atrocity.
Our Muttersprache, like the German, has its roots in
ancient Greek and Latin, along with modern French and
Spanish.  And yet, Arendt’s noble insight does not
entirely solve the riddle.

Because language can serve either to obscure or
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I take this to be the quintessential
human task, our archaic

challenge, driving all the sciences
and arts from below.

7

illuminate, we will always be beckoned to reorder our
understanding of words as our can of worms—the
ambiguous and tangled relationship of language to the
human world.  In the end, I take this to be the quintes-
sential human task, our archaic challenge, driving all the
sciences and arts from below.  Therefore, my advice is
to seek out first the poets and philosophers.  They have
been our most courageous adventurers among those
who strive to plumb and extend the human

Muttersprache.  Abiding with them, we are brought
closer to our own ever-present the too near to see
clearly by other means and the too vast to be con-
trolled.  For me, these are the real realists and our true
prophets.  That four-year-old in her mother’s kitchen
learned early that sometimes the right word can be
worth a thousand pictures.  I am glad she did, and I am

even more grateful that my fifth-graders helped me to
remember.

Endnotes
1      Rich, A. (1986).  Note toward a politics of location.  In

Blood, bread, and poetry:  Selected Prose, 1979-1985
(pp. 213-214).  New York:  Norton.

2      Rich, A. (1987).  Of woman born:  Motherhood as
experience and institution (p. 249).  New York:  W. W.
Norton & Company, Inc.

3      Benjamin, W.  (1969).  The task of the translator.  In
Illuminations (pp. 69-82).  New York:  Shocken Books.

4      Gauss, Z. (1965).  Was bleibt?  Es bleibt die
Muttersprache.  In Zur person:  Portrats in Frage und
Antwort.  Munich:  Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag.  A
loose translation of the essay’s title is, “What remains?
The Language Remains.”

Wilma Miranda received her Ph.D. in Philosophy of
Education from the University of Buffalo in 1976.  Her
scholarly interests include philosophy of language and
political theory in their bearing on education thought and
policy.  For the past thirty years at NIU she has been a
member of the Foundations of Education Faculty.  During
that time she also served as Executive Editor of Thresholds
in Education for 12 years and as chair of the Department of
Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations for
seven.
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The book that affected me much in normal school
(1929-1931) was James M. Beck’s The Consti-
tution of the United States.  It gave an account

of the Constitutional Convention.  I remember, at age
17, telling a faculty person about it; she had not read it,
and, to my satisfaction, she made a note of it.  The only
educational book I can remember reading was the
Baltimore County, Maryland, Course of Study.  This
book was consulted frequently in my first years of
teaching.  I was told that this book was a preferred
item at Teachers College, Columbia University.

My roommate and I were impressed that books
published early in the century had much similar content
to those recently published in 1930.  At Johns Hopkins,
in completing my undergraduate studies, I wrote a term
paper on Plato’s Republic, in the Jowett edition with its
convoluted Victorian language, no less.  I read required
plays of Shakespeare and Cubberley’s History of
Education, later to learn of the author’s Anglo-Saxon
bias.  For a course on American history, I read much of
Morrison and Comanger.  For a course on English
language given by Kemp Malone, I read, and owned,
Jesperson’s work on English grammar, impressed that
the author was Danish.  I learned about T. S. Eliot in a
course on 17th century poetry.

In one of the courses in my first graduate semester
I took on the topic of “Negro prejudice.”  We had not
learned the term “Afro-American.”  My advisor

Jim Merritt
Northern Illinois University

Notable Books in My Career

My teaching had been much
guided by assign-study-recite.

Broudy made an
impressive assertion that

the goal of instruction should be
to teach students how to use
knowledge; such a point was

absent in my reading of
progressive publications.

8

recommended Gunnar Myrdal’s (1944) An American
Dilemma.  I read much in this book; and, happily, my
paper received excellent in evaluation.

In graduate study at Harvard the book that gave
me much enlightenment was William H. Burton’s
Guidance of Learning Activities (1944).  Burton was
my advisor for my doctoral work.  This book, a bulky

tome to be sure, compared two strategies of instruction:
(1) the assign-study-recite model and (2) the project
model.  My undergraduate work had, somehow, given
me the impression that the progressive education
strategy was the only really acceptable model.
Burton’s book helped to make my feelings become

more realistic; my teaching had been much guided by
assign-study-recite.  The ideal conception of “the really
good teacher” was the model put forth in accounts of
notable “progressive” schools.  While I was essentially
a “traditional” teacher, this model was much on my
mind.  Burton’s book freed me of this guilt trip.  Burton
was much respected at the time for his other much-
read book on “supervision”; he clarified  the “demo-
cratic strategy” as being preferred against the much
more prevalent authoritarian model.  Towards the end
of my course work I began to feel like an authority on
the topic of elementary school curriculum.

At Northern Illinois University I taught courses in
philosophy of education, although I had not majored in
the area.  I respected John Dewey’s Democracy and
Education although it was far from a page-turner.  I
had not read it in graduate school.  I became interested
in it when a colleague told me of the dualisms in the
book which Dewey exposed as false dualisms.  I did
not pursue that topic in using the book in my courses.
Though I tried to get students interested in analytical
reading of the text, some hated the assignment.



Thresholds in Education (Vol. XXXIII: 2 & 3, 2007)

At no time in my three teacher
education schools was it

impressed upon me to be critical
of the various assigned texts.
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I came upon Harry S. Broudy’s Building a Phi-
losophy of Education, two editions, 1954 and 1962.
This book was very helpful in making clear that there
were other philosophies of education than the very
popular pragmatism spin-off from Dewey.  It was a
convenient testimony to make, not requiring intellectual
backup.  Broudy was very readable.  One section was
instructive in pointing out the limitations of the problem-
solving curriculum.  Broudy made an impressive
assertion that the goal of instruction should be to teach
students how to use knowledge; such a point was
absent in my reading of progressive publications.  This
was in marked contrast to the progressive theme that
the goal of education should be abilities in problem
solving.

Graduate school involved much anxiety and effort
to find and complete dissertation topics.  I became
interested in studying the Herbartians, but I lacked the
courage to pursue such a “scholarly” topic.  Thus, not
being a student of history or philosophy of education,
the dissertation had to be scientific and I eventually
succeeded with an appropriate research study.  I regret
I was not given guidance in pursuing an historical topic
in lieu of mastering the details of empirical research.

According to my memory, at no time in my three
teacher education schools was it impressed upon me to
be critical of the various assigned texts.  If my memory

is correct, this is a serious shortcoming in my formal
education as a professional educator.

I do appreciate the invitation to write this essay.

I think upon the opportunity to invite retired teacher
educators to communicate about the positive and
negative factors of their experiences in schools of
education.  Such would be an occasion to do honor to
Socrates’ maxim about the examined life.

After earning his master’s degree from Harvard, Jim Merritt
came to NIU in 1947.  The very first Professor of Philosophy
of Education at NIU, Jim taught philosophy, curriculum,
and history of education for over three decades.  He was
president of the Midwest Philosophy of Education Society
and has been a member of the Philosophy of Education
Society since 1956.  Jim and his wife, Art History Professor
Helen Merritt, established the Jim and Helen Merritt Award
for Contributions to the Philosophy of Education.
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Today I teach Practical Theology at Andover
Newton Theological School, a progressive
seminary outside of Boston, Massachusetts.

But I didn’t start out here.  I never thought I would be
a teacher or a theologian.

I was a “child of the ’60s” and early ’70s.  I
attended the University of Washington during the free
speech movement, the anti-war (Vietnam) era, Civil
Rights, and the rise of second-wave feminism.  These
were the years when my cohort believed in “beads,
flowers, and peace” and the power of poetry and
protest.  We were a heady bunch, angry, and auda-
cious, loving and hopeful that ours would be the genera-
tion to stem the tide of militarism, hatred and greed.
These were also the years of assassinations—John F.
and Robert Kennedy, Dr. M. L. King Jr., Malcolm X,
John Lennon—and Watergate.

It was the music of those years that carried me
along:  Joan Baez, Holly Near, and Ronnie Gilbert.  I
sang, “There’s something about the women,” as I
headed south to Berkeley, California, in my 1967 red
Volkswagen Bug to begin graduate school.  I was one
of a new breed of women seeking ordination in a
denomination that had previously only promoted men.
I never imagined I would be a “traditional minister”—

there had been very little about me that was conven-
tional to that point!  But I had seen what religious
communities could do to promote justice and I wanted
to be a part of that “long arc of the universe” (King,
1967).

During my graduate studies I was introduced to
two women who became my role models, mentors, and
intellectual allies:  Dorothy Day and Dorothee Soelle.

My Two Dorothys

Sharon G. Thornton
Andover Newton Theological School

Dorothy Day was a journalist and publisher of The
Catholic Worker, a tireless advocate for people living
in poverty, and founder of the Catholic Worker Houses
of Hospitality.  Throughout her life she was dedicated
to peacemaking and disarmament.  Dorothee Soelle
was a political theologian, also a peace activist, feminist
scholar, and advocate for worker justice.  Her scholar-
ship was always combined with political engagement,
and she was a harsh critic of middle- and upper-class
apathy.  I never met Dorothy Day, but I “knew her”
through her writings and the many avenues of work I
pursued.  I did meet Dorothee Soelle.  She lives in my
brain and heart, holding me accountable and inspiring
me in my teaching and scholarship.  Upon graduation,
my two Dorothys came with me.

Dorothy Day’s Radical Hospitality
Dorothy Day, the leading figure in my early minis-

try, dreamed of a society that was free from class
conflict.  Journalism was her tool for spreading this
vision.  She was a strong advocate of worker justice as
she participated in strikes, supported unions, and
campaigned for legal reform.  She was also deeply
committed to pacifism, seeing a connection between the
plight of the poor and the promotion of militarism.  She
picketed against the development of nuclear weapons,
and as a result of her civil disobedience, spent many
weeks in jail submitting herself to hunger strikes.  Her
concern for humane work and peaceful living led her to
live in face-to-face relationships with people living in
poverty.  Cofounder of the Catholic Worker movement
with Peter Marin, she took her concern for the under-
class to the innermost parts of urban squalor and
established houses of hospitality that remain today.
Here, people from all walks of life volunteer to live with
the most destitute in these houses of respite and
support.  Catholic Worker Houses welcome men and
women and treat them with human dignity and material
comfort.  For many, this second chance in life has
meant recovering a sense of identity, productivity and
self-respect.  The compassion and political determina-
tion that led Dorothy Day to become involved in

I never imagined I would be a
traditional minister—there had

been very little about me that was
conventional to that point!
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projects of peace, poverty, and policy left an indelible
imprint on me as I began my ministry.

Early in my ministry I worked in the Emergency
Room and Psychiatric Unit of an urban hospital.  This
was a hospital with all the latest medical equipment and
state of the art technology.  The Fire Department
emergency crews stopped there first when there was a
life or death situation.  The police brought in those who
needed medical attention before they were booked or
put in jail.  The hospital functioned with an unofficial
open door policy (before managed health care)—no
one was turned away because of an inability to pay.
The Emergency Room was a kind of drop-in clinic for
the locals who didn’t have private doctors or medical
insurance.  Some of them became “regulars” who
were routinely transferred to the psychiatric unit, which
became like a “house of hospitality” after their initial
examinations.

My experiences of attending to these people and
watching them struggle to keep body and soul together
had a profound effect on me.  As I got to know many
of them quite well I began to wonder about the ad-
equacy of the care they were receiving.  Many of the
men and women who were admitted to the psychiatric
unit were street people.  A disproportionate number of
these people were African American or Hispanic.
Many were women.  Too many were children.  Without
exception all were poor.  When they walked through
the emergency room doors many of them were inco-
herent, talking to no one in particular and everyone at
once.  To the last one they were in need of a shower or
a bath.  It was not uncommon that a woman had been
physically abused, and often she had been raped,
perhaps repeatedly.  I became acutely aware of all the
different forces that combined to violate these men,
women, and children.

Then I began to notice a recurring pattern.  Once
these folks were admitted to the psychiatric unit it
wasn’t long before many of them began to look and
sound very different.  Within a relatively short period of
time they seemed like anyone that you might meet in
the local grocery store or standing in line at the ATM
machine.  I’m sure that the medical treatments made a
difference, but I began to wonder how much of the
change that seemed to occur within such a short stay in
the hospital was really stimulated by having a safe
environment and a daily routine.  In the hospital they at
least had a clean bed to sleep in, a place to bathe, plus
three meals a day.  Yet a few weeks after they were

discharged many would return and the whole cycle
would begin again.  I began to ask myself, “What does
treatment and care mean when it is expressed inside
the hospital through medications and listening; while on
the other side of the door a whole different set of
realities is impacting the lives of these people?  What
does health even look like in a broken society?” The
life and work of Dorothy Day began to take on deep
meaning for me as I worked in this setting and others.

Following the hospital experience, I began working
and teaching for a number of years in the tenderloin

area of San Francisco, the place of severe poverty and
desperate loneliness.  I taught in an alternative semi-
nary program where instead of holding classes “at
school” we met in soup kitchens, store front churches,
youth centers, and residential hotels where new immi-
grants (I should say refugees) and multiple families
crowded into one or two rooms.  Teaching in the midst
of the noise, smells, and sights of people huddling for
warmth, food, or any other kind of service, challenged
the style and content of any subject matter I was
offering.  I became so much more aware of the
incredible and preventable suffering of so many of our
neighbors who live on the streets or are a paycheck
away from the streets.  These experiences have stayed
with me as I have moved to other venues of teaching.
And it is here that Dorothee Soelle has moved to the
foreground in my scholarship and classroom approach.

Dorothee Soelle’s Hope from “Below”
Dorothee Soelle was born in Germany in 1929.

She grew up in the midst of World War II with the
events of those years forming her as a political theolo-
gian.  She identified herself with Auschwitz and worked
and wrote from this perspective the remainder of her
life.  Addressing the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the
World Council of Churches in Vancouver, British
Columbia she said:  “I speak to you as a woman who

Dorothy Day was also
deeply committed to pacifism,
seeing a connection between

the plight of the poor and
the promotion of militarism.
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comes from one of the richest countries of the earth, a
land with a bloody history, stinking of gas which some
of us Germans still cannot forget” (1974, p. 93).  She
was a woman insulted, humiliated, and disgusted by the
evils her country perpetuated, and she warned against
anyone who would minimize these atrocities.  She was
extremely critical of any accumulation of power or the
worship of power in any form.

War, the suffering of war, and the conditions that
lead to armed conflict are constant themes in Soelle’s
writings.  In Suffering (1975), she wrote, “Once I
understood Auschwitz, I joined the peace movement,”
and she compared Vietnam with the story of
Auschwitz, “For here, as there, people saw, but did not
see, heard, but did not hear” (p. 47).  She saw that
human apathy and its companion, willed ignorance,
were the two factors that united these events.

Soelle was concerned with large issues such as
population explosion, unemployment, and nuclear war,
but she always began with the specific lives of people:

I read recently about a woman who works at a
machine in a factory.  Her foreman has the
habit of coming up on her from behind, and
whenever he does this, her whole body shrinks
in startled reaction. . . . The woman has
developed a tic from this, and now others see
her simply as “someone with a tic.” (1984, pp.
27-28)

For Soelle, personal predicaments are linked to the
large issues that beset our world.  The woman suffers
harassment at a job that does not inspire her, in a
society that does not value and respect her.  By focus-
ing on the specific experience of this woman, she
reveals the human face of suffering and by so doing
challenges any temptation to justify the woman’s
situation or remain apathetic to her plight.

Human suffering is a central theme in all of
Soelle’s writing.  For her, a life free of suffering is a
myth.  In fact, apathy is the result of the inability to
recognize, let alone feel, suffering.  It is this denial and
repression of our own suffering and indifference to the
suffering of others that, according to Soelle, feeds
systems of domination and oppression.  Freedom from
suffering means freedom from commitment to other
people and causes not directly related to oneself.  It
means getting through life easily and well . . . and
untouched.

Soelle makes a distinction between suffering that
we can and cannot end.  Historical injuries, or imposed
suffering, are those that are preventable and can be
eliminated.  In fact, according to Soelle, the human goal
is to abolish circumstances under which people are
forced to suffer, whether through poverty or tyranny.
In this light we are to explore, “What are the social and
political causes of suffering and how can these condi-
tions be eliminated?”  (1975, p. 3).  The central human
question then is not, “Why do we suffer?”  It is, “For
whose sake do we suffer?”  This places the accent on
eliminating unnecessary misery through just actions and
loving deeds.   This is where personal suffering be-
comes integrated with a larger vision of a restored
creation.

Soelle begins with lived experience.  She locates
the motivation for transforming suffering with the
experience of an “I” being in relationship with and
making a difference to a “Thou.” This making a
difference to another is a political statement that starts
the political process of restoring community.  It pro-
duces solidarity, a political pressure to abolish the
conditions that create unjust suffering.  This communal
response transforms powerlessness into active engage-
ment that gives political expression to the power of

love.  “Love is people accepting reality and transform-
ing it” (1975, p. 92).

Soelle’s critique of human apathy and her strong
commitment to socially engaged scholarship and
projects of justice hold my own “feet to the fire.” The
twin evils of human apathy and willed ignorance are
ever before me as I attend to what it is I want to
address in my courses.  I try to make my classroom an
“incubator for justice and mercy” by constantly draw-
ing together the personal, intellectual, and political
nature of our work.  I am continually interrogating my
scholarship for vestiges of privilege and exclusionary

Dorothee Soelle was a woman
insulted, humiliated, and
disgusted by the evils her

country perpetuated, and she
warned against anyone who

would minimize these atrocities.
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knowledge.  I am challenged to be vigilant regarding
race, gender, class, and various abilities.  But more
importantly I am convicted of hypocrisy when I think I

can promote projects of justice and visions of an
alternative world within my classroom alone, or if my
writing feeds off the suffering of others while I am
comfortable in front of my computer screen.  There-
fore, I work to keep close to the ground, connected to
the communities and commitments for which I advo-
cate.   Even in a traditional school, I take my classes
into the “neighborhoods” to meet with people who are
directly affected by the subject matter we are studying.
I strive to make connections across disciplines, profes-
sions, and communities of knowledge who share
common concerns and visions.  I believe no single
person or group can effectively cultivate change.  And,
while political protests have a place in drawing attention
to critical public issues, coalitions where people can
pool talents, knowledge and access to power are
necessary today.

“The Way Forward is with a Broken Heart” 1

There are two conflicting images from the 20th

century.  One is the mushroom cloud and the other is
the fragile blue marble earth as seen from outer space
showing a borderless globe of exquisite beauty.  Both
images will break your heart.  One leads to a bombed
out wilderness, the other to a future worth living.  My
experiences in communities of struggle and my expo-
sure to the lives of people like Dorothy Day and
Dorothee Soelle motivate me to try to expose the
apathy that leads to paths of destruction.  My two
Dorothys challenge me to join them in countering the
indifference and the feelings of hopelessness that keep
suffering people invisible to our churches, our class-
rooms, our theories, and our practices.  They show me
the intimate relationship between the spiritual hunger

and discontent of the relatively comfortable in our
society and the physical and spiritual malaise of those in
our cities who are starving and without a blanket.  They

reveal to me that we cannot live well at the expense of
others.  The world doesn’t work that way.  We are
made for compassion, love, generosity of spirit, kind-
ness, peace, social justice, environmental sanity, and
non-violence.  My two Dorothys instill in me a thirst for
a future worth living as well as a hunger and determi-
nation for joining with others to achieve it.

Endnote
1        Walker, A.  (2000).  The way forward is with a broken

heart.  New York:  Random House.
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I am a teacher by chance, not by design.  When I
 ask my preservice teachers why they have chosen
 to  teach as their profession, many of them tell

variations of the same story.  Either their mother or
father (and often both) were teachers, or an aunt, or
another relative; no matter, there was one influential
person whose identity was that of teacher.  No one in
my family had gotten past high school.  Immigrants
from Mexico, their work was in the citrus groves of the
vast expanse of fertile land where Disneyland now sits;
they knew that education was too far from their grasp,
with hurdles of language and culture that were unwel-
come in classrooms.  My mother reached 8th grade
before she was told not to come back to school until
she had proper shoes; but with no money for shoes, she
had to wait until her older sister
outgrew hers.  By then the
school year was almost to a
close, and my mother did not
return.  It was one of her deep-
est regrets, and she instilled in
me the respect for and urgent
desire for education.  So, per-
haps, I did have a teacher in my
life after all.

During my years as a class-
room teacher, the last 10 of
which were in inner city middle
schools, I became painfully
aware that the poverty which can sicken the soul and
diminish the life of the mind and imagination was the
single most pressing social issue of our country.  Day
after day, I welcomed each and every one of my
students at the door, watching for any signs of suffering
that would warrant attention by a counselor or nurse.
Each day we would begin over again, anew, and in our
work together, reconstitute our community of learners.
Each day brought with it new challenges for all of us
and required a recultivation of the sense of belonging
that I believe is necessary for learning that engages the

The Wisdom of Love:
Finding the Two Janes and Paolo

Rosalie M. Romano
Ohio University

mind and imagination as well as the spirit.  Our present
enemy was constant hunger, not only for nourishing
food, but for ideas that related to what these students
lived with in their homes and neighborhoods.  Further,
these ideas, even if they did relate, had to be crafted in
such a way that the curriculum satisfied my employers,
in this case a large urban school district, and, also, the
state department of education.  And all this was prior to
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation.

Poverty is insidious and colonizes the mind and
spirit, even as it starves the body.  Because of food
banks, welfare, and free lunches, most of my students
were getting some nourishment somewhere along the
day.  The poverty I was concerned about was the one
that situated itself in their minds and hearts, that

polluted their sense of self, and
deformed their dreams so they
could hardly see over their
barrio or ghetto boundaries.
Poverty begets a deprivation of
the soul, and as a teacher
committed to an “education
worthy of its name,” I was also
at risk of being infected by
cynicism, by inertia, and by a
sense that I was helpless.  Like
many teachers today and in the
past, I turned to reading and
university courses as an

antidote so that my passion for teaching and love of my
students and their learning could be sustained.  I
struggled to bring to the center of teaching a place of
belonging in an intellectual world, where both boys and
girls could find open spaces for discussing ideas and
exploring how the world of ideas could enrich their
lives.

Title IX was new legislation that was greeted in my
school as a blow to male athletes in inner city schools
with already limited resources.  Texts were written in
the universal “he,” and minority girls’ retention rate was

I became painfully aware
that the poverty which

can sicken the soul and
diminish the life of the mind

and imagination was the
single most pressing social

issue of our country.
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unacceptably low.  School was a place you had to go
to, but, as students would tell me, school did not make
any difference in their lives once they stepped out of
the building.  I saw this, knew it, and struggled with
ways to bring students into school, into my classroom,
because they wanted to be there.

In one of my university classes one term, we read
an article by Jane Roland Martin, “Excluding Women
from the Educational Realm,” written when she was a
fellow at the Mary Ingraham Bunting Institute of
Radcliffe College.  Martin’s ideas, drawing from Plato,
Book V to Gilman’s Herland, examined women and
education and especially women and philosophy.  Her
analysis of the role of women in this context got my
attention.  In the section “Defining the Educational
Realm,” Martin (1994) explicates the division drawn by
men:  Production is situated in the public realm, repro-
duction in the private sphere.  “Liberal education is . . .
preparation for carrying on processes involving the
production and consumption of ideas” (p. 39).  Women,
argued Martin, have been excluded from the educa-
tional realm or rendered invisible within it.  Philosophers
of education have written about educational questions
from a narrow, patriarchal perspective, excluding
women and the work of educationalists such as Maria
Montessori or Mary Wollstonecraft from the official
conversation.  When philosophy’s significant questions
are raised and explored, those questions and conclu-
sions omit women, and “the enlightenment that philoso-
phy is capable of giving is denied to policies which
directly affect girls and women” (p. 46).

Policies from girls’ athletics to exclusive language
in district textbooks illuminated in a moment and
enlarged my struggle with my teaching.  Jane Roland
Martin guided me into my curricular craft with an

epistemological red pencil.  As often happens when one
is surrounded by a phenomenon but does not see it, I
was suddenly awakened and could not escape the
implications and obligations this meant to me, especially
as a woman, a teacher, and a Latina.  The more I read
of Jane Roland Martin, the more I felt it necessary to

think about every lesson, every unit, and all reading
materials I presented to my students.  What messages
were being sent to my students through this ellipsis in
the curriculum?

Jane Roland Martin led me along a path seeking

that elusive condition that would bring my students
willingly to think and learn in my classroom.  Taking her
cue, I read about Maria Montessori and her Casa dei
Bambini, admiring this compassionate, courageous
teacher’s work with street children—children of
poverty.  Did other women work with children of
poverty, in the United States?

This question led me to discover my second ally,
Jane Addams.  When I read Twenty Years at Hull-
House (1990), Jane’s ideas about the separate spheres
referred not only to women’s domestic sphere and
men’s public sphere, but the spheres of abject poverty
and wealth.  Although Addams was born into wealth,
her work with the immigrant poor in the settlement
house afforded her an understanding of privilege and an
appreciation for communitarian ethics.  My interpreta-
tion of her work with immigrants—mind you, both my
parents were from other countries/cultures—found her
respectful but pragmatic in her teaching of health, of
cooking, of crafts, of conversation to new arrivals, even
as she appreciated their cultures and the practical
wisdom they brought with them.  The image of a
steamy kitchen, with boiling pots of water on a gas
stove, and a group of immigrant women standing
around Jane Addams as she gave instructions on how
to prepare asparagus will always tease out a smile.
Jane Addams gave a face (a feminine one at that) to
American radicalism and offered me another way of
thinking about education that included issues of poverty.

Hull-House had an art studio, and Jane Addams
saw the power of art to feed the soul and spirit of the
impoverished.  Though there were public art museums

Jane Roland Martin guided me
into my curricular craft with an
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available, if they knew about them, poor people did not
enter those doors, so Addams brought art to the poor.
An art teacher was brought in to give lessons and
lectures on art.  At the end of a long work day spent in
a factory “[w]rapping bars of soap in pieces of paper”
[as fast as humanly possible] the last suggestion of
human interest is taken away” (Addams, p. 215).  Yes,
drill sheets on a timed test did indeed kill interest.  I
began to see the factory model with its efficiency
ideology turning human beings into tools for profit as
too close to what passes for school in the inner city.
Drill sheets, indeed.  Like Addams, I sought to locate
the “restorative power in the exercise of a genuine
craft” (Addams, p. 215) for my students in class.
Through Addams I learned to consider the widening of
the domestic sphere to include social action in the
public sphere.  Her defining of Hull-House as a way to
live “democracy in social terms” (Addams, p. 75)
helped me rethink my classroom:

The one thing to be dreaded in the Settlement
is that it lose its flexibility, its power of quick
adaptation, its readiness to change its methods
as its environment may demand.  It must be
open to conviction and must have a deep and
abiding sense of tolerance.  It must be hospi-
table and ready for experiment. . . . It must be
grounded in a philosophy whose foundation is
on the solidarity of the human race.  (p. 75)

Jane Addams provided the link for me to under-
stand my pedagogy within the context of poverty.  I
saw anew how critical issues could begin from the local
and move to the general, instead of the other way

around, as the formal curriculum directed.  Place-based
and problem-based learning became my staples in
class, and my students responded with an immediacy
that surprised me.  They were interested in the prob-
lem because it was theirs.  As Addams had done at
Hull-House by focusing on issues the residents were
struggling with, so I began to choose issues that my

students identified as problematic.  As Addams ob-
served, “The teacher . . . is constantly put upon his
mettle to discover methods of instruction which shall
make knowledge quickly available to his pupils” (p.
250).  This, for me, also meant a particular way of
relating to my students, as fully formed yet young
human beings.  I entered my classroom with a commit-
ment to foster reciprocal relationships where my
students would learn from me and I would learn from
my students.  While I may have had this notion before,
it was made explicit through Jane Addams and Jane
Roland Martin, whose “care, concern, and connection”
(Roland Martin, p. 39) in The Schoolhome set in
motion the elusive facet that I sought to foster in my
classroom.  Both Janes guided me to understand that
for the classroom to be the site of intellectual endeavor
and engagement, it had also to be a site where all
students felt a sense of belonging and respect.  Both
Janes helped me develop ways of being and habits of
heart to forge educative communities within my class-
room.  “Conduct, and not culture, is three-fourths of
human life,” said Addams (p. 43).  And the conduct
began with the teacher; I was the one to set conditions
for my students to forge their community in the class.
As in Schoolhome or Hull-House, my aim was to bring
within reach the social problems that plagued my
students, translating those problems into skills, critical
thinking, and above all, a public forum.

My two Janes overlapped in their concerns about
women and the domestic sphere, challenging hege-
monic narratives that would render women invisible and
“in their place.” But Jane Addams worked to adapt
within the system through her emancipatory work at

 Both Janes guided me to understand that for the classroom to be
the site of intellectual endeavor and engagement, it had also to be

a site where all students felt a sense of belonging and respect.
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Hull-House.  Though Addams tried to adapt, even as
she spoke out against injustices, she worked within the
prevailing ideology.  Jane Roland Martin, on the other
side of the 20th century, openly questioned gender roles,
challenged the curriculum, and argued for domestic
inclusion.  Both Janes stepped into the public sphere,
challenging conventions that kept women in their
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The wisdom of love challenges a techno-rational hegemony that would
have teachers participate in the oppression of their students’ minds.
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“place.” By recasting school as home, Jane Roland
Martin would have the young experience a public place
(school) as the bridge between their home and society,
using care, concern, and connection to support imagina-
tion and compassion for others—a robust understanding
and acceptance of difference.  Like Jane Roland
Martin, Jane Addams envisioned Hull-House as a site

of care, concern, and connection where “perpetual
moving on to something future which shall supersede
the present” (p. 116) where reciprocal relations forged
communities of interest and of emancipation.

The themes of home and school, ways of living and
ways of knowing, and of learning to be a part of the
larger world have sustained my public school and
university teaching.  Both Janes are my allies, the
philosopher and the social worker, both feminists and
activists, both with visions of a robust democracy
where all are welcomed and respected.  Through their
wisdom of love, the Two Janes supported the evolution
of my pedagogy that brought me to read and claim as
an ally Paolo Freire.

The work of teaching for freedom, for living a full
life, free from injustice, and grinding poverty, and to
take one’s place in the world requires the naming of our
world, pointing to that which would have us be less than
we can be.  Problem posing and the use of drama
based on Theatre of the Oppressed to illustrate issues
in school and society enlarge my teacher education
courses (Romano, 2003).  The ideas of the Two Janes
are put into action through Freire’s pedagogy of the
oppressed in ways that close the space between pre-
service teachers’ own experience with poverty or
injustice and their future students.

The vision of economic justice within our demo-
cratic society that is committed to closing the divide
between those who have and are well educated and
those who have not and are badly educated must not be
lost, though it is far from being realized.  Poverty levels

have increased, not decreased, in this country, the
richest in the world.  And we seem at a point where we
as educators need to politicize education and our work
with children.  We need to stand up and name the
world as it impacts those most vulnerable.  The wisdom
of love is not sentimental or cloying, but is a life-
sustaining force that is evident in the work of both

Janes and Paolo.  The wisdom of love challenges a
techno-rational hegemony that would have teachers
participate in the oppression of their students’ minds.
The wisdom of love challenges the language of busi-
ness overtaking schools and teaching, and promotes
instead a vision of caring relationships within a con-
nected curriculum enlarging students’ thinking and
being in the world, regardless of gender, color, or social
circumstances.
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The John Cusak movie Hi Fidelity (2000) popu-
larized the list-creating competition known as
“top-five,” a competition oftentimes occurring

between friends.  Top-five is a challenge to create a list
of the top-five Xs, where X can be anything such as the
top-five love songs, break-up songs, pitchers in modern
baseball history, Martin Scorsese movies, or vacation
spots.  The game becomes competitive when the list
starts to get quite long, thus requiring the participants to
defend their answers, specify rules, and argue convinc-
ingly about whom or what should be on the list, in what
order, and why.  This particular issue of Thresholds
has the feel of playing top-five.

In this essay, I will apply the
game to the most influential
books or pieces of literature I
have come across during my
undergraduate years in teacher
preparation and in my graduate
school years in preparation for
the professoriate in education.
My twist is to choose a foremost
ally in shaping my intellectual tra-
jectory.  Along with many aca-
demic thought exercises, identi-
fying a most significant ally can
be quite problematic; however, the soul searching and
autobiography involved in making such a decision is
worth the while.

This brief essay is first an autobiographical sketch
of intellectual influences (allies), and secondly, an
explanation of the one I claim as the most influential.
Concerning the former, I provide brief reasoning into
four authors and texts that have significantly influenced
my intellectual trajectory through my brief tenure as a
public elementary school teacher and my current tenure
as a graduate student preparing for the professoriate.
I use the second part of this essay as an opportunity not
only to explain and defend my top choice, but also as an
opportunity to work through and problematize influential

George S. Counts:
An Ally and Haunting Specter

Nicholas J. Shudak
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

arguments put forth by that very choice.

Top-Five
At number five is Lois Lowry’s The Giver.  Many

might question the inclusion of a piece of children’s
literature.  In many respects I would like to consider
this piece my number one because of its use value in
upper-elementary classrooms.  Instead, however, I
have relegated it to fifth position because ostensibly this
piece only came alive as it was read in concert with
another piece.  My first time reading The Giver
coincided nicely with my first time reading Plato’s

Republic in full.  The two have
in common the struggle over
creating a just and ordered
society that allows individuals to
experience and develop their
individual potentialities to the
fullest for the betterment of
society.  The dilemma presented
by both pieces is the degree to
which such a society is totalitar-
ian in deciding for individuals
what those potentialities are and
how they should be directed.
For both pieces the resulting

social order is seemingly attractive yet flies in the face
of current and preferred understandings and traditions
of Western liberal democratic social orders.  What I
found and still find in Lowry’s The Giver is a way to
help upper-grade elementary students struggle with the
realities and illusions of their encapsulating social
orders.  The Giver, for me, is a sustaining ally because
it is one of the best ways I have found to introduce
students to the philosophical conceptions of justice and
social order through literature.  It is not, however, my
number one.

Number four is related to The Giver in that it
supported my desire to teach, or at least introduce,
philosophical concepts to fourth grade students.  In The

Identifying a most
significant ally can be quite
problematic; however, the

soul searching and
autobiography involved in
making such a decision is

worth the while.
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Process of Education (1960/2003), Jerome Bruner
offers his famous hypothesis that “any subject can be
taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to
any child at any stage of development” (p. 33).  This
statement is of course arguable; however, it provided me
with an assumptive springboard for discussing such
issues as justice and social order in fourth grade.  I view
Bruner’s The Process of Education as an ally in helping

me conceptualize the process, content, and purpose of
a philosophically challenging elementary curriculum.

Herb Kohl’s I Won’t Learn from You occupies the
third position.  In this text, Kohl, through anecdotal and
reflective experiences, helps the reader struggle with
what I consider the paradox of power in the classroom
between the teacher and resistant students.  This
paradox is essentially the struggle for autonomy and
against authority.  Succinctly stated, the paradox is that
the resistant student will always win the battle of wills
when it comes to willfully not learning in the classroom,
and as a result of this “victory,” the resisting student
will likely lose the personal war with schooling, eventu-
ally losing out in life.  Kohl’s message is that if at all
possible, teachers need to be aware of and sensitive to
such dynamics.  Such an awareness and sensitivity
might help the teacher socially organize the classroom
and curriculum in a way that buffers situations in which
the paradox of power arises, encouraging the resistant
student to spend less time creatively maladjusting to
learning in the classroom.

My runner up is Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the
Oppressed.  Though no scholar or text is beyond
reproach, I agree with Stanley Aronowitz’s assertion
that this text “meets the single criterion of a ‘classic’ [in
that] it has outlived its own time and its authors’ (in
Macedo, 2002, p. 11).  Besides the social critique and
the framework of banking education versus problem-
posing education, Pedagogy of the Oppressed is rich
with nuanced philosophical reasoning to help ground
multiple and situational pedagogies of, by, and with the
oppressed.

I view Freire and this text as an ally because his

analysis and explication of education as consciousness-
shaping was instrumental in helping me think through
the transformative and oppressive possibilities of
education through schooling.  Though I sometimes take
this for granted, there was a time when I did not con-
sider what goes on in the classroom as affecting the
subjectivity of other people, as affecting and influencing
consciousness and shaping the ways people come to

know the world.  Pedagogy of the Oppressed, if
taken to heart, challenges educators to evaluate their
own consciousness and classroom practices for the
anti-dialogic components of prescription, manipulation,
sloganizing, and objectification that lead to oppression.

Now that I have put numbers five through two in
writing, I can’t help but argue with myself about what
has been written and why.  Anybody who knows me
well might question the absence of Dewey, who plays a
major role in my current work.  Are the four titles listed
above simply the first ones that came to mind?  In light
of all the titles on my shelves and essays compiled in
binders, the above list is seemingly wanting, isn’t it?
For example, why haven’t I including Jean Anyon’s
Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work,
Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities, Plato’s Repub-
lic, Dewey’s Experience and Education, David Orr’s
Earth in Mind, James Baldwin’s A Talk to Teachers,
Lisa Delpit’s The Skin that We Speak, Horace Mann’s
Twelfth Annual Report, Parker Palmer’s The Cour-
age to Teach, Elizabeth Ellsworth’s Why Doesn’t this
Feel Empowering?, Paulo Freire’s Teachers as
Cultural Workers, or, John Willinsky’s Learning to
Divide the World, just to name a few.  This is where
the game gets exciting and maddening all in one and
usually all at once.

At Number One
For my number one, George S. Counts’ Dare the

School Build a New Social Order?  takes that title,
and in particular his first essay, “Dare Progressive
Education Be Progressive?” Dare is arguably Counts’
most famous publication.  It is a compilation of

There was a time when I did not consider what goes on in the classroom
as affecting the subjectivity of other people, as affecting and influencing

consciousness and shaping the ways people come to know the world.
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speeches Counts delivered to a variety of educational
conventions in February, 1932.  These speeches were
responses to and for the progressive educators of the
time.  His first speech, “Dare Progressive Education
Be Progressive?” was in fact delivered to the Progres-
sive Education Association in a speech indicting pro-
gressive educators for being part of the problem

According to Counts,
America is the scene of

irreconcilable conflict between
two opposing forces.

It is Counts’ championing
of the teacher as a leader in

the remaking of the social order
that I found so captivating

early in my career.
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regarding the calamities and injustices marring schools
and the wider society (Urban, 1978).  The remainder of
this essay is dedicated to explaining why I have chosen
Counts and Dare as my number one, and then to
questioning this very choice.

What is particularly useful about Dare is that each
essay can be read as a stand-alone essay.  In this
sense, it is a primer of sorts for understanding the
dilemmas of progressive education in light of the
political, social, and economic conditions of 1932.  It is
also useful as a comparative frame against which to
evaluate society’s dislocations over 70 years later.

Like many American social scientists during the
early depression years, Counts describes his time as
one teetering on a cusp.  According to Counts,
“America [is] the scene of irreconcilable conflict
between two opposing forces” (p. 41):  On one side are
the forces of a genuine democracy devoted to equality
and dignity, and, on the other side “is a system of
economic arrangements which increasingly partakes of
the nature of industrial feudalism” (p. 41) that will only
perpetuate social hierarchy and oppression.  Both
forces cannot coexist.  One will eventually concede to
the other.

The cusp, then, upon which America’s social order
was teetering, held profound significance for the future
direction of the social order.  As Counts saw it in 1932,
America could politically, democratically, and educa-
tionally reconstruct and reconstitute itself like a Phoenix
out of the fire of depression.  Or, America could give
way to the economic and moneyed interests of industri-
alism hoping that what got America into the depression

could get it out.  For Counts, the answer was unques-
tionably the former with education and teachers playing
a major role in the movement toward reconstitution and
reconstruction.  It is Counts’ championing of the
teacher as a leader in the remaking of the social order
that I found so captivating early in my career.

Counts envisioned a political movement through the
schools.  This movement, which was to be led by
teachers, would reconcile the vast contradictions in
wealth, educational opportunities, mobility, health, and
political representation that are anathema to a demo-
cratic social order while those contradictions were still
reconcilable.  Because American democracy was
teetering, there was a great sense of urgency in getting
this movement started.  What was needed was an
already established association of educators who might
be amenable to the proposal and participate in such a
movement.  Counts looked toward the Progressive
Education Association and was in fact quite disap-
pointed with what he found.  Standing in the way of
progressive and democratic reconstruction were the
dominant and comfortable middle-class progressives
who were in all practicality social conservatives.

Counts was looking for teachers and political
progressives who saw the importance of having schools
come in “intimate contact with the grimmer aspects
of . . . society” (p. 6).  Reconstruction was a move-
ment for people who did not at “heart [feel] themselves
members of a superior human strain” unwilling for their

children “to mix too freely with the children of the poor
or of the less fortunate races” (p. 6).  Counts sought
progressive teachers committed to developing a realis-
tic theory of social welfare and fashioning “a compel-
ling and challenging vision of human destiny” (p. 7)
worthy of struggle in classrooms and public spheres.
For Counts, being progressive implied a directional
movement away from the calamities of industrial
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feudalism breeding in the schools “the most terrible
form of human madness—the struggle for private gain”
(p. 15).

What he found was quite the contrary.  Many
considering themselves progressive educators or those
sympathetic with progressive education were really
child-centric social conservatives.  The importance of
this distinction, one very relevant for today, is that
educational reform can really only occur if the teachers
are aligned with it.  And though many educators
considered themselves progressive in that they es-
chewed the teacher-centered, insipid, and remote
curriculum of traditional education, they were quite
content to preserve the political, social, and economic
status quo of the day.

Regarding the child-centric ideology, Counts

capitulated to its achievements in the school and
heralded them as great accomplishments.  He had no
doubt as to the benefits of having schools and class-
rooms squarely focusing attention on the child and on
the interests of the learner.  Incorporating activity in the
classroom and affording children different learning
experiences, while removing the debilitating and stifling
passivity of school, was a marked achievement attribut-
able to the child-centered movement.  And let us not
forget to mention the curricular focus on life situations,
growth of character, and the notion that each child was
a unique and free personality.  “Most of this,” ex-
claimed Counts, “is excellent, but in my judgment it is
not enough” (p. 3).  For Counts, the child-centered
progressives’ conception of education through schooling
was a bit too narrow.  It lacked the political directional-
ity requisite for any political movement, especially one
calling itself progressive, as well as a concern for

teaching students the dimensions of self and social
responsibility requisite for associational democracy.

An identifying feature of the child-centered pro-
gressive position criticized by Counts is its unyielding
advocacy of and belief in a curriculum free from social

content, political dimension, and imposition.  This was a
position I was surrounded by and a critique that helped
make sense of my visceral dissatisfaction with the
curriculum.  Many heralding this position claim it as a
haven from the nastiness of life’s isms (classism,
sexism, racism, paternalism, ableism, religious funda-
mentalism, etc.).  A more honest assessment, however,
suggests that such classrooms are not free from any of
them, but are results of them and thus preserve them.
Curriculum that ignores, let’s say, the perils and effects
of classism can only do so because the children experi-
encing such a curriculum are privileged to live without
the constant daily reminders of the effects of class.
The risk such a position runs is complicity in the
exacerbation of life’s ugliness.

For progressive education to take a progressive,
politically directional, and socially reconstructive role,
Counts contends that students must encounter uncom-
fortable views challenging their very way of life.  It
was a suggestion I took to heart, and I paid dearly for
it.  I was ostracized by fellow teachers and inundated
with parent complaints.  Counts’ reconstructive pro-
gressive position seeks to combat the ugliness head-on
through a curriculum promoting “the fullest and most
thorough understanding of the world . . . [with] no
deliberate distortion or suppression of facts to support
any theory or point of view” (p. 9).  He submits that
such a curriculum is inherently impositional and “emi-
nently desirable.” If schools and educators fail at this, it
is likely the result of a preoccupation with masking
“one’s own deepest prejudices in the garb of universal
truth and the introduction into the theory and practice of
education of an element of obscurantism” (pp. 9-10).

Counts attributes the political evasiveness of
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progressive educators to a lack of explicitly stated
purposes toward which the movement is directed.
Lacking explicit direction leads to untenable contradic-
tions that fragment and weaken movements.  This,
according to Counts, is the “fundamental weakness” of
progressive education:  it is entirely satisfied with mere
motion similar to a baby shaking a rattle; many are
quite contented with and by it.  Thus, and “in the last
analysis,” states Counts, “a very large part of American
educational thought, inquiry, and experimentation is
much ado about nothing” because no general theory of
welfare has been elaborated as a beacon toward which
the schools can purposefully travel.  “In this, of
course,” muses Counts, “it is but reflecting the view-
point of the members of the liberal-minded upper
middle class who send their children to Progressive
schools” (p. 5) and are buffered from the calamities
affecting the many.

Counts’ aims his critique directly at the liberal
middle class.  It is at this point that I am still allied with
Counts, but is also where his critique begins to haunt.
As Counts sees it, this class is comprised of:

persons who are fairly well-off, who have
abandoned the faiths of their fathers, who
assume an agnostic attitude towards all impor-
tant questions . . . who favor in a mild sort of
way fairly liberal programs of social recon-
struction . . . [and] have vague aspirations of
world peace and human brotherhood. (p. 5)

However for Counts, this is not good enough.  The
comfortable middle-class progressives are people:

who, in spite of all their good qualities, possess

no convictions for which they would sacrifice
over-much . . . are rather insensitive to the
accepted forms of social injustice, are content
to play the role of interested spectator in the
drama of human history, refuse to see reality in
its harsher and more disagreeable forms . . .
and in the day of severe trial will follow the

lead of the most powerful and respectable
forces in society . . . [and] will find good
reasons for doing so.” (pp. 5-6)

Continuing, Counts asserts:
These people have shown themselves entirely
incapable of dealing with any of the great
crises of our time—war, prosperity, or depres-
sion.  At bottom they are romantic sentimental-
ists. . . . That they can be trusted to write our
educational theories and shape our educational
programs is highly improbable.  (p. 6)

This assessment of the liberal middle class is quite
problematic if his comments hold true.  It is no wonder
that Counts’ comments split the movement.

What haunts about this critique is that it is the
critique that never goes away.  Like a specter, it makes
no real impact or difference outside of its annoying
recurrences.  Criticizing the middle class is sport, and
has been since Sinclair Lewis ([1922] 1998) satirized
the middle class through his character, George F.

Babbitt, as mindless joiners concerned with making
appearances in associations instead of using associa-
tions as mechanisms to effect substantive social
change.

What is problematic about such critique is that
countervailing possibilities are rarely acknowledged.
What is missing from Counts’ critique, though he briefly
nods in this direction, is that the educational landscape
experienced massive reforms in the 30 years preceding
the publication of Dare.  Perhaps more schooling,
better education, and constant reform doesn’t make a
better society.  This is the “immortal conversation”
between education and philosophy that has been
occurring in the West for 2,500 years.

Do Counts and other reformers really think they
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have solved the dilemmas any more than did Horace
Mann 80 years earlier when he advocated for a
politics-free curriculum?  Is social reconstruction
through the schools the final triumph of human reason?
I fear that some reformers, including multiculturalists
and critical pedagogues instantiating and recycling
reconstructivist reform, believe that there is social and
political victory to be found in the schools; this is
haunting because this hubris seemingly never goes
away.  The unfortunate result, paraphrasing Dewey
(2001), is that the reformers engage in a lot of back-
patting and mutual congratulations for victories in
advancing society, at the expense of the “already
overburdened and distracted teacher” who has just
gotten used to the reform piled on a few years earlier.

There is reason, however, to focus on the middle

classes.  If any social reform is to take root in large
liberal democracies such as that found in the United
States, the middle classes must be courted.  After all,
as Putnam (2000) and Kaplan (2001) remind us, social
stability in a democracy depends on a large and active
middle class which probably is not going to be too
amenable to social reform challenging a prosperous,
and in many instances a benign, way of life for them.
If social reform is instituted against the will of the
middle classes, then arguably democracy is being
weakened in favor of authoritarian state power.  The
risk being waged when this happens is that the very
attitudes and behaviors the reformers are seeking to
change will most likely experience retrenchment.
Change in democracy should be slow; this is the
paradox.  What is perceived by the reformer a la
Counts as middle class callousness and indifference to
social injustice might in fact be a way of “dealing with
the great crises of our times,” a way of struggling

incrementally against the very same injustices railed
against by the reformer.

In the last analysis, however, it was through Counts
that I started to view teachers as social critics, leaders,
and reformers.  Counts helped me see myself as being
embedded in political and ideological currents with
concrete expectations, implications, and ramifications
for the classroom teacher.  And though my understand-
ing of it at the time was nascent, the notion of the
teacher as being embedded in ideological currents
fraught with possibility and contradiction informs my
current work.  Though I have moved away from
Counts quite a bit, I still consider him my foremost ally;
his work set in motion my current trajectory.
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There are stars whose light reaches the earth
only after they themselves have disintegrated.
And there are individuals whose memory lights

 the world after they have passed from it.
These lights shine in the darkest night and

illuminate for us a path.

                                —Gates of Repentance

I n the fall of 2004, I read this meditation in the
 prayer book during the Jewish High Holy Days
 Memorial Service.  This passage mirrors my

feelings about Friedl Dicker-Brandeis.  Her life, her
work, her art have illuminated a new path for me.

The Prologue
My studies of Freire’s concepts of dialogue and art

education in the context of one of the most oppressive
educational backdrops in world history form the basis
of this reflective essay.  I will connect Freire’s (2000)
ideas set forth in the classic text, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, with the pedagogy and philosophy of Friedl
Dicker-Brandeis, an accomplished artist, art educator,
and activist who taught children’s art in Terezin ghetto
camp near Prague during World War II.  Despite
coming from different cultures, decades, and perspec-
tives, Freire and Dicker-Brandeis share common
connections in their beliefs about life and human nature,
education, and creativity.  They are my touchstones.  I
see Dicker-Brandeis as a mentor and personal friend,
even though we live in separate times, while I see
Freire as a philosopher who provides systematic
justification for Dicker-Brandeis’s pedagogy.

“Dialogue” according to Freire (2000) is never
an end in itself but a means to develop a better
comprehension about the object of knowledge.
Understanding dialogue as a process of learn-
ing and knowing establishes a previous require-
ment that always involves an epistemological
curiosity about the very elements of the
dialogue.  (p. 18)

I suggest art is a form of visual dialogue and a way
of knowing that constitutes an epistemological relation-
ship and social process that is reciprocal for both
teaching and learning.  For Dicker-Brandeis, dialogue in
the concentration camp with her students was a process
of creating communication between teacher and student,
teacher and the visual image, and student and the visual
image.  Thus, a three-way triangular “dialogical”
relationship is created that intensifies the teaching and
learning.  Through this process, students and teachers
“discover that they are creators of culture and their
work can be creative” (pp. 32-33).

Dicker-Brandeis’s pedagogy was exemplary, the
epitome of the term “to the lead a child” (Dutlinger,
2001, p. 79).  She led hundreds of the children of
Terezin using art in direct and transformative ways.
Dicker-Brandeis, like Freire, hoped for a world that
was more beautiful than what surrounded her in the
camp.  She encouraged her students to look beyond,
literally outside their windows, transforming the cruel
and dehumanizing reality they witnessed; to do as John
Lennon suggested in his song “Imagine” (2001),
“imagine all the people in the world living life in peace .

. . imagine all the people sharing the entire world.”
Until her death in Auschwitz, she believed in a world
that was more beautiful, more humane, and less
discriminatory, much like the world Freire envisioned
“that is more round, less ugly and more just” (Freire,
2000, p. 49).  To dramatize my relationship to Freire
and Dicker-Brandeis, I have created a series of letters
that illustrate her philosophy and mirror the critical
pedagogy espoused by Freire.

Art Education as a Practice of Freedom

Lisa Kay
Northern Illinois University

For Dicker-Brandeis, dialogue
in the concentration camp

with her students was a process
of creating communication.
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The Letters . . .
…because we are human,

we are prisoners of the years.
Yet that very prison is the room of discipline

in which we,
driven by the urgency of time, create.

                                —Gates of Repentance

Dear Friedl,
I have heard from some of your students who

survived the oppressive conditions in Terezin that you
brought them peace and emancipation through your
“freeing up exercises.” 1  I am curious about how you
did this in an environment that was far from anything
but free.  Freire speaks about education as the practice
of freedom.  He believed “liberation was like childbirth,
very painful . . . one must emerge as a new person . . .
no longer oppressor or oppressed but human in the
process of achieving freedom.” 2  He explains that in
“all stages of their liberation, the oppressed must see
themselves engaged . . . in the ontological and historical
vocation of becoming more fully human.  Reflection and
action become imperative.” 3  Do you feel art can be a
liberating form of education?  Would you elucidate how
this might be accomplished?

Lisa

Lisa, my dear,
Can visual art be a liberating form of educa-

tion?  What a provocative question!  I believe “the
aim [of education] is the maximum freedom of the
child, their free choice of expression according to
their mood. . . . Everything should be left to the
child.  At most, they should be given a subject, an
impulse.” 4   Thus it liberates.  I believe you would
agree with me, “art is especially important for the
transmission of culture and heritage, thus it [be-
comes] a form of resistance and education for
survival . . . art serves to express experiences that
have to be shaped into a symbolic language, often
art is based on assigned themes as well as freely
chosen subjects.” 5

Lisa, I forgot to mention my liberating exercises
consisted of drawing circles in the air, squiggles,
letting hands go, and even using scissors freely.
The act of drawing and such freeing exercises as
well as using one’s full concentration had the
power to lift and liberate students from daily

concerns and fears.6  I insisted my students write
their names on each piece of artwork they created.
Their oppressors took their names away and gave
them numbers . . . I gave them their identity back.
We often created name designs, which the children
loved. “I learned how complex transformations are
and that it is finally the endurance, the unlimited
perseverance, which count.” 7 What does your
friend Freire think about this?

Friedl

Dear Friedl,
Freire believes in the concept of the “thematic

universe” or “meaningful thematics;” it is in the bur-
geoning of the “critical consciousness” through these
“generative themes” that “the dialogue of education as
the practice of freedom” 8  develops.  He feels strongly
that “without dialogue there is no communication, and
without communication there can be no true educa-
tion.” 9  I would say art can contribute to true educa-
tion; however, without a visual dialogue that occurs
through the creation of images and the making of art,
there can be no communication.  As my friend Freire
explained, generative themes and words are turned into
“visual images, which stimulated people ‘submerged’ in
the culture of silence to ‘emerge’ as conscious makers
of their own culture.” 10 He worked with generative
words and themes while you worked with symbolic
images.  I see a direct connection here between what
you accomplished in Germany and what Freire did in
Brazil.  Would you agree?

Lisa

Lisa, my dear,
By all means, yes!  My goal with the children of

Terezin was not only to reveal or uncover and give
form and voice to their distress but to restore a
sense of self.  I instilled in my students the power of
freedom.  You said in one of your letters that your
friend, Freire, talked about freedom and the affir-
mation of life in the midst of oppression.  I agree
with the thoughts you’ve shared.  I have tried to
share my humanity with my students and have
encouraged them to connect, via their art, with their
humanness.  I agree the role of education is to
create and that it is difficult to get people to “reflect
critically the way they exist in the world and with
which and in which they find themselves” 11
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“To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to
change it.” 12 I am reminded of something I once
wrote on one of my anti-capitalist posters:  “This is
how it looks, my child, the world you were born into
. . . if you do not like this world, and then you will
have to change it.” 13  If you recall, I created
collages that reflected the terrible conditions of the
oppressed caused by a capitalistic society.  I wanted
these posters to transform others, but found they
also transformed me.  Art is a process of inquiry
and creative transformation.  In the process of
creating art, one is constantly being remade . . . in
order to truly “be,” one must “become.” 14

Friedl

Dear Friedl,
Thanks for your last letter.  I do remember that

poster.  Freire used to call teaching “conscientization” 15

For Freirian educators, critical thinking is an integral
part of dialogue, which along with love, creates its
foundation:  hope, faith in people, and humility.

I think through your art, your life, and your peda-
gogy you were practicing what Freire described as the
essence of education as a practice of freedom.  He
believed change occurs through “praxis,” which is the
result of reflection coupled with action.   You named
the world you lived in and attempted to transform it.
Dialogue coupled with your constant commitment and
love for the children of Terezin is what Freire believed
to be the imperative components of the process of
dialogue itself.  In an extremely oppressive environ-
ment, you instilled trust, faith, and hope.  Although
physically you and the children were not free, they
have described your teaching as freeing and liberating.
One of your students, Emit Amit said of you, “The
mystery of [your] sense of freedom remains incompre-
hensible to me.  It flowed from [you] to us like an
electric current.” 16

Lisa

My dear Lisa,
You have truly been examining the ideas of

Freire and have gleaned the essence of my philoso-
phy regarding both art and education.  As you
know, my lessons “were not normal lessons, but
lessons in emancipated meditation.  Everything must
be alive: line, color and rhythm.” 17 Yes, I agree,
freedom is not tangible but rather something per-
ceived by the senses; it is an emotional attitude.  Do

you remember my lecture given to all the teachers at
the school in the ghetto of Terezin?  When a teacher
asked what I expect from creative drawing, I said
the most primary of all is “the expression of all
powerful freedom.  Classes are not meant to make
artists out of all the children.  Their task is to be
free and broaden such sources as creativity and
independence, to awaken the imagination, to
strengthen the children’s powers of observation and
appreciation of reality.” 18  This creates empower-
ment and a state of mind that results in freedom.

With love from your friend,
Friedl

Friedl,
Yes, I do recall your lecture.  It resonates for me

with all I believe about art, education, and social justice.
You have inspired me to continue my journey of art
activism.  You facilitated what I would call art educa-
tion as a practice of freedom in the midst of constant
deprivation.  This mirrors Freire’s teachings.  I particu-
larly liked what you said about reflecting critically about
the world we live in . . . artists do that in their art.  We
can teach our students to do this as well.

Lisa

Lisa,
I have always viewed my art and pedagogy as a

way to present reality and break through the con-
ventional and routine.  I know no other way of
being, making art, or teaching.

Friedl

Friedl,
I know no other way of being, creating, teaching, or

healing either.  I imagine you and Freire would both
agree.  It is my hope I will continue to emulate your
ideas.  I look forward to more dialogue.  Thank you for
being my mentor—my sounding board.

Your friend, Lisa

Although physically you and
the children were not free, they
have described your teaching

as freeing and liberating.
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Endnotes
1     Dutlinger, A. 2001, p. 110.
2     Freire, P., 2000, p. 18.
3     Ibid., p. 67.
4     Dutlinger, 2001, p. 99.
5     Ibid., pp. 29-30.
6     Ibid., p. 110.
7     Ibid, p. 104.
8     Freire, 2000, pp. 92-93.
9     Ibid.
10   Unesco, http://www.ibe.unesco.org/International/
     Publications? thinkers/ThinkersPdf
     freiree.PDF#search=’paulo%20freire%20AND%art’
11    Freire, 2000, p. 83.
12    Ibid., 88.
13    Makarova & Miller, 2001, p. 211.
14    Freire, 2000, p. 84.
15    Ibid.
16    Makarova & Miller, 2001, p. 211.
17    Ibid., p. 216.
18    Ibid., p. 199.
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I n ancient China, a person called the “Emperor’s
 Reminder” acted as the conscience of emperor,
 reminding him of the morally correct and respon-

sible course of action when the leader faced a di-
lemma.  Jonathan Kozol has served that role with
regard to the educational conditions facing the poor and
minorities in American schools.  Since 1967, with his
first book, Death at an Early Age, Kozol has been
reminding the American public that we have innocent
children suffering unconscionable conditions.  For me,
personally, two books of Kozol’s have shaped my
thinking and career path more than any others.  Those
two books are Savage Inequalities (1993) and Shame
of the Nation (2005).

Savage Inequalities described conditions I did not
think were possible in America.  In a world most of us
would not recognize, sewage back-ups occurred
regularly in the school’s cafeteria.  Chemistry classes
had no chemicals or beakers with which to conduct
experiments.  Closets were converted into classrooms
with no windows.  Teachers were disillusioned and
called in sick at astronomical rates, often leaving
students with no adult in the classroom.  The disparity
in funding of public schools, be-
tween the rich and the poor, was
as high as 273% in New York City
(Kozol, 2005, pp. 83-84) and 476%
in Chicago (p. 57).  And, no, those
are not typos.  While the situation
has improved somewhat with re-
gard to more equitable funding, it
is by no means equitable, and sev-
eral states have had their funding
structures declared unconstitu-
tional.

I read Savage Inequalities after I had completed
my master’s in education at the University of New
Hampshire, an excellent school with outstanding
professors.  Yet, I was appalled, as I read this book,
that I had completed my master’s without having heard
of or read such a pivotally important work regarding the
physical conditions of our schools, the training, quality

and attendance of many (but not all) inner-city teach-
ers, the disparity in funding between districts, and the
implications for fairness and justice in American
education and life.

Many of my students, experienced professionals in
the field of education, criticize Savage Inequalities for
being “old,” claiming that, although conditions were bad
“back then,” surely they aren’t like that now.  Other
students, teachers in inner city schools in and around
Chicago, respond that similar problems still exist.  This
gap in perception illustrates the clear need for re-
searchers and practitioner-researchers to write about
these conditions and get the word out.

In Shame of the Nation, Kozol revisits the inequi-
ties in education, providing current information for those
who deny the possibility of staggering school inequality
in America.  In addition to the funding issues, Kozol
discusses the issue of segregation, which has gotten
worse since Savage Inequalities was published.  He
also provides some fascinating examples of communi-
ties that have refused to accept the status quo and,
partially at their own cost, have intentionally invited
minority students into their schools.  These school

districts ring out as ex-
amples both of what ethical
communities can achieve
and of how well minority
students perform when
given a quality education.
For example, inner-city
minority students from
Milwaukee who attend
suburban districts have a
95 percent or higher
graduation rate—as

compared to their peers remaining in the city who
average less than a 60 percent graduation rate (2005, p.
231).

Personally, I believe in states’ rights and minimal
interference from the federal government.  However,
the federal government can and should step in when
there are benefits that transcend the individual or an

Donald J. Hunt
Northern Illinois University

The Nation’s Reminder

In Shame of the Nation,
Kozol revisits the inequities in
education, providing current

information for those who deny
the possibility of staggering

school inequality in America.
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isolated community.  Examples include national defense
and our national highway system.  The knowledge and
skill base of our citizenry is also such a case.  This is
even truer given the increasingly large minority popula-
tion.  To not provide them with an excellent education is
an injustice in its own right, but also an issue of national
security and well-being.

Another objection frequently raised by readers of
Kozol’s works is that, “I moved here for my children to
be in these schools.  You can’t take away money from
our schools to fund other schools.”  There is a middle-
ground to this position of all or nothing.  Money by itself
is not sufficient to create an effective schooling envi-
ronment, any more than it is sufficient to build a sky-
scraper.  However, just as is the case with constructing
that skyscraper, a certain minimum level of funding is
necessary for that building to be safe and free-standing.
After that, there are embellishments that can be added.

No one is saying that money
has to be taken away from

any schools, but more money
does need to be wisely spent

on education, with the
emphasis on wisely.

When we look at everything
that American education has

accomplished and what
American education could

become, Kozol’s works stand
as a critical reminder of

the work we have still to do.
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The same is true for education.  No one is saying that
money has to be taken away from any schools, but
more money does need to be wisely spent on educa-
tion, with the emphasis on wisely.

The next argument is, “Where is the money going
to come from?”  This is an excellent question.  We, as
a nation, are overspending.  As I write this article, we
are in debt 8.67 trillion dollars (U.S. Treasury, 2007a).
In 2006, we spent $405.8 billion dollars in interest
alone (U.S. Treasury, 2007b).  By comparison, that is
more than the 2005 actual outlays for the departments
of Homeland Security, Education, NASA, Transporta-
tion, and Treasury—combined (Whitehouse, 2007).

When households are in debt, they need to priori-
tize and cut spending.  We are in crisis.  Until we can
get our finances straightened out and dramatically
decrease or eliminate the losses we are sustaining to
interest payments, we need to make some tough

choices.  There is no other option.  More importantly,
we need politicians willing to convey this vision and
gather the support of the people, businesses, social
service agencies and foundations.

Why go on about the national debt and the deficit in

an article about Kozol’s books?   I see finances as the
second biggest obstacle to creating a just and quality
educational experience for all children.  The biggest
obstacle we face is the desire.  If the majority of
Americans stood up and said, “No child in my country
should face such deplorable conditions!” then the
politicians would act; but we do not.  We turn away and
avoid the situation.  It pains me that a nation which is so
great in so many ways—that will stop and hold its
breath and watch hopefully when a child is trapped in a
well—does not realize that we have many children
trapped in situations just as perilous, if not worse.  And
yet we let them stay in those conditions.  For this
reason, the title of Kozol’s latest book, Shame of the
Nation, is very apropos.

Let me be clear that I am not advocating eliminat-
ing our national debt before providing a minimal funding
level for all students.  We need to reduce spending, and
we need to make some very difficult decisions.  We
also need to prioritize our spending.  Education is both
an ethical and a security issue.  Education needs to
become more efficient.  Schools also need to receive
sufficient funding to figuratively and literally meet
existing codes.  When we look at everything that
American education has accomplished1 and what
American education could become, Kozol’s works
stand as a critical reminder of the work we have still to
do.  If we do not adequately prepare future generations,
then who will bring jobs and innovation to this great
nation of ours?  Who will care for the elderly?  Who
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will protect our borders?  Who will act for the good of
the nation with intelligence, with integrity, and with
caring?  We need people like Kozol to continue to point
out what we, as a nation, do not want to see and
address.  We also need people like Kozol to remind us
of what we, as a nation, could become—united, vibrant,
thriving, and actualizing.

Endnote
1      For an analysis of public school accomplishments as well

as political and media attempts to minimize them, see
Gerald W. Bracey’s (2004) Setting the Record Straight:
Responses to Misconception about Public Education in
the U.S.
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Born in 1868, Mary Parker Follett spent a life
time “searching for the true principles of organi-
zation which would ensure a stable foundation

for the steady, ordered progress of human well-being”
(Wycombe & Rowntree, 1940).  She wrote and deliv-
ered lectures about a philosophy of leadership with
foresight that was, and probably still is, ahead of her
time.  Her philosophy focused on human capacity, with
integration as the core of managing complexity and
diversity in organizations.  The development of the
individual was the basis for progress in the organization.
This philosophy epitomizes social justice today.  Her
idea that democratic governance was “to work toward
an honest integration of all
points of view, to the end
that every individual may be
mobilized and made to count
both as a person and as an
effective part of his group
and of society as a whole”
(Metcalf & Urwick, 1940, p.
9), parallels John Dewey’s
philosophy.

Like many today, Follett
believed that the nature of
the organization’s manage-
ment made the difference
between success and failure.  She associated best
practice in management with the psychological needs
and potential of the people in the organization.  And
because every person in the organization has potential,
leadership should be reciprocal rather than one-sided in
nature.  That is, the leader guides the group and at the
same time he/she is guided and influenced by the
group.  According to Follett (1928), “Those led have not
merely a passive part, they have not merely to follow
and obey, they have to help keep the leader in control
of the situation” (p. 289).  This reciprocal nature of
leadership was and still is a contested area because of
tensions between accountability and responsibility;

Mary Parker Follett on Leadership:
A Woman Before Her Time

Teresa Wasonga
Northern Illinois University

however, it provides opportunities for social interaction
between leaders and the led.

Why Mary Parker Follett’s Work?
In an attempt to gauge innovative approaches to

school leadership, this article seeks to revisit the work of
Mary Parker Follett and compare it to the current
perspective on distributed leadership.  While schools
have retained their bureaucratic structures, school
leaders are increasingly required to govern through
democratic and socially just practices.  School leaders
are constantly looking for ways to implement estab-
lished policies while providing balance, continuity, and

direction in schools without
violating the democratic
rights and demands of the
public.  Researchers are
constantly looking for
approaches to leadership
that are all encompassing
such as the works of
Drucker (1993), Bruffee
(1993), and Nonoka and
Takeuchi (1995) who share
the view that the strength
of any organization lies in
the intellectual and service

capabilities of the people.  Although this human element
of organization was relegated by the classical manage-
ment theory, it is the one critical aspect that constitutes
Follett’s idea of integration.  Follett articulated that self
and organizational interests must be shaped into func-
tional organic relationships for the organization to
survive.  Like critical race theorists (Solorzano, 1997,
2000; Solorzano & Villalpando, 1998), she was con-
cerned about the centrality and intersection of differ-
ences, the challenges of dominant ideology, the impor-
tance of experiential knowledge, and the use of inter-
disciplinary perspectives.

Despite the knowledge that exists about the effects

Despite the knowledge that exists
about the effects of domination

and subordination, society as we
know it today continues to be
divided across lines of race,

socio-economic status, geography,
religion, and even management.
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of domination and subordination, society as we know it
today continues to be divided across lines of race,
socio-economic status, geography, religion, and even
management.  These dichotomies impact conceptions
of power and privilege.  Those who lead or have power
are assumed to be superior to those who follow or have

Follett found strength in
differences and believed that

people are linked through
organic relationships.

Distributed leadership
refers to organizational

patterns of control where some of
the leadership authority is
transferred to staff, thereby

altering the balance of power.

Follett explicated that power is
not a pre-existing thing that can

be distributed or shared.
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no power.  The emergence of power struggles between
management and workers, employers and employees,
school administrators and teachers/unions is evidenced
by the fact that people in the same organization rarely
seem to work for the same interest in a way that
unlocks the extraordinary idealism, vision and energy
sealed within the workers, employees, teachers, and
students (Barth, 1990).  This hegemonic norm, Follett
warned, may be detrimental to progress of humanity
and organizations.

To counter the controlling effects of power, re-
searchers and practitioners in education have devel-
oped various frame-works such as distributed, shared,
and democratic leadership.  These 21st century frame-
works fall short of the ideals of integration, as proposed

by Follett in the 20th century.  Follett found strength in
differences and believed that people are linked through
organic relationships in which differences are not only
essential to the whole, but also create unique contribu-
tions that lead to what she called “emergence of
synthesis” (Follett, 1927a, p. 198).  Her argument is

framed by the fact that one group can never get lasting
power over another.  In fact, self direction through
integrative unity is necessary for continued success of
organizations.  In her words, the better way to take
control of a situation is “when differences are inte-
grated instead of each side to a dispute claiming right of
way” (p. 250).  Integration in this case is not isolated
actions of individuals; it is the systemic structure of
coordination.

Follett approached organizations as networks rather
than hierarchical structures.  Although her work
emerged during the period of industrial revolution and
preceded the human relations approach to manage-
ment, her interest, as is the interest of schools today,
was in the creation of a society in which the individual
could live a meaningful life.  Follett suggested that the
leader’s role should be to coordinate networks in which
individuals could grow, learn about the organization, and

unify to work for the common purpose of the organiza-
tion.  Leadership was, therefore, the dynamic integra-
tion of perspectives generated through reciprocal
networks among all people working in organization.
Thus “the best leader has not followers, but men and
women working with him” (Follett, 1927b, p. 262) and
the great leader is he “who is able to integrate the
experience of all and use it for a common purpose” (p.
268).  Leaders discover and empower people to control
situations themselves through networking rather than
hierarchy.  To create a strong functional network, the
leader “does not want men of the submissive type but
men themselves with mastery, and such men will give
his own leadership worth and power” (Follett, 1928, p.
280).  The strength of such a group, in her opinion, lay
in the diversity and the principle of integration.

Distributed Leadership Versus Mary Parker
Follett’s Integrated Leadership

Distributed leadership (DL) is gaining recognition
as the preferred leadership style for schools (Spillane,
2006).  DL refers to organizational patterns of control
where some of the leadership authority is transferred to
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The principle of integration
is achieved through the

coordination of knowledge
and relationships within

the organization.
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staff, thereby altering the balance of power (Camburn,
2004; Ogawa & Bossert, 2000; Weiss & Cambone,
2000).  According to Spillane (2006) the distributed
perspective focuses on leadership practice that shifts
focus or power from school principal to teachers.  In
contrast, Follett explicated that power is not a pre-
existing thing that can be distributed or shared.  Instead,
it is a self-developing capacity that may be generated
by methods of organizing members of the organization
into a coherent unit through coordination.  Rather than
sharing power or compromising, the leader should
create opportunities through distribution of functions so
that individuals can develop capacity enabling them to
evolve their own power.

Follett suggested that the distribution of functions
should focus on how it serves to evolve rather than to
devolve power.  She reinforced this perspective by
using active words like integration, interpenetration,
emerging, circular response, and power with.  These
words, rarely found in current literature, could help
transform leader/follower dynamics into an “opportunity

for joint determination” (Follett, 1926, p. 168).  At the
core of joint determination is the integration of every
individual’s contribution to the evolving whole and the
best possible enhancement of the collective purpose.
Rather than focusing on the leader, Follett suggested
that leadership should focus on integrating perspectives
and providing opportunities that lead to self-creating
progression (Follett, 1932).  In this case, the power of
the leader lies in the ability to integrate.  She observed
that  “when two desires are integrated, that means that
a solution has been found in which both desires have
found a place, that neither has had to sacrifice any-
thing” (Follett, 1926, p.32).  Something new is created
and members of the organization are freed from staying
within the boundaries of mutually exclusive alternatives
or competition.  Diverse tendencies are united into new
action patterns.

The Principle of Integration
through Coordination

People in leadership positions do not lack theories
to explain what they do; however, when they are not
successful or cannot sustain success, they want to
know how to transform their leadership.  In one of her
last writings, Follett (1932) made explicit that transfor-
mation could be achieved through the coordination and
collective control of facts rather than individual and
central control.  Fact control implies that the process of
decision-making is subject to impersonal control and
decisions based on facts (data).  Collective control is
the cooperation and correlation among people and
departments within the organization.  In other words,
the principle of integration is achieved through the
coordination of knowledge and relationships within the
organization.

Follett described four levels/types of coordination
based on the practices she observed.  They include 1)
coordination by direct contact of the responsible people
concerned; 2) coordination in the early stages; 3)
coordination as the reciprocal relating of all the factors
in a situation; and 4) coordination as a continuing
process (Follett, 1932, p. 297).

1. Coordination by direct contact of the
responsible people concerned.

This refers to the cross-relations or direct contact
between those who exercise responsible authority in
the matter of concern (e.g., heads of departments).
Cross-relations are horizontal rather than vertical.  The
purpose of this type of coordination is for heads of
departments to be able to form collective control and to
adjust their operations when new information comes
from each representative department.  In schools,
cross-relations are exemplified in the processes of
curriculum articulation across departments and in team
teaching.  In this case, the specialists (heads of depart-
ments, teachers) share the content of curriculum and in
the process they find ways to integrate, reduce redun-
dancy, and avoid duplication.

2. Coordination in the early stages.
Follett found that direct contact must take place in

the earliest stages of the process of development, be it
policy or human capital.  To achieve appropriate
integration, the process of interaction about the policies,
both vertical and horizontal, must begin in the formative
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Kardos and Johnson have found
that new teachers are more likely
to stay in teaching and remain at

their schools if they work in
integrated professional cultures.
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stages of development of the policy.  In other words, if
departments come together when policies are already
formed, it becomes more difficult to correlate because
competition is likely to surpass coordination.  On the
other hand, if heads of departments hold discussions
while in the process of forming policies, successful
coordination is more likely to happen.  Kardos and
Johnson (2007) have found that new teachers are more
likely to stay in teaching and remain at their schools if
they work in integrated professional cultures which
recognize new teachers’ needs and engage in frequent
and reciprocal interactions in the early stages of their
teaching.

3. Coordination as the reciprocal relating of all the
factors in a situation.

Reciprocal relating is the influence of every part by
every other part in sequence.  Follett explained that any
fact gains its significance and meaning through its
relation to all the other facts pertaining to the situation.
Therefore, coordination as reciprocal relating is an
internal process of interpenetration of facts and rela-
tionships that cannot be enforced from outside of the
organization.  And, coordination is not meaningful if it
does not lead to some change.  Coordination as recipro-
cal relating is very similar to the systems theory which
has been defined as a set of interrelated elements that

function as a unit for a specific purpose (Lunenburg &
Ornstein, 2004; Senge, 1994).

However, systems theory, as it is used to study
schools, does not go as far as Follett’s reciprocal
relating.  Reciprocal relating delves into both intended
and unintended consequences of programs and policies.
For example, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act
has had much iteration of consequences upon conse-
quences as would be exemplified by Follett’s principal
of reciprocal relating.  But, theories like systems theory,

classical organizational theory, and human resource
theory commonly used to study schools, are short in
providing lenses for analyzing the impact of iterations
of consequences of policies; nor are most researchers
concerned with these iterations of influences.  The
ambiguities associated with the operations, funding,
responsibility, and accountability for policies like NCLB
require reciprocal relating analyses in order to deter-
mine the sources of both negative and positive effects
and their subsequent consequences on the intended
goals.

4. Coordination as a continuing process.
Coordination should be a continuous process.  This

requires a Permanent Planning Board to work on
immediate problems while attempting to discover the
root causes and strategies for similar situations in the
future.  The board’s work should spiral from planning
to activity and from activity to further planning without
breaking the circle.  The process should include
observing experiences, keeping records of them, and
organizing them as they relate to each other and the
changing environment.

In schools, the school board plays the role of the
permanent planning board.  Following in the footsteps
of Follett’s findings, the school board’s function should
be to ensure that there is a continuous process of
finding solutions, investigating the root causes of
problems, as well as planning for the future.  Communi-
ties that are diverse and/or poor and facing political and
social conflicts would benefit most from coordination
that is continuous process as defined by Follett.  Such
communities epitomize the need for Follett’s idea of
integration.

Final Thoughts
Mary Parker Follett’s ideas were mainly grounded

in everyday life experiences and relationships and may
be a hard sell in bureaucratic organizations.  However,
the depth of her philosophy of leadership and organiza-
tional administration provides an avenue for exploring
contradictions and integrating perspectives.  Without
paying close attention to the logic of the different types
of coordination, leaders and researchers may fault
Follett’s philosophy as contradictory, anti-establishment,
and unrealistic, given current issues of accountability
and responsibility.  But Follett’s work suggests that
organizations, especially schools, may be focusing too
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much on complex forms of accountability and ignoring
the simple everyday life experiences, the wealth of
knowledge, and the diversity of relationships that
impact human life for better or worse.

Follett did not advocate for any leadership system

(bureaucratic or democratic); she advocated for
functional unity.  In the spirit of her philosophy of
integration, her thesis was that organizations should find
new ground, something new that works for men and
women, employers and employees, teachers and
administrators in unity of purpose.  Instead of sharing/
distributing power and compromise, she suggested
unifying and emerging that would lead to a continuous
process of learning and creating.

So where do we go from here?  The logical way
forward is to take a step back in time and study
Follett’s work more closely, to understand her logic, and
discover the new/old perspectives on organizational
leadership.  At the same time, there is a need to be
critical about the fact that her work is hardly found in
mainstream educational administration literature and

research.  Whether the absence is because of her
gender or because she wrote about work that she was
not involved in herself, the potency of this work speaks
for itself and should be acknowledged.  She was in the

minority not only because she wrote about leadership at
a time when only men who practiced leadership knew
and decided what leadership was all about, but also
because her idea of leadership was contrary to com-
mon practice.  She even proposed that leadership
should be taught in colleges.  Her commitment to
leadership as a foundation for successful organizations
inspired her writing.  Today her writings can inspire us
to cocreate leadership that is representative and
socially just.
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Over twenty years as a public school administra-
tor, with seventeen as a school superintendent,
and over ten years as a professor at Northern

Illinois University have given me the opportunity to
consider any number of significant books dealing with
the importance and meaning of leadership.  As a
scholar-practitioner, I am always deeply moved when I
consider Max DePree’s Leadership is an Art (1989).
DePree is that rare author who can walk the talk,
integrating practice and theory with both skill and
authenticity.  DePree’s work always speaks to my
heart and my head.  Those who are actively involved in
the leadership of schools may also find this work a
revelation.

The study, theorizing, and analysis of leaders and
leadership styles have been the subject of countless
books, endless workshops, and a continuing flow of
conferences.   Indeed, much of my adult life has been
spent considering such topics, and I now serve in a
university department with the word “leadership” in its
title.  This being said, I have never felt more clearly
connected to grasping the essence of leadership as I do
when reading and considering
Max DePree’s Leadership Is
an Art.  For those concerned
about leadership matters, I invite
you to bear witness to the rev-
elation that is contained in
DePree’s small tome.

Leadership Is an Art is the
distillation of Max DePree’s life
in the corporation of furniture
icon Herman Miller, whose creative products stand in
the New York Museum of Modern Art and the
Louvre’s Musee des Cents Decoratife.  The canvas
that DePree paints his work upon is the company he
has served for over sixty years and one that has been
listed by Fortune magazine among the top ten best
corporations to work for in the United States.
DePree’s works and beliefs inspire the reader and

present a world of work with dignity, meaning, and
hope.

DePree’s prose is clear, direct, and authentic.  He
speaks honestly in words that do not require qualifiers.
The elegance of his writing is spare, but the words are
laden with meaning and responsibility.  As DePree
notes,

You can start this book anywhere.  It is more a
book of ideas than practices.  It is not what
most people would describe as a management
book or how to get things done—though the
beliefs expressed here may help you do some
extremely important things.  The book is about
the art of leadership (italics added):  liberating
people to do what is required of them in the
most effective and humane way possible. (p. 1)

And what are these beliefs about leadership that
DePree describes?  The beliefs are profound, simple,
and definitely revolutionary.  They are born not from a
theoretical womb but from the crucible of experience.

They are based on stories from
life and clothed in prose that is
almost oracular.  For example,
DePree states directly that
“Leaders don’t inflict pain; they
bear pain” (p. 9).  While simply
stated, the implications of such
a belief are stunning.  DePree
continues, “I believe that the
most effective contemporary

management process is participative management. . . .
It begins with a belief in the potential of people” (p.
22).

Having “staked out” his bedrock beliefs, DePree
enumerates qualities, behaviors and hopes for future
leaders.  He compares two types of relationships which
exist in most institutions:  contractual and covenantal.
Contractual relationships encompass goal setting,

Max DePree’s Leadership is an Art:
A Hymn to Co-Leadership

John Murphy
Northern Illinois University
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expectations, and objectives, along with compensation,
working conditions, benefits, incentives, and
timeframes.  Covenantal relationships, in contrast, entail
“shared commitment to ideas, to issues, to goals, and to

management procedures” (p. 51).  While contractual
relationships are necessary, they are not sufficient,
DePree suggests.

Woven throughout this book are stories, examples,
and directives to leaders all culled from the world of
experience.  One of DePree’s most compelling dictums
is the need for leaders to invite and engage the talents
of other members of the organization.   Like Mary
Parker Follett (1942), DePree calls for integration
where the talents of the leader and the led coalesce to
create new and unrealized solutions.  He explains, “The
process of integration is simply abandoning oneself to
the strength of others, being vulnerable to what others
can do better than we can” (p. 78).  This statement can
be seen as the moral center of his challenge to leader-
ship.  That is, in giving others the opportunity to lead
and create, we together become greater than any one
of us alone.

The muscularity of DePree’s prose and beliefs are
challenging to those who choose or are chosen to lead.
Take intimacy, for an example.  How comforting is it to

One of DePree’s most
compelling dictums is the

need for leaders to invite and
engage the talents of other

members of the organization.

Management symbols, position roles, and the intoxicants of this type of
organizational reward system all lead to an organizational caste system

which separates those who would lead from those who would be led.
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be selected to leadership positions and then retire to the
comforts of the role?  Management symbols, position
roles, and the intoxicants of this type of organizational
reward system all lead to an organizational caste
system which separates those who would lead from

those who would be led.  Intimacy, on the other hand,
requires formal leaders to know their organizations, not
only in terms of products but in terms of people.
Furthermore, DePree challenges leaders to intimately

know these people.  What a responsibility!  What
work!

In the chapter, “The Millwright Died,” DePree
confronts the reality that leaders often fail to recognize
workers’ many talents and abilities.  His visit to the
family of a worker, in this case a millwright who also
wrote poetry, reminds him of many missed opportunities
to engage the gifts of co-workers.  DePree is humble
enough to accept the fault.

Among the many “aha” moments in the work is
DePree’s enumeration of entropy in organizations:  the
slow, imperceptible decline toward lesser goals, lower
standards and an outcome/product that is reduced in
quality.  Among the many early indicators of organiza-
tional decline are the following:

• a tendency toward superficiality

• a tension among key people

• more problem makers than problem solvers

• leaders who seek to control rather than to
liberate

• people who  speak of customers (students) as
impairments rather than opportunities to serve

• the urge to establish numeric indicators rather
than deal with individuals

• a loss of grace, style, and civility

• a loss of respect for the English language

These are but a sampling of the caveats DePree
offers.  They are all aspects of a fault line signaling a
fundamental fissure leading to organizational decline.

While DePree’s vision seems harsh, dark, negative,
he more than successfully addresses the positive and
the hopeful.  DePree notes that institutions should strive
to create physical and social environments that:
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• welcome all

• change with grace

• are person-guided

• forgive mistakes in planning

• are open to surprise

In his postscript, DePree reveals his hope and his
heart.  It is a place that the reader who has pursued his
book will have come to share.  Leadership is more than
an art, a belief, a condition of the heart.  The visible
signs of leadership are expressed, ultimately, in its
practice (p. 136).  Thus has it always been.  Thus shall
it always be.

Humility, intimacy, wisdom, ethical behavior—and
many other qualities are the characteristics that Max
Depree calls for in leaders.  The world view that Max
DePree shares with us is one that honors the potential-
ity of individuals, the wonder of creation, and the desire
to serve others.  For those who see the world as a

place filled with potentiality, or for those who have only
dreamed it could be so, consider Max DePree’s
Leadership Is an Art.  This manifesto for a better
leader will challenge, captivate, and engage.  In his
small book DePree has shed light on a corner of
leadership that too often goes unseen or unacknowl-
edged.  Come into the light!
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“Knowledge is dead; the school, however,
serves the living.”
                                —Albert Einstein

When a special issue of Thresholds introduc-
ing “intellectual allies” was proposed, I
thought it was a great idea.  But I wondered

if I could write such a piece.  Many scholars may see
their primary allies in specific works or books.  Cer-
tainly, the notion of developing intellectually by jumping
from one great work to another is an appealing one,
flatteringly romantic, even.  However, my own develop-
ment just did not happen that way.  While certain works
were indeed essential allies, these works gained their
significance mainly by moving from one important
mentor to another.  It is true that
the impact those mentors had on
me could never be divorced from
the great works to which they
introduced me; yet it is all the
more true those works would
never have been as powerful if
unconnected with the mentors.
Some works became personal
to me only through interpersonal
relationships with a mentor.  In
what follows, I will identify and
briefly comment on some of
those works within the context
of several formative mentoring relationships.  The
influence of good mentoring on early professional
development transcends a domain of knowledge.
Good mentors provide the experiences, opportunities,
and encouragement to start young careers, and they
role model the values, practices, and beliefs that are the
foundation of career identity.

After careful deliberation, I have decided that the
most important “book” in my development was really
an anthology of self-selected materials compiled by a
high school English teacher named Laurence McMillin.

Only long after I graduated from high school did I come
to realize that that anthology represented the hard
fought philosophy of a very erudite man, based on a
lifetime of interdisciplinary reading of fiction and non-
fiction.  He sought to teach us that philosophy through
his course.  His edited anthology included readings
from diverse interdisciplinary thinkers and writers such
as Albert Einstein, Saul Bellow, Abraham Maslow, Erik
Erikson, Robert Henri, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.  The
list was highly selective, and organized by themes of his
course, Individual Humanities.  The anthology helped
us to navigate great works of fiction including The
Odyssey, Oedipus Rex, Faust, Don Quixote, Hamlet,
and Huckleberry Finn.  We applied principles of
human virtue and excellence from the anthology to both

fictional and historical figures.
It was through this course that
my intellect was awakened and
I was introduced to the fields of
psychology and philosophy.
Moreover, I recognized that it
was McMillin’s approach to the
course that was the cause of its
success in shaping multiple
generations of young hearts
and minds and inspired my
interest in education.  I enjoyed
an extended relationship with
McMillin years after taking the

course, culminating in my writing of his life portrait for
its educational instructiveness (Shernoff, 2001b), and,
after he passed away several years ago, I delivered his
eulogy and recovered his intellectual property.  I believe
it was my experience with McMillin that most directly
led to my pursuing human development starting with my
undergraduate studies at Cornell’s College of Human
Ecology.

While at Cornell, a wonderfully creative and
progressive teacher, Dr. John Condry, held a meeting in
which he introduced students to the field of intrinsic
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motivation, or motivation to perform a task or learn
something for its own sake.  I remember being stunned
that there was an entire field on the same topic Einstein
took up in his educational writings that we had studied
in McMillin’s Individual Humanities course.  When
asked to speak on the occasion of the tercentenary of
higher education in America in 1936, Einstein argued
that “holy curiosity,” or a loving interest in the subject,
is the foundation of all true art and true science, and is
superior to motivations of ambition or fear (see
Einstein, 1994).  Intrinsic motivation was certainly a
parallel concept to Einstein’s “holy curiosity,” and Dr.
Condry introduced me to cutting edge studies that were
actively transforming the field at the time.  This in-
cluded the dissertation work of a researcher named
Theresa Amabile (see Amabile, 1978, 1979, 1996).  In
her dissertation study, a panel of judges evaluated the
creativity of the artwork created by two groups of
participants; the participants in only one group were
explicitly told they were going to be evaluated.  The
external imposition of evaluation led to decrements in
judged creativity, while the creativity of the relatively
more intrinsically motivated group was judged as
superior.  Amabile was building on a mountain of
research by DeCharms, Deci and Ryan, and others
demonstrating the undermining effects of rewards and
other external constraints on intrinsic motivation (see
DeCharms, 1968, 1976; Deci, 1975, 1996; Deci,
Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan &
Deci, 2000).  In my mind, however, they were finding
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scientific evidence supporting the earlier philosophical
ruminations of Albert Einstein!  Intrinsic motivation and
engagement have been my primary fields of scholarly
interest ever since.

When I entered the Masters Program at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education in 1990, I was

naturally drawn to the course on achievement motiva-
tion and its instructor, Janine Bempechat, who became
an important, life-long mentor.  Dr. Bempechat was
extremely supportive of a literature review that I wrote
on the field of intrinsic motivation.  Later, she gave me
an opportunity to help administer her study on achieve-

ment motivation as a research assistant.  This was my
first experience in conducting several important compo-
nents of the research process:  literature review and
data collection.  My experience with Dr. Bempechat
demonstrates that formative training experiences are
not always confined to great works and ideas; encour-
agement and first-hand training experiences are also
highly formative influences.  Fortunately for me, our
mutually supportive relationship continues to the present
day.

Another important teacher while at Harvard was
Dr. Robert Kegan.  Kegan’s enthusiasm and wit as a
lecturer led me to take his advanced seminar following
his introductory course.  Throughout this experience,
we dissected the text containing his theory, titled, The
Evolving Self (Kegan, 1982).  Kegan’s theory of
human development integrated many previous theories
by proposing universal stages of meaning-making that
encompassed more specialized developmental theories
such as Piaget’s (cognitive development), Kohlberg’s
(moral development), and Erikson’s (psychosocial
development), and gave me an appreciation for what
such theories have in common.  The richness of my
experience stemmed from being part of the dynamic
interaction between a theorist and his theory rather
than exposure to either in isolation.  Overall, this
experience turned me on to human development as
an exciting field open to philosophical and epistemologi-
cal considerations.  I was so enthralled with Kegan
that I remember feeling sure that he was selling him-
self short when he compared himself to a “good first-
base coach,” suggesting that his theory was merely
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introductory to exploring others; however, this was
exactly right in my case.

The fact is that two theorists wrote a book titled,
The Evolving Self at almost the exact same time
without the other knowing about it, and Kegan was
waiving me on to the author of the other Evolving Self,
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.  In fact, I was just as capti-
vated with this second, Evolving Self
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1993) as I applied to the doctoral
program at the University of Chicago explicitly to have
the opportunity to work with Csikszentmihalyi.  I was
following the suggestion of McMillin, who had intro-
duced me to Csikzentmihalyi’s work many years
previously, demonstrating that one good mentor leads to
another as much as a good book leads to another.  I
enrolled in University of Chicago’s department of
education in 1996 with a concentration in educational
philosophy (along with LEPF instructor, Bruce Novak),
an area advised by another important teacher named
Phil Jackson.  Jackson was a preeminent scholar of
John Dewey.  I took three courses with Jackson, each
focused on a single text:  Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
Emile (1762/1979) and two books by John Dewey:
Democracy and Education (1966) and Art as Experi-
ence (1934).  Dewey’s view of education was remark-
ably similar to Einstein’s.  Both philosophers saw the
aim of education as striking an important balance in
nurturing the individual’s personal and social potentiali-
ties.  Jackson had a way of turning every class into a
performance, and his genuine passion for Dewey and
Rousseau was contagious.

After my basic coursework, I was able to pursue
my original mission of studying with Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi.  While Jackson was gifted in sharing
his profound appreciation for classic texts of the
past, Csikszentmihalyi was equally gifted in sharing his
passion for making new discoveries of human psychol-
ogy through empirical research.  Csikszentmihalyi and
collaborators (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987)
had developed a method called the Experience
Sampling Method, or ESM, to measure subjective

experience “in the moment” by randomly signaling, or
“beeping,” individuals interacting in their natural envi-
ronment.  Just as Bempechat had introduced me to
actually doing literature reviews and data collection,
Csikszentmihalyi introduced me to gaining first-hand
experience in alternative methodologies and data
analysis.  According to Dewey, we learn best by
doing; and perhaps engaging in original research is no
exception.

In addition to the ESM, Csikszentmihalyi was most
known for his theory of flow, an optimal state of
experience in which one is completely absorbed with a
task that is intrinsically interesting (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990, 1997).  The experience of flow is frequently
precipitated by stretching one’s skills to meet a de-
manding challenge.  In my analysis of the ESM data he
provided, I applied his theory of flow to the testing of
pedagogical conditions fostering engagement in class-
rooms.  It took about 10 minutes using modern statisti-
cal software to make several discoveries, and I spent
the next 8 years building on and developing the scholar-
ship related to these preliminary findings, beginning with
the writing of my dissertation (Shernoff, 2001a).  My
dissertation provided the foundation for several publica-
tions:  one on classroom influences on engagement
(Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff,
2003), one on the relationship between student engage-
ment and short-term and long-term motivational and
achievement outcomes (Shernoff & Hoogstra, 2001),
and another on the counterintuitive ethnic and socioeco-
nomic differences in student engagement (Shernoff &

Schmidt, n.d.).  As my dissertation advisor,
Csikszentmihalyi modeled the importance of careful
observation to discover patterns in behavior, the effec-
tiveness of collaboration in research, a dialectical
approach to thinking about human development empha-
sizing balance, and a focus on developmental processes
as well as outcomes.

These early opportunities started my career as a
researcher, and I was aided in this journey by another
important mentor, Dr. Barbara Schneider, who
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coauthored a book with Csikszentmihalyi on a large
scale ESM study conducted at the University of
Chicago.  I helped Schneider to review the book,
Becoming Adult (Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 2000),
and was eventually allowed to contribute a chapter for
it, based on my dissertation research.  The book
described the Sloan Study of Youth and Social Develop-
ment (SSYSD), a national, longitudinal study of adoles-
cents that, at the time, was managed by my good

colleague, Dr. Jennifer Schmidt, in the Department of
Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
(LEPF) at Northern Illinois University.  In taking the
time to work with me on my drafts, Dr. Schneider
demonstrated the importance of constructing a care-
fully worded argument to provide a conceptual frame
for academic writing.

Meanwhile, I became a research assistant and
manager for Csikszentmihalyi on a project completely
separate from flow and ESM research.  It was called
the GoodWork Project, principally investigated by
Howard Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Bill Damon
(see http://www.goodworkproject.org/).  The
GoodWork Project studied processes by which
professionals overcome obstacles to create work that is
good in both senses of the word:  excellent and ethical
(Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001).  Later,
Csikszentmihalyi was awarded a research grant to
study how good work is perpetuated down the genera-
tions; it was a study of mentoring in the professions.  I
jumped at the chance to lead this project on a topic
close to my heart with two other advanced students.
This turned out to be an important opportunity to begin
what is today my second main line of research.

That second line centers around the very themes of
this article:  how the values, practices, and specific
approaches to one’s work are transmitted from one
generation to another in the context of supportive
mentoring relationships.  In our national study, in which
we followed the values and practices of geneticists
through multigenerational mentoring lineages, we found
that the formative impact of a mentor can span several

generations, influencing not only the mentor’s students,
but also the students’ students, and perhaps beyond.
We hope that the book we have now drafted based on
this study (Nakamura & Shernoff, in press.) will
contribute not only to the GoodWork Project, but also
to the growing field of Positive Psychology (http://
www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu/; Peterson & Seligman, 2004;
Seligman, 2002; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000;
Snyder & Lopez, 2002).

Like my colleagues in educational psychology, I
have occasionally been called on to introduce my
research interests to a new cohort of educational
psychology doctoral students.  On those occasions, I
have looked to the top shelf of my bookcase to find
some of my “intellectual allies.” However, the greater
significance of those books stems from the reflections
that I have just shared.  I have good reason for thinking
of several of the works referenced in this article as
friends or buddies.  There are allies behind the allies.

One book on that shelf, Parker Palmer’s, The
Courage to Teach, was introduced to me by another
important mentor, Cliff Conrad at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison.  In his book, Palmer advances the
thesis that good teaching comes from the identity and
integrity of the teacher rather than technique.  This is
precisely what made my high school teacher, McMillin,
and subsequent mentors so formative to my develop-
ment as a scholar.  The works that they taught and
shared were experienced as an extension of their own
intellectual identity and integrity.  Therein lay the true
gifts to those of us fortunate to have learned from
them.
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I must confess that at times I find myself somewhat
 of an “odd duck” among colleagues in the field of
 Educational Psychology.  Most of my peers have

extensive formal training in the science and art of
education, and a good many of them have spent time
working as classroom teachers.  I, on the other hand,
received my formal training as a developmental psy-
chologist, and it was my interest in the period of adoles-
cence that led me toward issues related to education.
Thus, my journey toward educational psychology has
been somewhat circuitous, and my scholarly interests to

date have focused primarily on contexts outside the
classroom that facilitate students’ academic and social
development.  As a result, the intellectual allies with
whom I identify most are not often placed squarely in
the domain of education, but instead have written more
broadly about phenomena that I believe have very
valuable applications to the field of education and to
human development more generally.  What follows in
this essay is my brief description of this circuitous
journey, and some reflection about how, through naïveté
and dumb luck, I stumbled upon the work of one
scholar, and by extension a whole field of scholars,
whose work changed my view of psychology and
altered the direction of my career.

My interest in understanding human behavior
developed early:  Even in high school I believed I’d have
a career in psychology.  I was an excellent student of the
discipline as an undergraduate, and decided to apply to
graduate school right away.  Like most undergraduates,
I assumed the best way to continue my education in the

field of psychology was to become a clinical psycholo-
gist, so I applied to a handful of the more competitive
clinical programs in the country.  The application
process was arduous; I found it difficult to articulate
why, exactly, I wanted to become a clinical psycholo-
gist.  While it was extraordinarily disheartening to me at
the time, I had the good fortune to be rejected by every
program to which I applied.

Dejected, I took a temporary job as a file clerk and
began the process of serious contemplation of my
options and my desires for the future.  I realized that,
while I continued to be fascinated by human function-
ing, I was not entirely comfortable with the general
focus of mainstream psychology.  I concluded that I had
a fundamental problem with a field that generally viewed
people as “broken,” and devoted much of its energy
toward explaining how they got that way.  While I saw
great value in the clinical process, in the end I had to
admit that I wasn’t confident that I had the passion to
make a meaningful contribution to a field that defined
itself with this medical model of human functioning.  It
seemed to me that there must be more to psychology
than this.

At the height of my disillusionment with the field to
which I had planned to dedicate my life, I had the good
fortune to meet a friend who told me he was studying
with a professor who explored the more positive
aspects of human existence—things like happiness,

optimism, and deep, meaningful engagement.  I felt I
had discovered buried treasure:  This was a little pocket
of psychology to which I had simply never been
exposed.  Invigorated, I rushed to the library and
checked out a recent book authored by this scholar I
had not heard of before, whose name I couldn’t
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pronounce.  He was Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (pro-
nounced “Me-high Chick-sent-me high-yee”).  My first
introduction to Csikszentmihalyi’s work was his 1990
book called Flow: The Psychology of Optimal
Experience.  I devoured the book in a single day.  For

me, this book opened up the vast possibilities of what
psychology could be.  The entirety of this book is
dedicated to the study of positive subjective experience
and optimal human functioning.  In the text,
Csikszentmihalyi articulates his concept of flow, which
refers to a state of complete absorption in one’s
activities accompanied by a loss of self-consciousness
and losing track of time.  In very accessible language,
he describes a number of rigorous empirical studies,
taking place over a decade, in which he examines the
kinds of factors that allow people to get really “into”
their activities.  He observes that a certain level of
challenge is a necessary condition for deep engagement
and enjoyment, demonstrating that many passive leisure
activities like watching television are, in reality, not all
that enjoyable for those participating in them.  Further,
he demonstrates that these flow experiences are
developmentally positive and are related to longer-term
skill development, happiness, and general life satisfac-
tion.  As I read and re-read this book, I began to realize
just how much humankind could benefit from a better
understanding of life’s “success stories,” rather than
simply focusing on explaining how and why people
struggle.

I was so inspired by this book that I felt compelled
to contact its author to inquire about how I could get
involved in this work.  Fortunately, I was too naïve to
be intimidated about initiating this contact:  I was not
aware at the time that Dr. Csikszentmihalyi was a
world-renown scientist and that the book I had read
was well on its way to becoming a New York Times
best-seller (Ignorance can truly work to our advantage
at times!).  Dr. Csikszentmihalyi very generously

agreed to meet with me at his office at the University
of Chicago, and after a number of conversations, he
offered me a job working on a research project he was
conducting with adolescents all over the United States.
After a few years of doing this research, I was admit-
ted to the doctoral program in Psychology at the
University of Chicago, where Dr. Csikszentmihalyi was
my mentor.  Through my interactions with him, I began
developing my own program of scholarship which
continues today, focusing on positive aspects of human
functioning like engagement in challenge, altruism, and
the development of academic and social resilience in
the face of adversity.

As I was beginning my doctoral studies in the early
1990s, Dr. Csikszentmihalyi and others were in the
process of spearheading a movement to organize and
develop the field of Positive Psychology.  Positive
Psychology is defined as the scientific study of the
strengths and virtues that enable individuals and com-
munities to thrive.  Through my studies with Dr.
Csikszentmihalyi, I was exposed to a host of scholars
who were similarly committed to studying the experi-
ences, traits, and institutions that promote human
strength and virtue.  At the experiential level, scholars
are studying valued subjective experiences such as
well-being, satisfaction, optimism, and happiness.  At
the individual level, research is focused on positive
personal traits like courage, perseverance, forgiveness,
spirituality, talent, the capacity for love, and wisdom.
At the group level, the focus is on institutions or general
civic virtues that promote qualities like responsibility,
citizenship, altruism, and tolerance.  The list of scholars

currently engaged in these endeavors is far too long to
include in this brief essay, but interested readers can
get a good sense of the breadth of this work by consult-
ing a number of comprehensive resources including
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), Snyder and
Lopez (2002), or the University of Pennsylvania’s
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Positive Psychology Center’s website (http://
www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu).

One key figure in this movement who deserves
special mention, and whose work has also been particu-
larly inspirational to me, is Martin Seligman.  Along with
Csikszentmihalyi, Seligman is recognized as one of the
founders of the Positive Psychology movement.
Dr. Seligman was trained as a clinical psychologist and
is a past president of the American Psychological
Association.  As an undergraduate, I had read a good
deal of Dr. Seligman’s extensive work on the phenom-
enon of learned helplessness:  Following repeated
failures, individuals adopt the belief that they are not
capable of accomplishing things (Seligman, 1975).

Sometime around 1990, Dr. Seligman experienced what
he has since described as an “epiphany”; he suddenly
became aware of the immeasurable value of focusing
on strengths, both in his personal life and in his scholar-
ship (This is described in Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000.).  This epiphany is apparent in his scholarly
writing:  As he began to focus his energies on positive
psychology, he started writing about things like learned
optimism—the process whereby individuals learn to
face the future with enthusiasm and hope (Seligman,
1990).  It was particularly inspiring to see this perspec-
tive-shift in a scholar whose work I had admired for so
many years.  His epiphany helped to validate my own
developing misgivings about the field.

Although most of the scholars to whom I pay
tribute in this essay have faculty appointments in
departments of psychology rather than in colleges of
education, the types of scholarship being advanced
under the umbrella of positive psychology have count-
less applications for educators.  It is my view that
mainstream educational policy and practice suffers
from many of the same shortcomings plaguing main-
stream psychology in that the focus is largely on
pointing out weakness and designing remediation.

More effective educational practice could include
greater focus on fostering positive subjective experi-
ence in classrooms:  Research has shown that students
who experience deep engagement and positive affect in
an academic activity not only excel in that activity but
are more likely to remain committed to that activity
over time (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde & Whalen,
1993).  At the individual level, it would be constructive
for educational practitioners and researchers to focus
on the best ways to foster positive personal traits like
perseverance and to identify and support students’
individual talents.

Finally, a closer examination of schools and other
institutions that are particularly effective at promoting
such positive traits would also be highly informative.
This focus on strength at the experiential, individual,
and institutional levels would enable teachers, research-
ers, and policymakers to move beyond understanding
where students are to understanding what students
could be.  I mentioned at the outset of this essay that
the strengths-based approach to understanding human
functioning espoused by the positive psychology
movement has altered the direction of my career.  As
this field continues to develop, I am hopeful that it will
also change the direction of the fields of psychology
and education as well.
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When considering the books that inspired me to
become a teacher, several seemingly discon-
nected titles spring to mind:  Albert Camus’

The Stranger, Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto,
Hermann Hesse’s Demain, Carl Jung’s autobiography,
Memories, Dreams, Reflections, The Autobiography
of Malcolm X, and Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, to mention a few.  During my undergradu-
ate years these works became for me a living presence
as I carried around the “conversations” they provoked
on a daily basis.  Without their cumulative influence, I
am quite certain the idea of being a teacher would
never have occurred to me.  What these books have in
common, whether fiction or non-fiction, is that they are
all narratives of individual or social transformation.
Each of these texts, in true bildungsroman fashion1

prompted an awareness of an emerging inner division
within myself and catapulted me into a new and strange
journey.  Before I encountered them, I wanted to

become a very rich businessman, a desire which
translated (of course) into having a fancy house on a
golf course, and a slick Corvette to drive to my fantasy
beachside condo in Sarasota, Florida.  After I encoun-
tered these books, however, I wanted “to be” some-
thing else, and teaching seemed an adventurous way to
pursue this unknown destination.  Thus corrupted by
my liberal arts education and actively looking to corrupt
others, I embarked on a teaching career.

As the title of this article suggests, rather than
discussing these books collectively and describing how
they influenced my decision to be a teacher, I want to

talk instead about a more recent encounter with a brief
but powerful essay by bell hooks, an encounter which
sparked the realization that my doctoral dissertation
was going to be on the subject of eros and education
(Giroux & McLaren, 1994).  I mention these other
books preliminarily, however, because I think they laid
the foundation for the sudden receptiveness I exhibited
toward the concept of eros some 15 years later.

First, some background.  In the early 1990s, after
teaching U.S. history at the high school level for nearly
a decade, I enrolled in the Department of Political
Science at the University of Hawaii.  Like many
doctoral students, I entered the program brimming with
false certainty about what my dissertation topic would
be.  I assumed I was going to write my dissertation on
why the CIA should be abolished, and I was loath to
abandon what had become a sweet obsession.

With difficulty, then, I eventually surrendered
myself to the uncertainty regarding where my doctoral

studies would lead me.  Looking back at this phase of
my intellectual development, I could adopt Platonic
feminine imagery and refer to this time as a period of
“intellectual gestation.” One day, I went with some
friends to what was then Hawaii’s first Borders
Bookstore on the leeward side of Oahu.  Wandering
around, I came across Henry Giroux and Peter
McLaren’s edited volume, Between Borders:  The
Politics of Cultural Studies (1994).2  Paging through
the chapters, I chanced upon bell hooks’(1994-a) “Eros,
Eroticism and the Pedagogical Process.”  In 1994, I
had never heard of bell hooks, nor could I say anything
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about what this foreign term eros meant beyond some
vague association with sexuality.  Within a few minutes,
I finished her seven-page article and was seized with
the idea that eros functioned as a kind of secular
conception of love.  I found that eros was not only an
incredibly rich educational concept but, equally as
incredible, evidence suggested that it had also been
repressed as a meaningful educational principle by

Eros could refer to a desire to
connect to something better,

whether to a person or to an idea;
it could refer to a vision of the

good, to an object of knowledge,
or to the desire to achieve union

with a perceived truth.
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official authorities everywhere.  Suddenly, the thought
occurred:  “. . . if bell hooks could write a seven-page
essay introducing the concept of eros and its relation
to pedagogy, why couldn’t I write my dissertation as a
comprehensive genealogy of eros as an idea, from
ancient to contemporary times . . . ?Not to romanticize,
but it was an epiphanic moment!  After nearly two
years of anxiously flailing in the dark about what my
dissertation topic would be, it still strikes me as some-
thing of a mystery that, within a couple minutes, I was
able to define the subject and scope of my dissertation.
During the next two years, I completed this project
under the title “Eros, Pedagogy and the Politics of
Soul,” which was subsequently published as a book,
Eros as the Educational Principle of Democracy
(Burch, 2000).  Because of these circumstances, I will
always feel indebted both to my accidental encounter
with hooks’ gem-like essay on eros and to my liberal
arts undergraduate education, which helped “turn
around” my attention from material things toward an
inward reflection on the condition of my psyche.

The following passage in hooks’ essay highlights
the transformational resonances of eros:

Given that critical pedagogy seeks to transform
consciousness, to provide students with ways
of knowing that enable them to know them-
selves better and to live in the world more fully,

to some extent it must rely on the presence of
the erotic in the classroom to aid the learning
process.  (1994-b, p. 194)

How was it, I asked myself, that “the erotic” could
enable us to know ourselves better and to live more
fully in the world?  Why has the value of eros as an
educational symbol been largely ignored?  And, who
first introduced eros as an educational concept?  Vexed
by these types of questions and disturbed by my
ignorance of this ancient Greek principle, I proceeded
to investigate the problem of articulating what could be
described as a profoundly important yet hard-to-define
“life-force.”

After studying various historical representations of
eros, particularly those found in Plato, Rousseau and
Freud, I started to get a sense of what hooks meant
when she described the linkages between eros and the
knowledge-quest, eros and critical imagination, and eros
and the moral development of the individual.  Eros
could signify several things:  it could refer to a desire to
connect to something better, whether to a person or to
an idea; it could refer to a vision of the good, to an
object of knowledge, or to the desire to achieve union
with a perceived truth.  Each of these desires—as
embodied emotions—has the potential to be life-
transforming.  Plato wrote that eros, among other
things, is the name for that which fuels the desire to
question and in this way is linked to an individual’s
moral and ethical development.  Eros could thus be
seen as the psychic energy that stimulates both the
power to ask and the power to reach beyond the given,
arguably the very qualities upon which education
(defined as the cultivation of our humanity) depends.
The following passage from hooks once again captures
the transformational agency of eros:

Understanding that eros is a force that en-
hances our overall effort to be self-actualizing,
that it can provide the epistemological ground-
ing informing how we know what we know,
enables both professors and students to use
such energy in a classroom setting in ways that
invigorate discussion and excite the critical
imagination.  (1994-b, p. 195)

One of the problems today is that the “epistemo-
logical grounding” of the dominant paradigm of educa-
tion, symbolized by No Child Left Behind (NCLB),
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severely discourages the marvelous qualities of eros
from playing any substantive role in the education of
the young.  We are increasingly expected to define
educational meaning on the basis of standardized tests
and how higher test scores enable students to get
ahead in a narrow careerist sense.  Lost in this dreary
reduction of education to the language of the bottom-
line is any appreciation of the value of eros, whose
accompanying rebel vocabulary would have us far
more concerned with the evolving souls of our students,
with their critical self-understanding, and with the
development of their civic capacity as citizens.  These
humanistic purposes of education, in my opinion, are
best made intelligible under the conceptual “rubric” of
eros.  Hooks (1994-b) concludes:  “To restore passion
to the classroom or to excite it in the classroom where
it has never been, professors must find again the place
of eros within ourselves and together allow the mind
and body to feel and know desire” (p. 199).  In reading
this passage about the virtues of eros for human
flourishing, I am reminded of Socrates, who declares in
the Symposium that love in the form of eros is indis-
pensable for those wishing to lead a good life:  “one
could not find a better collaborator with human nature
for acquiring goodness than eros” (Cobb, 1986, 212c).

Quoting this classical philosopher also gives me an
opportunity to mention what could be construed as one
of the minor shortcomings of hooks’ article:  namely,
the omission of Plato from her brief essay.  Since Plato
was the first figure in Western intellectual history to

“educationalize” eros, I think hooks could have briefly
acknowledged Greek mythology and specifically Plato
when she extols the virtues of eros.  It is as if the
“ancient Greeks” did not exist, and thus the question
of the discursive origins of eros is left unnecessarily
blank.  Perhaps owing to the anti-Platonic prejudices
which circulate throughout the academy, hooks did not
want to taint or complicate the concept by linking it to
Plato, whose reputation is less than sterling from the

standpoint of some feminist thinkers.3

At the beginning of the essay, I suggested that my
liberal arts education had “corrupted” my adolescent
identity by exposing the shallowness of the conditioned
desire to be rich and to fill my life with the symbolic
trappings of wealth.  The sobering recognition some 25

years ago that my received identity was tethered to a
set of illusions about who I was and what I really
desired anticipated my later preoccupation with teach-
ing Plato’s “Parable of the Cave.” As is well known,
the parable describes the purpose of education as a
“turning around” of the soul from the realm of becom-
ing to the realm of being, from darkness to light, from
ignorance to knowledge.  The difficult process of
identifying one’s illusions is a first step in making the
figurative ascent from the darkness of the cave toward
the full-light of knowledge above.  According to Plato,
of course, we cannot free ourselves entirely from the
force of illusion or ignorance in any permanent sense.
We are not gods.  In this respect, we are all residential
cave-dwellers bound by our finitude and fundamental
absence of knowledge.

The transcendent potential of eros, properly
theorized, permits us to envision a world beyond the
seductive realm of appearances while also fueling in us
a yearning for a more authentic image of our own
selfhood.  Without the presence of eros to entice us and
pull us toward a vision of some good, any movement of
ascent from the metaphoric cave would be impossible.
As hooks ably articulates, education and teaching rely
on the presence of the erotic in order to achieve their
highest, most transformative expressions.  Is it not
strange that a sublime concept like eros still remains
invisible within today’s dominant paradigm of educa-
tion?  What might this omission teach us about the
present-day purposes of education?
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Endnotes
1      Bildungroman is a German term which refers to a genre of

literature which traces the spiritual, moral, psychological,
or social development and growth of the individual from
childhood to maturity.  Among the components of a
bildungroman, as quoted from Wikipedia:  “To spur the
hero onto his or her journey, some form of loss or
discontent must jar him or her at an early stage away from
the home or family setting.  A major conflict is self vs.
society or individuality vs. conformity.” A strict
construction of this genre of writing may seem to exclude
works of non-fiction that I included, such as Marx’s
Communist Manifesto or Freire’s Pedagogy of Oppressed.
Nonetheless, I include these works because they seem to
partake in the hallmark thematics of the bildungsroman
tradition.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bildungsroman

2      bell hooks’ “Eros, Eroticism and the Pedagogical Project”
was originally published in the collection Between
Borders:  Pedagogy and the Politics of Cultural Studies
edited by Henry Giroux and Peter McLaren.  This essay is
more commonly cited from hooks’ collection of essays,
Teaching to Transgress:  Education as the Practice of
Freedom (pp. 191-199), also published in 1994.

3      For a critical yet sympathetic feminist analysis of Plato,
see Brown, W. (1994). Supposing truth were a woman:
Plato’s subversion of masculine discourse.  In N. Tuana
(Ed.), Feminist interpretations of Plato (pp. 157-180).

University Park, PA:  Pennsylvania State University Press.
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As many books as I could carry home weekly
from the local public library and the Bookmo-
bile across the street, weekly train rides to the

Jamaica, Queens, Public Library in junior high school
and the NYC Public Library on 53rd and 5th throughout
my years of high school . . . I do not remember a time
without books in every room, but I have no childhood
memories of being taught how to read, nor am I some-
one who remembers every book I have ever read.  A
conscious understanding of authors as intellectual allies
was birthed in graduate school with systematic study of
reading/philosophy.  It was when I had awareness of
language as a vital capacity and not merely as a tool that
I realized that I am in part co-constituted by the lan-
guage I digest and speak/write, and I became committed
to be aware and careful of my literary diet.

In one of my Political Science classes with Profes-

Meaning Beyond Words
Leslie A. Sassone
Northern Illinois University

sor Michael A. Weinstein, we read Martin Luther
King’s Letter from a Birmingham Jail with multiple
readings, each governed by a different intentionality, a
standard of importance by which we took up what we
read and organized it according to that theme.
Weinstein’s framework for reading, enumerated below,
remains one of my most important pedagogical lessons,
giving me access to the complexity of interpretation,
perspective taking, and re-inscription, while showing me
the way and somehow granting me permission for
unapologetic philosophical reading both in and out of the
institution of schooling.

Upon retrospection I can only wonder how I read
before I learned to read in graduate school.  I imagine
that I read for pleasure, for company, to escape, to
complete assignments/work tasks, for dreaming.  My
graduate schooling at Purdue University provided me

Toward a Total Hermeneutics

Internal
Reading intentionality one: Author’s Stated Intentionality.  Take the text at its word; do not pass over what the 

person who wrote it said it was.  
Reading intentionality two: The Message. Find the most general encapsulating statement of commitment 

asserted.  Engage in an open and disposed read toward the text, free of critique or entertainment value.
Reading intentionality three: Logic/Deconstruction. Look for breaks, changes in meaning, gaps within the text.
Reading intentionality four: Rhetoric. Find modes of appeal; examine how the text is constructed to make its 

effect. Experience a self-reflexive read, looking at how the text is influencing you.

External
Reading intentionality five: Cultural History.  Place the text within a genre.
Reading intentionality six:  Social History.  View the text as an event.
Reading intentionality seven: Political Document.  Look for strategy, praxis.
Reading intentionality eight: Sociology of Knowledge.  Read the text as an existential life situation that calls for

a response about the world.
Reading intentionality nine: Psychology of Knowledge.  Learn biographical placement with personal motivation 

and personal history of the author.
Reading intentionality ten: Phenomenology.  Take up that which can be grounded within one's own experience 

from the work.  
Reading intentionality eleven: The Truth of the Matter.

Michael A. Weinstein, Sassone Class Notes, Purdue University, Spring 1989.  With permission of the author, 
2007.
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with time to learn to be a love pirate; what Professor
Weinstein named love-piracy was the process of
boarding a text to separate the dross from the gold.  I
was habituated to read—looking for all the good I could

To read philosophically is
to look for, recognize, and
live the wisdom in the text.

I have continued to develop Professor Weinstein’s theory of
reading to provoke self-consciousness about reading strategies

in my students and help them understand the role of reading in our
philosophy of education classes and in their lives.
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in a text, learning that at times, out of one paragraph,
chapter, book, there may be only one such idea.  This
was reading for other-than-skill, other-than-perfor-
mance.  When I landed my tenure-track position at
NIU, I learned of Hannah Arendt’s similar idea of
pearl-diving from a senior colleague, Wilma Miranda.
Whether the metaphor is one of filling your treasure
chest or is one of stringing a pearl necklace, to read
philosophically is to look for, recognize, and live the
wisdom in the text.  Reading to amass a treasure chest
of textual gold or to string a pearl bracelet/necklace
forever changed my relationship with texts and, more
importantly, my life practice.

I am not sure why I never had conscious aware-
ness of using text for wisdom, for ways out of and in.  I
would have appreciated knowing the power of reading
from a much earlier age and now offer reading instruc-
tion in all my classes.  I have seen that far too many

students approach reading with an intentionality of fear,
“How am I going to get through this?” or an intentional-
ity of suspicion trying to cast doubt upon all texts, rather
than a hermeneutics of celebration—to get to the
thinker and to let yourself be “got” by the thinker.  I
have continued to develop Professor Weinstein’s theory
of reading to provoke self-consciousness about reading
strategies in my students and help them understand the
role of reading in our philosophy of education classes
and in their lives.

I met my best textual friend, Friedrich Nietzsche,
early in graduate school.  Befriending him has at times
been difficult as he has been a challenge to read; what
he invites me to consider requires courage that I was

not aware I had and that I struggle hard to evince, and
the external consequences have been the same as
follow any lightning rod in their field.  And yet once I
read him, I could never put him aside for long, despite
such attempts.  I followed multiple links throughout my
graduate schooling and always found myself back with
Nietzsche.  In the past twenty plus years, I have not at
all “outgrown him” (as one of his academic critics
demanded of me), nor has his work lessened in strength
for me.

His is a voice in the wilderness as well as a way to
myself and others.  I do not agree with all that
Nietzsche wrote, but, as with any friend, I accept his
frailties, misperceptions, and weaknesses.  In his case,
this is easy, as I can take him on his own terms with
what he named the Error of Philosophers:

The philosopher believes that the value of his
philosophy lies in the whole; in the building:
posterity discovers it in the bricks with which
he built and which are then often used again
for better building:  in the fact, that is to say,
that that building can be destroyed and none-
theless possess value as material.  (AOAM,
201)

His indictment of a system in which individuals are
trained to be in-and-for-others, his call for individuals to
be-in-and-for-self—that is, learning a healthy love of
self-care, a taste for solitude, respect for language, and
a perspective on perspective—still fortify me.1  In an
early work by Nietzsche, “Schopenhauer as Educa-
tor,”2 reading, philosophy and philosophy of education
converge:

The only critique of a philosophy that is pos-
sible and that proves something, namely trying
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to see whether one can live in accordance with
it, has never been taught at universities:  all that
has ever been taught is a critique of words by
means of other words. (SE 8, p. 187)

This normative philosophical stance has not neces-
sarily supplanted other reading intentionalities, nor of
course is Nietzsche the only one who has offered me
affirmation, guidance, and acceptance as to my way.
In fact, as with Nietzsche (1969),

. . . every kind of reading belongs among my
recreations - hence among the things that
liberate me from myself, that allow me to walk
about in strange sciences and souls—that I no
longer take seriously.  Reading is precisely my
recreation from my own seriousness. During
periods when I am hard at work you will not
find me surrounded by books:  I’d beware of
letting anyone near me talk, much less think.
And that is what reading would mean.  (EH
“Clever” II:3)

Endnotes
1   For specifics see Sassone, L. A.  (2002).  The process of

becoming:  A democratic Nietzschean philosophical
pedagogy for individualization.  Chicago:  Discovery
Association Publishing House.

2   In addition to learning how to read with Professor
Weinstein in Spring 1989, I was also enrolled in a Content
Reading course (ED 522) with Professor David O’Brien
where the Fry and Raygor reading tests were applied to

George Santayana’s Scepticism and Animal Faith (among
other texts); this Santayana read scored a grade 6 on the
Raygor scale [5 sentences, 17 words > 6 letters] and with
Fry tested a grade level of 9 [150 syllables].  I do not see
most 6th graders making the distinctions between intuition,
essence, and experience in philosophic discourse as
Santayana does but believe that pre-pubescent
adolescents do philosophize, so I find it fitting that this
text would be considered readable at that school level
based on these text assessments.
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“The unexamined life is not worth living.”
                                —Socrates

I sat in a large lecture hall at Michigan State Uni-
 versity surrounded by undergraduate students scrib
 bling in their notebooks.  A lean, elderly professor

stood at the desk in front of us, describing some epoch
of European history—I can’t recall which.  I had found
and purchased his textbook on European history, so I
was relying on the book, not his endlessly dusty lec-
tures, to help me pass exams.  And so I sat, half
dreaming.  Then he paused and said, “I recommend
that you read Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov.  I
read it as a young man, I read it again in middle-age,
and I am reading it now.  Few authors can speak to
every age of man as Fyodor Dostoevsky does.” He
resumed the lecture.  I can recall nothing else he said,
not even his name.

After I had graduated and found a two-bit job in
Detroit, I moved into a dusty apartment near Wayne
State University.  I found a copy of The Brothers
Karamazov (1880) in a used bookstore just off the
campus.  As I sat on a bus that daily took me down
gritty, snow-scrubbed streets, I entered a world very
different from my own.  There I met a disgusting
Russian father consumed with lust; a sensitive son
yearning for spiritual purity; another son, an intellectual

Ah, Fyodor, Ah, Myself

Lucy Townsend
Northern Illinois University

Few authors can speak to
every age of man as Fyodor

Dostoevsky does.

It was a man’s story, the world
through male eyes.  Still,

Dostoevsky’s writing drew me
as nothing else could.
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atheist; still another driven by romantic passion; and a
fourth, a despised servant.

Eventually I gave up on the novel—too big, too
complicated.  Anyway, it was a man’s story, the world
through male eyes.  Still, Dostoevsky’s writing drew me
as nothing else could, and I continued to read more
novels, some by myself, and after I married, with my

husband:  Notes from the Underground (1864), Crime
and Punishment (1866), The Idiot (1868), The Gam-
bler (1867), The House of the Dead (1862).  The men
in these novels usually lived frustrating lives.  Lives of
desperation.  Some reflected deeply on their anguish;
others escaped into gambling, religious mysticism, or

some other obsession.  As I looked into each of their
faces, I saw myself.

Like the narrator in Notes from the Underground,
I was often bitter and self condemning.  Why was it so
difficult to land a meaningful job even when I had two
master’s degrees and finally a doctorate?  Time after
time I took the only job I could get—receptionist, typist,
factory worker, bookstore clerk, waitress, school-
teacher, editor, part-time lecturer.  In these roles I
smiled often, but inside I was like the Underground
Man:  angry over life’s constraints, envious of others,
small and mean.  Strangely, I felt relieved to discover
that someone else was even more despicable than I.
Ironically, the Underground Man’s utter depravity gave
me hope for myself.

The character Dmitri embodied my tendency to
romantic enslavement.  He was the lover ever throwing
himself at the feet of his beloved.  How well I knew
that feeling of joyful abandonment whenever I found
someone with whom I could share my deepest thoughts
and yearnings!  Yet the feeling was always fleeting, the
love object sadly diminished when I came to know him
better.  I can well remember the despair that enveloped
me at realizing I was bored by the same man who had
captivated me only weeks before.  Here, instead of a
hero, was another struggling creature like myself.
Eventually I realized that I would find ultimate meaning
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I told myself that I would never elevate myself above humanity
as he had; yet my brother told me recently that I was brushing

off his ideas as if he were worthless.
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not in romantic liaisons but in my own life struggle.  If
I didn’t stop chasing dreams, I would never fully live.

Perhaps most frightening of all Dostoevsky’s
characters was Raskolnikov, an impoverished ex-
university student who murdered a pawnbroker and her

younger sister for a small stash of money.  Raskolnikov
convinced himself that his victims didn’t really matter:
they were old and unattractive while he was young and
intelligent.  They were ordinary human beings while he
belonged to that class of gifted heroes superior to
human laws.  I have met several Raskolnikovs.  One
was a psychiatrist.  I recall the luncheon conversations
my husband and I had with him (His wife remained
silent.) after church on Sunday mornings.  He looked so
self assured, swinging a sandaled foot and speaking in a
confident, bored voice.  Clearly he placed himself in the
ethereal regions while most poor earthlings groveled in
intellectual basements.  I heard many years later that
he had recently died in prison while awaiting trial for
stealing Mercedes-Benzes.  At the time, I told myself
that I would never elevate myself above humanity as
he had; yet my brother told me recently that I was
brushing off his ideas as if he were worthless.  Was I
playing the role of Raskolnikov?

It has been many years since my elderly professor
touted The Brothers Karamazov.  I cannot say that it

contributed much to my knowledge of Russian history,
but whenever I think of someone who has made a
significant contribution to my intellectual development,
powerful images flash into my mind.  I see a struggling
ex-official ruminating on his hateful personality, a young

man consumed by romantic passion, a murderer in a
Siberia prison camp, a gambler at a roulette table, an
aspiring saint sitting at the feet of his spiritual mentor.  I
feel the frigid Russian winter, the depth of human guilt,
the fear of emptiness.

Ah, Fyodor, ah, myself.

Lucy Townsend, Ph.D., is a Professor in the Foundations of
Education, Northern Illinois University who teaches the
history and philosophy of education.  The curator of the
Blackwell History of Education Museum and Research
Collection, she also serves as the Executive Director of the
Country Schools Association of America, a society devoted
to the preservation of country schools and their use as
living history museums.  She has published books, articles,
short stories, plays, and curriculum, and, with Barbara
Wiley, the 25-reel microform collection and guide, The
Papers of Emma Hart Williard, 1787-1870 (Lexis-Nexis, 2004).
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ANNOUNCEMENT

RECLAIMING THE WISDOM TRADITION FOR EDUCATION

Assembly for Expanded Perspectives on Learning
14th Annual Summer Conference

May 29-June 1, 2008,
Mount Madonna Center, near Santa Cruz, CA

Co-organizers: Bruce Novak, The Foundation for Ethics and Meaning;
Stan Scott, University of Maine, Presque-Isle

GOALS:

To explore how making the sharing of wisdom a central focus of education might vastly increase public esteem
for and human investment in education, in these times in which wisdom is so conspicuously and dreadfully
lacking in our world.

To explore, compare, and begin to synthesize spiritual, philosophical, and humanistic understandings of the
nature and value of wisdom and how it is shared.

To promote dialogue and synergy among spiritually, philosophically, and humanistically based groups already
focusing on wisdom in education (e.g. AEPL, The Alliance for Compassionate Education, The Philosophy of
Education Society, The Spirituality and Education Network, and Holistic Ed SIGs of the American Educational
Research Association, Waldorf Education, Montessori Education, Partnership Education).

To explore pedagogies that evoke the awareness of wisdom.

SPEAKERS SOUGHT:

Matthew Fox, founder, Wisdom University, Oakland CA; author of upcoming Awe-Based Wisdom Education;
One River, Many Wells: Wisdom Springing from Global Faiths; Creativity: Where the Human and the
Divine Meet, and many other works.  Former Catholic priest (defrocked by Ratzinger for radical views);
currently Episcopal priest.  (Invited.)

Riane Eisler, author, The Chalice and the Blade (dubbed “the most important book since The Origin of
Species” by anthropologist Ashley Montagu); Sacred Pleasure; Tomorrow’s Children; The REAL Wealth of
Nations: Creating a Caring Economics, and other works.  (Accepted.)
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Robert Inchausti, Professor of English, CalPoly, San Luis Obispo; author of Spitwad Sutras: Classroom
Teaching as Sublime Vocation; The Ignorant Perfection of Ordinary People; Thomas Merton: American
Visionary, and other works.  (Accepted.)

Joseph Kilikevice, founder and director, Shem Center for Interfaith Spirituality, Oak Park, IL.  Student of
Matthew Fox; practitioner of Creation Spirituality and Sufi Universal Dances of Peace.  (Accepted.)

Jack Miller, Professor of Education, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education; author, Educating for Wisdom
and Compassion and several other works on holistic education; organizer of five international conferences of
holistic education at OISE. (Accepted.)

Michael Nagler, Professor of Classics and Comparative Literature, UC-Berkeley; founder. Berkeley Peace and
Conflict Studies Program; founder, Blue Mountain Center of Meditation; author, The Search for a Nonviolent
Future (2002 American Book Award); co-author, The Upanishads.  (Accepted.)

Rachel Naomi Remen, M.D., Clinical Professor, UC San Francisco School of Medicine; author, Kitchen Table
Wisdom:  Stories that Heal and other books.  Keynote speaker, 1997 Naropa University Spirituality and
Education Conference. (Invited.)

Stephen Rockefeller, Professor of Religion Emeritus, Middlebury College; author, John Dewey:  Religious
Humanist; President, Earth Charter USA. (Invited.)

SITE:
Mount Madonna Conference Center, site of the organization’s 2000 conference, an ashram with an ethic of
love, master yoga teachers, and a view of Monterey Bay.

AEPL is a Special Interest Group of the National Council of Teachers of English and sponsors many
activities within that organization, including an award winning, refereed academic journal.  Speakers at
past conferences include Carol Gilligan, Nel Noddings, Riane Eisler, Richard Pennebaker, Rachael
Kessler, and our Advisory Board Members James Moffett, bell hooks, Peter Elbow, Jane Tompkins,
Sondra Perl, and Gabriele Rico.  Far more than a professional organization, we are an assemblage
warm-hearted and broad-minded folk who have over the years become a community of deeply
welcoming kindred spirits, in large part through the connections and refreshment provided by these
annual summertime conferences.

For more information contact Dr. Bruce Novak (formerly of NIU): brucenovak@ma.com, or consult
www.aepl.org after September 1.
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About Thresholds

In the summer of 1973, several professors from the former Department of Secondary Education at Northern
Illinois University discussed the possibility for an education journal that united secondary school practitioners and
university professors in dialog.   They talked about problems, experiments, research, and new developments.  This
group, under the leadership of Dr. Leonard Pourchot, proceeded to elect a board of directors, establish a non-
profit foundation, solicit charter members, elect a managerial staff, and set the wheels in motion for a long range
goal of publishing the first issue of Thresholds in Secondary Education in February, 1975.

The word “thresholds” best represented the intention to explore ideas and share viewpoints that could lead
to new educational advances while respecting achieved values and knowledge bases.   The Thresholds in
Secondary Education journal would stimulate thinking, influence education practices, inform, and inspire.

Over the years, Thresholds has broadened its focus beyond secondary education to include dialogue
between educational theorists and practitioners from diverse locations.  In 1977, the journal was retitled
Thresholds in Education.  Today it remains dedicated to the examination and exploration of new educational
inquiries, theories, viewpoints, and program innovations.  The title of the journal was well chosen and more than
ever is relevant to the needed forum among educators in these complex times.   The threshold is a structure
familiar to all cultures from ancient times.  Taken literally, it is the traverse beam of a doorframe.  But it also
stands as a metaphor for moving through time, place, and process.  Thresholds are crossing-over places where
we venture from the securely known to the uncharted spaces.

The publication of the Thresholds in Education Journal is a cooperative effort between the Thresholds in
Education Foundation, the Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations, and the College
of Education.

Visit our website and browse the Archives at
http://www.cedu.niu.edu/lepf/thresholds
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