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Education, Drugs and Computers

No profit grows where is no pleasure ta’en,

In brief, sir, study what you most affect.

- Shakespeare (Taming of the Shrew, 1.1.39-40)

Education, as opposed to skills training is essentially philosophy, the search for the meaning of the beauty of life and tragedy of death.  Since the ancient Greek Academy of Plato and Lyceum of Aristotle, the learning of philosophy was voluntary in response to a vocation, a perceived interest and capacity in the student.  This form of education continued through the Middle Ages essentially with the training of the clergy into the Renaissance.

With the Industrial Revolution our civilization shifted from rural agricultural to urban manufacturing and the state assumed the obligation to “educate” and mandated compulsory skills training to guarantee a technologically and economically strong society.  This was not all bad and we enjoy the fruits of it today, although Homer, Dante, Shakespeare and philosophy have all but disappeared from the curriculum which means we have lost sight of the fundamental principles of our society, the dimensions of the playing field where we live and play.

A parallel development was the rise of adolescence, that period in which youth are “prepared” for adulthood, but do not directly contribute to the economic welfare of the family unit or society.  On the farm, children were a valued resource, but as they were understandably removed from the factory and more complex skills training was required, adolescence and the school as we know it resulted.  

It is the thesis of this paper that the rise of the flexible work unit and computers might break down the school structure as we know it and bring the child back into a humane, appropriate and self-fulfilling job market.

Requiring by law that all children of a given age in a geographical area meet in a circumscribed classroom, to be subjected to information which varies every hour, by a teacher not of their choosing, to be absorbed during a semester is unreal.  Squeezing all children’s interests and abilities into a single mold is counterproductive for everyone except the school system.

This process is demeaning and dehumanizing.  Children must subordinate any interests to that of the school system where they are constantly under observation and self-esteem is measured by grades on a scale of one to ten.  Worse, it develops only an insignificant fraction of the abilities of most individuals.

I think it perfectly understandable that the brighter, more creative and intuitive adolescents turn to legal and illegal drugs to support this dehumanizing process during a meaningless adolescence.  Worse than meaningless because the boundless energy and creativity of youth is either wasted or expressed antagonistically. 

As demonstrated by millions of rusting computers in schools around the world, the computer in the present educational system is not the solution.  However, the computer might be able to shift the place, velocity and format of the skills learning process for the student, teacher and parents, rather than force them into the fixed classroom model.  

It can also permit a wider social acculturation of one’s own choosing rather than the accidental interaction of what sits at the next desk.  Consider that adolescents are almost always introduced to illegal drugs by school peers.

The solution is child labor.  Not the return to the inhuman exploration of the young, but making them part of the fabric of society from birth, not only after twenty one.  The student today understandably sees no need for what is required in the curriculum, but once they are part of the structure of  society, the path they choose to follow will present the needs which generates the interest and the learning will happen.  The old aphorism is true:  When the student is ready the teacher will appear.

Let me demonstrate with a case.  A father of three adolescents, an engineer who loves sailing, lost his job.  He invented a type of sail that can be rolled up electronically (an automatic furling jib for the sailors) and began to make them for local customers.  

Since he couldn’t afford the local private school and didn’t like the public school, he and his wife decided to home school the children.  Lots of problems, but they purchased the materials at a very low cost from a provider that furnished support and set up a school within their own home, something relatively common in the United States today.   A few years later he was not only successfully making and selling these sails, some friends and neighbors went into the business with him and also home schooled their children.

Everyone became involved in the manufacture, sales and product support.   The smaller children started out by assembling the mechanical parts, moved up to sewing sails, controlling stock and providing the computer support for the whole process because the youngsters adapt to computers quicker than the adults.

Since the children are home schooled, parents and older children assume the obligation to tutor subjects that they are more interested in for their own children and others, although the accredited teacher and the class material is all online.  And of course the curriculum is flexible which permits adaptation to the work and social schedule.  Much peer teaching goes on in this modern red brick school house, and there are not a lot of empty hours to fill with stultifying  television.

Recently they received an order for a sail to be installed on a boat they were not familiar with, so a sixteen year old girl flew across the country to the marina where she took the measurements and e-mailed them back.  It took a couple of days to make and ship the sail, so she looked around at the other boats, sold a couple more sails, made some new friends, plugged in her laptop to keep up with homework, installed the sail when it arrived and flew back home.  When asked how it all went she said it was fun.  The perfect answer.  Why should kindergarten be about the only fun time in school?   

The process is far from perfect because the curriculum still requires things that some of the children are not interested in, and the old teenage sex, alcohol, smoking and discipline problems are still problems (no illegal drugs yet), as well as the standard adult greed, bickering, sex, envy, death and drinking problems, but there is a lot of  love, humor and compassion in this extended community/family that turns these traumas into experiences and gets on with life.   A lot of living goes on there.

True, all this is not yet about education, philosophy, the ability to question, think and entertain ideas, but once the adolescent is an enthusiastic part of society, it just might happen.  
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