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The following is a brilliant essay kjohn Taylor Gatt@ntitled, "The Seven Lesson Schoolteacher" --afne
several such essays found in Gatto's bobkinibing Us Dowtt'

The Seven-Lesson Schoolteacher

by John Taylor Gatto - 1991 New York State Teacheof the Year

Call me Mr. Gatto, please. Twenty-six years agejriganothing better to do at the time, | tried ngnld at
schoolteaching. The license | hold certifies thatl an instructor of English language and Englishature, but
that isn't what | do at all. | don't teach Englisteach school -- and | win awards doing it.

Teaching means different things in different pladeg seven lessons are universally taught frontefato
Hollywood Hills. They constitute a national curriem you pay for in more ways than you can imagsteyou
might as well know what it is. You are at libertf,course, to regard these lessons any way youbikiebelieve
me when | say | intend no irony in this presentatibhese are the things | teach, these are thgstlyiou pay me
to teach. Make of them what you will.

1. CONFUSION
A lady named Kathy wrote this to me from Duboigjitma the other day:

"What big ideas are important to little kids? Wéflle biggest idea | think they need is that whay th
are learning isn't idiosyncratic -- that therease system to it all and it's not just raining dosn
them as they helplessly absorb. That's the tagkderstand, to make coherent.”

Kathy has it wrongThe first lesson | teach is confusidverythingl teach is out of context. | teach the
un-relating of everything. | teach disconnectidrteach too much: the orbiting of planets, the arge
numbers, slavery, adjectives, architectural draywitagce, gymnasium, choral singing, assembliepriserguests,
fire drills, computer languages, parents' nightsffslevelopment days, pull-out programs, guidanith strangers
my students may never see again, standardized agstsegregation unlike anything seen in the deitsi
world....What do any of these things have to d&wach other?

Even in the best schools a close examination afaztlum and its sequences turns up a lack of caoteeyeull of
internal contradictions. Fortunately the childrevé no words to define the panic and anger thdyafemnstant
violations of natural order and sequentdbed off on them as quality in education. Thgidaf the school-mind
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is that it is better to leave school with a todlddi superficial jargon derived from economics,istagy, natural
science and so on than to leave with one genuiteigiasm. But quality in education entails learrabgut
something in depth. Confusion is thrust upon kiglédm many strange adults, each working alone wiitly the
thinnest relationship with each other, pretendorgtlie most part, to an expertise they do not [E3ssse

Meaning, not disconnected facts, is what sane humeangs seek, and education is a set of codegdoepsing
raw facts into meaning. Behind the patchwork cefilschool sequences and the school obsession adth &nd
theories, the age-old human search lies well cdade@his is harder to see in elementary schoolrevtiee
hierarchy of school experience seems to make lstese because the good-natured simple relatioogHigt's
do this" and "let's do that" is just assumed tomsamething and the clientele has not yet conslgialiscerned
how little substance is behind the play and pretens

Think of the great natural sequences like leartingalk and learning to talk; following the progsem of light
from sunrise to sunset; witnessing the ancientgores of a farmer, a smithy, or a shoemaker; waggrour
mother prepare a Thanksgiving feast -- all of taggare in perfect harmony with each other, eatibrajustifies
itself and illuminates the past and the future.d®tlsequences aren't like that, not inside a sidlgles and not
among the total menu of daily classes. School semseare crazy. There is no particular reasonrfpioathem,
nothing that bears close scrutiny. Few teacherddware to teach the tools whereby dogmas of acdarea
teacher could be criticized since everything mesatcepted. School subjects are learned, if¢haype learned,
like children learn the catechism or memorize thety-nine Articles of Anglicanism.

| teach the un-relating of everything, an infifitegmentation the opposite of cohesion; what Isdmore related
to television programming than to making a schefwaer. In a world where home is only a ghost,ause both
parents work, or because too many moves or too fjednghanges or too much ambition, or because onget
else has left everybody too confused to maintdanaly relation, | teach you how to accept confusas your
destiny. That's the first lesson | teach.

2. CLASS POSITION

The second lesson | teach is class positie@ach that students must stay in the classevtiny belong. | don't
know who decides my kids belong there but thattsmpbusiness. The children are numbered so tleatyifget
away they can be returned to the right class. @hesyears the variety of ways children are numbéegesichools
has increased dramatically, until it is hard to tteehuman beings plainly under the weight of nursltieey carry.
Numbering children is a big and very profitable ertdking, though what the strategy is designedatomplish i
elusive. | don't even know why parents would, witha fight, allow it to be done to their kids.

In any case, again, that's not my business. Mygab make them like it, being locked in togethéthvehildren
who bear numbers like their own. Or at the leagindure it like good sports. If | do my job welietkids can't
evenimaginethemselves somewhere else, because I've shownhibwrto envy and fear the better classes and
how to have contempt for the dumb classes. Undeefficient discipline the class mostly policeseif into good
marching order. That's the real lesson of any dggempetition like school. You come to know youaqs.

In spite of the overall class blueprint, which amses that ninety-nine percent of the kids are iiir ttlass to stay, |
nevertheless make a public effort to exhort chitdehigher levels of test success, hinting at wadriransfer
from the lower class as a reward. | frequentlyninate that the day will come when an employer ik them on
the basis of test scores and grades, even thougiwmexperience is that employers are rightly fiedént to such
things. | never lie outright, but I've come to flest truth and schoolteaching are, at bottom, irgatible just as
Socrates said they were thousands of years agde$s@en of numbered classes is that everyone paspar place
in the pyramid and that there is no way out of ydass except by number magic. Failing that, yostrstay
where you are put.

3. INDIFFERENCE
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The third lesson | teach kids is indifferenteeach children not to care about anything taecim even though they
want to make it appear that they do. How | do idigery subtle. | do it by demanding that they beedotally
involved in my lessons, jumping up and down inttiseiats with anticipation, competing vigorouslyhnaéach
other for my favor. It's heartwarming when theytdat; it impresses everyone, even me. When I'myabest |

plan lessons very carefully in order to producs #tiow of enthusiasm. But when the bell ringsikirthat they
stop whatever it is that we've been working on jprmteed quickly to the next work station. They ntush on

and off like a light switch. Nothing important igeg finished in my class, nor in any other clakadw of.
Students never have a complete experience excapeanstallment plan.

Indeed, the lesson of the bells is that no worskasth finishing, so why care too deeply about amgR Years of
bells will condition all but the strongest to a \ebthat can no longer offer important work to dellB are the
secret logic of schooltime; their logic is inexdealBells destroy the past and future, convertverginterval
into a sameness, as the abstraction of a map eadery living mountain and river the same, eveudjh they
are not. Bells inoculate each undertaking withffiedence.

4. EMOTIONAL DEPENDENCY

The fourth lesson | teach is emotional dependeByg\stars and red checks, smiles and frowns, grizenors and
disgraces | teach kids to surrender their willte predestined chain of command. Rights may beeptar
withheld by any authority without appeal, becaughts do not exist inside a school -- not evenritet of free
speech, as the Supreme Court has ruled -- unlkeslsauthorities say they do. As a schoolteachietgrvene in
many personal decisions, issuing a pass for thdserh legitimate, or initiating a disciplinary cooritation for
behavior that threatens my control. Individualgyconstantly trying to assert itself among childaed teenagers,
so my judgments come thick and fast. Individuabtg contradiction of class theory, a curse tetems of
classification.

Here are some common ways it shows up: childreaksaway for a private moment in the toilet on thetgxt of
moving their bowels, or they steal a private instarthe hallway on the grounds they need watknow they
don't, but I allow them to deceive me becausedbiglitions them to depend on my favors. Sometimessill
appears right in front of me in children angry, ekgsed or happy about things outside my ken; righgsich
matters cannot be recognized by schoolteacheng porileges that can be withdrawn, hostages taddmehavior.

5. INTELLECTUAL DEPENDENCY

The fifth lesson | teach is intellectual depende@yod people wait for a teacher to tell them wbato. It is the
most important lesson, that we must wait for ofpeple, better trained than ourselves, to makendenings of
our lives. The expert makes all the important cesjonly |, the teacher, can determine what you stusly, or
rather, only the people who pay me can make thesisidns which | then enforce. If I'm told that eumn is a
fact instead of a theory, | transmit that as ordepeinishing deviants who resist what | have be&hto tell them
to think. This power to control what children wiilink lets me separate successful students frdoréai very
easily.

Successfuthildren do the thinking | appoint them with a miam of resistance and a decent show of enthusiasm.
Of the millions of things of value to study, | deéeiwhat few we have time for, or actually it is ided by my

faceless employers. The choices are theirs, whyldh@rgue? Curiosity has no important place inwayk, only
conformity.

Badkids fight this, of course, even though they I concepts to know what they are fighting, stlinggo
make decisions for themselves about what theyl@alin and when they will learn it. How can we allthat and
survive as schoolteachers? Fortunately there aeegdures to break the will of those who resisg mhore
difficult, naturally, if the kid has respectabler@ats who come to his aid, but that happens leddess in spite of
the bad reputation of schools. No middle-classmiarehave ever met actually believe ttiadir kid's school is
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one of the bad ones. Not one single parent in ventyears of teaching. That's amazing and probtiia best
testimony to what happens to families when motherfather have been well-schooled themselves, itlggathe
seven lessons.

Good people wait for an expert to tell them whaddo It is hardly an exaggeration to say that ouire economy
depends upon this lesson being learned. Think at wiould fall apart if kids weren't trained to bepéndent: the
social-service businesses could hardly survive; Wnauld vanish, | think, into the recent historitiaibo out of
which they arose. Counselors and therapists waalkl dn in horror as the supply of psychic invaldsished.
Commercial entertainment of all sorts, includiegpvision would wither as people learned again how to make
their own fun. Restaurants, prepared-food and demnast of other assorted food services would bstially
down-sized if people returned to making their oweala rather than depending on strangers to plaikt, ghop,
and cook for them. Much of modern law, medicined angineering would go too, the clothing business a
schoolteaching as well, unless a guaranteed sapplgipless people continued to pour out of ounstheach
year.

Don't be too quick to vote for radical school refaf you want to continue getting a paycheck. Wéudt a way
of life that depends on people doing what theytaliebecause they don't know how to tekmselvesvhat to do.
It's one of the biggest lessons | teach.

6. PROVISIONAL SELF-ESTEEM

The sixth lesson | teach is provisional self-estdégou've ever tried to wrestle a kid into lindv@se parents have
convinced him to believe they'll love him in spittanything, you know how impossible it is to make
self-confident spirits conform. Our world wouldstirvive a flood of confident people very long, gedch that
your self-respect should depend on expert opiribnkids are constantly evaluated and judged.

A monthly report, impressive in its provision, en$ into students' homes to signal approval oradkrexactly,
down to a single percentage point, how dissatisfigd their children parents should be. The ecolofgood"
schooling depends upon perpetuating dissatisfagigiras much as the commercial economy depentiseon
same fertilizer. Although some people might be gaegal how little time or reflection goes into madinp these
mathematical records, the cumulative weight ofdbjective-seeming documents establishes a proie t
compels children to arrive at certain decisionsualitemselves and their futures based on the casigihent of
strangers. Self-evaluation, the staple of everyomglilosophical system that ever appeared on ldreep is never
considered a factor. The lesson of report cardslay, and tests is that children should not theshselves or
their parents but should instead rely on the eviainaf certified officials. People need to be teldat they are
worth.

7. ONE CAN'T HIDE

The seventh lesson | teach is that one can't higiach children they are always watched, thelh éaunder
constant surveillance by myself and my colleaglibsre are no private spaces for children, then®@ iprivate
time. Class change lasts three hundred secona=efogromiscuous fraternization at low levels. Sttslare
encouraged to tattle on each other or even te tattltheir own parents. Of course, | encouragengste file their
own child's waywardness too. A family trained td@amnon itself isn't likely to conceal any danges@ecrets.

| assign a type of extended schooling called "hoaré&W so that the effect of surveillance, if noattsurveillance
itself, travels into private households, where stid might otherwise use free time to learn somgthi
unauthorized from a father or mother, by explorgtr by apprenticing to some wise person in thghtmrhood.
Disloyalty to the idea of schooling is a Devil alygaeady to find work for idle hands.

The meaning of constant surveillance and deniglighcy is that no one can be trusted, that privacyot
legitimate. Surveillance is an ancient imperatespoused by certain influential thinkers, a cergratcription set
down inThe Republicin The City of Godin thelnstitutes of the Christian Religipin New Atlantisin
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Leviathat, and in a host of other places. All these chislie®n who wrote these books discovered the samg: thi
children must be closely watched if you want togkaesociety under tight central control. Childreiii follow a
private drummer if you can't get them into a unified marching band.

It is the great triumph of compulsory governmennimmoly mass-schooling that among even the bestyof m
fellow teachers, and among the best of my studpatents, only a small number can imagine a diffeneay to
do things. "The kids have to know how to read amnitewdon't they?" "They have to know how to add a
subtract, don't they?" "They have to learn toofellorders if they ever expect to keep a job."

Only a few lifetimes ago things were very differemthe United States. Originality and variety weoenmon
currency; our freedom from regimentation made esniracle of the world; social-class boundariesewer
relatively easy to cross; our citizenry was marusly confident, inventive, and able to do muchtf@mselves
independently, and to think for themselves. We veeraething special, we Americans, all by ourselvéthout
government sticking its nose into our lives, withmstitutions and social agencies telling us howhink and
feel. We were something special, as individual#magricans.

But we've had a society essentially under centmatrol in the United States since just before thal @/ar, and
such a society requires compulsory schooling, gowent monopoly schooling, to maintain itself. Befthis
development schooling wasn't very important anywhéfe had it, but not too much of it, and only aghmas an
individualwanted People learned to read, write, and do arithmesitfine anyway; there are some studies that
suggest literacy at the time of the American Retioihy at least for non-slaves on the Eastern sedbuas close
to total. Thomas Paine€ommon Senssold 600,000 copies to a population of 3,000,086énty percent of
whom were slaves, and fifty percent indentured arets:

Were the colonists geniuses? No, the truth isréeding, writing, and arithmetic only take aboué drundred
hours to transmit as long as the audience is eagewilling to learn. The trick is to wait until s@one asks and
then move fast while the mood is on. Millions obpke teach themselves these things, it really vari hard.
Pick up a fifth-grade math or rhetoric textbooknfré850 and you'll see that the texts were pitched bn what
would today be considered college level. The cammig cry for "basic skills" practice is a smokeesarn behind
which schools preempt the time of children for teeyears and teach them the seven lessons I'végastibed to
you.

The society that has become increasingly underalesantrol since just before the Civil War showgif in the
lives we lead, the clothes we wear, the food weaat the green highway signs we drive by from ctmasoast,
all of which are the products of this control. 8m, | think, are the epidemics of drugs, suicidieorce, violence,
cruelty, and the hardening of class into castbénUnited States products of the dehumanizatiaubfives, the
lessening of individual, family, and community innance, a diminishment that proceeds from centmatrol.
The character of large compulsory institutionssvitable; they want more and more until there &my more to
give. School takes our children away from any goksi of an active role in community life -- in ¢ait destroys
communities by relegating the training of childterthe hands of certified experts -- and by doing €nsures
our children cannot grow up fully humahristotle taught that without a fully active role in commiyrlife one
could not hope to become a healthy human beingelyshe was right. Look around you the next time go@ near
a school or an old people's reservation if you vaistemonstration.

School as it was built is an essential supporesydbr a vision of social engineering that condemust people
to be subordinate stones in a pyramid that narasnsascends to a terminal of control. Schoohiaifice

which makes such a pyramidical social order se@vitable, although such a premise is a fundaméetahyal

of the American Revolution. From colonial days thgb the period of the Republic we had no schoosptak of
-- read Benjamin Franklin&utobiographyfor an example of a man who had no time to wastehool -- and yet
the promise of Democracy was beginning to be redli¥Ve turned our backs on this promise by bringinigie
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the ancient pharaonic dream of Egypt: compulsobpsiination for all. That was the secret Platoctatly
transmitted inThe Republievhen Glaucon and Adeimantus exhorted from Soctht&eplan for total state control
of human life, a plan necessary to maintain a $peiaere some people take more than their shaxeill"show
you," says Socrates, "how to bring about such arfslr city, but you will not like what | am going say.” And
so the blueprint of the seven-lesson school wasdketched.

The current debate about whether we should haati@al curriculum is phony. We already have aarei
curriculum locked up in the seven lessons | hasequtlined. Such a curriculum produces physicakat and
intellectual paralysis, and no curriculum of conteril be sufficient to reverse its hideous effedf¢hat is
currently under discussion in our national schgsitéria about failing academic performance missepbint.
Schools teach exactly what they are intended thtaad they do it well: how to be a good Egyptiad eemain
in your place in the pyramid.

None of this is inevitable. None of it is impossilbd overthrow. We do have choices in how we bapgouny
people; there is no one right way. If we broke tigio the power of the pyramidical illusion we woskk that.
There is no life-and-death international compatitioreatening our national existence, difficultlzat idea is even
to think about, let alone believe, in the face abatinual media barrage of myth to the contramevery
important material respect our nation is self-gigfnt, including in energy. | realize that ideaswounter to the
most fashionable thinking of political economidigt the "profound transformation” of our economgsé people
talk about is neither inevitable nor irreversilobal economics does not speak to the public feretheaningful
work, affordable housing, fulfilling education, apmte medical care, a clean environment, honest and
accountable government, social and cultural renesvadimple justice. All global ambitions are baseda
definition of productivity and the good life soatiated from common human reality | am convinceslhitrong
and that most people would agree with me if thayiatperceive an alternative. We might be able totkat if we
regained a hold on a philosophy that locates mganmhrere meaning is genuinely to be found -- in fe®j in
friends, in the passage of seasons, in naturéniples ceremonies and rituals, in curiosity, genigypsompassion,
and service to others, in a decent independenceraraty, in all the free and inexpensive things auvhich

real families, real friends and real communitiess lauilt -- then we would be so self-sufficient weudd not even
need the material "sufficiency" which our globakperts" are so insistent we be concerned about.

How did these awful places, these "schools", cobmit? Well, casual schooling has always been vgtim &
variety of forms, a mildly useful adjunct to growinp. But "modern schooling” as we know it is apgogduct of
the two "Red Scares" of 1848 and 1919, when powinrterests feared a revolution among our own irikls
poor. Partly, too, total schooling came about bseanld-line American families were appauled byrtagve
cultures of Celtic, Slavic, and Latin immigrantstioé 1840s and felt repugnance towards the Cathallgion
they brought with them. Certainly a third contriipgtfactor in creating a jail for children callech®ol must have
been the consternation with which these same "Araes’ regarded the movement of African-Americanguiph
the society in the wake of the Civil War.

Look again at the seven lessons of schoolteachorusion, class position, indifference, emoticarad
intellectual dependency, conditional self-esteamveillance -- all of these things are prime tragfor
permanent underclasses, people deprived forevferdifig the center of their own special genius. Aver time
this training has shaken loose from its own origiogic: to regulate the poor. For since the 19@@sgrowth of
the school bureaucracy, and the less visible grafvthhorde of industries that profit from schoglexactly as it
is, has enlarged this institution's original grésghe point that it now seizes the sons and daugluf the middle
classes as well.

Is it any wonder Socrates was outraged at the ationghat he took money to teach? Even then, ghyibers
saw clearly the inevitable direction the profesal@ation of teaching would take, preempting trecteng
function, which belongs to everyone in a healthjmowinity.
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With lessons like the ones | teach day after dahauld be little wonder we have a real nationgigrthe nature
of which is very different from that proclaimed the national mediaYoung people are indifferent to the adult
world and to the future, indifferent to almost gitbing except the diversion of toys and violencehRor poor,
schoolchildren who face the twenty-first centurpmat concentrate on anything for very long; theyeha poor
sense of time past and time to come. They areusisit of intimacy like the children of divorce theeally are
(for we have divorced them from significant paréatéention); they hate solitude, are cruel, matestic,
dependent, passive, violent, timid in the facehefunexpected, addicted to distraction.

All the peripheral tendencies of childhood are mghed and magnified to a grotesque extent by saigakhich,
through its hidden curriculum, prevents effectieegonality development. Indeed, without exploiting
fearfulness, selfishness, and inexperience of @ldour schools could not survive at all, nor ddus a certified
schoolteacher. No common school that actually deréelach the use of critical thinking tools --dithe dialectic,
the heuristic, or other devices that free mindsughemploy -- would last very long before beingitdo pieces.
School has become the replacement for church is@zular society, and like church it requires itsateachings
must be taken on faith.

It is time that we squarely face the fact thatiingbnal schoolteaching is destructive to childrBiobody survives
theseven-lesson curriculucompletely unscathed, not even the instructors.Mbthod is deeply and profoundly
anti-educational. No tinkering will fix it. In onaf the great ironies of human affairs, the maseatkinking the
schools require would cost so muelsthan we are spending now that powerful interestéot afford to let it
happen. You must understand that first and foretm@sbusiness | am in ig@bs projectand an agency for
letting contracts. We cannot afford to save monggellucing the scope of our operation or by divgrsy the
product we offer, even to help children grow ughtigrhat is theron law of institutional schooling -- it is a
business, subject neither to normal accountinggaiaes nor to the rational scalpel of competition.

Some form of free-market system in public schooisthe likeliest place to look for answers, a fnegrket where
family schools and small entrepreneurial schootsrafigious schools and crafts schools and farneaishexist in
profusion to compete with government education.ttyfimg to describe a free market in schooling prsactly like
the one the country had until the Civil Wane in which students volunteer for the kind ofcadion that suits
them even if that means self-education; it didn't lBehjamin Franklin that | can see. These optionst @ow in
miniature, wonderful survivals of a strong and viges past, but they are available only to the ressdul, the
courageous, the lucky, or the rich. The near impdig of one of these better roads opening far #hattered
families of the poor or for the bewildered host pach on the fringes of the urban middle class sugdkeatthe
disaster oseven-lesson schools is going to grow unless veaahething bold and decisive with the mess of
government monopoly school.

After an adult lifetime spent teaching school, ligaee themethodof mass-schooling is its only real content. Don't
be fooled into thinking that good curriculum or goequipment or good teachers are the critical detemts of
your son's or daughter's education. All the pathie®we've considered come about in large measwaube the
lessons of school prevent children from keepingartamnt appointments with themselves and with tfairilies to
learn lessons in self-motivation, perseverancérekfnce, courage, dignity, and love -- and lessim service to
others, too, which are among the key lessons ofehamad community life.

Thirty years ago [in the early 60s] these thingsl@till be learned in the time ledfter school. Butelevisionhas
eaten up most of that time, and a combinationle¥/ts&on and the stresses peculiar to two-income or
single-parent families have swallowed up most ocatnsed to be family time as well. Our kids haveime left
to grow up fully human and only thin-soil wasteland do it in.

A future is rushing down upon our culture whichlwikist all of us learn the wisdom pbn-material experienge
a future which will demand as the price of survitredt we followa path of natural life economical in material
cost These lessons cannot be learned in schools asitheSchool is a twelve-year jail sentence whewt habits
are the only curriculum truly learned. | teach sibamd win awards doing it. | should know.
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