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Public School and University Unite Forces
at the Neighborhood Level

N answER 1O Communism today we

loudly acclaim: our devotion to de-
mocracy as a way of life. Yet we some-
times scem to forget that the distine-
tive quality of democracy does not
primarily come through large scale
technological and economic advances
or spectacular decisions of national and
international councils, but through the
growth and fulfillment of human be-
ings which enable cach onc to become
an cffective participant in the demo-
cratic way of life—dctermining what
conditions make for human welfare
and growth of culture, and then help-
ing to provide these conditions.
Wherever this process is going on,
democracy is being continually reborn:
government 1s then  truly “of the
people, by the people, and for the
people.”

Do we in education also sometimes
forget which values must have first
priority in democracy? Frequently we
become so absorbed in building our
bright new consolidated schools and
the new rescarch laboratories and li-
brarics at our great universitics that
we do not observe what is happening
daily in the living of the children and
of their families for whose growth and
welfare these institutions are supposed-
lv designed. Do we not need to focus
our attention more penetratingly on
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the natural germinative center of our
democracy — the family in its local
ncighborhood? Recent  experiments
have shown us clearly that it is here
in these intimate, long continuing
groups that human personality under-
goes the most telling period of nurture.
Yet today, even though the majority
of the public is engaged in providing
human nurture through homemaking
and ncighborhood-making, there is evi-
dence of much stumbling and failure
through lack of education for these
most important vocations. If nurture
of human personality essential to a
democracy is to become sounder, have
not we, as lcaders in the function of
public cducation, become responsible
for helping the local family and neigh-
borhood to function more effectively?

It was this thinking that caused two
people to start working together® in the
spring of 1953 in a small western Penn-
svlvania community. One of these in-

*The contributors of this article wish to
acknowledge the guidance offered in. this experi-
ment by the findings and working principles
growing out of the studies in family and com-
munity - development  directed by Regina H.
Westcott, consulting psychologist, Elm Grove,
Wisconsin.

They also wish to express appreciation for the
interested and  helpful  cooperation of - several
members of the Department of Education at the
Pennsylvania State University, headed by Charles
M. Long.
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dividuals was a supervising principal
responsible for four six-room elemen-
tary schools, the other was a university
instructor responsible for helping stu-
dents prepare themselves for teaching
children. Our guiding question was:
How can all of us who are members of
this community improve the conditions
provided here for human nurture?
Soon many morc p(.'l'SOl'IS b(.'CE]I'I1C in-
volved: teachers and children in the
four schools and the families of those
children, interested local and county
lcaders, and the university students in-
vited to be members of the community
while in training here for teaching.?
‘There followed a period of cooperative
cxploration through which we all
helped to uncover and identify the
most crucial problems which we were
meeting every day as we tried to ful-
fill our common task of helping chil-
dren grow.

Our exploration brought some star-
thing discoveries. A major one was our
lack of appreciation as professional
cducators for the child-as-a-vital-part-
of-his-family-and-neighborhood-groups.
We looked on him primarily as an in-
dividual to be instructed in certain
specific matters we had arranged in a
course of study. Yet, when examined,
many of the difficultics which children
were having with school work or in
“being good” proved to have their
origins either in disturbed family and
neighborhood relationships or in con-
flicts between the values and practices

*For the past four vears the Peilnsylvania
State University has followed the plan of send-
ing students studving to be -elementary school
teachers, as a group, to do “student tcaching”
im a community away from the university

campus. A faculty member is assigned to guide
this off-campus eduncation.

502

upheld by the family and neighbor-
hood, on the one hand, and by the
school, on the other hand. Frequently
we had been treating these difficulties
at the symptomatic level as problems
associated with the learning of specific
subject matter and skills, or as resist-
ance or disobedience to the teacher or
school regulations. Our approach then
added an extra problem to the original
one, thus increasing rather than de-
creasing the child’s distress.

Our second major discovery was a
related one. It was our lack of apprecia-
tion as parents for the child-as-a-vital-
part-of-his-neighborhood-and-school-
groups. Oftentimes we treated his un-
acceptable conduct with little realiza-
tion that it frequently resulted from
disturbed relationships within these
outside groups, or from a conflict be-
tween the values imposed by them and
those characteristic of his own family.
Punishment of his particular action
then tended to increase his sense of
conflict, insccurity or injustice, thus
paving the way for more abnormal be-
havior.

Now we were facing a scarching
question: “If we adults, cven the pro-
fessional leaders among us, have as
much to learn about specific life situa-
tions as do the children, how can we
bring this about most quickly and ef-
fectively?” We realized not only that
adults must learn morc about partic-
uiar children reacting in their partic-
ular life situations, but also about, and
from, one another so we could work
consistently and  cooperatively  to-
gether. Only one decision seemed open
to us—to try to integrate the education
of the parents, teachers, teachers-to-be,
and the children in the same educa-
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tional situation. There would be, of
course, some differences as to kinds
and modes of functioning within this
situation. We hoped for four impor-
tant outcomes:

1. The learning of all of us would
be sounder, more meaningful and vital
because it would come through real
experiences — not remote “talking
about.”

2. The children would experience
the deep security coming through sec-
ing all the adults responsible for their
guidance working together.  They
would be saved the difficultics arising
from misunderstanding, inconsistency
and lack of cooperation.

3. The children would also be learn-
ing how to provide conditions for
human growth so that they could
gradually work responsibly with us.

4. The interaction resulting from
the differing perspectives expressed by
the adglts would become mutually in-
structige, and even transformative, as
we worked shoulder-to-shoulder.

Due to an impending administrative
consolidation, there was only one full
vear for this experiment — 1953-54.
Here bricfly are listed” some of the
forms which our efforts began to take
as we planned and worked as onc edu-
cative unit.

A Post-School Year Parent-Teacher-
Child Workshop

Several teachers and some interested
parents and children worked, played
and studied together for an intensive
three-week period in June 1953.

Monthly Parent-Teacher \Vorkshop

One evening a month during the fol-
lowing school year interested parents,
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teachers and teachers-to-be came to-
gether to work on the problems which
they discovered in guiding the growth
of the children.

Room Conferences

Some of the teachers (along with
tecachers-to-be) planned group con-
ferences with the parents of the chil-
dren in the classrooms to help them
to know one another and to better
understand their common  problems.
"The children were sometimes included.
Visiting of I'amilies

"This was carried on by both teachers
and teachers-to-be. The purpose was
not to solve specific problems but to
express to all families the genuine in-
terest of the school in their welfare,
the school’s real need for parent par-
ticipation in planning, and the open-
ness of the school staff to suggestion
and information from families and
neighborhoods.

Visiting and Participation of Parents
at School

Parents were encouraged to visit
whenever they could throughout the
school ycar rather than during just
one special week. Specific parents were
invited to help in planning and carry-
ing out a number of classroom and all-
school experiences of the children.

Throughout the vear there were
many evidences that the deepening of
understanding in all participants was
beginning to bring several specific
changes in the school situation. Two
important improvements were a cur-
riculum better integrated with life
and a more home-like atmosphere in
each classroom and in the school as a
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whole. Some parents reported consider-
able decrease in tension between them-
sclves and the children in their home
situations because no longer was the
school pulling one way, the home an-
other. They commented openly on the
new feeling of welcome they experi-
enced when they came to the school.
Some teachers expressed considerable
rclease from psychic tension as they
began to enjoy the children as growing
persons and to lose their fear of one
another, administrators included, and
of parents. They also felt considerable
lifting of their physical load as the
children took over more and more re-
sponsibility under the guidance of
tcachers-to-be and parents, This was
cspecially appreciated during the noon
hour. A seventy vear old janitor in one
of the school buildings expressed in
this way what was happening: “I sce
children learning who never before
would learn anything. They don’t seem
to have the same fear of being taught.
... It's a healthicr spirit. There seems
to be a kind of congregation of in-
terests.”

The basic aspect in this experiment
was our all coming together as person
with person, finding mecaningful com-
mon ground in our concern for better-
ing the conditions for the kind of hu-
man growth and fulfillment indispen-
sable in our American Democracy.
All were learners, and all were teachers
—even the children. Each used the
others as resources as needed, and the
unique resources of each were called
upon without rcgard for age, place in
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school, or official position. Out of thesc
cxperiences was born and reborn one
deep conviction: there are no natural
walls and partitions between teachers
and parents, between administrators
and teachers, between the universities
and the public schools and the local
community, between professors and
students, between any or all of us and
the children. There are only those bar-
ricrs which we erect to conceal our
limitations and so bolster our security
to hold things in line with some pet
theory or plan of our own, or to protect
our feelings of self-importance.

In this undertaking, many of us
found deeply meaningful satisfactions
through: (a) Our richer understanding
of the people around us and of our
responsible function in this life situa-
tion; (b) our delight in witnessing the
increased joy-in-living which came to
others in our community as they grew
along with us; (c) our thrill over the
potency and high quality of group
cffort which is sincere and cooperative,
achieving far more than the cffort of
any one person.

—DorotneA HiNnAN, assistant pro-
fessor of elementary education, Penn-
sylvania State University, State Col-
lege, Pennsylvania; and Royce Joun-
son, director of elementary education,
New Cumberland Joint School District,
New Cumberland, Pennsylvania (for-
merly supervising principal of Law-
rence Township, Clearfield, Pennsyl-
vania, where this experiment was un-
dertaken before consolidation).
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