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Forty seven years ago I walked out of school at the age of 16 and  didn’t come back for seven years. I hated school even though I always loved  learning. The only reason I got into college without a high school diploma was  because the University of Massachusetts was a federal land grant college and I  was a veteran. Veterans did not have to have a high school diploma but did  have to pass a special test that the university made just for that purpose. It  consisted of senior level English and Algebra II. My being able to pass this  test with limited education was attributable to my one year at Newman  Preparatory school in Boston where I tried to make up three years of high  school in one year. The education there was rigorous; the teachers were  supportive; and the intellectual stimulation was high. I remember it well and  fondly.

Only much later was I able to articulate my disenchantment with  my secondary education whereas I thoroughly enjoyed and was successful in  grades 1, 2, and 4. I probably was successful in grade 3 but I didn’t relish it because I had an unkind and socially distant teacher. Once in college, I was so intellectually stimulated that I developed the yearning to some day give to students what my professors gave to me. In the interim years, the school never called me or other  dropouts back to find out what would have made us stay. Then I realized that  such a forum would have required the schools to change whereas getting rid of  people like me was a lot easier and ensured the preservation of the status  quo. My experience  made much more sense to me when I read William Ayers’  distinction between education and schooling. He said  that

   
 
education is about opening doors,  opening minds, 

    

opening possibilities. School is  too often about 

   
 
sorting and punishing, grading and  ranking and 

    

certifying. Education is unconditional  -- it asks 

   
 
nothing in return. School routinely  demands 

    

obedience and conformity as a precondition  

    

to attendance. Education is surprising and unruly,  

    

while the first and fundamental law of school  

   
 
is to follow orders. Education frees the mind,  

    

while schooling bureaucratizes the brain. An  

    

educator unleashes the unpredictable, while  

   

a schoolteacher sometimes starts with an  

   
         unhealthy obsession with a commitment  

    

to classroom management and linear lesson  plans

Renowned educator, Ted Sizer, once observed that of all the  institutions that needed the most reform, it was the high schools. I still  remember in detail the large anonymous classes, the tracking program that  placed me the in the third lowest level from which there was no escape, and  the teachers who were more like managers of behavior than promoters of  thinking. I suspect that many high schools have changed little and base that on testimonies of my first year college students. About five out of  thirty five students say that they were intellectually challenged in high  school. Most, in retrospect, felt lied to. 

Despite the fact that children from 12 years old on are capable of abstract  reasoning, most high schools continue to use what famed Brazilian educator,  Paulo Freire, originator of liberatory pedagogy, called the “banking system” of education where the teacher teaches and the  students are taught; the teacher knows everything and the students know  nothing; the teacher thinks and the students are thought about; the teacher  talks and the students listen — meekly; the teacher disciplines and the  students are disciplined; the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the  students comply; the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting  through the action of the teacher; the teacher chooses the program content,  and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to it; the teacher confuses  the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority, which  she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students; (and) the  teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere  objects.

As I have studied the works of  John Dewey, Henry  Giroux, Peter McLaren, Stanley Aronowitz, Ira Shor, Myles Horton, Maxine Green, and Paulo  Freire, I can understand why the national dropout rate is 25 percent and  up to 50 percent in the inner cities. Too many schools, especially high schools, are mindless places that prevent  human freedom, suppress critical inquiry, treat knowledge as static, are more  concerned with bureaucracy than developing inquiring minds, undermine individual identity development, avoid controversial subjects that 

would interest teenagers,  sacrifice intellectual rigor for public pacification, pay lip service to  issues of social justice, do not fully educate the whole person, emphasize  competition and sports, and lack any sense of community.  However, 

even in the worst schools there are dedicated and subversive teachers who struggle without the benefit of academic freedom to provide their students with an exhilarating experience. My critique is less against people and more against the system. However, it is the people within the system who must initiate change. It is our silence that is enabling.

To fix the dropout rate, schools have come  up with quick fix ideas like taking students’ drivers’ licenses away or raising the age  at which children may drop out. I have a more novel idea. Let’s make high  schools really rigorous and nurturing places where demands and support are provided equally, where students are excited about ideas and where they see  their subjects connected to them personally and to life in general; where they  feel cared about and pushed to their capacities; where thinking is prized,  where “truth” and “reality” are deconstructed and reconstructed, where  knowledge is seen as a process rather than a product, and where students and  teachers both see themselves as learning from each other as well as being learners for life.

This is what  liberatory pedagogy is about. It includes a struggle for meaning, freedom and  justice and it emphasizes deep respect for human nature, human needs, and  growth toward full human development. It places importance on political  awareness and the need for critical reflection and action. Full humanization  is its goal so that students are one with the world instead of alienated  within it leading them to resort to drugs, alcohol and violence for  gratification. With liberatory pedagogy, students engage the world, make  informed decisions, and then act to transform the world. Liberatory education  is profoundly democratic and antiauthoritarian. It flourishes in a democracy  and ensures the continuation of democracy. 

Thus, there can be  no quick fixes to the dropout problem. Although I don’t generally like to  compare schools with businesses, businesses take much more care with customer satisfaction than schools do as in respecting customers, doing customer surveys and having product recalls. Schools are supposed to exist to develop the mind and to create productive  citizens. They don’t have to do anything more than the job for which they were  created but they need to do it a lot better if we are going to have a civil society.

