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Abstract 

It is the purpose of this study to investigate by way of phenomenoIogical 

analysis the development of authentic self in the context of Virtual High leaming 

community, a unique, innovative leaming prograrn for teenagers in Vancouver. 

Virtual High, derivative of WmdPrtree (an eiementary-age prograrn of sirnilar nature) 

in its orientation and support of natural leamuig, provides the 25-35 teens who 

attend full-tirne the opportunity to participate in a consensus cornmunity, self-direct 

their leaming, hire theh own instructors and &are in the maintenance of their 

Ieaming center, a iarge refùrbished house. The principal themes espoused in the 

community are self-awareness and self-responsibility, and learning consultants, 

mduding the author, draw on aspects of indigenous and ancient spiritual traditions, 

and depth psychology, to help nurture student growth. 

This study, fo~grounded in the author's reflections on his own Ieaming and 

conventionai education experiences as a student and teacher, offers, first, a 

literature study of ancient spiritual and aboriginal traditions and developmentai, 

Jungian and existentid psychology. This study helps to iiluzninate the tenets of 

authentic self and aMmrribe for the individual an ecology'of king  that indudes 

relational fields within oneself and between self and others, and self and 

environment. 

Next, the author details empirical and relational characteristics, and the 

configuration of learning within Virtual High, and he reflects on the extent to which 

'lived space' and lived the '  in Virtual High are the primary heuristics of an ecology 

of being, as trianguiated from personal praxis and theoretical implications of the 

literature study. 

The study suggests Virtual High conîributes positively to the authentic gowth of 

its students and offers educators a model of leaming that honours individual and 

relational me&. This model is distinct from conventional schooling and teachtng, 

inçtantiating an epistemology that extends pedagogy to an ecologic formulation of 

inter-relational living and learning. 
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

From as early as he can remember, fhe child loned being oufside. He 

would play for hours in the park across the streef, climbing frees, building 

forts, damming a creek, running with his dog. Af a pond where his 

mofher took him on weekends he loved fo watch and catch tadpoles, frogs 

and fish afier fanfasizing about fheir zuafery homes. Sometimes he 

brought live or injured animals bac& home, including an orphaned baby 

skunk. When these and other pets died, fhé child buried them with 

ceremony and kepf fheir mernories alioe wi fh  çfories. This boy knew how 

to be alone in fhe world and enjoy his own Company, and a f  fimes he 

would actively seek solitude. His room, or the grove of trees across in fhe 

park, or the edge of the creek were fanourite places where he enjoyed 

thinking, obseming, imagining. Each winter, starfing soon after he learned 

fo walk, he would spmd hours in the fiozen air playing hockey with his 
brofher and fiends and tenching himself to be a better hockey player - in 

this he would not seftk for anyfhing tess than the besf he could be. He 

enjoyed playing, and enrned persona1 aftenfion for his expertise and 

leadership. While playing, he leamed the nalue of teamwork and 

deueloped some skill ut nudging his teammates ta greuter eforts. He also 
taught himself how to be an expert skier, and how fo play the guifar, in 

bofh cases through modding and pracfice. WhiIe rarely instrucfed by his 

parents, he none fheless received their support for al1 his passionate 

inferests. 

First wifh his parenfs, then with fnends and later by himseIf, he came 

fo enjoy camping and the oufdoors, where he came tu value fhe rnagical 

essence of the earth. Because of his passion for the oufdoors, he went on f o  
pursue geology as his firsf professional career, which in tum enabled him 

to live out anofher childhood drearn of searching for treasure, which 

made him a better geologisi. Zt was a satisfijing career until he chatlenged 

hirnself to become a joumalist, filling yef another childhood fantasy. 



Skafing, camping, skiing, playing music, reading and wrifing were al1 
childhood pursuits that continue to give him rnuch filfillment as an 
adult. He also became a school teacher and a leading advocafe for 
environmental sfewardship. Drawing from many experiences of 
overcoming adnersify fhaf arose in the experiences described abwe, he 
ernbraced new challenges confidenfly, knowing he had the power to creafe 
safisfYing and amenable resolufion to jusf abouf anything. 

The child arrived at the Kindergarfen for his first day clufching his 
rnother's hand. Why don't you sit here and draw somefhing, a horse? 
asked the strange woman. Many of the other children stopped whut they 
were doing to stare af  him. The young boy was uncomfortable being asked 
to do something he hadn'f mastered in a room with sfrangers, and he 
shawed his relucfance. You can du if ,  the strange woman said 
enfhusinsfically, ittserting a pastel crayon between his fingers and guiding 
his hand fo the paper. No 1 can'f do if, the boy asserted, I've tried befire 
and 1 can 't draw a horse. Oh sure you can the teacher chirned and again 
guided his hand to the paper. Complianfly, the young boy traced the 
familiar outline of a disFgured horse he had drawn many times before. He 

was deeply embarrassed fhaf he hadn'f mastered this skill, and doubly 
fnrsfrated to be required fo do this in front of sfrangers. He tumed and 
began cying on his rnother's am. Thaf's good, said the woman. NO IT 

ISN'T shouted the boy. Please mom, I want fo go home, he screamed into 
her body. 1 fhink we'll corne back fomorrow, the mother said. In 
succeeding years of elemenfary school, the child was beafen about the head 
by a sadistic, boy-hating teacher, punched in fhe face by anofher, and 
pifched into a Zocker for quesfioning the veracify of a texfbook. He and 
many o f k r  s fudmfs  spent a lof of time plotfing ~engeful schernes against 
teachers and principals and vandalizing school property. Affer mwing to 
a new cify, he was placed arbitrarily in a streamed class of 'slow' students 
who spenf much of the year fighting, abusing each other, and being 
disciplined by the teacher, while the other class of 'fast' students in the 
adjacent room wenf on special field trips, lisfened to guest speakers and 



had prideged access to the musical instruments. Much of the students' 
activities in the slow class focused un 'get iing evm' with teachers and, 
again, vandalizing properiy and sfealing from each ofher. When the boy 

helped create an elementa y-school graduation mural, he and several 
others represented the school as a menacing penifentiay. This boy 
refained a habit of fighfing, abusing others, vandalizing property and 
sfealing throughout high school. One classrnate he taunted with other 
students became a 'bag man' living on the streets of Toronto shortly after 
leaving high school. 

Nofwithstanding the behaviours and attitudes he adopted throughout 
his school experiences, the child receiued adequate grades to proceed to 
university. He euentually atfained several degrees, though he notes that 
his scholarly focus arose fiom passionate interests he culfivated outside of 
school. 

1 am the child in the above descriptions, and that iç how 1 remember much of my 

youth 1 recall that the challenges of living and Ieaming emerged for me in a 

constellation of dynamic forces influenced by relationships, environmental factors 

and personal sensibility. 1 ofien mastered skills or achieved some desired end by 

way of informai heuristic processes honed during hours of solitary and group play, 

by modeling others, by experimentation, and through refiection. 1 strove to mach self- 

determiwd goals and 1 was enabled in xneeting and overcoming many diallenges with 

support from my parents, siblings and others. 1 recoliect that 1 was an excelient 

natural leamer, with a faQlity to master most tasks I set out to accomplish My 

abiiity to leam was present d the tirne, and much of my leaming was driven by an 

enthusiasm to experience new lhings. Simiiar leaming dynamics extend to the 

experiences 1 have had, and continue to have, as an addt. 

Reflecting on my history, an obvious cantrast I make in the descriptions above is 

the lirniting and adversariai role of schooling 1 experienced with respect to my 

personal growth. The portraits are meant to convey an impression of life 1 recoiiect , 

as a young person and a sense that achievements throughout my life have had little 



to do with schooling. 1 also believe that my ernotional heaith was impaireci by some 

of my schooling experiences. 

Foiiowing my adult professional experiences as a scientist and joumaiist, 1 

worked as a fulltirne middle and secondary teacher in the conventional school 

systern for over four years in some 15 schools. Subsequent to my teaching experience, 

1 have worked for the past four years as an educational innovator, specifically, as a 

iearnhg consuitant, co-creating Virfual High Lmrning îummunity - a unique 

educational program for teenagers based in Vancouver. 

Virtuai High indudes processes distinct from those commonly found in 

conventional schools. It ernphasizes student seif-responsibility and self-awareness in 

the context of community. This orientation is infonned by s w c  psychologid and 

cultural insights orienteci to nurturing natural leaming, self-awareness and self- 

gro- 

Foundationally, Virhial High represents a conceptual outgrowth of WondeWee, an 

innovative learning program uùtiated by former public school teacher Brent Carneron 

in 1983 to support what he marked out as the natural learning tendencies of his then 

five-year old daughter, Ilana. Eventually working with a group of 10-15 chiidren over 

several years, Brent described his experiences in Wondertree and arcumscribed a 

theoretical base for supporting natural leaming tendencies of chüdren in a Master's 

thesis entitied Wonderfree, A Descnpiim of a Unique Mode1 fm Wholistic Natural 

Learning (Cameron, 1990). When 1 learned of Wondertree, 1 read Brent's thesis and 

worked in a Wondertree center. 1 felt he had created a plausible and powerful 

working model. After discussions, Brent and 1 decided to work together and in 1993, 

after modifying some of the precepts guiding Wondertree to more optimally support 

teenagers, we CO-initiated Virtual High in the second year a team of writers, of 

which 1 was one, aafted a set of conceptual assumptions for Virtual High (see 

Carneron, B., Maser, M., Green, S., et al [1995]) in which we stresseci the importance 

of: 

- unique and naturd learning characteristics (modaiities) for each 
individual, 

- self-directed, self-responsible and self-refledive leafning, 

- leaming relationships based on mutual trust, respect and agreement, 



- leaming in consensual and supportive comrnunity, 

- an ecoiogicai or holistic fiamework of Living, 

- self-directed, seif-chailenging learning with respect to Information 
Technology (IT) 

in Virhial High, the 25-30 teenage leamers, the majority of whom have 'wallced 

out' of the conventional education system, and some of whom have participated in 

the program since its inception, are given responsibility for charüng their own 

learning paths and are supported in their learning practices by learning consultants. 

The context of Virtual High is a srnail, intentional community that gathers in a 

refurbished old house, making decisions according to principles of consensus 

democracy. With the exception of stewarding physical and emotional safety, which 

is occasiody reinterpreted by learning consultants, consensual decisions readied 

in weekly meetings dominate comunity practices. They involve consideration of 

who is hired, how budgetary moneys are spent, hours of operation, how technology 

is used, and behaviours practwd by community members. 

in relationship with a learning consultant, each student crafts a Personal 

Learning Plan identifying goals, assessrnent strategies and time comrnitments through 

a weekly and seasonal Oialf-year) schedule. Other consençual agreements are to 

attend weekly small  group (one-hour) and community (threehour) meetings, to clean 

a chosen area of the learning fadlity, to be respectful and honest in relations with 

other community members, to attend meetings punctually, to pay monthly tuition 

fees, and to re- from consuming dmgs or dcohol or engaging in sexuai practices 

on the premises. Doing academic courses, secondary or postsecondary level, is 

optional. 

Educators, comunity and business leaders, and families have visited Virtual 

high from around the world and remarked on the uniqueness of the program. Though 

not without its wrinkles, Virtual High does serve as a mode1 for d-directed learning 

within a consensual communily, and many visitors have expressed an interest in 

starting 'Virttd-High-type' programs in th& comunities or schools. 



Development of Thesis 

The folIowing thesis entwines three research fracks. The first research track, in 

the foreground of this study (Chapter Two), is a personal critique of conventional 

education contextualized within a discussion of relevant psychologicai and 

emotional topics, learning (as contrasted with schooling), and my experiences as a 

conventional school student and teacher. This critique ernerges from an experienced 

sense of there being sontethhg morbid to a modemist approach of schooling that 

favors an authoritarian imposition of curriculum and production+riented processes 

over nurturmg authentic self-growth. Herein, 1 holisticaiiy examine common school 

processes, reflect on their meanings, and clarify parameters for a new concept in 

human learning and living that honours authentic self-growth In the course of a 

literature review for Lhis section, 1 have noted a la& of recent criticai accounts by 

experienced and active educators, thus necessitating and making appropriate my 

critique. My intention is to contribute to the contemporary educational debate about 

the meaning of leaming experiences for young people, and to lend support to the 

possibilities of naturai Ieaming. 

The second research track, and subject of Chapter Three, is a broad-based 

literature searckt building on the conceptuai terrain sketched out in Chapte. Two. My 

purpose is to illuminate psychologid and cultural characleristics of nurturing 

authentic selfvowth and emotional health. Certain concepts, such as the quest of 

individuation and the need to understand oneself in time and space, ernerge £rom this 

research as widely generated and accepted. This study, together with my own sense 

of authenticity, or personaiiy sensed tmth and meaning, help conceptualize an 

ewlogy of being which is meant to be more descriptive than definitive. 

This concept of an ecology of being then clears the way to a third research track, 

which is a desaiptive study of Virtual High that highlights the spatial and temporal 

relations of leaniing. Chapters Five and Six clear the way to a view of students' 

authentic p t h ,  now interpreted as development that contributes to individuation 

as defined by modem depth psychology, and the quaiity of being h d y  complete, 
as defined by spinhial traditions and indigenous cdhires. Authentic growth implies 



a çénse of tigniscant meaning, as interpreted by m y d  and/or another mernber of 

the Vllhial High comrnunity. 

By way of conclusion in Chapter Seven, I address research findings, inciuding 

atûi'butes and concems of Virtual High, and suggest how the preceding conceptual 

work might make a contribution to a wider educationd praxis. 

The prima y purpoçe of th& resa rch is to investignte the nature of liveà experiences in 

Virtual High and to mluate its meaning within a concepîualfrarnauork that expands or 

&ans& pedagogy t m r d  an ecology of b h g .  

Corning to a deeper, hameneutic understanding of the processes and dialogic 

nuances influencing sel€-growth and leaming in Virtual High can provide important 

insights to students, educators, parents, community leaders and others, and 

contribute to the present dialogue about the kinds of relational dynamics that 

respect human growth and leaming. 1 believe such an investigation will also 

strengthen my understandings and provide opportunities for rdection and re- 

orientation in my role as leaming consultant in Virtual High, as a parent, and as a 

sociai and environmental advocate. 

1 use 'ecology' here to refer to a defïning prinaple integrating various systerns of 

human interadion and kinds of consciousness that function independently and 

c o m m d y .  Additionally, the word describes a body of howledge. in the words of 

sociological researcher Edith Cobb, 

Ecology as a science perrnits us to evaluate reaprocai relations of 
living organisms with their total environment and with one another as 
living interdependent systems ....p lants, mimals, and humans must 
now be thought of as living in ecosystems, in a web of relatsd, 
interacting, dynarnic energy systems (Cobb, 1977, p. 24). 

Cobb's evaluative sense of ecology, though developed through child study, is 

aligned with the recent social movement known as Deep Ecology, h o w n  for its eco- 

centric praxis. Like Cobb, Deep Ecologists assert that humans are interdependent 

and interconnected with the whole fabric of reality, shaping the environment and CO- 

creating the social fabric that supports human Me. As humans understand the 

cornplex web of relationships within which we exist, we can take more responsibiiity 

for stewarding and sustainhg environmentally benign processes (Devall, 1986). 



Ecology implies relatiodty and, in a human sense, involves us in relational 

exchange at all levels of spiritual, exjstential, mental, emotional, and physical 

awareness. It &O orients us sociaily toward community and practicaiiy toward 

communion Writes Susan Griffin (1995): 'The wish for communion exisk in the 

body .... (as a realization) of a desire that is at the core of human imaginings, the 

desire to bcate ourselves in community, to make of SuNival a shared effort, to 

experience a palpable reverence in our connections with each other and the earth that 

sustains us" (pp. 145-46). 

1 suggest an ecology of k ing  represents a dynamic ontologid domain 

characteriad by in situ personal awareness and a sfriving foward haalthfil balance of 

individual psychoIogical forces (e-g. emotions, perceptions, impuises) within oneseif 

and betwm self and other, self and community and çelf and environment. 1 have 

chosen these domains of relationality to help distinguish and comprehensively 

characterize the meaning of lived experiences in Virhial High. Rdationships between 

educators and shidents have often been described within the theoretical terrain of 

pedagogy, though, in ecology, 1 see a conceptual arrangement b t  holds out the 

promise of a more conçensual and caring relationality. Ultimately, 1 hope that my 

reflections on the eXpenences of Virtual High contribute to an ecoIogicai 

understanding of pedagogy that faciütates more meaningful and deeper relational 

experiences with young people, and helps to nurture their authentic and hedthy 

g~,wth- 

This thesis textualizes a hermeneutic conceptualization of authenfiaty, as 

interpreted by research çubjects, third-party commentators and myself. Aufhxtic 

se& aufhentic lenrning and aufhentic humanihj are notions first discussed in Chapters 

Two and Three, with each caIljng forth a quality of sensed truth in living and relating 

to others, in support of an ecology of being. This sets the stage for reflection on the 

authentiaty of learning and living in Virtuai High in subsequent chapters. Given the 

wide range of interpretive forces that se& to construct meaning in living and 

relationality, resolution of authentiaty is inherently problematic. Throughout society, 

the notion of authentiaty is widely applied to processes and products and, 

evidently, is occasionally misapplied by enthmiastic and vested interest authors. 

Rather than establiçhing dogmatic certainty, 1 hope my concephialization and 

commentary on authentiaty reflects groundedness and confidence. 



Field Research Methodology and O&ntation 

Qiapters Four, Five and Six of this thesi. indude a description of assumptions 

and generai characteristics of Virtual High and the fruit of field researdi 

concentrated in Virtual High from January to June 1996 (some earlier reference notes 

are also induded). This field work has been completed as a case study of Virtual 

High, derived hom observations and i n t e ~ e w s  with students, parents, leaming 

consultants, mentors to the program, and other visitors. It was completed according 

to Simon Fraser University guideluies for ethical research, including signed consent of 

partiapating students and parents. In Virtual High, in keeping with our principle of 

consensus, 1 first shared my research proposal with ali students, then requested and 

received their agreement to carry out the investigation 

In investigating this thesis 1 first organized field research to iiiullunate superficial 

or empiricai diaraderistics of Vutual High. Unique as they are, most of these 

characteristics might be experienced by the common viçitor. Next, to generate a 

deeper or 'thicker' description of the lived meaning in space and time of Virtud High, 

I investigated the foiiowing dornains of relationality after recognizing the 

fundamentai significance of these distinct phenomena to the processes of being 

human Within each relational domain are noted the questions 1 attempted to 

address: 

i individulYsolitary relationality, so as to gain some understanding of student 

self-questioning, self-understanding and self-growth, which are accorded significance 

in V i  High Research here seeks to identw What actimties shfents f o m  on in 

Virtunl High, and why? Whnt learning fakes place in Virtual High and what is its 

significance? How is self-understanding influenced in the program? H m  has Virtual High 

i n f r m  students' serf-growth ? 

ü diaiogic, self-twther relationaiity between students, and between students 

and Iearning consultants, so as to gain some understanding of the sigxuiïcance and 

dynarnics of these relationships, and to learn how relations might be improved upon 

to enhance self-growth. This research seeks understanding to such questions as: WJrat 
are the predominant relational characterisficf befween students and o f h ?  H m  is leaming 



infrzienced in t h e  reiatimhips? What is the nature of the relatimhip between h m i n g  

COtlSUItants and sîudents? 

iit self-to-community relationaiity, so as to gain some understanding of the 

sipiâonce of b&g-incommunity, of working t h g h  challenging issues with the 

prinriple of consensus, and learning how community influences seif-growh Research 

h m  hopes to identify: What are the characteristics of being a mmber of the V i W l  High 
community? Is being-in-community a meaninel  experience, and why? H m  does the 

m m v n i ï y  influence the perspective and serf-growfh of indiuiduals? 

iv. sei€-tosnvironment rehtionality, so as to gain some understanding of the 

signiûcance of the (unique) physical Vittual High environment in the deterrnination of 

students' experiences there. This research 5eek.s to address: Whnt are some obviuus and 

subtle influences of the enaironment of Virîual High on acfioities t h e ?  What are student 
impressions about the inpuence of this environment? What is the appropriateness of fhe 

environment in helping achiene the goals of the program? 

In examining and explicating the lived exprimes of Vittual High, my aim is to 

deepen or 'thicken' understanding of the 'authentic' meaning of these experiences. 

Thick' description draws upon the notion generated in anthropology and 

ethnography (Geertz, 1973), that making the most insightful meaning during research 

requises that researchers declare themselves a significant aspect of the researched, 

that data is 'triangulated' or gathered h m  several perspectives, that opportunities 

are available to the researched to represent their own opinions on the research focus 

(where applicable), and that the context of researdi is meaningfuiiy addressed. in 

other words, this practice allows for reciprocated interpretation. By theV nature, 

thick descriptions take longer to compile than thin descriptions, though their value 

lies in the 'groundedness' of interpretation, versus the often abstract extrapolizing 

that accompanies thin descriptions. 

With respect to the present research, whereas a thin description might note a 

messy kitchen in V W  High and conclude studenk aren't especially dean or 

responsible (as some visitors have done), this thick description wiil attempt to 

explicate the phenomena, and iden* their spheres of meaning. The truth is, a 

messy kitchen, Iike other phenomena in Virtuai High, can have many meanings, and 



it is ody through thidc, contextualized examination and hemeneutic interpretation, 

Wuding relational explication, that authentic meaning can be described. 

In this explication I have discovered that space and time characteristics interact 

fluidly with relational aspects, and teasing apart separate interpretations has been a 

dialTenging exercise. Equally chaIlenging has been the weaving together of analytidy 

distinct research tracks into an holistic and meanin@ framework. Such is a 

challenge of ecology: to interpret the interaction between self and others in an ever- 

changrng world. 



Chapter Two 

AN EDUCATOR'S CRITIQUE 

mer 1 worked professionally as a scientist and joumalist, 1 had an interest in 

working with young people. Subsequently, 1 enrolled and graduated from a pop* 

teacher's coiIege, and then secured fuü-tirne employment in a secondary h o 1  where 

the median age of teachers was 51 (1 was 29). In my first week of work, students and 

coileague teachers told me that 1 "got the worst kids and worst ciasses in the worst 

çchool in town." As an entry-level assignment, 1 was surprised at the la& of support 

offered to me, especiaily in cornparison to my other professional experiences, but I 

drew on my expertise and survived adequately. After k ing commended by students 

and staff for my work, 1 looked forward to a renewed contract until 1 was told the 

only position available the following year was to teach 'masonry' in a religious 

school. 1 suggested the superintendent m a t  have confusecl my resurne with another 

person's. He had not. 1 declined the offer and my wife and 1 moved to South America 

for teadiing positions in a private school. Our experiences there were similarly 

chaotic to my first and we returned to Canada after one year to a thud location and 

another attempt to find deeper job satisfaction, this time in a aty that boasted 

"exceht schools and excellent education". in one month of supply teachhg in eight 

schools, 1 was threatened and harassed by nurnerous students, assaulted by one, 1 

witnessed an Il-year old student irnprisoned and screaming in a padded and locked 

room, saw teachers assault students, students assault students, noted incredible 

indifference to leaming by studenk and teachers, and 1 withdrew £rom teadring. My 

wife experienad much the same, though she secured full-tirne work The foliowing 

year, we moved again to take full t h e  positions in a private English ianguage school 

for visa students. Minus the violence, this job was nonetheles htrating and boring 

as student indiEference ran remarkably hi&, for which 1 didn't fault students. The 

curriculum I was required to teach them was so divorced from any meaningfd 

experiences in their lives, trying to engage them was like trying to start a f5re by 

nibbing marshmallows together. 

As when 1 entered the field of education, 1 continue to be interested in nurturing 

growth in young people, yet the experiences of conventional education seem to be 



grossly mismatched to the learning needs and aspirations of young people, the first 

clients of education in this chapter, 1 wish to investigate the nature of this situation, 

so as to more meaningfuly explicate the ongoing experiences of young peopIe with 

respect to schooling, learning and living. 

Whither Education? 

According to award-winning educator John Gatto (1991), the most significant 

roots of mass schooling are found in Pruçsia in the early 1 8 0 0 ~ ~  where drill practices 

were introduced to heighten the effiaency of battle troops and proved to be very 

successfuL in following years, schooling was adopted as a means of socializing 

young people to industrial standardization and providing basic literacy training, a 

trend which was apparently enthusiastidy supported in Europe and North 

America by various politicians, religious leaders and captains of industry. Pressure 

on govermnents in the last century, says Gatto, led to the mandating of mass 

schooling for children and the overtluow, in North America at least, of basic 

dernomatic rights of individuals for choice in education. 

During this century, mainstream education in North America has additionaliy 

been shaped by theories of pragmatism developed by Dewey, behaviour 

modification theones originating in the work of Watson and, Iater, Skinner, and ego- 

centrism and theories of cognition generated by Freud and Piaget, reçpectively 

(Bowers, 1993). The 1960s and early 1970s were characterized in North America by 

educational experimentation that challenged conventional practice and proposed 

more student empowennent (Button, 1972), though, presently, few experimental 

programs offering students greater control of the2 own 1e-g remain in existence 1 

(Bowers, 193; Smith, 1992). 

Today, mainstream education of young people predominantly reflects an 

institutional agenda, of which some of the chief characteristics for its clients are 

teacher-ciriven instruction and teacher-based authority, individual cornpetition and 

normative evaluation. According to family psychologist Gordon Neufeld (1994), a 

Examples of student-centered programs include Sudbury Valley, USA; City-As-School, 
USA; Walkabou t, USA; Sumerhill, UK; Productive Learning, EEC; and Wondertree, 
described later) 



mindset rooted in Behaviourism continues to dominate psychological approaches to 

conventionai education, despite the inaeasing ~narginaiization of Behavîourism in 

conventional psychology. 

Bowers (1993) places the philosophicd orientation of conventional public and 

university schooling predorninantly in a modernist camp that stresses objective logic, 

economic utilitarianism and competitive individuaIism, and undenralues subjective 

modes of knowledge, ecological and systems thjnking, and practices of cooperation 

and communitarianism. 

Gregory Smith says m a s  schooling is littie changed from its industrial age 

predecessors and remains the dominant f om of socialization for young people. 

'Through schooling, diildren ideaily acquire both the skills and social noms required 

to negotiate the economic and politicai institutions that dominate contemporary 

society" (Smith, 1992, p. 2). Yet, he suggests the ide& underlying mass schooling are 

wearing thin and improperly address future needs. Young people emerging from 

conventional school experiences, he says, "could well lack the socid skilis and 

dispositions needed to foster their own survivai... [including] the ability to cooperate 

and enter into ailiances with others to solve common problems and to recognize the 

fiindamentid interdependence that people share with one another" (p. 3). 

I share much of this concem with the predominant form and redts of 

conventional schooling, and 1 have noted reiated concerns apparently ex-pressed by 

the first clients of education, narnely the young people presently enrolled in schooIs. 

Though their opinions about the meaning of school experiences or their assesment of 

its perceived values are rareIy included in evaluative reports, two recently published 

surveys by the British Columbia Ministry of Education which did include such 

resdts are the In-Schl  S m e y  (1993) of 2,200 public school students, and the 

results of a student fonun compiied in The Unheard Voice (1993). In both cases, 

shidents expressed widespread and significant disatisfaction with public schooling 

and, in the latter document, voiced interest in comprehensive systemic overhaul (See 

Appendix Ia and I b  for reference e ~ c e r ~ t s ) ~ .  

2 Curiously, the survey resulfs have been neither addresseci, acteci upon nor repeated by 
the B.C. Minisüy of Education. The foliowing year, 1994, a different, and more confusing . 
set of questions was asked to a srnalier group of students. Even more teiiing of bureaucratie 
indifference to student opinion is a reœnt shift by the present Ministry of Education away 



Most people experhce schooling during a time of personal growth and, for 

many, the concept of leaming is situated in the context of schooiing. Yet for some 

people, myself inciuded, mernories of schooling and school-based learning are 

troubling. %me peopk develop attitudes and behaviours in school for which they 

are rewarded, but once they leave school the sarne attitudes and behaviours hinder 

theh development and relationship potential. 1 am thinking, for example, of 

competitive and aggressive attitudes promoted during physical education and sports 

programs3. Given these characteristics, the utility of mass schooiing as it is presently 

conceived and politically imposed under the guise of 'education' is questionable. 

Additionaily, there is need to probe and examine the conceptual terrain of 

institutionalized education and determine, if even superficially, to what extent this 

process is oriented to nurture authentic human development and growth. 

Schooling and the Emotional Needs of Young People 

And fhat is the probh: acarlemic intelligence oférs virfually no preparation 
for the tumoil - or opportunity - lifie's wicissifudes bnng. ... Much euidence 
testifles fhat people who are emotionally adepf - who know and manage fheir 
own feelings well, and who are real and deal effectively with other people's 
feelings - are af an advantage in any domain of life, whether in romance and 
intimate rehfimhips or picking up the unspoken tules that g o u m  mccess 
in organizatiml politics People with well dmeloped emotional skills are 
alm more likely tu be umtent and effective in fheir liues, mastering habits of 
mind thnf fosfer their uwn productiwity; people who cannot marshall some 

from a student-centered leamhg initiative (The Year 2000 plan) to a back-to-basics, 
authoritarian approach. 

1 have many mernories of sporthg competition from primary through secandary school. 
As a child and teenager, 1 was very attracted to sports in school where 1 was a 'good' 
athlete, participated on many teams, and earned nurnerous ribbons, badges and trophies. 
In a word, 1 would cbose 'insidious' to describe the influence of competition on myçelf and 
my peers, absurdly annointing 'winners' and 'losers', and fostering a range of anti-social 
behaviours, from brutal aggression (often rewarded, occasionally modeled by my 
teachers) to catastrophic loss of seifesteem. 

For a comprehensive study detailing the harmful results arîsing from sanctioned 
cornpetition in schoob and in Aety ,  and the false claims made in its support, the reader 
is advised to consdt Alfie Kohn's No Contest: The Case Against Cornpetition, Houghton 
Win, 1992. 



mir01 wer their emoticnzal liféfight inner baffles that sabotage fheir abiliiy 
fijkwed work and clear fhoughf. {Goteman, 1996, p. 36) 

Developmental psychologiçts have identified certain psychologid priorïties or 

needs which attend hedthy emotional development4. First is the need, starting with 

the youngest infant, to attach to an addt  (rnost comrnonly the mother). Related to 

attachment needs is the experience of receiving care. Parents are acknowledged as 

the primary are-givers to infants, chiidren and adolescents, and, of course, their 

strategies c m  support or stifle optimal development. 

It is also recognized that other care-givers, or care systems, can significantly 

inûuence emotional developrnent, providing further need to review schoohg 

Sdiooling can be viewed as of potentiaily enormous influence, given the amount of 

tirne most young people invest in schools and the deep nature of experiences they 

have there. For the rnajority of North Americian children, schooling begins when they 

are five or six y e m  of age. For some, the new routine cornes as a very significant 

change in the patterns of their Me; for others who may have attended daycare, 

schooling might appear to be an extension of this experience and thus not so 

different. 

A second motionai priority identified by Neufeld is the need to differentiate 

and develop ego-strength, so that one might further the process of individuation. As 

popuIarized by psychologist Car1 Jung, individuation is described as a fundamental 

psychologml journey dong the "path to authentic selfhood". "In the addt," Jung 

says, "there is hidden a chiId, an etemal child, something that is always becorning# is 

never completed, and that calls for unceasing care, attention, and fosting. This is 

the part of the human personality that wishes to develop and complete itself' 

(Psy~hol~c111 Reflectims, 1945). 

A third prionty is the need to integrate or socialize into a supportive community. 

Healthy çocialization, NeufeId says, relies on the experience of healthy separation; if 

For more detailed treatment of developmental needs as identifieci in psydioIogical 
literature, the reader is especially referred tu Klein, 1995; Schippers, 1994; and Jones, a 

1995. nie roots of conbemporary, popular deveiopmaital psychoIogy widently are rooted 
in the earlier works of pioneering researchers like Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget, Heinz 
Kohut, and Margaret Mahler. 



separation, or individuation, is incomplete due to immatunty or arrested 

development, atternpting to manipulate a M d  can brhg out feelings of amiety, 

hsemrity and hostiüty. Taise' soaalization is characterized b y Neufeld as 

conformity and cornpliance, usually enacted at the expense of separateness and 

individuality. 

interesüngiy, some developmental theories of psychology describe individuation 

as the process leading to separateness and that is the end of the story. Gilligan 

(1982) and others point out that this is a limited conception of human development, 

failing to take into account further developmmtal needs and processes that 

transcend ego-centnc individualism and allow for the creation of attadunents to 

others. As Neufeld ciarifies, and consistent with Jung- transpersonal and 

existentid psychology and other cultural orientations, individuation is not the end of 

the story but a stage on the path to healthy te-integration and socialkation 

A fourth priority, and the finai one discussed here, is the need to understand our 

own seif-hood and derive meaning £rom our existence. According to much 

psychologid and socioIogical research, most people, young and old, seek to derive 

meaning from their existence 5. Writing in his recent book In The Middle Of This Roud 

We Cal1 Our Life c h i d  psychologist James W. Jones says "6inding meaning and 

purpose is not optional; it is central to human Men (Jones, 1995, p. 12). 

With respect to providing support for optimal seif-development, schooiing 

appears often to be focused predominantly on seU-achievement, fostering excessive 

competition between individuals and rewarding the 'best' cornpetitors. 

Paradoxidly, however, conventional school curricuIa are not self-generated but they 

are standardized regimens aeated for educators to rnaximize the processing of 

masses of young people. Young people who 'fail' to meet academic or behavioural 

standards, e.g. who act in unique ways, are coxxunody categorid and accordingly 

processed, whether labelleci as learning disabled', 'emotionally challenge&, or 

'gifted'. Conventional school students are almost never, in my experience, 'confimed' 

5 For more elaboration on the human psychologid need to understand existence, and to 
fuifiii spirihial purpose, the reader is teferreci to the work of Jones (1995); and the work 
of existenihi psychologists Rolio May (1983) and Victor Frankl (1962). Sociologist Robert 
Coles (1990) also illuminates this drive in young people in h is  book The Spritual Life of 
Children. 



for who they are, uniquely, and ailowed to just be and pursue self-determined 

learning challenges. 

Significantly, arnong the moçt immediate experiences of &ycare and years of 

schooling is the cessation of one-to-one caring proffered by mothers and fatherç, and 

the inception of one-to-many caring, proffered by teachers and teacher aids. Some 

children and teenagers may be sufficiently mature to overcome this arrangement, but 

many are fnistrated by it, or rnake up for it by bonding to their peers, who are ever- 

present due to the institutionalized practice of systematic age segregation 

Some psychologists have expressed concem over the outcomes of the latter two 

scenarios, suggesting that prolongeci frustration c m  produce neuroses6 and/or 

pathologic behaviours. Peer orientation can also signifîcantly compte with, and 

cancel parental influence. Contemporary, widespread peer orientation, says Neufeld, 

is an unprecedented arrangement in human social history, and he identifies it as a 

contributing factor to rising antisocial behaviour and alienation among adoIeçcents 

from adults. 

To bio-çociologist and author Ashley Montagu, "socalled 'aggressive' behaviour 

in a child (or anyone else) is sirnply love frustrated, or thwarted. A child's thwarted . 

need for love will compel him [sic] to stniggle as if for air. If it is withheld £rom hirn, 

he may indulge in violent behavior in order to procure that air or the food he ne&. 

The most important of ai l  the foods for the development of his personality is love" 

(Montagu, 1970, p. 28). 

To educational philosopher Ne1 Noddings, "the maintenance and enhancement 

of caring" should be the primary a h  of every educational institution and of every 

educatiod effort (Noddings, 19&4, p. 172) in order to nurture moral and elhicai 

growth. She adds, 

Ethicai behaviour arises out of psychological deep structures that are 
partly predispoçitiod and partly the r e d t  of nurturance. When we 

Psychologist Abraham Maslow attributes psychological neuroses "to spiritual 
disorders, to loss of meaning, to doubts about the goals of Me, to grief and anger over a lost 
love, to seeing life in a different way, to las  of courage or of hope, to despair over the . 
future, to dislike for oneself, to recognition that one's life is being wasted, or that there is 
no possibility of joy or lovew (MasIow, 19n, p. 30). 



behave ethically as o ~ a r i n g  ... we are meeting the other in genuine 
encounters of caring and being cared for. There is conunitment, and 
there is choice. The conunitment is to cared-fors and to our own 
continual receptivity, and each choice tends to maintain, enhance, or 
diminish us as ones-caring. ... To receive and to be received, to care 
and be cared-for: these are the basic reaiitites of human being and its 
basic aims (p. 175). 

As for supporthg çacialization and integration, as discussed above, schools are 

themseives sociai orjpnkations to which students are required to adapt in order to 

rneet with the rewards of schooiing. This organization most ofien situates 

administrators and teachers as authorities and self-proclaimed subject experts, and 

students as cornpliants and information recipients. Behaviour modification and 

dassroom management techniques are practised routinely on students to foster 

cornphance, though, according to Neufeld, such imposition may be at great odcis 

with nahml biological and social urges, and again produce reactionary results. 

Sociological researcher Daniel Goleman &O identifies how schooling is remiss in 

fostering emotional aptitude - "a form of disease prevention" (Goleman, 1995, p. 

183). Throughout this comprehensive text, Goleman repeatedly describes how 

emotionai aptitude is an oft-overlooked though very signifiant indicator of 

psychological W t h .  He daims that almost ali students who do poorly in school 

la& one or more of the elements of emotional intelligence liçted below (p. 194): 

1) Confident. A sense of control and mastery of one's body, 
behaviour and world; the chiid's sense that he is more likely than not 
ro succeed at what he undertakes and that adults wiii be helpfd. 

2) -. The sense that finding out about things is positive and 
leads to p l e m .  

3) hknUd&.  The wish and capacity to have an impact, and to act 
upon that with persistence. This is related to a sense of cornpetence, of 
behg effective. 

4) Self- Ipnn.pl. The ability to moduiate and control one's own actions 
in age-appropriate ways; a sense of inner control. 

5) &la*. The ability to engage with others based on the sense of 
being understood b y and understanding others. 

6) ShwCiWQ k. The wish and ability to verbaily exchange 
ideas. feelings, and concepts with others. This is related to a sense of 



imst in others and of pleasure in engaging with others, including 
adults. 

7) -. The ability to balance one's own needs with those 
of others in group activity. 

Overail, 1 question whether schooling as an institution is capable at di of 

providing the caring environment for young people it purports to provide, or whether 

caring has been dispensed with altogether to meet institutional dernands. if sudi is 

the case, then young people are d e r i n g  a disseNice, for in the words of Wiiheims 

(1970), "If a child is to grow to his [sic] full individuality, he must be living in an 

environment where he feels himself to belong, where he is wanted and respected and 

dignified (p. 43). 

Whither Learning? 

As 1 have observed with my own daughter and countless young people, and as 1 

recoiiect from my own experiences, diildhood and adolescence is a time during 

which young people repeatedly demonstrate an innate and elegant ability to seif- 

challenge and seif-master the most significant tasks without schooling. Schooling 

evidently represses natural leaming processes with its own agenda, despite positive 

intentions and bureauaatic aspirations. 

Curiously, xhooling has become c l d y  linked during this century in North 

America, even synonymous, with leaming, though this association bears doser 

scrutiny. The hinge in this discussion is determined by how leaming' is desnibed, 

and whether it is agreed that students in schools achieve much or Little leaming, and 

whether students themselves believe school-based leaming is valuable. 

Consistent with my orientation toward an ecology of being, 1 suggest there exists 

an ecology of learning, an interdependent webbing of biological, psychologid, 

sociological and spirituai impulses that encourage us to explore and generate 

meaning from the world around us. This leaming quest is fundamental to human 

king and to life itself. Peter Jarvis writes, 

Learning ... is of the essence of everyday living and of conscious 
experience; it is the process of transforming that experience into 
howledge, skills, attitudes, values, and beliefs. It is about the 
continuhg process of making sense of everyday experience - and 



experience happens at the intersection of a conscious hurnan life with 
time, space, Society, and relationship. Leaming is, therefore, a process 
of giving meaning to, or seeking to understand, Me experiences (Jarvis, 
1992, p. 11). 

And for educator-author John Holt, the learning act is aeative and begins in 

childhwd: 

Children are natural leamers ... The one thing we can be sure of, or 
surest of, is that children have a passionate desire to understand as 
much of the world as they can, even what they cannot see and touch, 
and as far as possible to acquire some kind of skiIl, cornpetence, and 
control in it and over it. Now this desire, this need to understand the 
world and be able to do things in it, the things the big people do, is so 
strong that we could properly cal1 it biological. It is every bit as strong 
as the need for food, for warmth, for shelter, for cornfort, for sleep, for 
love. in fact, 1 think a strong case could be made that it might be 
stronger than any of these (Holt, 1989, p.159). 

Next, it is worth considering how learning is an attempt to reach beyond the 

aeative act to grasp its self-significance as an interpretive act. Human 

understanding is always an interpretive act in which the learner moves in a circuiar 

fashion between ignorance and knowledge, seeking contextual understanding, and 

learning about something unknown only by recogphing it as something that fits into 

or chalienges what is already known As interpretation, learning is ecologid in 

nature. In fact, %un Gallagher situates the locus of learning in the interpreter and 

Zinkç the process to a broader social context. He writes: 

AU leaming involves &-understanding, whether self-understanding iç 
set up as a consciously detennined goal or not. ... SeIf-understanding 
is always being tested out, chaiienged in the process of leaming about 
the world. Self-understanding is not an autarkic state; it is a process 
interdependent with other persons and things that define the situation 
of educational experience (Gallagher, 1992, p. 166). 

This statement brings into stark contrast the kinds of leaming present in schooIs. 

What do students learn, for example, when teachers assume full responsibiüty for 

shaping learning tasks and guide students to the 'right' answer? Accordhg to John 

Holt this kind of "unasked-for helpn has harsh consequences. 

Anytime that, without being invited, without being asked, we try to 
teach somebody else something, anytime we do that, we convey to that 



person, whether we know it or not, a double message. The first part of 
the message is: 1 am teachhg you something important, but you're not 
smart enough to s e  how important it is. Unless 1 teach it to you, you'd 
probably never bother to find out. The second message that uninvited 
teaching conveys to the other person is: What I'm teaching you is so 
difficult that, if 1 didn't teach it to you, you couldn't learn it (Holt, 
1989, p. 129). 

Holt's assertions point out a need for educators to question the meaning of much 

teaching that goes on, and espeUally when unasked-for help is coupled with 

unwanted tasks or curricuium perceived as meaningless. To Falbel(1989), 

compuisory curriculum, treabnent and help, is "antagonistic" to learning, and is 

"much more iikely to hinder learning than to help" (p. 41). FaIbel further suggests that 

when we act as if we reaily control someone else's leaming, "we in a sense steal 

learning from the learner" and alienate that person from his or her own experiences. 

He adds, 

Schools cannot help but alienate their students from the world as long 
as they treat leaniing as an activity separate from 'the rest of life. ... 
The student becomes out of touch with the world, because the world is 
delivered to hirn or her a Little piece at a time, in predigested form. The 
teacher invariably fin& her - or himseif acting not in response to the 
student's wishes or requests for help but according to the lesson plan, 
teacher's manual, or curriculum guidebook, which is to say, according 
to the goals of some anonymous authority. Not only are students 
alienated from their own interests, but also, they are frequently not 
even dowed control over their bodies: 'Sit straight!' 'Face forward!' 
'Line up!' %y Attention!' (p. 44). 

Most often, students who learns their lessons well and are cornpliant to the 

capriaous and sornetirnes absurd agenda of teaching are the students who are 

rewarded in this system. Conversely, almost any student who fails to satisfy the 

rneasurement aiteria as arrived at by some extemai authority, rejects curricuiar 

assertions, or doesn't accept the wiU of the teacher, is punished in this system. 

Clearly, it is a daunting task for a student to plan and embark on a path to an 

authentic, selfchosen leamhg experience in a conventional schooL 

Notwittistanding the imperfections raised here, and many not mentioned due to 

space limitations, one might s tN  be inclinecl to believe that schooling fosters much 

sipifiant leaming through the delivery of its curriculum. After di, ore cornes into 



contact with much information about academic research or test resuits, usually 

through school representatives or circulated through mass media, that makes a case 

in support of schooling, either overtly or taatly. Some of this is appropriate, for 

schooling is not without some rewards. 1 oçcribe signincant vaiue to some 

assignments 1 experienced as a student and as a teadier, yet many studies of 

leaming, and especiaiiy those focusing on school-based learning, are often shaped by 

limited, quantitative evidence drawn from test scores or other predetennined 

'performance criteria'. These studies fail into what might be termed 'thin' as opposed 

to 'thick' descriptions of leaming. 

Research into learning in schoois which relies on thin, narrowly focused 

description should be declared as such, with the researcher pointing out what was 

not measured, and why. Too often, thin description serves as the basis on which 

policy and evai public opinion is generated about learning - as in the case of test 

resdt comparisons between geepolitid entities. Political and administrative 

expediency would appear to be one of the reasons why this is so, underscoring a 

systemic problern with schooling - that matters of expediency are considered a 

higher priority in schooling than addressing the leaming needs and interests of 

students themselves as they deciare them. 

. . .  Disaunination against students, young people for the most part, since sdiooling 

was mandated, is also another reason thick descriptions of leaming are avoided. 

Presently, full demucratic rights of choice with respect to education and learriing, 

induding the right to choose what to learn, when to leam, who to leam with, and 

where to learn, are not extendeci to young people in North America. To those who 

choose, or who have the kgal option to pursue home schooling or home leaming, 

there are fewer educational opportunities and resomes made available than for 

students going to schools, and families are made to assume most or ail of the 

£inancial burden of homeschooling, as opposed to students in public schools who are 

subsidized for thousands of dollars. 

With respect to relevancy and appropriateness, the curriculum and practices of 

conventional schooling appear to be outdated and out of phase with many societal 

changes that have occurred, let aione changes in the leamer. In my view, the rise of 

mass media, the ecological crisis, information technology, new models of business 

and the rise of holistic ('systems') thinking are sipikant  developments in our 



society, yet schools offer few if any opportunities for students to study and 

understand these devebpments in any meaningful way. AccordingIy, the Iived 

experience of school often has litüe practical meaning for its students, a s  is borne out 

by the two surveys appended here. To Strommen and Lincoln (1992), 

We have allowed our schools to remain in the past, while OUI children 
have ken bom in the future. The result is a mismatch of lemex and 
educator. But it is not the children who are mismatched to the schools; 
the schools are mismatched to the children. Only by revising 
educational practice in light of how our culture has changed can we 
close this gap (p. 475). 

Faàlitating more authentic leamhg than that presently pursueci by schooIs 

requires a different approach by teachers and administrators than conventional 

'stand and deher' techniques, including providing many more opportunities for 

students to acquite hands-on, lived experiences in the pursuit of kaming, and much 

higher support for individualized learning. Such an educational orientation a h  

reqyks a deeper understanding of the emotional needs of young people and how 

these needs can be supported. 

Though various fadors appear to mitigate against this kind of leaming in the 

convention. education system, many young people are eager to assume 

responsibility for their own leaming, to partiapate in dialogue with supportive 

adults, and to have meaningfully relevant learning experiences. To my knowledge, , 

many educators are &O eager to partiapate in more authentic relationships with 

their students. 

Personal Experiences as a School Teacher 

Because 1 have almost always had an awareness of my potential to optimize my 

own leaming, 1 have made it a habit to i n f o d y  observe the leaming experiences of 

others. These personal observations, coupled with a review of literature, led me to 

critically examine my experiences, with respect to learning, as a full-time teacher in 

rnainstream public and private schools from 1987-1991. 

Though my experiences as a teacher were at times satisfying, overallI was 

frustrated by systemic impediments. Constrained by conventions of tests, discipline, 

tirnetables, etc. 1 was expected to enforce, 1 felt consistently hampered in faciütating 



richer leaming experiences for my students. In these situations, the leaming that did 

take place was often oriented to topics chosen and manipulated by a domimering 

adult ( d y  myself), which fostered a range of responses in my captive student 

audience covering exatement, passive acceptance, inclifference, resistance, fear and 

hostility. 

1 often had students, too, who were frequently fmstrated by the la& of perceived 

rdevance of dasswork to th& lives or felt their learning interests to be undervalued 

by 'the system'. 1 also know many colleagues who were stressed to the point of iUness 

by many aspects of the conventional system, induding la& of relevance and 

systematic and arbitrary treahnent of students. 

At times, systemic absurdities also hijacked learning. When 1 taught in Colombia, 

for example, students lived in fear of taking (and failing) SAT tests designed for 

schools in the midwest US. Another experience occurred during m y  first teadiing job 

in Ontario, where 1 created a guitar dub which became very popular. Ironically, 1 

found myself sneahg in students who had ken suspended from school for various 

reasons, including poor attendance because they considered nothing they were 

leaming to be of devance, with the exception of the guitar du.. 

The staff rooms in which 1 c&ted during my formal teadung career were 

where most t e a h  concentrated on systemic priorities such as test preparation 

and grades, behaviouml management and modification, discipline, scheddhg 

curriculum, union meetings and business. Though some of these activities could be 

construed as supporting student learning, leaming per se was rarely if ever discussed. 

For me, the mots of this vacuum are situated in the training I undertook to receive 

teacher certification where, with one notable and marginaüzed exception7, 
1 

discussion about the fomis of learning beyond the medianistic administration of 

During my teacher training year at MacArthur Coilege, Queen's University (198687), 1 
chose an oddly-titled course 'Human Dimensions", offered by professor Mac Freemah In 
stark contrast to the 0 t h  utilitarian training 1 was receiving, Mac's course was b a h  for 
the soul, offering insights into humanistic psychology, the role of love and caring and 
nutturance, and exposing the fabric of human relationality. Mac also initiateci 
Webpring', an intra-MacAtthur network for 'Hum-Dimmers', that grew to include 
hundreds of individuals around the world. Now offkially retired, Mac nonetheiess 
continues to host Wellspring conferences at his Kingston farmhouse and to travel and 
share his srperüse across the country. 



curricula, and how different kinds of leaming can be nurhued, were wholly ignored 

Many colieague teachers report that my experimce represents a common practice, or ' 

malpractice, of fostering only superficial discussions and explorations of Iearning as 

part of teacher preparation. 

This situation is regrettable. As 1 mentioned above, schools are presumed to be, 

and are promoted as, institutions supporting high Ieaming achievements. 

Unfortunately, the kind of learning most promoted in schools is prescriptive leaming 

in the service of the school 'system' and not n e c d y  the kind of Iearning that 

fosters rich self-knowledge. A s  a result, the legacy of this kind of learning, with its 

'hidden curriculum' of checks and balances, is that many Iearners sit in schoois or 

leave frustrated and bitter, for which our comrnunities and society in generai are the 

poorer. To John Gatto, this experience has left young people - the principal dienk of 

the education system - "beating on the walls of the cages we call schools" (Gatto, 

1992, p.4). 

Nurturing Natural, Transformative Learning 

In light of the ecological framework described in the introduction, 1 believe some 

guideiines cari be cimrmsaibed to help educators innovate new modek of education 

that nurture leaming and self-awareness, and ultimately foster more culturally and 

environmentaily sustainable lifestyles. Help in generating such models can be found 

by examining the relational dynamics between teacher and student, e.g. pedagogy, 

and by iuumùiating various cultural practices focused on enhanmg seIf-health and 

subsequent societal health 

Toward a Moral, Empathic Pedagogy 

Though 'pedagogy' is often linked to the instrumental practices of teaching and 

curriculum delivery in support of the modernist orientation of mass education, 1 

beiîeve there exists a need to make expliut the tenets of a pedagogy that is foremost 

sensitive and appropriate to r d  needs and lived experiences of young people. Such 

a hwnan-centered approach to pedagogy might be construed as antitktical to the 

aims of rnass schooling, but to educatiod mearcher Max van Manen, pedagogy is 

inherently oriented this way: 



Pedagogy is the activity of teaching, parenting, educating, or generally 
living with children, that requires constant practicai acting in conaete 
situations and relations (van Manen, 1490, p. 2). 

Moreover, van Mangn states a case for "pedagogic cornpetence" reliant upon a 

deep code binding adult to child and guiding %ow we should be and act with 

chiIdrenm (p. 152). Such cornpetence, he writes, 

involves the antiapatory and reflective capaaty of fostering, shaping, 
and guiding the chü.d's emanapatory growth into adulthood: what you 
should be capable of, how you should have a mind of your own, and 
what you should be like as a person .... Langeveld, 1965. The 
emanapatory interest of pedagogy in the educational developrnent of 
children does not require that children are 'educated' to become like the 
adults who educate them. Aduits are thernselves diallenged by the 
emancipatory interest of pedagogy to see their own lives as a 
potentiality, that is, as lives of oriented being and becoming" (pp. 159- 
60). 

The "reflective capaaty" van Manen alludes to above circumscribes an 

opportunity for the more powerful pedagogic operand (likdy a parent, teacher or 

other adult) to take broad measure of the phenornena under consideration and 

reflect morally and ethically before acting. If this is not done adequately, then the 

operand runs the risk of acting insensitively in addressing the authentic concerns of 

'the other' as the other articulates them. 

E reco11ect from my own teaching that there were times when my students had 
real needs and concerns that 1 passed over in order to serve what 1 now consider the 

artifidai needs of the 'system'. In other words, 1 süaed my "reflective capacity", 

which diminished my ability to support emancipatory interest. In one signincant 

exampk, 1 remernber having a 16-year old student whose depression was so great 

that he could barely do more than sign his narne to any test paper presented to him. 

For the most part I ignored him, which ailowed me to proceed with the curriculum. 1 

didn't feel good about the action 1 took at that üme, and 1 continue to feel rotten 

about it. He had real needs that 1 imagine 1 could have corne to understand, and 1 

might possibly have shown some m. The schooi's agenda, ultimately serving 

someone else's purposes, could have waited. In an education experience oriented to a 

morai pedagogy in support of authentic human developrnent, 1 wodd have been free 



from constra.int to enter into a meaningful dialogue with this student and, with his 

consent, explore possible solutions to help ease his pain 

Obviously, what is contestable in the day to day experiences of adults working 

with childm is the priority @en to authentically supporting theh "emincipatory 

growth into adulthood*" As stated above, this notion may be constmed as 

antithetical to the aims of mass schooiing, and so the ad& are confronted with a 

political and moral dilemma. In supporthg the aims of sdiooling, the case may be, as 

I experienced as a teacher, that there is little or no provision for teachers to become 

"pedagogically competent" as concephialized by van Manen. 

As for a working model espousing such an orientation, 1 was most impressed 

upon reading Brent Cameron's thesis on Wondertree, with insights he had into the 

dyMmics between empowerment and relationality, çuggesting that 

The politics of relationship is of a primary focus in developing a new 
model of learning. Relatiowhips based on equality, and designed to 
aeate win/win results for each individual in the relationship, are open 
relaticmships. They aeate possibility and growth (Cameron, p. 12). 

In a felt sense I was very aligned with Brent's insights, though 1 had not 

previously encountered a description of this process. Another suggestion he made 

which inspirecl me was in his advocating for a 'learning consultantf to engage in two 

opposite processes. First, to "get beyond the context of the patterns of involvement, 

and investigate from a larger h e , "  or a "meta-frame", whkh he derived from the 

work of GNider and Dib ,  to help discern ''patterns that connect, to understand in 

new ways, mudi as an aerial view provides an overview in cornparison to a ground- 

based perspective (p. 27'). 

Second, he suggested it was important to ''experientially rediscover the child's 

world view, to gain that ever present sense of newness, unity, and curiosity", a 

process he linked to spedfic Zen-related exerdçes in 'headlessness' as derived from 

the work of British philosopher Douglas Harding. Such exprimes are designed to 

lead one to heightened awareness and, in my experience, assist with empathic 

understanding. Wondertree, Cameron said, represented the incorporation of these 

two technologies into the day to &y interactions with children, "to be outside of the 

story and see the story as one possible map, and to jom the M d  in their state of 

curiosity before the story is told, is an integration of objectivity and subjectivity mto 



a new Subjective model" (Cameron, p. 28). To join the M d  and to move with t?xm . 
towards conte& of 6ner distinctions and more comprehensive "patterns that 

conned', as iliumïnated by anthropologiçt Gregory Bateson, says Carneron, inscribes 

a shift "towards an mergent, evolutionary, synergistic and natural process of 

leaniuig .... a process of incorporating a meta-view and an intrinsic episternology into 

pracüce within relationships with children" (p. 28) 

At the iime 1 read Brent's thesis, I naturaily reflected upon my own teachirig and 

1ea-g experiences. In my conventional teaching, and personal leamings, 1 strove to 

create rehtionships that offered empowerment for myseif and with my own teadiers 

or students, w h  1 was not overwheimed by the suppressive forces of 'schooling' 

that mitigated against such developments. In striving to create Lhis (at which 1 had 

very lirnited success), 1 determined that a felt sense of rehtionality grounded in 

mutiral understanding and e x p h  made available the possibility of optimizing 

immediate growth and h o p  for growth in future Ieaming and teaching opportunities. 

Now, 1 am able to link these feelings more closely with the assertions above by 

van Manen and Cameron, respectivelyt and the experiences of empathy, defined by 

Riker (1991) as: 

a capacity in which we gain howledge of others by repeating in 
ourselves how they are feelùig. What we empathize with can be what 
others are consciously or uncoxwiously experiencing. ... This empathic 
sharing is the heart of aü ethics of love, in which we are asked to be 
open to and join the joys and sufferings of other hunian beings. ... 
When we empatfüze with someone's feelings, we inherentiy affirm 
those feelings, (p. 196), 

b ~ c l ~ o n ,  which Noddings describes as a process effected by a teacher to 

heighten a sense of 'duality' with a student, in which 

the teacher receives and accepts the student's feeling toward the 
subject matter; she looks at it and listens to it through his eyes and 
ears. How else can she interpret the subject matter for him? As she 
exercises this indusion, she accepts his motives, reaches toward what 
he intends(l9û4, p. 177), 



and the dialogic process of mirroring, as desaibed here by Margdies: 

One h d s  - and loses - oneself through the other. ... the mirror of the 
other is the cataiyst for change and the medium of self-reflection; the 
mirroring creates the observing distance that is necessary for 
recaphving (or capturing) oneself. One goes outside of oneself to find 
oneself (1989, p. 110). 

Meta-processin& empathizing with children and young people, and including 

and mirroring, then, represent an appropriate context to support an authentic 

leamer-mentor relationship with another, wherein the goal is to support self-growth, 

as distinct from an authontarian relationship. 

Yet, validating the lived experience of 'the othef poses a psycho-political 

challenge for many people of ail ages in our society. For parents reIating to young 

children, children relating to other diildren, adults to other adults, and kachers to 

students, it is not necessarily easy to "receive the other" and be attentive to personal 

concerns, for such action may be constmed as threatening to individual egostrength, 

or because persons involved may not have experienced or understood this process. 

Each relationship, of course, has its own unique set of characteristics and challenges. 

Accordingly, resolution is çometimes unattainable due to the intractability of the 

persons involved, or it may involve the release of power by one person to the other, 

or it may involve dialogic mediation 

Today, attempting to resolve M e n g e s  in relationships between humans has the 

characteristics of a growth industry, often involving psychotherapists, consultants, 

mediators, or other persons trained in negotiating skills. I suggest that in seeking to 

be 'received', people are seeking to be understood, and in seeking understanding one 

gains in knowledge of oneself and anotherI creaüng new opportunities for self 

P* 

It is worth considering the broadest ramifications of a moral, empathie, and 

awareness-generating pedagogy as described here. To me, the origins of aggression 

are often found in a political/psychological relationai rubric in which one is 

misunderstood and undervalued. Under this condition, growth is stifled and 

bittemess fostered. This could be equally applied to wars between societies as it 

could be attributed to disfunctioning families and disgruntIed students in schools. 

Conversely, when one is understood and valued, one receives permission to grow * 



and individuate and securely live in relational harmony with others, which ultimately 

enriches the experiences of being human in the words of sociologist Alfie Kohn, 

The antidote to dehumanization .. is to appreciate not only the other's 
distinctive point of view but also to see that other as a human subject - 
and to recognize that we share this attribute. This 'ernotional 
realization of the unity of mankind as a species' [Scheler; The Nature 
of Sympathy, 19541 is not a contrivance to be employed on special 
occasions; it is a mode of k ing  in the world, a way of living. It emerges 
from the acknowledgment that one's meaning - one's own humanness - 
depends on a€firming the subjectivity of others. Such a humanizing 
affinnation has the concrete consequence of reducing agression, 
making life safer and more pleasant" (Kohn, 1990, p. 142). 

Ernpathy and morality, as desaibed above, are signifiant orientations for 

educators and parents. But I've also observed that orienting oneself empathicaliy 

and morally may be ephemeral and barely perceived by the one-receiving unless one 

understands and "receives the other" as a feilow human sharing common biological, 

psychologicai, çociological and spiritual characteristics and yeamings; in other 

words, uniess one understands and feels aligned with our 'ecology of king'. 

Toward an Ecology of Being 

The descriptions which introduced this chapter imply and make explicit several 

propositions. First and foremost is that 1 experienced 'me-in-the-world' from as early 

as 1 can remder,  the context of which 1 infer as an 'ecology of being' shaped by an 

interdependent constellation of solitary and shared biologicai, psychologid, 

sociological and spirituai impulses. 

1 surmise that 1 conçciously sought and was naturally drawn into 'authentic' 

learning eXpenences which 1 judged conssiously and unconsciously in some manner 

to contribute to my personal development and/or weil being, and avoided or 

resisted dubious experiences that seemed superficial or linked to an inexplicable 

agenda. Aiways, my leaming was nurhrred by the hope of personal transformation 

leading to a deeper reward consistent with my innermost aspirations. 

As well, 1 sunnise that my moral response, or morality, emerged in a gastalt of 

infiuencing factors which could be desaibed as the context for response. For 



. 
ewmple, my environmental advocacy arises from my scientific knowledge in concert 

with many experiences of enjoying and king a sensitive partiapant in the naturai 

world. These experiences, 1 speculate, wouldn't have ken so positive if 1 had not 

also received my parents' support, nor would I have been ço sensitive and 

empathetic if 1 had not felt cared for my parents and others. 

Today, I am content with my Me, who 1 am, and how 1 participate in the 

processes that en@ me as an adult human organism of the carnios, hduding the 

resolution of personal challenges. 1 am spiritdly, joyfully and powerfully aware of 

me-authentically-in-the-world, by which I mean in no way to suggest 1 am a finished 

product. It seems apparent to me that being powerfulIy, authentically and whoily 

human and living a meanin@ life - for myself and other persons - is fa- iess an 

end game than it is a process grounded in an understanding of personal ecology and 

requiring practice. 

1 believe that the quest for wholeness or authentic personhood is a detining * 

human characteristic, ever-present from soon after conception and, 1 imagine, until 

death This quest sustains several psychologid and biologicd developmental 

seasons and shapes much human behaviour. 

Unquestionably, this quest is Menging to sustain and many hurnan dtures  

have devised intricate and elegant rituais and rites of passage to help guide and 

numire the uninitiated through the seasons of individuation to temporary stations of 

completeness. Such completeness is reflected in an ab- of individiials to integrate 

their needs and impulses with other persons and soaal groups. Many such cultures 

recognize i n t e p  tia and in ferdependence as organizing factors fundamental to cultural 

sus tename. 

As an adult and fairly recent father, and one who has chosen a role as educator, 

1 feel the path to authentic and healthlul personhood requires a pedagogical 

approach that indudes moraiity and a profound ecologïcal orientation proffering . 
n-e, love, care as well as knowledge of the ever-present human quest for 

wholeness and willingness to authentidy support those quesüng for wholeness. 

In accordance with Uiis orientation, I believe our western s d t y  and its peculiar 

emphasis on individuaüsm, rationalism, technologism and a few other 'isms', 

perilously undermines and intmpts the practice of being and bemming human. As 



evidenced £rom increasing youth and adult violence, pervasive existentid despair 

and dis-ease that characterize most of the col~ununities with which 1 interact, few 

people, young or old, feel content or wella. As evidenced from news about the 

apparent deterioration of planetary environmental heaith as a result of hurnan 

actions rooted in western beliefs, we are presently harming or eradicating countless a 

organisms on earth, induding humam, and we are Iikely jeoparcking the quaiity of 

Iife on earth in the future for a11 beings. 

Something is t r ag idy  and brutaiiy wrong with this pidure. 

1 believe it is possible and appropriate to orient oneself ecologically to nurture the 

developrnent of young people towards their most authentic and healthfui stations, 

for whom the instrumental approach to development adopted by schooling is 

evidently antithe tical. 

Li the following chapter, I will draw on mw insights into the human condition 

from depth psychology, and spiritual insights from philosophy, wisdom traditions 

and indigenous cultures that trace their practices back hundreds, and in some cases, 

thousands of years, to conceptualw a practice of orienting oneseif ecologically to 

students. In this conceptualization, 1 bring forth the possibility of nurturing an 

ecology+f-being that instantiates the promise of human wholeness and a more 

healthful future. 

1 am aware of two authors who have recentIy compIeted wide-ranging studies 
docurnenting pervasive and mcreasing vioIence, depression, suicide and stress-relatd 
illness among young people throughout North Arnerica. For more information, the 
interesteci reader is r e f ~ e d  to Chapter 15 of Emot iod  Intelligence entitled "ïhe Cost of 
Emotional Iiliteracy", by Daniel Goleman (1995, Bantam Books) and Chapter Five of The ' 

Opfimistic Child entitled "The Epidemic of Depression", by Martin P. Seligman (1995, 
HarperCollins) 



Chapter Tfuee 

TOWARD AN ECOLOGY OF BEING: 

PATHS TO AUTHENTIC SELFHOOD 

if you have grown up immersed in western culture, then you and 1 might share 

some sùnilat notions on 'being humant. In my case, my ideas have been cIearIy 

infiuenced by my parents, and by growing up in middleclass, urban/suburban, 

predominantly white Judeo-Christian, mercantile North American culture. 

My ideas have been further shaped by playing competitive sports, consuming 

thousands of hours of television, king schooled, traveling and living in two other 

countries, playing music, being a son, brother and father, and many, many other 

experiences. My ideas on being human are stfl folning though 1 am content with who 

1 am. 1 &O reflect that certain personal experiences were very important in 

detemiining who I am, induding experiencing love, pain, aggression or humiiiation, 

personal warmth, king 'high' £rom physical and mental accomplishments and 

experimenting with some drue, and, again, many additional experiences. 

Yet 1 have been personally troubled in my adult years. It seems certain dominant 

attitudes, including egocentriSm, insensitivity, cornpetition and aggression, are 

increasingIy emerging in my society, western society, as a logical consequence to a life 

of rational and pathologie disconnedion from a nurturing rnatrix that is, nonetheles, 

also a human Iegacy. Evidence h t  such behaviour fosters pain and suffering and 

jeopardizes global, community and individual health doesn't seem to have convinced 

many people, including politicians, to mode1 or support the adoption of more 

benevolent lifestyles. 

1 feel a need to know some reasons why this is so. 1 agree with the proposition by 

psychotherapist Chellis Glendinning who says in My N a m  Is Chellis and I'm In 
Recanoy From Wes tm Cittilizatiott that we in western society exist "diçlocated from 

our roots by the psychologid, philosophical, and tedinological constructions of our 

civilization" (Glendinning 1994, p. x). Recovering psychological and spiritual health, 

Glendinning adds, is a massive challenge made more diffidt  because the practices 



of exper ien~g our humanness, or "prima1 ma&" is anathema to the 

objectivist/reductionist foundations of western society. 

So 1 puzzle over a question: What does it mean to be an 'authentic human'? The 

answer(s) to this is critical for me to discover. If such a thing as an authentic 

hmnanity exists, and by aufhenfiaty I mean the quahty of k ing  complete and whole 

as defined by my sensibilities and various definitions afforded by others, 1 would 

like to know what its lessons might be for me as a person, a husband, a father, a son, 

and as a citizen. 

Germane to this study, 1 would ais0 like to know what lessons might be learned 

from such an investigation by myseif as an educator, and what lessons might be 

available from my schoiarship that other interested educators might find duable. 

As stated in the introduction, my most significant developmental experiences seem 

to be at odds with my experiences as a student in the conventional school systern 

and as an educator striving to nurture shidents to a richer experience of seif-growth. 

In concert with Chellis Glmdinning, Tewa artist and education professor Gregory 

Cajete says the crisis of conventional education is rooted in "the crisis of modem 

man's [sic] identity", the symptoms of which he characterizes as "alienation, loss of 

community, and a deep sense of incompleteness" (Cajete, 1994, p. 26). If such a 

proposition is valid, what illuminations on being human might be available for an 

educational project that seeks to nurhue authentic self-growth and community? 

My intention in this diapter is to draw from various culturallydistinct sources a 

characterization of 'authentic huIzLanityB, and desuibe how this characterization can . 

be nurtured. Rather than king definitive, it is meant to be descriptive, with special 

emphasis on cultural insights that 1 gauge to offer most hope of fostering a transition 

of praxis to conventional educators who may wish to shift from curriculum-focused 

teaching to nurturing authentic leamhg and growth. To assist in this 1 have added 

some comments drawn from my own experiences. With respect to the different 

culhual orientations mentioned herein, 1 have attempted to seek out dhirâ1 

members to best represent themselves and their culturai practices. Though many of 

the world's religions are founded on the precepts of andent spiritual traditions, and 

some explicitly recognize and support the achievement of authentic seifhood, it is 

not the intent of this chapter to iiiuminate religious practices nor compare world 

religions. 



Who Am 11 

If 1 were an adult male of an Arnerican indian tribe, a Hindu, a Buddhist, a Sufi, 

or a practising member of another cuiture grounded in a traditional spirihial 

orientation, 1 would have access to a cultural notion of what it means to be 

authentically human, This notion would be graindeci in mythology and spiritual 

doctrine set in text or communicated orally, visually or drarnaticaily, and informed 

by various experiences that circumsaibe a deep understanding or wisdom about 

king human. Other members of my cultural comrnunity would share such an 

understanding and Qopefully) offer support to me to deepen this understanding 

through al1 the seasons of my Me, from infancy into adulthood and to death 

(Campbell, 1988; Cajete, 1994). 

For at le& three denn ia ,  where there has been human society, people have 

debated, adted texts and represented inner unspoken urges focused on what it 

means to be 'authentically' human. Various conceptual orientations to authentic 

sel- can be traced to M e n t  Spiritual traditions, indigrnous (Nat?-e American 

indian) cultures, and relatively recent insights from the fields of Depth Psychology, 

and its antecedents found in Jungian, Developmental, Trampersonal and Existentid 

psychology. hights from existential philoçophy have also helped shape 

foundational precepts of depth psychology, but they are not speafically referenced 

in this chapter. 

We in westem society have isolated and identified spinfuulity as the domain of 

knowledge that addresses exploring or seeking authentic humanity (Spretnak, 1991). 

in the west, sub-domains of western knowledge that deal explicitiy and inkUectuaIly 

with the issue of human existence include epistemology, psychology, psydUatry and 

existentialist thought, and explicit interpretations ernerge fmrn western Literary, 

visual and dramatic arts. In the sciences, emerging from wncism and rooted in 

notions of objectimfy, this century has given witness to the grounding of theory in 

subjecfioify, beghhg with developments in the physical sciences pertaining to the 

notion of relativity and quantum physics, and extending to theoreticai developments 

in the fields of cybemetics, systemç dynamics and others (Bateson, 1972; Grof, 

1988). 



Many indigenous and spiritual culhues do not separate spirituality. Their 

notions of spirituality and human existence are reflected within a continuum of 

processes that defy reduction or categorization (Highwater, 1981). Yet, according to 

s e v d  researdiers, there are signifiant cornmonalties with our western discoveries. 

Pioneering transpersanal psychologist Stanislov Grof identifies sirniiarities between 

anaent spiritual traditions such as the different systems of yoga, Zen, Christian 

Mysticism, Sufism and Gnosticism and his own work in the field of Transpersond 

psychology. Recent discoveries, Grof says, "confirm the claims of ... the great 

mystical traditions that humans can also function as infinite fields of consciousness, 

branscending the limitations of time, space, and linear causality" (Grof, 1988, pp. 

238-39). 

Cajete also suggests the axioms of indigenous living are consistently aligned with 

traditional spiritual philosophies, inciuding the proposition that each person is 

"unique and has a path of learning that they need to travel during their life" (Cajete, 

p. 226). 

Existentid psychologist Rollo May also contends that the field of existentialism 

is dosely aligned with modern-day depth psychology and is related to ancient 

Oriental thought, as iüuIIUnated in the writings of the Chinese philosopher Laotzu in 

the I-Ching. These fields are concemed with onfology, the science of being, he says, 

and a capaaty to rdect on "being in the world and 'lcnowing oneself as the subject 

of what is occurring" (May, 1983, p. 58). 

We have 'to be' before we can 'do.' (Hoellet, 1992) 

implied in a notion of authentic leaming is a notion of authentic humanity. 

Western researchers, philosophem and cuitural leaders have discussed such a 

proposition for thousands of years. Below is an introductory study of propositions 

identifying cultural cornmonalties explicating hurnan existence. 



Indigenous (Native Norfh Amm'can Indian) Perspective 

In The Sacred: Ways of Knawledge, Sources of Li@ (1995) authors Beck, Walters, and 

Francisco describe how traditional understanding of being human is his tondy  

identified by many North American Indian cultures as a lifelong spiritual journey 

undertaken by each person, regardless of tribal identity. It is often desaibed as a 

quest for wholeness, manifest in a series of stages that begin in diildhood, when 

young people first learn the3 cultural stories, and are encouraged to play-act roles, 

rituals and responsibilities modeled by other community members. As chiidhood is 

left behind, indigenous cultures prepared young people for transition to adulthood 

and facihtated elaborate rituais to accompany this transition. in adulthood, 

individuais ernbraced new responsibilities in the natural c o r n  of king human as 

providers, defenders, parents, healers and eventually elders. Preparation to die, too, 

was regarded as a natural stage in the journey, as was death itself. 

Gregory Cajete asserts that Ieaming involves a transformation that unfolds 

through time and space. ''Pathway, a structural metaphor, combines with the process 

of joumeying to form an active context for learning about spirit. ... Path denotes a 

structure; Way implies a process. ... learnùig and teaching unfold through tirne, 

space and place fomiing a path through Me. It is a simple fact, basic to human 

nature yet, elegantly complicated in its expression" (Cajete, p. 55). 

Cajete also says "seeking peace and finding self were by-products of foiiowing a 

path of life that presented s i e c a n t  personal and environmental challenges", a 

process he equates with 'individuation' (described in chapter 1, and further in this 

chapter). "Finding one's path," he adds, was not an easy task and occurred in stages 

over one's entire lifetime. Futther, eâdi stage was distinct £rom aii  others and 

required detailed preparation and practice on the part of individualç for 

achievernent in seeking one's path, "one learned to put forward the best that one 

had; one leamed the nature of h d t y ,  selfsacdice, courage, service, and 

determination. indian people understood that the path to individuation is filled with 

doubt and trials. They understood that it was a path of evolution and 

transformation" (Cajete, p. 211). 

in the native tradition, education that supports individuation by its nature 

strives for wholeness and a level of harmony between individuah and th& world. 



Suc.  a precept, Cajete says, aiso represents an anaent foundation of the educatiod 

process of ali  cultures. 

In its most naturai dimension, al1 true education is transfomative and 
nahue centered. Indeed, the Latin root educnre, meaning 'to draw out', 
ernbodies the spirit of the transformative quality of education. (Cajete, 
p. 208) 

Jamake Highwater, an Indian artist and author, asserts that the development of 

the individual should not be confused with eg~en t r i c  individualism identifid in 

Western society. Rather, the native human emerges in a context wholly responsibIe to 

the tribe, developing in the process a "communai soul" (Highwater, 1981, p. 169). 

"nie lndian individual is spiritually interdependent upon the ianguage, folk history, 

ritualism, and geographical sacredness of his or her whok people" (p. 172). 

Beyond the context of tribe, Highwater asserts that native peoples also 

developed a spirituai sense of being in relation to a l l  aspects of their surrounding 

physical environment and of the non-material cosmos that included totemic and 

ancestral spirits. "Indians are encouraged to make contact both individually and as a 

group with the underlying spiritual powers of the cosmos. Every adult Indian tends 

to agree that the basis of success in Me is much dependent upon not only one's own 

efforts, but aIso the syrnbiotic relationship with forces that put the individuai and 

the tribe in touch with the 'mighty something"' (Highwater, p. 82). 

With respect to education, Cajete suggests a mutually+rnpowering relationship 

between learner and educator, much distinct from the teacher-authoritarian role of 

conventional education Leaming, he says, is a coaeative act in which learner and 

educator join forces to "mutuaiiy undertake a pilgrimage to a new level of seif- 

lcnowledge" (Cajete, p. 219). By CO-creating a learning experience, "everyone involveci 

grnerates a aitical consciousness and enters into a process of empowering one 

another" (Cajete, p. 219), thus enabhg a new level of empowerment and benefit to 

the entire tribe. 

To sum up this perspective, leaming fo be, and learning how to call forth one's 

highest seif synchronously with one's tribal members, whüe ackiowledging and 

honoring the sacred and interdependait nature of one's existence, were/are the goals 

of traditional native education. As distinct from conventional education, leamhg in 



the native Indian tradition is intewoven with the challenges of personal growth, 

preparing oneself for lMng in interdependence with others, and preparing oneself for 

king in balance with ones' swmunding environment. 

Ancient Spiritual Traditions 

He who dwells in al1 b e i q s  but is separafe from al1 beings, whom no k i n g  
knms, whose body al1 beings are, and who controls al1 beingsj?om within - 
he, the Se& is the Inner Ruler, the Immorfal. (The LIpanishads 
(Brihadaranyaka); trans. by Swami Prabhavananda and Frederick 
Manches ter, 1983) 

'[lesus said:] The Kingdm is inside of you and it is outside of you. WhPn 
you amie fo know yourselves t h  you will become known. But ifyou do not 
k n m  yourselues, you dwell in poverty, and if is you who are fhat pooerty" 
(The Gospel According fo Thomas, quoted in Singer, 1990) 

Ancient Spiritual (or 'wisdorn') traditions refer to various culhirally distinct, 

spirituai orientations including Buddhism, SunSm, Hinduhn, Christian and Judaic , 

Mystidfm, Islamicism, Taoism, and others. These traditions fïnd theV roots in 

cultural texts and practices dating badc as far as 2,Sûû years in and around Asia, 

Africa and the Mediterranean, and they sunrive today in a global body of cultural 

p r a ~ c e s  that extend beyond political or tribal boundaties. 

Western researche~ who fint examined these traditions comprehensively indude 

the Russian G.I. Gurdjieff who, according to Tart (1986), studied with Christians, 

Muslims, Indians, Tibetans and others, looklig for the core of spiritml tmth in the 

1870s, then rehsned to the west and went on to aeate his own derivational 

spirituality to share his findings. in 1890, James Frazer produced The Golden Bough, 

focusing on myth010gical tales from many cultures, including the great spiritual 

traditions, and in 1901, Richard Bucke authored Cosmic Consuuusness, a wide-ranging 

treatise on mental and spiritual activity that included an investigation of anaent 

traditions. Ln this century, psychologist Car1 Jung shidied the symbolic roots of many 

spiritual traditions and incorporated his findings into many of his works, as did 

Aldous Huxley, author of nie Perennial Philosophy (1944), which iliuoninated various 

cornmonalties with respect to notions of 'being human'. In the latter half of this 



century, researcher Joseph Campbell produced a prolific body of work focuçed on 

the mythology of spiritual traditions, especially in Hem With a Thowand Faces 

(1949), his series Masks of the Gods (1962-77), and his last text The P m e r  of Myth 

(1988). Campbell says he derived much of the inspiration for his work from the work 

of Jung. Another popular student of eastem spirituality and author of Nature, Man 

and Womn (1958) and many other books was the late Alan W. Watts. Most 

recently, psychologist Robert May in Phÿsicians OfThe Soul (1982; rev.,1988) 

synthesizes a wide-ranging exploration of spiritual traditions, including d d i n g  

his experiences in undertaking th& practices. 

Many other people have authored texts and translations focused on specinc 

traditions and, accordhg to Grof and others, interest in spirituai traditions has never 

been higher in western Society than it is today. Far from king comprehensive, I will 

present here some of the notions of seif as outlined in some primary sources and 

allow certain researchers and practitioners to represent the2 hdings. 

According to Campbell (1988), %ehg fully human" is described in culturaiiy- 

specific myths, parables, songs of spirituai traditions, in their more formal or 

directive texts, and it is inscribed in artwork, symbolic systems, mysticd 

representations and culturallyspe"fic rituais that transmit to individuais various 

aspects of the experience of achieving selfhood. Campbell says this 'literature of the 

spirit" circumscrhs a universal "grounded sense of being" which consistently points 

out that authentic selfhood cari be attained by ali persons who undertake a 'lifelong 

joumey". This experience is not meant to irnply a Literal trip but an "inward joumey" 

or "pathway to the soul" undertaken in stages to ultimately merge an individual's 

consciousness with the contents of his or her unconscious (Campbell, p. 36). 

The undertaking of thk joumey, he adds, is universaiiy accompanied by 

elaborate and sophisticated symbolic representations, including the arcular mandala 

(Sanskrit), "symbolically designed so that it has the meaning of a cosmic order." 

Attainment of seifhood iç synonymous with "being in your manciaian, the space for 

"findhg a center and ordering yourself to it," and for the "conjoinment of opposites 

in unity." A cyclical pattern is meant to represent the habituaII generational nature of 

such joumeying for individu& in 'The Great Chain of Beingn. 



Robert May draws many cornparisons between spirituai traditions and modem 

depth psychology, seemingly the result of his background studying psychology. Like 
Jung and Campbeii, he suggests there exists fundamental cornmonalties among the 

spiritual traditions with respect to notions of authentic seihood, despite many 

ritualistic, liturgical and technical ciifferences. For example, he says the goal of each 

of the spirihial traditions is to "inçtruct us hurnan beings in exile on the way bacù 

home! 'Home', depending upon the language is 'the Tao,' [der.:Taoism], 'the Promised 

Land' uudaism], 'the Kingdom' [Qiristianity], 'Ninrana' puddhism], 'Brahman' 

[Hinduism], or 'Allah' [IsIam]. 'Home' is the Source. It is from the Source that oui 

'hue Selves' were aeated" (May, 1988, p. 214). Further, he says the spiritual self, or 

"Kingdom of your tme Self' is "that which is within us which unites us with our 

fellow human behgs" (May, 1988, p. 221) and on be activated in each of us. 

According to May, the conjoinment of opposites, when "two become one", is also a 

comrnon theme in Buddhist, Taoist, Gnostic, Judaic and Hindu ntlture. "It is the 

meaning of the samd name: YHWH [der.: Hebrew]. ... Spirit and Matter, God and 

Creation, Shaddai and Shekhinah [Hebrew], Yang and Yin [Taoism], are 'Not two.' 

This is the Cosmic Unity," adding 'Tm Sei€ ... is your identity in God or the Tao." 

May also links many examples of the " h e r  joumey" to culturaily-spdc 

propositions and myths. The story of Moses in the Old Testament, for example, May 

cites as representing a caîi to inner consciousness, first identified in Moses' encounter 

with a mystical buming bush, which May suggests was a metaphor of Moses' "inwnrd 

light." (May, 1988, p. 50). Next, May interprets the story of God revealing to Moses 

that 1 AM, or YWVH "is His Name forever throughout ail generations," as 

representing the ego's discovery of the self. 'The discovery of 1 AM", he says, "is a 

monumental discovery on the Spiritual Path" (May, 1988, p. 51). 

To support this contention of inner joumey, May illuminates various cuituraily- 

specific processes that lead to heightened self-realization, or call to self-awareness, 

as a critical step on the path to authentic humanity. Yoga, meditation, prayer, 

fasting, saaed chanting, d a n ~ g  and movement, are aii describeci as supportive in 

helping put individual practitioners in greater touch with their hue selves. They are . 
necessary, he says, because 'The greatest wound that al1 of us have is our aiienation 

(or 'exile') from God, and Likewise, from our tme Selves" (May, 1988, p. 201). 



Alan W. Watts, author and student of eastem spirituaiity, also d e s d e s  how 

spiritual traditions foster the notion of interdependence, similar to that espoused by 

native indians. Specific to a BuddhSt perspective, says Watts, is a figure-ground or 

object-subject reiationaiîty that cannot be made separate. Fundamental realities, he 

says, are recognïzed as "the relations or 'fields of force' in which facts are the terms 

or limits" ( Watts, 1958, p. 57). Later he describes how frorn a Buddhist perspective 

an individual experiences greatest strength "in realizing the fullest possible relation to 

its environment - a relation which is hardly felt at aJl when the individudimi 

consciousness tries to preserve itself by separation from the body and from ail that it 

experiences" (p. 102). 

To Watts, what is ordinarily denoted as the body is an abstraction, a 

conventional fiction of an object distinguished from its environment, wiehout which 

the body has no reality whatsoever. Various practices, such as yoga and meditation, 

can heip one experience and understand cosmic relationality, and Watts suggests 

"the mysterious and unsought upriçing of love is the experience of complete 

relationship with another, transforming our vision not only of the beloved but of the 

whole world" (Watts, p. 184). In concert with love, Watts links mysticai vision, 

Ieading one "into clarity and peace" (Watts, p. 204), with what is always available 

to those who se& it in thei. practice of living meaningfuily. 

Though the above perspective is brief, and the reader is encouraged to look to 

works referred to above for more detailed treabnents, cornmonalties are found 

among the world's great spiritual traditions with respect to adualizing human 

authenticity. Living the authentic, meaningful life cab one to recognize being and 

living es processi including distinct seasons of development. 

Ancient spiritual traditions developed complex rituals and aclivities and drew 

on daborate myths in order to facilitate persona1 growth and 'higher' consciousness 

so that individuals rnight lead a more authentic Me. Many learning institutions, 

organizatiom, and mentors continue to practice and evolve these practices today, 

sometimes in a polyglot of formç and some promising 1s-g bmbreakthroughs 

to the student. 1 have personally partiapated as a student of several activities - 
yoga, meditation and certain 'rite of passage' experiences to name three - from 



which I experienced an enhanced sense of psychological and physiological well- 

b e q .  As an educator, 1 have also introduced and observed the use of these and 

similar activities with students and noted siniilar benefiaal results. I have obsemed 

that young people are eager to learn about and participate in such acüvities as part 

of their personal quest towards authenticity. 

Insights from Depth PsyEhoIugy 

Late kst cenhvy and early this cenhuy saw the ernergence in Western society of 

depth psychology as an institutional, academic pursuit, beginning most signüicantly 

with Freud's insights on the nature of the human unconscious. Freud's research, 

according to psychologist RoDo May, led to the aeation of psycho-analysis and set 

the dominant direction of psychological investigation and thought for much of this 

century. The 'Id', 'Ego' and Superego' represent the principal design structures of the 

consciousness Freud concephialized, infonned by his study of dreams and other 

human behaviours. 

May and others credit Freud as the pioneer who initiated scienti.6~ research into 

the realrn of human unconscious, but May suggests that it was Freud's pupil Car1 

Jung who developed a broader conceptual framework related to human psychology, 

espedally with respect to the unconscious. Currently, Jungian psychology continues 

to grow in scope and increase in popuJarity (Singer, 1990) and it has signihcantly 

influenced the development of transpersonal psychology (Rowan, 1993), which 

additionally incorporates threads of humanistic psychology. In undertaking a 

literature review focused on notions of 'selhood', 1 determineci developmental, 

Jungian, humanistic, transpersonal and existenthl psychology to be of most 

relevance, and I offer the following bnef overview. 

Developmentd Psychology 

Developmental psychology has the longest history of study of any branch of 

psychology, havhg its earliest roots in the writings of Plato and other Greek 

philosophers. More than two thousand years later, treatises on the development of 

the human psyche were written by the French philosopher Jean-Jaques Rousseau 

(1712-78), Swiss educational reformer Pestalozzi (17464827) and founder of the 

kindergarten movement Friedrich Froebel(1782-1852). Formalized academic shidies 



focused on human development evolved in Europe and North Arnerica last century, 

leading to the adoption of various 'schools' of psychological thought early this 

century, among them 'Behaviorïsm' or stimulus-response associationism, and 

'Ges talt-field' psycho logism. 

Despite their divergent theoretical and practical bases, both behaviourai and 

gestalt-field psychology Surviveci well into this century and signüicantly influenced 

leaming theorists, parents, children, therapists, educators, students, and others. This 

century lus &O seen the rise of many additional branches of developmental 

psychology, leading to discweries about leaming, brain development and 

neurological functioning, consciousness, cognition and memory, and developmenîai 

needs. In addition to academicaUy-trained psychologists like Sigmund Freud, Kurt 

Lewin, Erik Erikson, Heinz Kohut, and Jean Piaget, some of this century's foremost 

contriitors to developmental psychology have been philosophers, sociologists, 

anatomical scientists and biologists. 

With respect to the present research project, 1 sought out reference material that 1 

felt most germane - that is, knowledge appropriate to the psychological domain of 

selfdevelopment, whkh iç fertilized from studies of human emotional development. 

Subsequently, 1 identified a pattern with which 1 felt most aligned, that being a set of 

developmental priorilies for enhancing a sense of self, and for this, 1 am e s p d y  

grateful for the insights provided by Vancouver farnily psychologist Dr. Gordon 

Neufeld. 

ûevelopmental psychologists like Enkçon and Kohut have identified certain 

psychologicai priorities or needs which attend healthy emotional development. First 

is the need, slarting with the yormgest infant, to attach to an adult, and most 

preferably the mother. This is borne from a biologicai-social 'strategy' dating back to 

the roots of human evolutionary history, which serves to protect offspring during 

their most vulnerable developmental period. "In this way, the predisposition to 

nurture children spread throughout the gene pool", says child psychologiçt Paul Klein 

(1995, p 40). 

A need to attach to adults and receive loving nurhuance is retained throughout 

the M d ' s  emotional development, and is thought necessary for providmg the 

psychobgical security that allows one to differentiate and develop a separate sense 



of self. Attadunent and orientation to adults is sought unconditionally and 

emotionai hedth is most stable when 'satiation' of this need is achieved. Conversely, 

when a child's attachment needs are fniçtrated, anxiety arises; when chronically 

frustrated by lack of attachment, a child shows various syrnptoms including anger, 

10s of ability to trust, loss of capacity for intimacy, and a diminished ability to 

empathw with others. According to Neufeld, various processes, for example, crying 

and &Iking, help an individual to overcome developmental impediments, thmgfi if 

sudi 'adaptive functions' are also stymied, development may be arrested 

preniaturely and/or other psychological almormaiities may arise. 

A second emotional priority identified by Neufeld is the need to differentiate 

and develop egostrength, so that one rnight further the process of individuation. 

''Individuation is the goal of development," he says. Some researchers identify 

individuation as a devdopmental drive resident throughout one's life, that is 

e s p d y  significant for preparing young people to function separately, l e m  about 

their world, acquire selksteem, and integrate or socialize into the world around 

them. Individuation is made possible by a successful history of emotionai 

attadunent, and by making room for venturing forth, selfexploration and discovery, 

failure and self-accomplishment. Individuation stifled can result in dironic 

appetitive behaviour and/or frustration until the need is satiated. 

To Noddings, proffering care is a necessary precondition for facilitating and 

supporting 'conf3rmation', which 1 interpret as an enabling response in support of 

individuation. She writes, 

When we attribute the best possible motive consonant with reality to 
the cared-for, we confirrn him; that is, we reveal to hirn an attainable 
image of himself that is lovelier than that manifested in his present 
acts. In an important sense, we embrace h i .  as one with us in devotion 
to caring. In education, what we reveal to a student about himself as 
an ethical and inteliectual being has the power to nurture the ethical 
ideai or to destroy it (Noddings, 1984, p. 193). 

A third priority is the need to integrate or sociahe into a supportive comunity. 

Healthy sociahation, Neufeld says, relies on the experience of hedthy separation, 

that is, healthy individuation If separation is incomplete due to immaturity or 

amsted development, a chüd can become anxious, insecure and hostile. Neufeld 



charactenzes 'true' socialkation as the adoption of form and convention in order to 

fit into society, synchronous with preservjng a sense-of-seif and one's individuality. 

A fourth priority, and the last discussed here, is the need to understand our own 

self-hood and derive rneaning from our existence. This is often referred to as out 

spiritual quest, which forms the basis of much research from existentid, Eastern and 

metaphysid philosophy, humanistic and transpersonal psychology, as weil as 

many religious and 'New Age' doctrines. According to some researchers, North 

American Sooety is presently experiencing significant popular resurgence in 

spirituality, manifest as rising enrohent in spiritual organizations and study of 

traditional and contemporary spiritual literature (Jones, 1996; Gkndinning, 1994). 

Spiritual questing is also considered by some as an aspect of individuation that 

enhances human emotional heaith and contributes to personal sense of wholeness. In 

my experience, and accordmg to much psychological research, most people - young 
and old - se& to derive meaning from their existence. 

The four priorities listed above - namely loving attadunent, individuation, 

sociahation, and spiritual questing - comprise a developmental blueprint for 

optimal exnotionai health and maturity. The basic drive to complete development is 

ever-present in humans, yet an optimal outcome is by no means guaranteed for ail. 

As mentioned above, many interventions can intemipt or impede optimal 

development. 

Jungian Psychology and the Notion of Individuation 

According to Rowan (1993) and Hail (1986), Jung made very signifiant 

contributions this century to advance the understanding of human psychology. In 

parti&, Rowan highlights Jung's insights regarding myths, symbols and systems of 

psychic 'aichemical' transformation and his conceptual description of the 'Self, made 

up of the dominant 'Collective Unconscious' and the less significant 'Collective 

Consciousness', in which the 'Ego' fulfilled its role. Jung also popularized the notion 

of individuation, which he denoted (1943/1965) as the process of %ecoming one's 

own self' or "self-realization," as well as marking it out as "the centrai concept" of his 

psychology (Rowan, 1993, p. 209). 



In his study of ancient spiritml traditions, and espeaally Christian Gnosticism, . 
Jung discovered the existence of UNversaI unconscious forms or atr:hetVps that he 

identified as "part of the inherited structure of the psyche" (Jung, 1965). 

Addi t idy ,  he uncovered the universal occurrence of the atntlar image, or 

nimidoki, resident in spintual cultures and a recutring theme in his dreams and the 

dreams of hiç patients, whîch he interpreted to represent "psychic totality; self- 

representation of a psychic process of centering". 

In his final text, Menmies, Dr~neatm, R e @ f h s ,  Jung Iamented that modernity 

seems h t e d  on "the here and now", producing a humanity "fallen victim to 

unconsciousness." He emphasized a need to join the conscious with the unconsdous 

in a process that would sigufy "total conçciousnessl', the essence of which is "self- 

howiedge". The destiny of humaNty, he suggested, "is to cxeate more and more 

consciousness" (Jung, 1965, p. 326), and his dosing words seemed to hint at a 

broader consciousness: 'Yet there is so much that fUs me: plants, mimals, douds, 

day and night, and the etemal in man. The more uncertain 1 have felt about myself, . 

the more there has grown up in me a feeling of kinship with al l  things" (p. 359). 

Jung has been aiticized ( D a  and Wehr, quoted in Rowan, 1993) for excessive 

reliance on ernpirid evidence in carrying out hiç reseaxh, as well as allowing 

elernents of raQsm and sexism to enter into his work. Notwithstanding these 

criticisms, his ideas have spawned much additional research and refinement, 

espeaally related to the interpretation of dreams and archetypai symbols and the 

process of individuation. 

Orthodox Jungian psychologists (analysts) today f o w  on the interpretation of 

dreams to determine the contents of a person's (analysand) unconscious and their 

conscious behaviour, then suggest one or more intenmntions that could M e r  the 

process of individuation Building on Jung's notion, psychologist James Hali says 

individuation is a basic process of ail human life that serves in "bridging the gap 

between the potential treasures of the archetypa1 and the world of ego- 

consciousness" (Hall, 1986, p. 15), and %y which the potentialities of a patticuiar 

psyche unfold in the course of a life history" (p. 49). 

The concept of individuation has also played an additional role in shaping the 

thought of developrnental psychology. For example, psychologist Louis Schippers 



asserts that the goal of human development is individuation and self-differentiation 

from the farnily of origin, and that "adulthood is expressed in the ability to be 

individuated (Schippers, 1994, p. 25). This proposition is echoed by Vancouver 

family psydidogist Gordon Neufeld who refers to individuation as "the uitimate 

agenda" (1994), manifest as discovering and 'actualizing' one's tme self. Neufeld 

adds that healthy psychic development is possible in children and adults only when 
' 

sufficient d t y  and nurturance is provided by parents, teachers and other 

supporüng agents. 

GiWig room for the ernerging seif of the chiid means wluing being mer duing 
[italics mine], existence over expression, originality over correctness and 

appropriateness (NeufeId, 1994). Complete individuation, Neufeld adds, leads in 

turn to healthy self-orientation which provides a basis upon which future 

attachments ci in be successfully developed and sustained, and from which 

"empathy, stability and integration are able to spontaneously emerge." Neufeld 

further believes that impedmg or stifling individuation can Iead to prolonged ego- 

centricity, immaturity and frustration, and provoke indifference and violence. 

Sdiippers makes a similar point: "Healthy autonomy on become pathological 

individualism if the peson does not progres toward M t h y  connectedness and 

interdependency" (Schippers, 1994, p. 25). 

In various texts, researchers also describe thiç process as one of psychological or 

developmentd maturation Says psychotherapist Marsha Sietar, 'The immature, 

underdeveloped personality is impuisive, opportunistic and self-involved. in the 

mature human, greed and sekbsession have given way to generosity, selflessness, 

and a disciplined wilI that can give to others" (Sinetar, 1986, p. 55). Sinetar's and 

Schippers' assertion about the development of imprtlsivity and pathologie 

individuaiism provides some understanding of the roots of the more contentious 

human behaviours. 



"The more whole fhe person bec~nes, the more whole becmes the world" 
(Maslow, 1971, p. 160) 

Gaining prominence as an academic discipline since the 1950s has been the 

domain of humanistic psychology, which sought to move from the chical, objective 

study of the human psyche to a more holistic and subjective, or compassionate, 

understanding. Chief among its developers and practitioners were Car1 Rogers and 

Abraham Maslow, both of whom authored rnany studies and tex& and, through 

their practice, significantly infiuenced patient-analyst relational dynamics. They also 
introduced several important concepts that gained prominent public acceptance, 

especially in the 1960s and 1970s. Each in their own way championed 'client- 

centered' therapy toward an ideal of personhood or 'self-actrtaLizati~n'~ through 

nurturance, love and empathic understanding. in addition to influencing 

psychotherapy, Humanistic psychology has had signiscant impact on educators, 

corporate personnel developers, motivational consultants and practitioners of 

healing arts. 

Rogers, who pioneered 'encounter group' gatherhgs as a form of psycho-therapy, 

asserted u t  the self-actualizing human, that is, he or she who is achieving and 

optimizing psychologid health, is more reliant on a nurturing environment to 

facilitate self-awareness than previously described by psychologists. The fully 

functioning person, he wrote in Freedom 7'0 leam, requires unconditicmai acceptance 

"to become acquainted with elements of his experience which have in the past been 

denied to awareness as too threatening, too damaging to the structure of the seif" 

(Rogers, 1969, p. 281). Such an experience would, in tum, rnake possible a greater 

range of psychological choices available to the conscious mind, as he described later 

in A Way of Being. 

With greater seif-awareness, a more informed choice is possible, a 
choice more free from introjects, a conscioics dioice that is even more in 
tune with the evolutionary flow. ... when a person is functioning M y ,  

9 'Self actiialization' as defined by Maslow implies a laie1 of psychological maturation 
synonymous with 'çelf-transcendence'. For a description of eight ways Maslow suggests a 
person seif-actualizes, the reader is referred to Chapter Three of The Farther Reaches of 
Human Nature, entitled "Self-Actualizing and Beyondn, by Abraham Maslow (1971, 
Penguin) 



there are no barriers, no inhibitions, which prevent the full experiencing 
of whatever is organismically present. This person is moving in the 
direction of wholeness, integration, a unined Me (Rogers, 1980, p. 
128). 

Abiaham Maslow offered a simiIar interpretation, believing that helping a person 

to move toward full humanness was faalitated through heightened awarenesç of 

one's identity. "A very important part of this task is to become awate of what one is, 

biologidy, ternperarnentally, constitutiody, as a member of a species, of one's 

capacities, desires, needs, and also of one's vocation, what one is fitted for, what 

one's destiny is" (Maslow, 197& p. 31). 

For Rogers and Maslow, the goal of humanistic therapy, of whidi selhwareness 

was an integral step, was nurturance towards an ideal state of self-actualization or 

personhood. To Maslow, this meant striving towards "the development of the fullest 

height that the human spedes can stand up to or that the particular individual c m  

corne to. in a l e s  technical way, it is helping the person to become the best that he is 

able to becorne" (p. 162). 

As an educator, 1 feel myseif very aligned with the ide& of Rogers and Maslow. 

1 a h  recognize some of thek influences in inçtitutionalized education, thmgh 

nurturing th& ide& is often antithetical to the aims of conventionai schoohg and 

the mass processing of young people. In addition to the airns of humanistic 

psychology described above by Maslow, 1 am attracted to the relationai 

characteriçtics between client and therapist as d d e d  by Maslow and Rogers. For 

example, they espoused a growth-nurturing client-therapist dimate steeped in 

genuinness cir 'congruence', acceptance or 'prizjng', and empathic understanding. 

Persons in an environment infused with these attitudes, Rogers said, "develop more 

self-understanding, more çekonfidence, more ability to choose the* behaviors. 

They leam more sipficandy, they have more &dom to be and become" (Rogers, 

1980, pp. 133-34). Later he adds, 'When perçons find themselves sensitively and 

ac~uately understwd, they develop a set of growth-promotmg or therapeutic 

attitudes toward themselves ... The individuais' p a t e r  understanding of and prizing 

of themselves opens to them new facets of experience which become part of a more 

accurately based sekoncept" (p. 159) 



This assertion is sirnilar io that espoused by Maslow who provides a description 

of an appropriate Ilimate to foster self-actualization. The efforts of the therapist, he 

says, are not to impose his or her wili upon the patient, but rather "to help the 

patient - inarticulate, unconscious, semi-conscious to discover what is inside him 

[sic]. The psychotherapist helps hirn to discover what he himseif wants or desires, 

what is good for h, the patient, rather than what is good for the therapist. This is 

the opposite of controlling, propagandizing, molding, teadwig in the old sense" 

(Maslow, 19n, p. 15). Later, he adds, "what the good therapist does is to help his 

partinilar client to unfold, to break through the defenses against his own self- 

lmowledge, to recover himself, and to get to h o w  himself." Through this process, ttie 

client would corne to understand that "the best way for his client to lead a good Me 

is to be more fully himseLf" (p. 50). 

Maslow also asserts a psychological need for love in the process of self-growth, 

allowing a person "to unfold, to open up, to drop his defenses, to let himself be 

naked not only physically but psychologically and spirituaüy as weil. In a word, he 

lets himçelf be seen instead of hiding himself' (p. 17). 

"Ifound that i f  was not so easy tu know just whaf one's selfwas. It w m j n  
mier tu wunt what o t b  peopk s m e d  to want and fhen imagine thaf the 
choice wm one's m. " ( Field, 1936, p. 97) 

"I am, fherejbre 2 think, I f ~ l ,  I do. " ( May, 1983) 

Ekistentialisrn, a uniquely western train of thought, is basically concemed with 

ontology, or "science of being", according to psydiologist/psychotherapist R d o  

May. The endeavour of existentialism, he suggests, is "to grasp reality" and "to 

understand man by cutting below the cleavage between subject and object" (May, 

1983, p. 58). 

For May, existentialism, is also "an attitude which accepts individuais as 

"aiways becoming ... aiways in a dynamic self-actuaiizing process, always exploring, 

moldmg himself [sic] and moving into the future" (p. 139). 



According to historian Richard Tw, traces of western existentid thought were 

fi& made explicit in the Protestant Rdormation and the appeal of Martin Luther to 

the   prima^ of the individual's thought" (Tarnas, 1991, p. 243). Tarnas further roots 

existentialism in the 19th and 20th century work of Kant, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 

Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Sartre, Kafka and Camus, whose w-ritings reflected "a 

pervasive spiritual arisis in modem culhue,'' and e~posed the "naked concerns of 

human existence." These existentid authors, says Tarnaç, situated westem 

individuals as caught in a stniggIe for meaningful existence betwem the moral 

guidelines espwsed by teligious authorities and modem scientific rationalism, in a 

world where individual thought appeared smotheied '%y the ubiquitous collectivity 

and confonnism of mass societies" (p. 388). 

Tarnas and others view existentialism as a response to a particuiar set of 

cimimstances unique to the western world, and as a cultural force from which has 

emerged much influential art, iiterature and political action, According to May, 

existentialism a h  shapes the direction of a branch of psydrology and psydiiatry 

that addresses a unique human quest in westem Society to discover a reason for 

existence, to find answers to "the questions that are deepest and most fundamentai" 

(May, 1983, p. 10). 

May says "being" can be defined as the individual's 'patterns of potentialities,' 

forming a unique pattern in every individual. He identifies several principles 

inscribed in existentid psychology that directly address the notion of human 

existence, 

1. every existing person is centred in herself 

î. every existing person has the charader of self-affirmation, the need to preserve 

his centredness 

3. aü existing persons have the need and possibility of going out from their 

centeredness to partiapate in other beings 

4. the subjective side of centeredness is awareness 

5. the uniquely huma. form of awareness is present as seUconsciousness 

In this context, he defines conscioumess as a "capacity to transcend the 

immediate concrete situation, to live in termç of the possibh" (May, 1983, p. 29) and 
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selfconsciousness as a uniquely human characteristic. "Man [sic] is the king  who 

can be conscious of, and therefore, responsible for, his existence. It is this capaaty to 

becorne aware of his own being which distinguisties the human king £rom other 

beings" (p. 96). 

May, too, grounds human identity in a capaaty for self-transcendence, "given in 

the ontological nature of king h m , ' '  and observed in the very human activities of 

abstract and objective thinking. "The unique characteristic of the human being," he 

writes, "is the vast range of possibilities in any situation, which in turn depends 

upon his self-awareness, his capacity to nin through in imagination the different 

ways of reading in a given situation.. The self is the capacity to see oneself in 

situations of varying possibility" (p. 149). 

For May, self-transcendence implies not escape from reality, but a deeper 

comectivity to the h o w n  world, and the possibilities that can arise in the course of 

Mectical relationship. "Seif implies world and world self," he writes. 'There is 

neither without the other, and each is understandable ody  in terms of the other" (p. 

122). 

An additional point is made by May on this subject, that existence implies a 

dynamic quality as weil as a condition. "Human being being is a partiaple, a verb 

fonn implying someone is in the process of being samefhing ... Bwig should be 

understwd, when used as a general noun, to mean potenfia, the source of 

potentiality" (p. 97). 

For a human to be self-deterrnining, he says, requires 6irçt the ability to c d  

oneseif to self-awareness, then manifest the courage to actively shape his or her 

destiny based upon such self knowledge. 

1 have discovered few detaiîed research reports into purposeful self-awareness in 

psychologid literature, though one sigdicant account is detailed by Joanna Field in 

A Lge Of One's Own (1936). Ln it she described her own symptoms of enistential 

despair, identified through a process of self-examination, and the various steps she 

enacted to deepen self-awareness and heighten selfcontrol. 

"1 had undoubtedly been quite at sea about how to live my life," Field writes, 

"until 1 had learned to make that active gesture of separation and detachment by 

which one stands aside and looks at one's experience" (p. 219). Thiç is essentially a 



prccess of existentid (self) analysis described by May, and it led Field to some 

remarkable condusions about her own existence. 

In the process of caliing herself to awareness, which she accomplished through 

journal-writing, rigorous self~xamination, dream andysis and meditation, she 

became conscious that this process it& was self-rewarding and it validated rnany 

ways by which she created knowledge: 

1 found that there were different ways of perceiving and that the 
different ways provided me with different facts. k e  was a narrow 
focus which meant seeing life as if hom blinkers and with the center of 
awareness in my head; and there was a wide focus which meant 
knowing with the whole of my body, a way of looking which quite 
altered my perception of whatever 1 was. And 1 found that the narrow 
focus way was the way of reasofi.. But it was the wide focus way that 
made me happy (p. 13). 

This discovery led her to conclude further "what mattered most to me seemed to 

depend on my powers of perceiving, and that these were, to some extent, under my 

own control" (Field, p. 113). Other rewards &O followed: 

Experiencing the present with the whoIe of my body instead of with 
the pinpoint of my intellect led to aU sorts of new knowledge and new 
contentment. 1 began to guess what it might mean to live from the heart 
instead of the head, and 1 began to feel movements of the kart which 
told me more surely what 1 wanted than any making of lists. And since 
what filled my mind when 1 was relaxed flowed out so easily into 
action, 1 began to see al1 sorts of possibiliües in the effect of deliberate 
and controiled imagination (p. 177). 

Finaily, by way of summary, she writes, 

It was only when 1 had begun to try and observe my own experience 
that 1 had discovered that what I had casually assumed of myself, 
what 1 had tried to be and felt 1 ought to be, was something quite 
different from what 1 was - that there was in fact something urging me 
to a purpose which 1 did not know (p. 213). 

The case illuminated here is not meant to represent the field of existentid 

psychotherapy, nor does it suggest that grea&r meaning in life is guaranteed to those 

individuais who enter into a deep study of the field or embark on a program of 



existential therapy. Yet it does, 1 beIieve, affirm two propositions set out by May, the 

h t ,  that "the core of the existential approach is the taking of existence seriously," 

(R May, 1983, p. 169) and the second, that "the important thing is Co be existential" 

(p. 170). 

1 perceive the core dynamic of conventional education to be greatly at odds with 

the prinaples of existentid psychology, as outlined above by May. One's existence 

and selfconcept is iargely compromiçed when another 'standardized' agenda is 

aggressively and coercively imposed, as is the common experience in conventional 

public edumtion for up to 12 years duration. 1 recoiiect 1 was often confused and 

distraught as a young child by this practice, just as 1 am today. 1 also perceive today 

an unspoken dynamic manifest in conventional education invoEving giving up more 

and more of one's self, as a student progresses from primary through secondq 

school, to an increasingly standardized curriculum. Perhaps this is one reason why 

the In-School S m y  of 1993 (eee Appendix 1) reports students beLieving school to 

have decreasing relevance to their lives as they progiess toward graduation. 

In order to preserve the prinQples as outlined by May, conventional educators 

need to resolve thiç fundamental dilemma. As Gatto points out, there are historical 

precedents for supporting 'studentcentered' education (Gatto, 1991), and programs 

like Sudbu y Valley, USA; City-As-Schuol, USA; Waikabout, USA; Summerhill, UK; 

P ~ u d ~ u e  leaming, EEC; and Wondertree, Vancouver, are ongoing, successful 

pro- that acbiowledge students 'exist' and aUow them to choose their own 

course of study. 

Transpersonai Psychology 

Psychologist June Singer ahwiedges  Jung as the f k t  d e r  to use the term 

'transpersonai' though Rowan identifies him as one pioneer in a field that also 

includes the 19th century psychologist William James, Roberto Assagioli and, from 

later in this century, Abraham Madow, Stanislav Grof and Ken Wilber. Singer and 

Rowan agree that transpersonal psychoIogy builds on several ideas introduced by 

Jung to dwelop a broader conceptual framework in accounting for the fuü range of 

human conscious and unconscious behaviour. 



Rowan, himseif a transpersonal psychologist, says the transpersonal field 

includes "experiences involvhg expansion or extension of consciousness beyond the 

usual ego boundaries and beyond the limitations of time and/or space" (Rowan, 

1990, pp. 6-7). He says the trampersonal is "a reaIm of personal discovery", which 

is "very familiar to us alieady" (Rowan, p. 13) and manifest in inner voices, intuition 

(the child d, magical self, role-playing self, autonomous self, surrendered self, 

intuitive self), creativity, and 'peak experiences.' 

According to Ebwan, transpersonal psychology carries an underlying açsumption 

that "each human king has impulses toward spiritual growth, and the capaaty for 

growing and Iearning throughout Me," and that these impulses can be facilitated and 

enhancd by transpersonal psychotherapy whidi "changes working on yourself to 

working mMth yourself' (Rowan, p. 89). 

Stanislav Grof, a psychologist who pioneered the therapeutic use of LSD and 

LSDsimulating experiences in Czechoslovakia and the United States, says the field 

of transpersod psychoIogy extends beyond Jungian psychology to include 

transcendental and transphenomenal realms of reality which, he says, Jung largely 

ignored. To him, the transpersonal has the potential to reach ali aspects of existence 

or, "in prinaple mediate experiential connedion with any aspect of the phenomenal 

world and with various mythological and archetypa1 domains" (Grof, 1988, p. xvi). 

He points to growing interest in transpersonal psychology as a response to a 

powerful and important "impulse in human beings to conned with the spiritual 

domain, resernbling sexuality but more fundamental and compelling" (p. 250). 

in the r e a h  of the h.anspersonai, Grof distinguishes two primary and innate 

modes of human consciousness, the Hylotropic and the HolotroprC. The Hylotropic 

mode translates as normal everyday experience of consensus reality experienced as 

matter-oriented consciousness, objective reaiity, with definite boundaries that 

insalbe a limited sençory range and limited segment of the phenomenal world. 

Hubtropic consciousness, however "an reach one's biological, psychological, social, 

racial and spiritual history and the past, present, and the future of the entire 
phenomenal world, and access many other levels and domains of reality desaibed 

by the great mystical traditions of the worid "(p. 41). It aims toward wholeness and 

totality of existence, and characterizes certain nonsrdinary psychological states, 

such as meditative, mystical, or psychedelic experiences. As well, he ad&, the 
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access non ordinary dimensions of existence" (p. 239). To live fully up to one's 

potential, Graf says it is essential to acknowledge the Hylo- and Holotropic aspects 

of one's being, cultivate t h ,  and becorne familiar and cornfortable with bofh of 

Wpper s  (1994) suggests that midway between ordinary and transpersonal 

consciousness is to be found a transitional level most characterkd by the feeling of 

interdependency, "the capacity to be a seLf in the context of another, for relatedness 

beyond individualism" (pp. 26-27). in this transitional state, a person additionally 

increases the capaaty for empathy and tolemce and acquires an understanding 

about experiences of giving, receiving and universai neediness. He further believes 

"the capacity for experiencing interconnectedness in the transpersonal sense is based 

upon the successful attainment of interdependency," (p. 27) or experiencing this 

transitional level. 

Though 1 perceive a role for introducing meditation and other practices that 

encourage ernpathic and integralive understanding, 1 have not experienced any 

atternpts to introduce any of the therapeutic precepts of transpersonal psychology 

into education This is unfortunate because in conventional education there is present ' 

interest in fostering heightened empathy as a life skiIl among studentç, and as means 

to foster heightened environmentai citizenship. Yet, many of the aims of life skiils 

programs and 'environmental education' are clasçroom-based and curriculum~venI 

which, as 1 have experienced, courts a considerable amount of indifference and/or 

resenhnent among disinterested students. More appropriate might be the 

introduction of some nonconventional activities, gleaned from the realm of 

transpersonal psychology, as optional activities for interested students who want to 

understand and experience a different kind of consciousness. 

So Who Am 1, Really? 

"It is possible that there is not one truth, but many; not one real experience, 
but many realifies; not one histoy, but many difiirent and mlid ways of 
iwking ut men ts. " (Highwater, 1981) 



The cultures describeci in this chapter inscribe distinct spiritual and 

psychologid orientations which have emerged h m  widely differing life-histories. in 

parti&, the practicê of western depth psychology is rooted in s c i e n t .  

rationaiism and, as Judi, is fundamenMy more reductionist and analyüd than the 

ancient spirituai traditions and native American indian cultures whidi evolved, in 

some cases, over thousands of years, and in general are more holistic and intuitive. 

Notwithstanding these differences, there are cornmonalties. 

With respect to manifesthg one's seif, native indian cultures and spiritual 

traditions are grounded in an expiiat conception of seif as emanating from, and 

revolving around, an "essentiai place within", and the concept of 'centredness' or 

'centering' is rdected in many culturai practices and symbol systems. W-hood 

emerges as awareness of self in a dynamic and interdependent cosmos. By way of 

cornparison, the branches of psychology desccibed herein also d e d e  one's self as a 

bounded, yet fluidly interactive structure, latent with capaaty to transcend egw 

centrism and partiapate in an ego-less state of mind. This overlap of defining 

characteristics suggests the further possibility of a shared sensibility: an ecology of 

being. 

Conceptualizing an Ecology of Being 

We can experience things - can fouch, hear and faste things - only because, as 
bodies, we are ourselues incluàed in the sensible field, and have mr m 
textures, sounds and tastes. we cm perceive fhings at al1 only because me 
uurselves are entirely a part of fhe sensible world we perceive! We might as 
well say thaf we are organs of this world, jlesh of ifs jlesh, and thaf fhe 
world is perceiÛing itseif thrmgh us. (Abram, 1996, p. 68) 

Modem western man, says Rolio May, has created a dilemma. After reducing 

something to an abstraction, he then embarks on a process to persuade himself it is 
r d .  Thus, the only experience we believe to be real is that which precisely is not, 

and "we deny the reaiity of our own experiencen(May, 1983, p. 94). 1 agree with this 

statement, and have many times witnessed or experienced refutable pronouncements 

of objectivity and blanket Cartesian reductionisrn. In my lifetirne 1 have corne to 



understand my own objectivity as a subset of a broader shared or interdependent 

reality, akin to an ecological perspective 

For example, I k n m  that in alrnost al l  experiences 1 have participated in, by 

sheer will 1 came to be a codesigner of the outcome and espeaally responsible for 

the feelings that emerged, many of which 1 cannot accuzately describe through my 

native English ianguage, because it simply isn't sophisticated enou* I also k n m  

h m  giving and receiving love, nurturing and observing my baby daughter, using 

other people to learn about my self and willing my self to learn about others, and 

Erorn dwellùig in other cultures that silently transmitted the appropriate n o m  of 

behaviour, that the phenornenon of my existence can be tranxended. 1 know that 

personal differences can co-exist in h m o n y  and that contact and closenes c m  be 

preserved despite vast perceptual differences, and 1 know that I am made up of the 

past, present and future. 

My sentiments, and the evidence of tacif knuwledge acquired, and earLier 

deçaibed by Highwater and Field, are consistent with the findings of scientist 

Michael Polanyi who, writing in his book Meaning (1965), questions the 

foundational asmptions of 'objective' inquiry. 

the process of knowing (and ço &O of science) in no way reçembles an 
impersonal achievernent of detached objectivity .... scienüfic inquiry is 
accordingly a dynamic exercise of the imagination and is rooted in 
commitrnents and beliefs about the nature of things. It is a fiduciary 
ad. ... It depends upon a firm set of beliefs (Polanyi, 1965, p. 63). 

Taking this point further, feminiçt researcher Patti Lather says the objective 

viewpoint that underlies Western thought is "inadequate for understanding a world 

of multiple causes and effects interacting in complex and non-linear ways, all of 

which are rooted in a limitless array of historical and cultural speaficities" (Lather, 

1991, p. 21). 

This concept is also king operationalized at the interface of research where, 

according to Lather, "inquiry is increasingly recognized as a process whereby tacit 

(subjective) and propositional (objective) knowledge are interwoven and mutually 

inforrning" (Lather, 1991, p. 66). 



What Polanyi implies withwt name when he says "we comprehend a living king 

at dl levels by our subsidiary awareness of its particuiars," other writers expliatly 

desaibe as an ecoiogical, wsmological, or holistic perspective. 

in sociological terms, this orientation can be identified as supporting a sense of 

self situated as an individual entity hamionizing the needs of one's ego through 

differing developmental seasons, in dation to and with a nurturing hurnan 

community, and as a unique entity in relation with the çurrounding physicai and 

non-physid world. 

As iuuzninated in the introduction, sociologist Edith Cobb believes the science of 

ecology represents an appropriate instrument "for the study of reciprocity and 

mutuality among categories of thought," (Cobb, p. 24). This, to me, is a 

compFehensive concept from which to make rich meaning en route to M e r  

conceptuaiking an ecology of being,. 

in support of this contention, philosopher John Riker asserts 'We are webs - 
networks of interrelated needs, emotions, capaaties, and character traits - and are 

uiextricably interwoven with the networks of society, culture, and nature." Riker also 

suggests an epistemological orientation that reflects our 'networked selves': 'The only 

kind of thinking that cari penetrate these webs and understand thern is thinking that 

is itself webbed, thinking that can weave synchronie nets into the environment and 

diachronie nets through tirne" (Riker, 1991, pp. 150-151). 

A fundamental interdependence is &O deçûibed by Highwater, who writes 'The 

relatedness of the individual and the tribe extends outward beyond the M y ,  

band, or clan to indude all things of the world. Thus nothing exiçts in isoiation. 

Individuaiism does not presuppose autonomy, alienation, or isolation" (Highwater, 

1981, p. 172). 

Additionally, biologist and anthropoIogist Gregory Bateson, who developed an 

epistemology linking 'Mind and Nahue' from his research into cybemetics, the science 

focusing on organizational and systerns theory, proposed a similar orientation 

Bateson asserted that all living and non-living systems, and our total evolutionafy 

stnicture, uiscribe "mental processes" and thus demonstrate "immanence" of mind. 

Human actions arising £rom the min& of individuais, he says, aiways cxist as a 

çubsystem to a larger system which is iruluenced by human intervention, but is not 



wholly dependent upon it. Accordingly, Bateson suggests it is a fundamental 

episternological error "when you separate mind from the structure m which it is 

immanent," or assign preaninence to specific human volition. 'The wiit of SuNival," 

says Bateson, "is organkm plus environment" (Bateson, 1972, p. 483). 

Ecology thus offers a comprehensive self-reflecting system for the westem mind 

to grasp the totdity of existence, induding analytic and holistic modes of 

consciousness, and provides the basis for the broadest and most inclusive science of 

being yet to emerge in this Society. An ecology of being may a h  be andable to each 

of us. 

Steps to an EcoIogy of Being 

As described above, authentic selfhood is available to those persons who 

perceive the world from an ecologid, cosmologid, or holistic perspective, allowing 

for trançeendence of objective reality. The achievement of authentic selfhood requires 

c a h g  oneself to awareness or consciousness of the complete existence of oneseif, in 

other words, understanding the integrated and interdependent nature of existence. 

The condition of &se precepts is always one of mutual and simultaneous inclusion. 

1 cal1 movement toward authentic seifhood movement toward an eculogy-of-being, 

and it is appropriate to discuss how striving toward an ecology of being might be 

accornpliçhed in terms of an educational project. For an ecology of being does not 

represent a static end-point as much as it does a dynamic condition focuçed on 

certain aspirations which are neither dependent on age nor culture, but are 

interrelated and almost always available to the enthmiastic practitioner(s). These 

aspirations include nurhiring the developmental priorities listed above, namely 

attachments, individuation, soaalization and integration, and helping to understand 

one's existence. 

To assist in nurturing developmental health in oneself or in others, psychologist 

Gordon Neufeld bas developed an eight-week 'Creative Parenting' seminar course to 

interested peopIe in Vancouver offering insights and pracücal exampies. Briefly, he 

suggests that parents, care-givers and educators recognize the universai 

charaderistics of these processes, and make room for them in seIf-relating and 

relahng to others. ûther insights from his couse which 1 found most germane to the 



present research project included understanding that behaviours were/are indiators 

of emotional health, that individuation and ego-differentiation was/is a goal of 

healthy development, and that healthy SOQalization and integration was/is possible 

only after individuation 

Though Neufeld provides iittle insight here, supporthg a need to understand 

one's existence and make meaning h m  living indudes fostering higher awarwess or 

conçciousness of self and seKin-relation to the surrounding world, induding other 

organisms (human and non-human) and the conditions of one's immediate 

environment. As d&d earlier, heightening consQousness and individuation are 

meant to support natural processes that lead an individual to a greater awareness of 

self, self in world and self in relation to others. This process is also marked out as . 
one of psychological or developmental 'maturating'. 

Psychologist and consciousness researdier Charles Tart defines consciousness 

itseif as a dynamic and pattemed mentai process involving the systematic 

interaction of psychologid structures with an innate tendency towards stability and 

integrity. Tart and others rnake the point that tue are already cattsciu~~ and 

indiuiduating, though not necessarily highly aware (selfconscious) of our own inner 

processes in relation to others and the surrounding world. To Tart, "we are 'asleep', 

compared with what we couId be. We are dreaming. We are entranced. We are 

automatized. We are caught in illusions whiie thinking we are perceiving reaLityn and 

'We need to awaken to reaiity, the reality of the problems caused by our hgmented 

selves, so we can discover our deeper selves and the reality of our world, 

undistorted by our entranced condition" (Tart, 1987, pp. x-xi). 

Dependhg on th& background, individuals may have deeper experiences and 

understandings of heightening awareness of themselves as sexuai, emotiod, mental 

and spintual beings through myths or cultural practices, such as rites of passage and 

meditation exercises. Enacted with the support of a comrnunity of like-minded 

individuals, the process of heightening awareness is akin to 'coming of age' during the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood, and in the later seasons of life su& 

practices strive to complete a development cycle of beingfuUy humn. 

in western Society, such is not often the case. As was pointed out earüer, 

individuation i m p l .  ego separaüon and development, leading in turn to healthy 



self-orientation. Maturity is identified as the time when the healthy self becomes the 

engjneer of his/her own destiny, which indudes making room for attachments and - 
interdependence. Yet, as was previously pointed out, when individuation is impeded 

or arrested pre-matudy, the results can be traumatic. Sullwold (1987) and others 

make the case that the trend in western culture %as been toward the development of 

the individual" concurrent with the breakdown of authentic communities, thus 

eliminating the most supportive context for individuation Suiiwold says the 

elimination of support for meaningfd adolescent rituals at a time when children long 

for support, is especially pathologic. 

RoiIo May also daims that individual isolation, as it is transmitted through 

western education and wm our language, further impedes the process of gaining 

awareness, and he suggests it is no simple bsk to overcome this situation. He says 

calling oneself to m r e n e s s  of being is a basic goal of exhtential psychotherapy in 

which a skïüed counselor nurtures a patient to recognize "not '1 am the subject', but 

'1 am the k ing  who can, among other things, h o w  myseif as the subject of what is 

occuning'" (May, 1983, p. 104). 

implied in existentid psychotherapy is also an invitation to identify the sources 

of restriction in one's life, and the possibilities for experiencing p a t e r  freedom. To 

help accomplish this, May says the task of the therapist is to ask of the patient, 

" Where are you?" not "How?" (May, 1983, pp. 16243). 

May's sentiments are corroborated by psydiotherapist-researcher James Doak 

who says the basic conditions that contribute to emotional dysfunctionality such as 

suffering, dissatisfaction, compulsive habits, depression, anxiety, poor interpersonal 

relating and apathy are 'loss of self, a decided lack of self-acceptance and self- 

support, and iack of personal integrationtt, or la& of opporhrnity to reconde the 

ciifferences of our "outer and inner" worlds. Doak approaches psychotherapy as a 

process of expan- self-awareness, establishing a greater sense of seif-acceptance 

and for helping unify "aii that we are" to improve psychological health Implitit in 

this awareness, he suggests, is an ema~pa to ry  satisfaction, analogous to meàitative . 
bliss, 

When we find a way to live life from the two innermost places within 
us, the body and observing self, we are in the tntest contact with who 
we are. The outside world becomes les  important in detennining our 



sense of happiness and peace. To the degree that we are able to center 
deeply on who we tnily are, we are free. AIthough we may enjoy the 
outer trappings of living, we are not dependent on them and we dont 
confuse them with who we are. We can be happy in a cave or a castle 
(Doak, 1987, p. 148). 

To transpersonal psychologist Grof, habitual cultivation of transpersonal 

consciousness can lead to "the spontaneous emergence of deep ecologicai 

consciousness and awareness ... (in which) Ievel of aggression decreases considerably 

and the sense of connection and fundamental unity with the world leads to sexual, 

political, national, cultural, and racial tolerancen (Grof, 1988, p. 263). "In practice, 

this means to be in touch with ones' inner Me" which he suggests is available thniugh 

"focused self+xploration on one's uncoiISCLous and superconscious," (p. 271), 

through meditation, participation in shammic rituais and trance events, sensory 

exploration, s u p e h d  psychedelic work, or other means. 

Highwater also points out that the experience of aitered or expanded 

consdousness is inscribed in native ri- such as vision ceremonies and spiritual 

joumeys, faalitateci through fasting, chanting, dnunming, the use of psychoactive 

plant mixtures and other techniques. 'The basis of success in Me,'' encouraged 

coliectively and individually of each Indian, he says is "to make contact" with the 

underlying spirituai powers of the cosmos, the "mighty something", or orenda, to 

better understand the nature of their true existence (Highwater, 1981, p. 82). 

What is available to us as higher consciousness and awareness, apparently, is 

aiready within us and always amilabk. Spirituai teachutgs, cultutal practices and 

other techniques developed by western researchxs offer the opportunity of realizing 

higher awareness as a fundamental stage of the joumey to authentic selfhood 

because it is part of out essential being. 

This is not to suggest the enlightened state is the goal for habitual dwelling, it is 

not considered especiaüy practicai for dealing with the exigenaes of consensus 

reality! Yet the capacity to momentariiy transcend our selves and understand the 

situation of our selves within an expanded reality in connection with everything else 

suggests our existence is one of col~ununion and potential. 

To Sinetar (1986), "As the individual's whole seeing and whole-thinking develop 

- as he [sic] begins to separate from his own 'little' perceptions, ego-interests and 



preoccupations - he is able to open up into a relationship with others, a relationship 

based on a life which is becoming more authentic" (p. 52). 

Nutturing Authentic Learning 

This chapter has drawn £rom various cultural insights in identifying processes 

and paths to authentic selfhood, and thereby c i r m i n g  an ecology ofbeing. Key 

processes in achieving an ecology of behg include the stages of individuation and 

expansion of ego to a transpersonal or ecological state of conscioumess, and self- 

reflection. Healthy individuation requires caring, loving and empathic relationships, 

which in hun inspire healthy re-integration or soaalization. 

Authaitic learning is supported by those processes that help nutture authentic 

seIlhood on the path to an ecology of being e.g. processes that foster individuation 

and expansion of ego to a transpersonal or ecological state of consciousness, and 

self-refltxtion. Such learning will be unique for ea& individuai, refiecting the unique 

ciraunstances of his or her existence throughout ali  seasons of Me. 

This conceptualized terrain, including the body of processes described herein as 

supporting an ecology of being, idomis the theory and practice of Virtual High. 

Though various aspects of this conceptual terrain, such as the insights from 

developmental and humanistic psychology, have been used as the basis of previous 

educational projects, Virtual High uniquely draws from a wider field of d tura i  

theory and practice and explicitly identifies itself as a program where young people 

can engage in authentic learning in the context of comunity. As supported in the 

previous chapter, conventional schooling is predominantly oriented to a body of 

practices that ignores or diminiçhes authentic selfhood. 

Research in the following chapters is focused on desaibing the processes of 

Vlltual High, and evaluating and teaecting upon the ways in which authentic 

leaming and authentic human growth toward an ecology of being, as conceptualized 

in this chapter, is instantiated. 



Chapter Four 

BACKGROUND TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF VIRTUAL HIGH 

My fnistration in conventional education led me to abandon mainstream teaching 

as a vocation four yens after 1 began. 1 couid no longer satisfactorily resolve the 

crisis of confidence 1 had in an education system that forever seemed preoccupied 

with procedural and technical minutiae. Supporthg authentic human growth was 

aiways given lower priority than serving the needs of the SFtem, for whkh 1 began to 

develop dvonic bittemess and cynicism. 

Not long after I quit teadiing 1 started to consider the possibilities of creating an 

educational opportunity that would aUow teenagers ro guide their own learning 

accordmg to their own interests and ne&. 1 soon met Brent Cameron, who had 

pioneered Wmderfree, a aIfdirected leaming program for children he had initiated in 

Vancouver in the 1980~~ to support his young daughter's leaming interests. As 1 read 

his M.A. thesis describing Wondertree (1990) i discovered many of the 

characteristics hinted at by educatoa who espouse a lived experience of king with 

and tnùy observing children, as opposed to manipulating them. 1 found myçelf in 

agreement with the unique political dynamic he hiptiiighted: 

Each M d  maintains his repertoire of choices, and negotiates and 
models appropriate choices within the context of the group and the 
society at large. The group is necessarily small, and the political 
context of the group is accessible to the M d .  Authority is authorship, 
the d e s  are "agreementsn authored within a process of consensus (p. 
79). 

1 also found myself aligned with what he outlined as the heightened, natural 

learning abilities of ail young people: 

The consequences of my participation in our daughter's desire to 
communicate and express herself provided the initial seeds and k t  
insights into a new relationship with the learning process. These 
experiences became foundational to the underlying principles and 
methodologies for Wondertree. If children could learn to talle without 
being taught, what would happen if they leamed to read, to do math, 
to leam their entire school curriculum without being taught? In facl, 
what would an optimum inter and intra-personal environment look 



like to support natural leamuig throughout childhood, and throughout 
life? (Cameron, 1990, p. 83) 

Significantly, Cameron organized the processes of Wondertree in refiection of the 

ongoing events he observed in his daughter Ilana's natural development, induding 

(modeling) observations of a child leaniing to talk without f o n d  
instniction 

(consensus) respect for the positive intentions of each individual 

(natural learning process) natural enthusiasm, curiosity, and desire to 
make sense of the world in ever increasing contexts and levels of 
complexity with finer distinctions (Cameron, 1989, pp. 8&89). 

1 was impressed with the integrity 1 observed in Cameron's work and in the 

relatiomhips he enjoyed with the young people around him - mainly Wondertree 

studentç. Just before 1 met him, he had wound down the first Wondertree program in 

support of his students who had becorne teenagers and desired a different leaming 

experience. Nonetheless, he and 1 began developing plans to modify the Wondertree 

program to support teenagers who had an interest in directing their own Ieaming and 

enridung th& education with varied and unconventional experiences. 

From that impetus, in September 1993, we aeated and laundied Viriual High out 

of a refurbished, somewhat dog-eared mansion in Vancouver. Created as an 

independent program, in c o n b t  to a 'public' school, the mission and purpose 

statement, and objectives set out in our iiterature are hted below. 

Mission and Purpose 

Our mksion is to enfranchise young people with opportunities and 
choices, information, access to technology and skiUs for self-guided 
leaming experiences appropriate for the information / Environmental 
Age. Our purpose is to research and pilot new educational rnodels that 
foster cooperation, nahua1 and lifelong leaming, heightened 
environmental citizenship and uses of technology that enhance 
community-wide living in support of human fuifiilment (Cameron, 
Maser, Green et ai, 1995, pp. 37-38) 



Objectives of the Vittuai High program 

to give leamers opportunities to seif-design learning paths, facilitate 
leamhg breakthroughs, and to be in-the-moment aware of one's own 
process 

to enhance leatning by using methodologies derived from scientific 
insights in human development, and by using interpersonal skills 
modeled by Yeaming experts' and mentors 

to empower learners/mentors with insights into intra and 
interpersonal processes and to develop teamwork skills using 
cooperative problem-solving (solutioni~eating) strategies 

to provide opportunities for learners to develop environrnentally, 
econornicaliy, and sooally responsible skills in using information- 
focused technologies 

tu enfrandiise learners/mentors with opportunities to become partners 
in educational entrepreneurial activities that enhance self- 
responsibility and make a positive contribution to present and future 
life on earth. 

The program design reflects many theoretically-informed assumptions that 

Cameron and 1 held with respect to leaming, seif-awareness, relationality, 

responsibility, stewardship, and use of cornputers. Our assumptions, much aligned 

with the conceptual roots of an ecology of being as described in Chapter Two, and 

previously articulated in a report written for Hurnan Resources Canada in which the 

author participated as a writer/researcher (Cameron, Maser, Green et al, 1995, pp. 
17-22), are reprinted here for clarification. 

Human Nature 

human nature is a totaliiy of subjective and shared exp&ences. It is 
inclusbe (ontology), distinctive (epiçtemology) and relational (ecology) 

The human condition arises out of sociai, psychologid and ecological 
interdependence, as reflected in the experiences of individuals. This 
condition illuminates an epistemology that situates an individual as 
the center of one's experiences (Bateson, G.), and insaibes an ontology 
by which individuals are able to articuiate their universe of being, 
including beliefs, feelings, thoughts, etc. Such an orientation is aligned 
with findings from modem depth psychology (esp. Jungian, 



humanistic, trampersonal and existentid psychology), physics, 
cybemetics, biological sciences, systems theory, perennial pnilosophy 
and is consistent with the underlying assumptions found in many 
indigenous cultures worldwide. 

iarning a- uniquely in each indit&iual according to a constellation of 
biological and psychologicalfizctors and is based in univerça1 ecological and 
spiritual petspecti~es 

Biologically, humans poses innate desires to Iearn in order to survive 
and sustain optimal physical and mentai health throughout one's Me. 
The leaming patterns of individualç are also shaped by psychological 
needs to attach, separate and mature through the process of 
individuation, and integrate within a larger social context. Maturation 
through the fulfiIlment of ernotional needs leads to healthy, balanced 
individuah able to take £rom and give generously to theh communities 
of support. Suppression can lead to frustration which GUI manifest as 
psychosis or pathologie behaviour (Nedeld; Gilligan, 19%). 

Ecologically, human beings evolve in interconnected webs of living and 
non-living entities that make up life on earth hsights from patterns 
that consistently emerge from aossculhval traditions, and threads 
that weave a common theme through many of the new sciences make 
explicit innate human potentid - beginning with children - for 
transcendence of purely physical reality to experience broader or 
higher consciousness, AKA 'peak experiences', and transformational 
experiences (Maslow, 1972; Highwater, 2981; Grof, 1988; Cobb, 1977). 

Socially, humans are born into cultural groups and raised according to 
complex and varying social characteristics. Leaming is partially 
shaped by cultural attitudes and beliefs, and culture to culture these 
attitudes Vary widely (Lave and Wegner, 1991). 

young people are al1 natural, responsible learnm 

According to Rosenberg and Wamer (1976) and other researchers, aU 
humans are natural self-learners. Infants and babies who naturally 
self-leam master a panoply of skills and cultural traits, including what 
is considered one of the most diff idt  psychological tasks of a lifetime 
- acquiring language. The optimization of natural learning is dependent 



on the 'satiation' of developmental needs including the need to feel 
secure, a need to seifchallenge and individuate, and a need to 
confidently integrate into community (Neufeld) 

each person has individual leaming styles predicated on spea)5cI intemal 
repremtational systems (vkual, auditory, kinesthetic e f d  

Researchers place the number of naturally-occurring interna1 
representational, or intelligence systems resident in each individual 
between 3 and 7. Bander, Grhder, Dilts and Dehzier helped identify 
visual-auditory-kinesthetic modes (1980), and Gardner (1983) 
suggests there are seven personal intelligences - linguistic, spatial, 
kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and logical- 
mathematical. These approaches are slightly different interpretations 
of a learning continuum, in essence pointing out the unique ways in 
which each individual - baby or adult - interprets the information 
she/he receives and develops th& own learning strategies. 

learning is optimized when if arises ouf of individual desire 

Learning initiaily arises out of innate biological and developmental 
needs. As babies grow into children, they continue to be "passionately 
eager to make as much sense as they can of things around them" (Holt, 
1986) and, as they develop, pursue different interests according to 
unique needs and tastes. When enthusiasm is aLlowed to flower, an 
urge to enhance one's own leaxning according to uniquely-defined 
interests guides and leads people to highly fuüiüed and productive 
lives, from childhood to the tirne of death (Czismenthalyi, 1990). 

the optimal learning relatimhip is based on mutual trust, respect and 
agreement 

Leaming arises naturaiiy according to self-determined needs, beliefs 
and desires. Learning is not dependent on [fonnal] teaching. Teaching 
is appropriate only when the learner requests specific instruction or 
guidance. A teacher-leamer relationship is optimized when it arises 
out of mutual agreement to be in relationship. Enthusiasm is sustained 
in a caring, open relationship. When a teacher is able to competently 
match the Ieaming style of the leamer, natural learning is enhanced 



one is engaged in leaming thrmghoicf one's life 

iearning is an active process that extends throughout one's Me. During 
a lifetirne, an individual has ciiffering learning needs, interests and 
preferred styles. Learning is based on the ability of an individual to 
experience his life now and to make informed choices and empowered 
actions to influence his context of living. 

Leuning about Leunùig 

people u n  deuelap a h i g k  awareness of th& own (intemol) learning 
processes, can actiwdy rnodiJy these processes and /or apply new processes, 
leading to enhanced leamkg 

One learns whether one is aware of it or not. Some learners develop 
excellent strategies in some areas and others not. A learning 
consultant, aware of methodologies and episternologies of learning, can 
guide a learner to become aware of her own strategies. It is then 
possible to change strategies that don? work weU into more effective 
strategies. Once aware of these processes, leamers can reflect on their 
own personal achievernents or challenges to learning and choose 
specific processes for change. For example, it is possible to develop 
awareness of the visual subrnodalities (shape, colour, texture) as a 
strategy to enhance memory, and it is possible by using association 
strategies to enhance meaning. 

Levning and Community 

nafural learning is mhanced in a consensual and supportive comrnunity 

According to researchers, human cultures have sustained themselves in 
consensual and supportive, multi-age co~munities for millennia. 
Consensus is sirnply characterhed as an ethical process for unanimous 
agreement and mutual support, operationally incorporating a 
negotiation strategy that resolves challenging issues and encourages 
mutual success. It can serve as an organhing prinaple around which 
learning comunities are intentiody created. Consensus is distinct 
from conventional democracy (majority wins, minority loses) and, 
when achieved, it can foster a confiict-free environment in which to 
pursue learning interests. Communities can also enable learning b y 
offering and operationalizing support for learning of aIi kinds. 
Consensus and support are thus mutually synergistic. Consensus also 



helps to aeate purposefd links between community mernbers thus 
making it easier to give and receive support and work toward 
consensus when challenges aise in the future. A muiti-step negotiation 
strategy c m  be used to facilitate mutual understanding and consensual 

agreement 

h r n i n g  is optimized in communities based on mutual respecf 

A person who has consistently experienced respect in relatiomhips is 
more likely to exhibit respect for others in relationships. if, accorcüng 
to one's own sensibilities, a child experiences respectful behaviour from 
others then they may learn to understand the nature and role of 
respect in relationship. One of the first human needs is attachment or 
bonding and this need is realized when the parents are respectfui and 
responsive. Children mode1 respect as a natural consequence of king 
respected, a process that continues through adolescence and into 
adulthood. When an individual receives and grows in a context of 
respect then he/she develops a personal and inclusive mature sense of 
self. 

If family relationships do not provide a nurt-g foundation to meet 
the bonding needs of children, then the expectations of a patriarchai 
school system are more likely to disrupt the development of diildren. 
Families can respect the bonding and attachment needs of children, 
and learning communities can extend this context of nurturing Melong. 
These models are traditional to many cultures around the worId that 
maintain a respect for the natural development of the individual, The 
Balinese in Indonesia and the Mbuti in Africa are two rernote cdtures 
noted for their harmonious and balanced lifestyles. These cultures, and 
rnany others, have demonstrated for thouçands of years a sense of 
community, sustainability and individual fuifihnent that Canadian 
Soaety might weii ernulate. 

Leaming and the Body Politic 

young people are competent to make thoughfjül and responsiale decisians 
appropriate to their learning ne& and respectful of the needs ofofhen 

Though the existence of the public education system depends on 
chiidren, it has created an exclusive culture of adults and professionals 
which rarely consuits children and their families, and it does not 
enfranchise them as co-designers of the educational process. We are 



gradudy ernerghg from an era when children had less rights than they 
have today, it is improving. Unfortunately, 'ageism' (dismimination 
due to a young person's age) impedes young people from making their 
own leaming choices according ko their unique needs and interests. 

Young Canadians today face unprecedented çocial, environmental and 
technological challenges. For them to adequately mature and assume 
responsibility as future leaders, they deserve equal rights with aduits 
in choosing their own leaming paths and full access to resources and 
opportunities that support th& learning interests. The political nature 
of the exisüng factory mode1 of education is not a suitable environment 
to establish consensus relationships based on equality. First, the 
ground d e s  have been estabIished without the consent of chiiciren and 
young people; second, the high numbers mitigate against the 
establishment of working discussion groups. (see Declaration of 
Leamer's Rights and Responsiiilities, Appendix II, for elaboration of 
a new perspective that M u d e s  children and young people). 

Leuning and Information Technology (ïî) 

IT c m  enhmice or impede leanring, depending on a constellation offactors 
including the needs, bel&$ and rehted experiènces of ifs users 

Tools and operating systems of ï ï  are capable of enhancing and/or 
lirniting the personal power of its users. ïï is most appropriate when 
the leamers thexx-tsefves determine if and how ïï rnay senre their needs 
and interests. If learners are open to teacher input, and ask for 
information, direction or advice, then we have an appropriate 
environment for mentoring. Natural learning grounded in relationship 
and discovery is diminished when ïï is used to extend and intensify 
the instructional paradip. When ïï is imposed in contravention to the 
interests of Iearners, the experience can evoke a negative response and 
further impede leaming. Researchers are also recognizing that 
pathologicai behaviours (addiction, violence) may result when children 
who do not experience positive and authentic bonding with other 
people (esp. parents and other adults) hm to IT to satiate these needs 
(Healy, 1991) 

exploratory play and expmimenfatim with iT uzn guide young h m m  
ta opfinrally discover for thanselves fhefinctional operations of IT 

Young people, induding children, are nahirally curious about, and 
eager to make sense of the world m o u d  hem, including the tools and 



systerns of IT. They observe others interacting with IT tools and 
systerns and then play and experiment with these tools and systems 
themselves to determine for themselves various functional operations 
(Papert, 1993). Concurrent with play and experimentation, leamers 
are competent to determine how IT can support their learning needs 
and mterests. 

it is approptiate tu alluw leamers of ail ages using ïï to have opportunifies 
fo inferacf wi fh  profasional cultures adapting tu ïï, and to measure the 
results of their leaming/ruork against results gained in professional cultures 

One's Me and the experiences one has in interdependence with his/her 
world fom the context for ieaTning- Most observers of western society 
understand the dynamic and rapid evolution presently shaping and re- 
shaping soaety due to the introduction of IT. This situation is ever- 
changing and professional cultures are reforming their organizational 
structures to keep pane with the positive developments that IT 
affords. Accordingly, in professionai cultures, leaming tasks are most 
often undertaken and achieved in a context of rapid adaptation, best 
facilitated by srnail groups which work together to attain a range of 
goais (Kline, 1992). 

Reducing learning of IT to isolated, abstract tasks, as is routinely done 
in conventional schools, is inconsistent with the dynamics of 
professional cultures today. Young people deserve opportunities to 
compare and match the results of their learning of IT to the results 
attained in professional cultures; learning in isolation, and the learning 
of tasks felt by the leamer to be irrelevant, can lead to frustration and 
resistance to Ieaming in gened 

At the t h e  of this writing, Virtual High is in its fourth year with approximately - 
30 full-time students, 13-18 p., split fairly evenly between males and fernales. 

Working out of an agmg, though refurbished Victorianstyle mansion, the program is 

very distinct fiom conventional schooling. For example, in keeping with an ernphasis 

on self-responsibility, students have the opportunity to chart their own learning 

course, hire (and fïre) their own instructors, and they are given the responsibility for 

achieving their own results. Students also participate in consensus management, 

which is the goverrihg political process of the community. 



in Virtuai High my role is much less a tacher than adult mentor or learning 

consultant' for students, giving feedback on a range of processes @.g. relationship 

deveiopment, learning strategies) and supporting the objectives described in OUT 

literature. 1 a h  share administrative, public relations, and fund-raising duties. It haç 

been a very exating project to nurture and, at times, 1 have also been stretched to my 

limits to meet other challenges of the program. 

Evolution of Virtual High 

Since its inception, Virtual High has generaiiy adhered to its initial conceptual 

foundations, though some minor modifications over time have occurred as a result of 

different students entering the program and new issues arising. Most significantly, 

Brent Cameron and 1 initially conceived a vital and unifonn role for Information 

Technology, and computers especiaily, yet what emerged in the student group was 

l e s  uniform interest in forma1 computer use and training than we envisioned. Some 

of the young people coming to Virtual High have been keen and focused compukr 

users (as discussed in the foilowing chapter) and some have diosen not to focus on 

t h  at aU. Quite simply, their leaming interests have been in other areas. Arising 

bom community consensus, then, computer use is l e s  stressed in our promotional 

literature than initially, though Brent and 1 continue to urge students to leam basic 

computer word processing, desktop publishing and computer networking skiIis. 

After the first year, we also determined a need to introduce a vehide by which 

students could strengthen the structure of th& learning at Virtual High, and so 

presented the idea of aafting individual learning plans, with which ail students 

agreed. Learning plans, accompanied by a schedule, described later, have since 

become a staple requirement and continue to contribute to students' seifaganizing 

abilities. 

Toward an Understanding: Virtual High in Space and Time 

Virtual High merits 'thick' description as an entity existing in 'tirne and space' for 

its very distinct features as a leaming or schoohg enwonment created for ywng 

people, and as a context for 'relationality', e.g. the relationships of self-to-self, self- 

to-other, seif-incomunity, and seif-toenvironrnent Leaming and living in Virtual 



High emerge as a consteliation of proceses that blend tirne and space characteristics 

with aspects of relationality. 

The foliowing study of Virtual High is distinguished in two ways. First, and 

subject of the next chapter, is an empllicd, or firçt-order description of 

characteristics which can generally be deduced by the casual onlooker or visitor to 

V M  High. They are the surficial features of the program that have arisen in some a 

cases by intentional design but also by happenstance, then discussed and worked 

into community affairs. The space and time charaderistics are seen to significantly 

influence the leaming experience in Virtual High and provide an opportunity to 

discover the context of authentic leaming and reiationaiity and reflect on the lived 

experience of an ecology of being. These characteristics also help to distinguish 

Virtuai High from conventional SCtiooL 



Chapter Five 

VIRTüAL HIGH IN SPACE AND TIlbE FIRST-ORDER REFLECTION 

The Setting of Virtual High 

Virhial High resides in a four-storey Victorian mansion m a midtown Vancouver 

neighbourhood. In a rental agreement with the landlord, we have converted nine 

bedrooms into student office spaces, so that each of the 25-30 students haç a 

separate desk and workspace in a room. The building is charaderized by a 

'homeyness' far more than an institutional feel, a signifiant reason why students 

enjoy coming here and staying late. 1 attribute this homeyness to golden, inlaid wood 

floors, plaster walls that have shifted over t h e  and now show a few chips and 

cracks, unique room shapes, and a lush wtdoor space. Some days, dutter and duçt 

seem to d e  which discourages those (induding myself) who prefer a more çanitized 

space; but after a weekly cieaning the effiaency and cleanliness rise and meet 

everyone's satisfaction 

On first entering the main level, one steps into the entrance hallway, flanked by a 

coat closet and notice boards. Notices posted include media articles about VH, 

artides of interest for parents, üterature for visitors, in-house news releases that 1 

mainly write, VH agreement notices, messages for students and letters and cards 

from ex-students or visitors - the carrent posting king a letter from ex-VH student 

David Muncaster describing his adventures on a trip to Nepal and India. I share an 

office with the other hvo leaming consuitants Brent and Sunderlo next to the front 

door, from which we ofkm greet students, parents and visitors. At the end of the 

hallway, one enters a srnaIl dining area, 'the d e ' ,  furnished with tables where 

students and 0th- eat, play chess, talk with each other or on the phone, work, 

read, or leave their possessions. It is adomed with a wooden latticework made by 

Brent and several plants. The d e  joins ont0 a large, efficient kitchen, often a center 

l0 Subsequent to the third year of Virtual Hi@, Sunder resignd as learning consultant to 
travel with her daughter, and Brent moved on t r ~  coaeate a unique program for a p u p  of 
18-24 year old youths called Imght Out, which presently operates out of the ground 
level of Virtual High. In the absence of Brent and Sunder, Jeanne and Drew, personal 
development (IPEP) mentors during the research year, joined Virtual High to work as 
fulltirne leamhg consultants with myseif. 



of student activity, and opens into the largest meeting room in the house known as 

the main meeting area Here is where community meetings are held in the round, with 

up to 35 people squeezing in with chairs and cushions. A large white board hangs at 

one end beside which a moderator sits or stands, and other walls show off student 

art works and a colourful aboriginal mandala. The last two roorns on the main level 

are a s m d  music room and the science area. 

On the p u n d  level is Deb's (the office manager) desk, surrounded by filing 

cabinets, phone, FAX machine, photocopier, printer, and various çupply shelves. 

Students have cornplete access to their files and ail equipment with the ~ T O D X S O  that 

they leam to use the equipment appropriately, and if they damage something, they 

are willing to help repair it. The ground levd &O houses our modest library, 

including a selection of reference books and guides, speaaüzed collections, and a 

shelf of distance-education materials. In the rniddle of the room is a round, wooden 

table, with seaüng for up to 12, around whidi take place many intimate meetings 

and workshops. We have used the round table purposefdly, to inspire 
. . and attentiveness, and meetings around the table, o h  uçing an 

adjacent blackboard, are u s d y  efficient and respectful. The art room, a quiet 

separate space flooded by natural light entering by wall and ce% windows, has a 

baroque feel to it sigrufied by large colourful canvas paintings in process, ornate wall 

masks hung about, and dutter. After 1 finished drywalling and painting this room in 

the first year of Virtual High, students have dUeded dl comings and goings here, 

induding meeting, studying and experimenting with art mentors they have hired, 

numving their own artworks, or using the space for quiet meetings. Shidents have 

also assumed all responsibility for procuring supplies and cieaning up. 

The top two noors house student offices, a multimedia<omputer room, a 

showeramdarkroom, a bedroom where Smder has lived for two and a half years 

and three bathrooms. Eadi room is distinct, as befits the architecture of the day 

when the house was buüt Students are given th& choice of office space, mates and 

arrangements. Some have taken to re-painüng, scraping, refinishuik and decorating 

their offices with plants and posters. Tables, desks and chairs are available for ail 

students, with the option of providing theh own from home. In addition, each room 

was wired in the h t  year in an overnight blitz by Brent, to provide access to our in- 

house cornputer network, the WmderNet, and students need only plug in an adapter 



from their desk to log-in for messages, and send eaiail. Office use varies from 

minimal daily occupancy to heavy nochimal use as a full-blown compter 'garage' 

where two students habitually strip down cornputers and experiment with rebofits 

and new programming designs. Office groups are reçponsible for maintainhg the 

livability of their offices, including cleaning and hannonihg relations with office 

mates and adjacent offices, and wholesale office shifts have taken place to coalesce ' 

project teams and even expel habitually careless or diçtracting students. 

Immediately outside the building is a large yard ringed with l a d  hedges and 

punctuated with large shade trees, an asphalt basketball/badminton court, a piaiic 

table, an organic garden, and a storage shed. It is a very pleasant space that is 

maintaineci by the community and w e l l - d  for meetings, meals, cigarette breaks, 

solitary work, play and the occasional special event. 

Comments by VH visitors about the facility and its use are most generaily 

favourable, with many commenting on effiaent and energetic use of the building- The 

following, by visiting teacher Mark Kato in 1995, is fairly typicak 

The s d  setting of the school enhances a feeling of community 
amongst the s W  and students. Everyone feels a sense of ownerçhip 
of the school and its efficient functioning. The house atrnosphere is at 
once comfortable and relaxed, but also a place of work and learning. 

Gi-ven out successfui occupancy of this space, as attested to by city hall officiais, 

neighbours, visitors and the resident-w commmityf 1 have suggested on many 

occasions that similar buildings to ours could be found in any neighbourhood in 

North America and put to simiIar, costeffective use. 

Thematic Projection of Virtual High 

Virtual High is as distinct in its thematic orientation from conventional schooiing 

as is the building i W  diçtinct h m  a conventional school facility. This distinction is 

apparent to visitors perusing our literature and/or touring the center. 

What is projected m our fiterature and learned in a visit is that our program is 

process-oriented, emphasizing 'self-responsibility and self-awareness in the context 

of community,' according to our most pIPeminent phtase. We also overtly projed in 

iiterature, and vocaliy on first contact, support for sdfdirected karning, self- 

development and queçting for excellence, entrepmumism, aivironmental and 



personal (holistic) heaith, and self-discovery through experimentation with 

information technology (espebally personal cornputers). 

Projecting support for thse processes reflects the original interests of Brent 

Cameron and myself, from when we were envisioning Virtual High. At that tirne, we 

weren't striving to be al1 things to al1 people, but we were interested in offering a 

program that matched our interests and seemed consistent with several emerging, 

global trends. Initidy, we projected our ideals and rnainly attracted people who 

were interested in what we were offering. Over tirne, our initial ideals, with some 

modifications and input £rom the young people who rnake up most of the 

community, have been ongoingly endorsed as the philosophicai underpinnings of our * 

community. Obviously, the extent to which the processes of Virtual High match the 

assertions in our literature and from first contact bear examination, but the 

comments below, gleaned from letters by two new applicants to Virtual High and a 

retuming student, seem to match up with the program orientation. 

(from Nolan, 15) in the past 1 have felt very constrained in my ability 
to accomplish leaming goais through school. It has always been my 
belief that when 1 graduate school 1 wiU l5nal.i~ begin to realize my 
goals. This is because the curriculum of public schools is very 
confomiing. 1 am interested in many of the subjects that are taught in 
school, and feel it is important to have a wide base of knowledge. 
However, the way in which these ciasses are taught precludes truly 
understanding any of the information because they are brief and 
theoretical. Writing this letter makes me realize how much more 1 have 
enjoyed selfdirected leanùng, be it teaching myself to fix a bike, 
painting and drawing in my mom's studio, or tuning my skis with my 
best friend. Self-directed leaxning could be the key to my future. 1 am 
reaily excited with the learnuig opportunities that may lay ahead of me 
at Virtual High. 

(from Rachel, 15): 1 think 1 could really benefit from it (Virtual High) 
because 1 want to learn more but just have not found the motivation. 1 
feel 1 could get it there because 1 know 1 am not standing alone, 1 have 
the support of a whole community. 

(from retuming student Stephen, 15): in the past half year (since 
joining VH) 1 have done the foiiowing: - I've made new friends; I've 
become a vegan; I've become a lot more open-rninded; I've partiapated 
in the Globe '96 conference as a representative of the VillageQuest 
project; I've become alrnost perpetuaJiy cheerfdy and optimistic; I've 



overcome my fear of speaking in front of people; I've leamed to speak 
up more; I've lost weight; I've made a really wacky character for 
Kalev's role playing garne!; and I've learned to stand up for myself 
more. Sm certainly ha* a wonderful time here and 1 think that what 
I'm leaming is reaiiy useful. I'm still not sure what 1 want to do for a 
career, but 1 thidc h t  ViRual High is the best place for me to figure it 
out and work to achieve my goals. 

First Contact and Joining the Community 

Young people are invited to join Virtuai High only after an extensive process of 

touring the leaming center or spending an aftemom there, perusing available 

literature, fillnig out an application fom induding crafting a letter of interest and 

scheduling and completing a fornial interview with learning consultants and often 

one or more Virtual High students. Parents are also asked to participate in an 

interview, which usually Iasts between one and two hours. In most cases studenk or 

parents have learned about Virtual High by word of mouth, through the media, or 

ttiey've attended an open house or coffee house that is regularly scheduled during the 

year. 

In joining or first contacting the conununity, most students note the positive and 

respecthi atmosphere. Says Stephen, who joined in the middle of a year, 

In eady December, 1 vent a day there to observe what goes on during 
a nomial day. As 1 was heading up the stairs to the building's second 
floor that morning, a srnail group of learners came down the stairs and 
greeted me. One of them immediateIy smiled, shook my hand, and 
said, "Hi, I'm Jeff. Good to meet you. You're Stephen, right?" That left a 
las- impression on me. WMe another institution may have excluded 
a visitor and aliowed them to view the goings-on from a good distance, 
1 felt very welcomed. 

If a yomg person presents an application and arrives for an in t e~ew,  what is 

most helpfd to determine are the dear reasons why a student wishes to apply. 

About an equal number of applicants in the b t  four yeaxs have been divided 

between those who had clear reasons why they wanted to join, e.g. 'wanted to join a 

conununity', 'wanted to focuç on subjects not offered in school such as film or 

cornputers', and those who were less sure about what they wanted to do, but were 

sure they didn't wish to continue in conventional schooL It seems apparent that the 
program optimally suits those studenk who are most clear in th& reasons about 



what they 'do' wish to do in their lives, rather than those who most strongly 

represent what they 'don't' wish to do. 

in an i n t e ~ e w ,  asking a student why he or she wishes to corne to Virtuai Hi& is 

often the first question. We also try to determine the student's most enthusiastic 

learning interest., emotional attitudes, willingness to live up to the spirit of our 

community agreements, previous leaming and schooling history (though we have 

rarely viewed acadernic transcripts), and the nature of relationships with o h ,  

induding M y  members. It is hdpful to leam what, if anythhg, the student f& 

they are especiaIIy good at, as w e  often use that as a reference point when students 

take on new learning challenges or seem blocked F d y  dynamics are also observed 

during the meeting and noted where supportive or confrontational, belieVmg as we 

do that M y  relationships are signiscant indicators of abïiity to enter into 

community. A discussion focused on the family is important in helping learn about 

someone's history and the level of support within the famiiy for joining the program. 

We also try to determine and c h Q  any expectations that parents have for 

their chiid entering Virtual High that they might have not have previously explicated. 

If there is agreement from ail parties, then the student is invited to join the 

comrnunity for a month, as a hial period, duraig whidi he/she gets to choose 

whether to stay m the progmm, and community members get to decide if they wish 

the applicant to join the program on a permanent basis. Most applicants are invited 

to join for a trial month; only a few thes  have students been declined such an 

invitation Usually at a tirnely community meeting, the new student is introduced 

and other community members are encourageci to make them feel welcome and help 

introduce them to the proceses of VirtuaI High 

We now have an expectation that by the end of their first month new students 

will have completed an initial learning plan (discussed below) that specifies th& 

leaming goals, and will have presented it to a learning consultant with whom they 

have chosen to work. At the end of the fwst month, an atternpt is made in a 

community meeting to review the new student's situation and decide upon 

continuance in the community. U d y ,  some feedbadc is offered to the new student, 

such as '1 wish you wouldn't play p u r  music so loud,' or '1 really apprate  your 
punchtality,' and on oniy one occasion has a student been asked to Ieave, because he 

was not tnisted. Most students joining the program complete at least one year; but a 



few have chosen to leave believing the program did not suit their interests. AU 

students are free to leave the program at any thne. 

We strongly suggest that students contribute at least $100 per month, or 1/6 of 

the total fees, in keeping with our ernphasis on çelf-responsibility. This has been met 

with quite favourably by parents and students, and we learning consultants have 

helped students generate this revenue, through onsite and off-site enterprises, and 

by heIping students create a resume, prepare a portfolio, rehearse for a job interview, 

complete a job application, etc. 

Community Meetings, Consensus, and Agreements 

Among the first experiences that launches the year for students and leaming 

consultants in Virtual High, and an experience that is repeated each week at a 

mutualIy-agreed upon time, is the comunity meeting. By agreementI everyone is 

expected to attend the meeting, and attendance is consistently higk They average 

two to four hours duration (the longest being around seven) with some students 

coming late, others rising and announcing the3 leaving. Prior to the officiai start of 

meetings, people trickie into the main room, exchange greetings and condensed 

stories, jockey for seating, and settle in. Under 'agenda', written on the white board, 

people Mite topics they want discussed, or they bark it out to a self-appointed 

moderator. With most people settled in, the moderator usually calls out "is 

everybody here? okay, let's get started." Then the doors are closed and the meeting 

begms. 

Out practice in meetings and agreements in Virtuai High is to be in consensus, or 

mutuai agreement. It is a skilled fonn of democratic decision making aimed at 

deriving common purpose and resolving confiid It also honours the voice and 

integrity of each individual. When practising consensus, each community member is 

obiiged to support the choice of another, rernain neutral, or 'hold' their support. 

Agreements go forward only when every member is in a-t to support a 

decision, pro-actively or from a neutral stance. Thus, one member may liold' their 

support, and they are then called upon to a r t i d t e  their personal reasons for 

holding their position. 

Says sociologist Marcia Nozick (1992), 



Consensus decision making ... serves to put into practice the idea that 
everyone's opinions are of equai value. Consensus is founded on the 
traditional Quaker bekf that each person's experience holds a piece of 
the truth and that only by welding together the differences of opinion 
(even when they seem to contradict) can we arrive at a greater truth, a 
unified vision Consensus is the most democratic, grassroots fonn of 
decision making because it dows  ail people, whether they are in a 
majority of minority, an e q d  say in the political process and its 
outcome. (p. 106). 

1 never f o d y  experienced consensus as an organizational practice before 

Virtual High. To my howledge, it is rarely practised outside of certain religious, 

educational, or indigenous (native American) setüngs. Prior to the hception of 

Virhial High, Brent desajbed to me how consensus had worked favourably in hiç 

Wondertree community, and we agreed to suggest it as an operathg prinaple at our 

fitst community meeting. AU the studenb agreed to try it out, though, with rare 

exception, none had fo&y experienced it, like myself. To our pleasant surprise, it 

has worked exceptionally weil, and we have adopted it as a fundamental ethic and 

attitude fostering gwd will and respect. We have also discovered challenges in the 

use of consensus - it sometimes takes much Lime, patience and attentiveness to 

work out a solution acceptabIe to dl. In one experience the first year, we discussed a 

proposal brought to the co~nmunity by two university researchers for three days! 

before dtimately rejeding it because one student had "a bad gut feeling" that he 

"couldn't really explain" about the project. Though we heard many perspectives 

supporting the project, we agreed, in the end, by consensus, to support this 

student, beIieving at the time that his health was more important to maintain. 

Three years iater, Travis offers the foliowing reflection: 

Two people came to do a research project with Virtual High. It had 
something to do with gender. They did not appear remarkable in any 
way, but something wasn't right ... Perhaps it was because they were 
only inciuding the women in their study? Maybe, but that's not aii of it. 
Çomething just wasn't right 

And that's the only explanation 1 can offer. Despite three years to 
think about it, I don't understand any more about my reasons for 
holding that prucess than 1 did then. The. again, 1 didn't spend much 
t h e  thinking about it, then or afterward. 



The meeting went on a LONG tirne. 1 am somewhat amazed that by 
simply displayhg enough emotion and not budging from my position 1 
was able to stop those two researchers from doing their job. 1 
manipulated people. 1 was a tyrant, in a sense. But 1 don't regret it. 1 
found out afterwards that çome other people felt as 1 did, but couldn't 
voice their concems, even to the extent that I did. 1 also found out that 
some people had concems but didn't see them as strong or valid 
enough to voice. 

Sometimes the right decision can corne £rom where you least expect it. 
Sometimes the tolerant, powerfui people wiil let slide something that a 
petty, ignorant person will fight against with alI his strengh, and in the 
end we'il discover that the ignorant person has the best viewpoint for 
the group. Other times, of course, the opposite is tme. This is where 
the power of consensus decision making lies: it takes longer, but as 
long as the partiapants are willing, the best decisions can, and often 
will, be reached. 

in other cases, consensus decision making has helped bind oui community 

together with common vision and support on a rernarkable number of issues, 

including the hiring of mentors, deaning responsibilities, dmg and alcohol use, 

project and workshop initiation, punctuality, stay-over and sleeping arrangements, 

resource and budget support, equipment usage, cornputer game use, and others. It 

also under girds a generd set of community agreements d e d  in the first year, 

modified since, and posted on the main notice board and shared with a l l  potentiai 

community members - student and mentor alike. The agreement document from the 

most recent year is included here: 

Virtuai High Leuning Community Agreement, 1995-96, 

between learners, learning consultants and other contraded persons 

1 agree to partiapate in a process of consensus in the resolution of 
challenges and problerns, to help ensure a mutually 
ben&ciai/supportive outcome. 

1 agree to create positive and respecthl relationships with others in 
Virtual High and dkect my activities to ends that positively influence 
my learning and the Virtual High learning c~nmunity. 1 also agree to be 
honest in my relations and communications with others. 

1 agree to take responsibility for reguIarly cleaning a chosen site in the 
Virtual High faciZity and to &are responsibility for helping fulfill other 
chores + h t  may arise and require attention. 



1 agree to attend the weekly leaming community meeüng. 1 also agree 
to notify other Iearners in my absence and arrange to learn the details 
of any missed meeting. 

1 agree to daily log on and check messages on the WonderN~t, and 
respond as promptly as 1 am able to requests. 

(leamers) My family and 1 agree to make my payments (parent and 
learner portion) at the beginning of each month, and 1 agree to submit 
first and last month parent portion of payment at the tirne of my entry 
into the V W  High program. Learners agree to make payment from 
th& own bank account using perçonal cheques. 

1 agree to use VirtuaI High equipment carefuily, to return al1 
equipment cleanly and promptly, and to take responsibiLity for 
repalling any darnaged items. 

1 agree to attend community, project and individuai meetings and 
workshops on lime. 

There iç a h  consensual agreement not to have sex at Virhzal High and not to use 

dmgs or alcohol on the premises. By c o ~ ,  it has ken agreed not to write th& 

agreement into the above document, though it is commonly discuçsed with potenüai 

community members and cornes up with about bi-monthly regularity as a discussion 

topic m community meetings. 

As a set of operating prinaples, the V H  community agreements are generally 

weil met. Minor slippages are commody overlooked and often easily forgiven; 

habitua1 disagreement is usually brought to the comunity as a meeting topic to be 

discussed and hopefuiiy resolved. Some of the discussions have continued over 

week and even months, and some have consistentiy ernerged on about a monthly 

basis as ongoing threadç, the major ones bemg about cleaning and cornputer game 

PW% 
Our community meetings are very important forums for exchange, even if about 

one thid of the community habituaiiy keep silent at meetings. New students are 

comrnonly reluctant to join in the sophisticated diçcussionç in which young people 

are given decision-makrng powers as well as power to speak their min& in the 

company of adults without fear of reprisa1 or lTLargllliilization. In the context of 

fostering positive, win-win relationships, we learning consultants originaiiy 
introduced some communication techniques in the first year, whidi, when trki and 



tested by students, met with their approvai and are now a distinguishing feature of 

communication throughout our community. These techniques are passed on to new 

students m fonnal workshops and informally through modeling by experienced 

cornmimity members. They are reflected in the community agreement hted above 

and inciude the wiilingness to state one's opinions respecüüliy and without making 

another person 'wrong', a deliberate replacement of the conjunction 'but' with 'and' to 

heIp expand a discussion thread instead of contracting it, and an acknowledgrnent 

that personal feelings and motions are valid and worthy of dedaration when 

sensed. We &O ask for commitment when an agreement is reached, and that al1 

community mmbers state as best they can what it is that they 'want' with respect to 

a particular issue being disnissed. 

In the c o r n  of a community meeting, it is common for the group to move through 

up to a dozen topics, some of which are rife with potential for controversy and 

disagreement. Yet, with the incorporation of the techniques above and now a long of 

history of peaceful resolution, 1 cannot recall a single meeting topic that has not been 

resolved to the satisfaction of aii members. 1 think this is a very s i m c a n t  aspect of 

honouring the young people in V i  High as valid and v a l 4  human beings, for it 

seerns true that every person 1 know, inciuding my three-year old daughter, wants to 

be known and to have their feelings, opinions and beliefs validated. In the course of 

many pseudo-Socratic lectures 1 led as a public-school teacher (a technique in which 1 

had ben coached at teacher's college) 1 shut down and discounted many student 

answers in a bludgeoning rush to impose my 'right' answer. In its wake 1 inevitably 

left bad feelings and frustration, inclifference, and a faix sense of authority, because 

often 1 was speaking on some topic about which 1 had Little expertise. 

h air Virhd High community meetings, the first order of business has been to 

announce upcoming events, trips, guest arrivais, community comings and goings, 

foiIowed by respectful acknowledgments to each other of some achievement, 

assistance, or community contribution 1 have personally acknowledged students for 

shifting behaviours, experiencing a personal breaküuough in diet, work, getting a job, 

and many other things, and have found it rewarding to do so. Next, we often have a 

guest or two in attendance - sometimes a potential student or mentor, someone with 

a project offering, rnaybe a visiting teacher - and we invite them to repreçent 

themselves and briefly explain why they're visiting. If students are interested in 



meeting M e r  with a guest, a meeting time is usually scheduled on the spot, so we 

can move on to the aain agenda topics. 

In working through our main meeting topics, group attention is usually 

signi£icmtly focused, sornetimes punctuated by long pauses while members gather 

the2 thoughts. At limes there is good-natured humour or heartfelt emotion, including 

tears and *g. The discussion excerpted below reflects a typical exdiange, dealing 

with a topic of considerable signincance to the comunity, narnely the playing of 

violent computer games in Vittual High, to which some of us are in favour and some 

are opposed. This topic was commody discussed in the past year, when there was 

more of it happening than any previous year. As is occasionally true, we learning 

consultants someümes speak longer on certain subjects in an attempt to broaden the 

scope and context of the discussion. 

Brentr 1 hear about how if 1 slash someone in with a sword in the game, 
it doesn't mean Z'm going to go out and stab someone. But 1 know the 
kind of relationships we have in violent garnes are not about sitting 
down and talking to somebody or something, it's about killing and 
shooting them. I think right now Sunder is saying 'stop', and 1 agree 
with her. So the people who play violent games need to get our 
agreement to play. I'm hem to make people feel safe, and 1 won? 
support violence in this space. So I'm saying 'stop', 1 don't want violent 
games in this space. 

Sunder 1s this for me to clarify? 1 think actually what Brent said does 
a lot of clmfymg for me, i've had a lot of fun with violent garnes in my 
life and 1 went to the PNE and did their 'virtual reaiity' game and 1 
enjoyed it. 1 have similar feelings of sort of elation when 1 kill someone 
in a p e .  1 think it has to do with coming to a goal. What 1 very 
seriously want, is to explore ways to feel elated besides chopping 
people up. 1 don't want to get too nit-picky about violent games. It's 
not that 1 don't want it played in the room while I'm not in the room, 1 
just dont want any violent games in the house at all. 

Dory: Brent, I don't understand how you don't support people playing 
games behind closeci doors and such 

Brent: Sky's mom came in here and 1 came up behind her and she said 
she could feel my energy, and I'm sayhg that people's energies change 
when they're piaying violent games. 

Jesse: %me people say this place is a business place and 1 don't want 
it to be tb t ,  1 want to play garnes, any kind of game. It feels like this 



discussion is going to be a win/lose situation where not everybody is 
going to be happy, and 1 want this to be a happy proposai. 

Alex: 1 have a proposal, how about if people play absolutely no games 
for two or three weeks. 

Ilma: For me, 1 could talk about the violent games, but for me it's an 
energy, and an energy around it, and I think it's really important that 
we deaI with that energy. 1 don't think that if we get rid of those 
garnes it will take away the energy. 

Over the course of the next hour, we did reach agreement to go 'cold tutkey' on 

violent computer games in Virtuai High for one rnonth (a complete cyde of the 

moon). Everyone was in favour of the agreement, or neuhal about its support, and 

those originally opposed felt supported enough to risk giving up somethuig they liked 

doing in order to support the community or possibly discover somellung else. Some 

agreed not to play games under any circumstances, some felt they wanted to play 

them at 7-Eleven or other arcades. In çubsequent meetings, we dixussed how the 

agreement was going, and how people were doing. A couple admitted breaking their 

own agreements, while others thought the house was more peacehil. Sky, a veteran 

games player, said on a national radio show ('As I f  H'ens') that he thought not 

playing games had given him a lot more time, which he iiked, and he'd perçonally 

decided not to play games for three months. 

A few months later, the issue emerged agaih Some of the games piayers had 

slipped back into old habits, and some newer, powerfdiy sedudive games were 

being tried out in the community. Again, when the issue is discussed, as below, the 

context refleds realworld ide& and feelings, and the exchange takes place at a 

broad, rich level. 

Sunder: 1 think it's a reaily good idea to have a purpose and live in 
ternis of that purpose. 1 a h  think that playing violent computer games 
has a lot to do with habit and addiction. I want to address that. 1 
really want to be as loving as possible and in this building with this 
community. 1 want a place where those images of violence aren't 
around. 1 dont want them in a room with the door dosed, 1 dont want 
it happening. 1 work on mysel€ a lot, and 1 want to change some of the 
images that are being put out in the world. This btings a whole lot for 



me around Rose (Sunder's 7-year old daughter who lives with Sunder 
in the building every other week). She really notices. She doesn't watch 
very much teIevision She's very carefui about the movies she watches. 
Sometimes they're more violent than what she wank in her mind. 1 
don't exactly want to protect her, because 1 want her to have strategies 
to deal with the whole world. 1 do want to support her to keep her 
mind free. I don't want killing babies, destroying images happening in 
the building, that's my specific proposal, and there might be a lot of 
ways to approach that, including finding our purpose as a community. 

Devon: The issue for me about violent garnes is 1 don? like them. 1 
waUc into the office. Jeffs in there, 1 ask "'what're you doing?'" '"Playhg 
Doom!"' and 1 feel sad. And I leave, 1 don't h g  around anybody 
doing that Now 1 don't want to pull a g d t  trip, but thatls how 1 feel 
around violent games. So I'd like it to stop because 1 feel happier 
around here when theytre not king played. 

Jesse: I'm totally in support of what Sunder and Devon have said. 
Can we ail just agree on that? I've heard Sunder say many ümes what 
she wants and I'd like to support her getthg what she wants. That's 
what 1 feel and I think it's time we commit or not commit. 

Unknown: What do you mean by violent games? 1 mean what 
happens if 1 corne in and play violent rap music. Does that matter? 

Jesse: yeah, 1 think so. (others nod affirmatively) 

Skg: 1 was wondering if we could have them infrequently, maybe once 
or twice a month max.? 1 agree with the proposai, 1 was just w o n d e ~ g  
if this is possible. 

Jesse: Let's put it this way. In this building, 1 havent seen a single 
agreement not violated, so it is possible. 

Brent: If you're into violent garnes, then violation is obviously the 
underlying theme. Go for it. 

Sky: I've lived without violent games, 1 have for a month and haU 
now. 

Brent: So make your decision. He's asking for a codtment .  

Midiael (me): I'm holding right now. 1 want more darification More 1 
commit to it and that's what I'd like to address. 



(a hand count is asked from those peopk opposed to c o d t t i n g  to an 
agreement not to play violent computer garnes. Çeverai go up, and it's 
decided to let thern speak) 

Jeff: I'd iike to speak 1 notice that 1 like to play violent games more 
now than ever before, and 1 also think Fm more in control of my He 
than 1 ever have been before. And 1 notice that when people stop 
feeling powerless in their life, !ike in school, they put their energy where 
they can assert themselves and have control. For some people that's 
violent games, for others ifs something else like sports. Anyways 1 just 
wanted to point that out. Now 1 play vioIent games once or twice a 
week, 1 play X-Men or Network D o m ,  and it's fun. Itms Iike Hide and 
Çeek. So 1 don't want to completely M o w  computer garnes, and it 
hasn't been working for me to just let everybody play them whenever. 

Michel: If 1 can speak now, 1 think this discussion is really rich, and 
I'd like to go back to what Sunder suggested and that is clarrfying our 
purpose. 1 think clarifying our purpose relies on chifymg our values 
and that's my proposal: to danfy what values we want to represent in 
this community. 1 think there's room for people to negotiate their sense 
of purpose from those values, and some exceptiod arrangements to 
that, should we choose to go for a peacehtl cornmunity. You know if 
peace is one of the values that we want ta practise here, then we can 
commit to that, and 1 think something like that is reaiiy worth 
comrnitting to. Yesterday we had a discussion with Ryan around his 
habituai, and what 1 mark out as abusive, use of games and 1 said, 
'Look, if 1 see you playing another computer game around here, I'm 
going to withdraw support for you being here.' 1 thought about that 
later and 1 wasn't r e d y  happy with my response, and 1 don't think it 
empowered Ryan in any way. 1 think what would really help is to 
clarify values and then we eliminate a lot of the confiict. Or if we don't 
eliminate the conflict then we can go to a deeper level and identify how 
a certain value, maybe peace, is in confiict with something else in your 
life and we can continualiy work toward specific resolution. So 1 
propose we clarify the values in this comunity, that we perhaps craft 
a mission statement so that we have purpose here, we know what 
we're going for here. I'd say right now we don't know what we're going 
for, we have not done that work in the last 2 1/2 years. And I'd say if 
we have a cornmitment not to habituaily play violent cornputer games, 
then we might have a week where we play violent computer games, or 
somebody like yourself, Sky, says 'I'd like to have an exceptiod 
clause in my agreement' to play these once a month. You'd get my 
support for that. If 1 know that most peopIe here are committed to a 
purpose and a set of values, 1 t m t  alJ people hem to live up to that. 1 



think ciarification of purpose wdi eliminate a lot of confiict and 
misconceptions hae. I'm done. 

Brenk 1 want to mark out that Sunder said in the beginning that this ïs 
not about bannvlg or making a decision over anyone else. She very 
eloquently said this is what she wants, and Devon said this is what he 
wants. Their experience here is happier here without the experience of 
violent computer garnes, and yet they're willing to be here and be 
disappointeci and be somewhat upset by the experience because they 
know that experience is of value for people who want that value. 

This discuççion mon wound down without specifïc agreement on playing violent 

games, but with an intention of diçcussing the issue in subsequent meetings because 

it was of such a complex and signifiant nature. What actually happened in 

subsequent weeks is that games playing dropped significantly as students 

committed to completing their academic courses and we prepared, as a community, 

for three public presentations we made in the late spring. Despite that lack of any 

cohesive agreement on the topic of violent computer games, 1 think the community 

was brought doser together through discussing this topic because so much of the 

dialogue was respectful and addressed real situations. One of the reaiiy important 

outcornes in the violent game discussion, and typical of community meetings, is that 

the adults do not invoke censure, nor do we necessarily get what we want. That, of 

course, wodd undermine consensus, which we feel is far more valuable to uphold 

than superficial authoritarianiçm, as is commonly the case in institutions like school. 

As Nozick (1992) identifies, 

It is the process of working through conflict which builds unity, not any 
parti& outcorne. Where majority rule works b y suppressing conflict 
and by ignoring or denying rninority positions, consensus brings 
confiict to the surface to be debated openly and worked through to a 
resolution (p. 106) 

To myself and many other community members, our meetings have modeled an 

appropriate process to help discuss many issues of importance from various 

perspectives and, on many occasions, consensuaily resolve disagreements Upon 

rdection of the many, many exchanges and processes 1 have experienced in my Me, 1 

assert that our community meetings have evolved into a more elegant, empowering 

and satisfying process for decision-aaking and relationship-building than almost 



any 1 can think of. Jesse, a VH student since the k t  year, offers the foliowing 

synopsis of BGMs: 

Pop your head into a Big Group Meeting and you will quidcly notice 
something. Youll notice that young people and th& consultants, male 
and fernale, are having equal chance to represent themselves to the rest 
of the community. Everyone is on display and everyone has something 
at stake in the decisions that are being put fort.. Over my three years 
at Virtual High, 1 looked forward to the day of the week where we all 
put aside our busy lives and sat together ... for what from as short a 
time as forty-five minutes to six hours. 1 loved it! 1 loved the 
opportunities to hear my friends' ideas and notice what 1 had to bring 
fort. . 1 leamed the importance of succinctness. VH9i.s can be curt and 
up front, 1 have to be ready for feedback from any side. 

At times 1 observed discussions which were repetitive where they need 
not have been, and there were minor inefficiencies in the way the 
meetings were run which caused unnecessary frustration However, 
these concems were overall mild and we addressed many of these 
concerns in the meetings themselves. Overail, BGMs have been a 
wonderful learning experience for me. My experience both as a 
consensus group member and facilitator have been and will continue to 
be invaluable tools in my Me. 

Another student, Jeff, is alço enthusiastic in his support of BGMs: 

1 have always enjoyed attending the big group meeüngs, or BGMs, as 
we cali them. The BGMs are reaily a practice ground for going for 
what 1 want, and respectfdy supporting other people. It's a real 
challenge to be able to communicate an idea to someone, that possibly 
conflicts with their own, and still be entirely respecthi of their point of 
view. 

When first 1 came to Virtual High, 1 didn't speak much, and yet 1 
always enjoyed the quality of discussion. Not onIy did we ded with 
community logistics, but we diçcussed rnany more issues that gave 
way to, what was then, so many new ideas for me. It was realiy 
amazing and 1 marveled at what was being said. 

With practice and experience, I've leamed to have more ttUngs to say 
and to be able to represent them effectively. The meetings are nin so 
that everyone gets to say what they want, and then we can all make a 
decision about something together, so that everyone is satisfied. O h  
the way it works, is a topic is brought up, we talk about it enough so 
that everyone knows what the situation is and what people's thoughts 



are on it, and then someone makes a proposal for what to do, and it 
gets modified and re-proposed until everyone agees. 

Learning Plans and Personal Focus Work 

Many students and their families are attracted to Virtual High because they have 

heard they ' c m  do an* they want' in the program. Many yomg people have 

personal interests they would like to focus on and so are interesteci in joining the 

community, and çome are extrernely frustrated by school and would like to unhook 

from its processes. In any case, as a vehicle to help foster focus, self-responsibility 

and self-awareness, we have introduced the Personal Leaming Plan. Trying to keep 

track of where students were at in their experience in V i  High and in the* lives 

proved to be daunting in the first year without some record and cornmitment and so, 

in the second year, we began asking new and veteran community members to 

complete a pian b y the end of their fïrst month in the program, providing the 

information bdow to serve as a record of their cornmitment for themseIves, learning 

consultants and their parent(s): 

Biographical Sketch: who are you, what are your main interests, 
what have been your most successful leaming experiences, what goals 
would you like to pursue, and why! 

Learning Focus: what spdcally are you going to concentrate on in 
order of priorities? 

Resources: list the resources you w u  need to achieve your leamhg 
goals, inciuding texts, software, videos, mentors, activities, and any 
ttavel plans 

Assessrnent / Evaiuation: how specificdy are you going to assess 
and evaluate your development and growth? 

Scheduie / Tirne Line: how are you going to allocate yow tirne each 
week, month, and over the year? 

in most cases, new students have not previously been asked to provide thiç 

information, and a learning consultant volunteers to help them a a f t  their first plan. 

We meet with them and provide thern with models of completed plans, and usuaily 

have one or more meetings to help them clarify and to assure them the plan is akin to 

a map that is useful for preparing for and starting a trip. It usually takes one or two 

drafts over two or more days to write up a first plan. Sometimes the first ciraft is 

very spotty, similar to a minimal response on a school assignment. When that 



happens we encourage them to go to a deeper level with the information. For 

example, many students have littie experience representing themselves and decIaring 

'who they are' with any depth beyond age, gender and grade 1eveL Yet, on second 

take, and with some help, they c m  craft an informative description of themselves, 

with some important details about past leaming experiences and some specific 

information about their goals. information about previous learning successes can also 

shed light on preferred leaming styles, e.g. logid, visuai, auditory, etc. We learning 

consultants often try to discern this information and refer to it later in interactions 

with students. 

We &O encourage students to cast about to discover which resources they wiii ' 

want to use in the2 work, and discover how they might be available. Some Moneys 

from the operating budget have been ailocated for individual use, and we encourage 

students to compile a 'wish list'. Next, we share with them our feelings that it is 

important to discover what is an appropriate way to assess their work or finished 

product, with help from a professional, through a working test, a sit-down exam, or 

some other kind of evaluation. Finally, students are able to plan individual scheduies 

once they bring forward theh persona1 cornmihnents, including jobs or an interest in 

staying home one day per week, and the student group mets and decides upon a 

coIIective schedule for the workshops and mentors they have agreed upon dong with 

other meetings and a cornmon deanhg time. 

A f a v  weeks or more after students complete their first plan, we check in with 

them to learn about how they are adheMg to i t  Sorne fee1 they are on-track, some 

wish to make some modifications which we encourage them to do, and some have 

sipiiïcant trouble sticking to it. When that happens we try to discover the reasons, 

which may Vary from a Iack discipline, choosing unreabtic or inappropriate goais 

(by theh judgment), or choosing goais they felt their parents wanted them to achieve. 

At this point we ask students what they would like to do. Sometimes they agree to 

do the work in spite of feeling coerced and sometimes we facilitate a family meeting 

to help everyone clarify feelings and expectations and hopefuiiy reach consensus on 

ail learning choices. 

Below is an example of a completed, ambitious learning plan, by Iiana, equal in 

spirit to the guidelines above, and equivaïent to a grade 10 level, which ilana wished 

to achieve. The revised plan also represents the first Ilana had completed in her life: 



outline for the Yeu - 
October - December, focus on music, writing and spanish. 

January - March, focus on socials/history, science, math and music. 

April - June, f m  on my current passions. 

My goal f i  this year is to trust myself cornpletely. 1 am making the 
cornmitment that i wiII stretch rnyself. 1 will know that i have done what i 
wanted to do when i exhibit my art at the cofiee house, when i have 
published rny book of poerns, when i have read and talkeà to al1 the people 
that i want to i hm. In the case of watching moDies and reading bmk, i 
will be writing articles, columns and reuiews for Blue Fish magazine. M y  
ficus ik on MILSIC, othm cultures and on witing filue f i h  magazine, pom, 
stories, smm play). 1 also will challenge my fears and my assurnptions 
about myselfand the worid around me. 

Courses i am going ta take in 1994/2995 

spanish / sewing / art / science / math / cooking / piano / singing / music 
theory / publishïng / neutive wding 

MY MAIN GOAL FOR THE YEAR IS TO FOCUS. 

- 1 wiU read books w-ritkn by or about indigenous people, focusing on 
Australia and South Arnerica / read these books written by Canadian 
women (read thern before Christmas) Ru@ on My Longjohns, Isabel 
Edwards; During My Time, Florence Edençhaw Duoidson a haida wtnen, 
by Margaret B. BIackman; Mutant Message, Mar10 Morgan; and 
Songlines, Bruce Chatwin. After reading the books listed above, 1 will 
write a review of them for Blue Fish magazine (to be created and 
published in Virtual High) / watch Canadian movies and write an 
article or a column about them for Blue Fish. 

GOAL FOR HISTORY /çOCIALS - to leam about what women and 
native people went ttirough whiie Canada was king settled. To learn 
about indigenous cultures around the world, and to go meet them, so i 
can leam h m  them. 

- no mentor at this tirne 

- read these books before Christmas: Siknt Spting by Rachel Carson; 
Stone Angel, b y  Margaret Lawrence.(find new authors and books) / 



explore and £ind new bookstores / read 100 books! / get myself out 
into the world as a poet / write an essay, a few short stories, a review 
of a book and a movie, write an artide / publiçh my poems, and get 
them out to bookstores / keep a journal on Vimial High, write it 
every day / read books written by people who have gone to live with 
indigenous people / write a column for Blue Fish magazine / write a 
screenpiay / send poems to magazines for publication / enter poetry 
contests / go to and read at poetry readings 

GOALS FOR LANGUAGE ARTS - to go to poetry readings and 
read my poetry, to enter as many poetry contests as i c m ,  to get 
my self pubLished book out into the world. I also want to seek out a l l  
the good bookstores in Vancouver and just hang out in thern, finding 
jewels. 

Mn\rrORç: Sunder Green and Kathleen Forsythe 

- explore ethnobotany, find an enthobota.iist to mentor with / learn 
about classification of organisms, natural history (evolution, 
adaptation), human biological systems, intro to chemistry, energy / 
create a mentorship with someone at Wild Rose College, learn about 
medianal plants. 

GOALS FOR SCIENCE - to expand my meclicinal plant and edible 
forest food knowledge so i can nwive in an old growth forest. To 
read about medicinal plants of the Amazon Rainforest. 

MENTORS: Rick Martin (practising biologist) and Michel  Maser 
(former geologist) 

MATH 
- study numbers + variables, roots, r a d i d  + real #,s equatiow and 

inequalities, deductive geomehy, the cirde, 3-D geometry, statistics 
(intro). / later in the year, talk to an ardieologist about what math 
skius they need to do their work / read book Einstein's dreams / read 
books about Women mathematicians throughout history (write article 
for Blue Fish magazine) / l e m  more about the history of mathematics 
/ study mind stretchers, problem solving, mind games, sharpen my 
noodle! / study math as it applies to music / focus on math 
processes, not just answers. 

GOALS FOR MATH - to Iearn math beyond the actual details, to 
learn about the people that invented it, the people that were pioneers 
in it, focusing on women mafhematicians. 



MENTORS: David Muncaster (VH math whiz) and Mike Hartner 
(professional mathematician) 

MUSIC 

- get my skills to higher levels so that i feel comfortable performing / 
compose some çongs / perform one of them / take lessons from Veda 
Hille (& do aU my homework from her) / work on my music reading / 
work on my ear, listen to music and figure out what key it's in etc. / 
buy myself a pitchpipe / l e m  more piano theory and technical info 
from Budge Schachte / Ieam cVcui.ar breathing, after i can and before 
the end of June, cimrlar breath for 10 mins / start a band / sing every 
day, more and more! / learn to play a Song on the ceiio / take singing 
lessons from Penny Sidor / go to Australia and find a didjeridoo 
mentor 

GOALS FOR MUSIC - to be able to hear a Song and figure out the 
key and the chords, to do harmony easily, to be able to improvise 
with Veda, to perfonn at Coffee HOURS, to expand my knowIedge 
and skills, more and more and more! 

MENTORS: Budge Schachte and Veda Hille (two Vancouver-based 
practising, professional musicians), singing mentor, Penny Sidor 

- put up an exhibition of my paintings at a Virtual High Coffee 
House / make papier mache sculptures, and bowls, or whatever / 
paint 20 paintings, each tirne exploring new styles and techniques / 
put together grama bunty's story and my photos and exhibit it at a 
Virtual High Coffee House. 

WALS FOR ART - to paint and paint, to sculpt and sculpt to draw 
and draw, to go beachcombing and coiiect wood to paint on, to exhiiit 
my photos at the Coffee House. 

MENTORS: Tanya Deacove and Linda Schmid (two Vancouver-based 
practising, professional artists) 

- talk to Patriao about Ecuador and what is happening with the 
indigenous people / speak Japanese with Devon for an hour a week / 
learn spanish / by the end of the year be able to have a conversation 
with someone who speaks spanish / be able to read Neruda's poems 
in spanish / translate one of my poems into spanish / write a letter to 
Cesar and Juan in spanish / plan a trip to Mexico and Ecuador, for 
this spring or next year. 



GOALS FOR LANGUAGES - to go to Mexico or Ecuador or both 
and stay with a M y  and Iearn spanish from them. Speak Japanese 
with Devon every week. Be able to read in spanish. 

MENTOR, Patriao 

- get a job at a piace where i wiil gain valuable skilis and experience 
/ find inventive, meative, diverse, and innovative ways of making 
money / get my rnoney situation ont0 a spreadsheet / be able to put 
away money into a saving's account, $50 a month / read Zen and the 

GOALS FOR BUSINESS ED - to make a living by doing things i Iove, 
to have savuigs account that grows ans grows, and to put everything 
that i do with money d o m  on a spreadsheet. 

D - ev- and: get up earlier than usual / play my 
didjeridoo / meditate / sketch and do yoga and dance foundation / 
eat miso in soup or in cereal, 3 times a week / play the piano / visit 
with my cats / write in my journal / make tea out of herbs in the 
garden or of herbs i have bought / drink ginger tea 3 times a week 

e w~eh: make bread / listen to CBC / paint / draw / play 
the piano / sing / piay the didjeridoo / mite / bike lots and lots / do 
Afrion dancing 

1 agree to be true to myself, and to foilow my dreams, sincerely, ilana 
cameron. 

Three months later, Ilana, who has spent less than two weeks of her life in 

conventional public school, negotiated out of the Virtual High 'grade 10-equivaïent' 

program because she Mt constrained by the morning schedule we had created for 

academic focuç work She modified her leaming plan accordingly, dropping science, , 

business education and math, She continued to focus on aU other areas, produchg 

especially inspired art and music, and diligently worlung in a learner/maitor 

relationship with painter Tanya Deacove, singer Veda Hille and musician Budge 

çchachte, who are ail practising and professional arlists. 

During the foUowing year in Virhtal High, Ilana, now 18, mateci another Ieaming 

plan, with many of her efforts concentrated on her arlistic work In the past year, 



especiaiiy, llana has also reached out to embrace some other significant learning 

experiences for which she received comunity support. These included traveling 

with three other VH students to northern Scotland for three weeks in October to 

attend an international 'Eco-Villages' conference, traveling to Ireland for three weeks . 
in February to research her genealogy, and traveiing for three weeks in June with two 

other VH students and her dad consultant Brent) to attend a United 

Nations conference on urban sustainability (Habitat II). This past year, Dana also 

bought and leamed to play the aboriginai 'Digeridoo', and for several weeks she 

worked night and day to edit and publish the first two editions of Blue Fish 

magazine, an in-house project she had been attempting to launch for two years. 

At ou. graduation ceremony this past year, ilana stoud with six other students in 

a ceremonid cide  in the yard of V i  Hi& surrounded by returning students, 

parents, mentors and friends, where she told everyone that her experiences in 

Wondertree and Virtual High were the most beautiful ones of her Me. She said she 

had done so much growing in the programs and was very sad to leave. In a separate 

interview, she told me about how shy she was when she first s&rted in Virtual High, 

but through the many different challenges and the opportunities we brought to her 

(such as king interviewed for a media profiie), she greatiy enhanceci her inter- 

personal skills. 

1 have r edy  grown and have a really strong confidence most of the 
time around other people. Now I'm pretty cornfortable speaking in big 
groups, being i n t e ~ e w e d  on the radio, whatever. 1 still get nervous 
but 1 have a strong confidence in doing that now. In that respect it 
feeis reaily good, I'm so much more comîdent expressing myself around 
other people. 

With respect to her seIfaUeCted growth in the area of writing, Ilana talks about 

the importance of choosing from a broad base of learning options to nurture her 

interest and hone her skills. 

Rebecca started a wriüng group the k t  year and then Sunder started 
one up the next two years. With both of them it was a wonderful 
experience in learning how to let words flow out. And also to be in a 
supportive environment to share my writing. 1 explored getting more 
and more practice at expressing myself that way. And so that was 
one aspect of writing and also learning how to write essays and then 
writing a couple of science essays and getting some great feedback 



about how to be better at writing essays. And &O writing articles, 
that kind of thing. So it was both, the very creative let it out' kind of 
thing and also really learning how to write professional things. 
Leaming how to do cover letters and professional sort of SM. 

As indicated above, Ilana also recognizes that she experienced the bendît of 

nurturing her own leaming interests in the Company of skilied practitioners with 

whom she chose to work. This experience has helped to make her aware of learning 

processes of direct signiiîcance to her life because of their origin in seIf-generated 

A similar experience is noted by David Muncaster who attended Virtual High for 

two years and nurtured various leaming interests focused on architecture and design 

and conûibuted to VillageQuest (a Vlltual High project to design and mate an urban 

'eco-village'). Experiences David had in Virtual High included hiring his own math 

mentor to help him prepare for and complete a first-year-University-level caicuius 

course, being hired by other students to teach them math (successfully), prepare and 

present a speech to 200 architects on sustainable living, and complete a weekend 

workshop at a Hare Krishna ashram. In an essay he wrote to the cornunit)., which 

was subsequently published in a local magazine, David is forthright about how his 

awareness changed in Vittual High 

In VirtuaI High my life changed from being mainstream to being 
visionary in nature. 1 went £rom public schooling to alternative learning, 
fmm complete ignorance about my diet to eating only vegetarian food, 
from finanaaI illiteracy to some basic finandal howledge, £rom being' 
ernployee oriented to being entrepreneurial in mindset, from visiting a 
doctor to seeing naturopaths, chiropractors and learning about 
preventative heaüng, from unawareness of the spirituaI aspect of Me 
to a M y  practice of yoga, chanting, and meditation. 1 basically went 
£rom living unconsciously, to living consciously. There was a daily 
awakening and increasing of my awareness about the choices 1 make in 
my life. 

At Virtual High, I had the feeling that everything 1 do here is important, 
that every project is one that makes a difference in the world. 

After attending Virtual High, David, now 19, completed his grade 12 at a local 

community coiiege and achieved a schobhip to attend a prestigious architecture 

school in the US. Like Ilana, David was an enthmiastic learner who strived to take 



advantage of every tearnrng opporhuiity offered or supported in Virtual High. 

Interestingly, he reflects that some of the most signifiant learning he did arose 

through the cornmon processes there, Iike king in community, and f?om participa- 

in or liçtening to general conversations. 

1 could learn a lot more from you guys (leamhg consultants)," he says, 
'because it was talking about your life and your experience and 
personal advice. It wasn't some kind of distance or some kind of 
curriculum we had to cover. It was just in everyday conversation. You 
guys would Say things that wodd just kind of light something up 
inside of me. %me of the things in Virtual High that wouid just rnake 
the biggest difference were just conversations that happen just 
spontaneously whatever. Not necessarily in workshops but just 
conversations I've had with different LC's or different people at 
different times. In BGMfs ï d  corne out with some great realization at 
the tirne and feel really good in the group with everyone. 

As weil as king confident of the benefits of choosing to attend Virtual High over 

conventional public çdiool, David reflects positively on the importance of being 

valued, and acknowledged, saying, 

Being part of Virtual High has meant so much to me. Everywhere 1 go, 1 
now have a story to teli. 1 have done something unique with my Me 
that most people find interesting. 1 have opinions and beliefs on many 
matters that most people overlook 

Ilana and David's multifaceted experiences are fairly typical of the breadth of 

student experiences. %me students, however, have been more focused, say, on film 

and video, or music, choosing and huing appropriate mentors to work with or self- 

exploring options within a particuiar fieId. This has been especially tme for several 

male students who have selfdesigned their leaming around personal challenges to 

achieve expertise in parficular computer-based domains (e.g. animation, internet 

research, desktop publishing, multimedia prcjpmmhg). 

Duting three years in Vittual High, Devon, now 16, personally helped to design a 

comrnerdally-successfd software application (the Puwer Smart Game @) and a 

software application for the Ministry of Education to complement 'Algebra 12'; he 

also helped develop and Iead two hvo-week cornputer workshops for summer 

courses at BCIT (an opporhinity 1 facilifated by helping him craft successive 

proposais and joining in meetings with BClT coordinators), he taught himself 'HTML' 



programming and helped develop both tbe Virtual High WorZd Wide Web site and 

then a Habitat ïi web site so that he and others could post daily information during 

their trip to a United Nations conference in is&nbul. Though Devon focused on 

computer work during his tirne in Virtual High, he was alço supported in researdiing 

and experimenting with nutrition and a vegetatian diet, partiapating in a 10-day 

rneditation workshop in Washington state, and he greatly enhanced his writing and 

pubiic presentation skills. in some cases Devon needed no direct assistance in 

achieving his goals. In other cases he sought and received guidance from leaming 

consultants and various mentors. Devon is now contracting his services to a 

multimedia Company at $30/hour, saving money for a sailing trip to Costa Rica, and 

developing his climbing skilis. He has already received an offer for a haif-scholarship 

to an internationally-renowned computer animation coliege. 

With respect to focused academic work, students choosing to pursue course 

work in Virtud High have achieved varying resuIts ranging from high to lirnited 

accomplishment. At the high end, some students have experienced very successful 

course completion, uiduding one student who diiigentIy selfcompleted four grade 12 

correspondence courçeç in Virtual High and subsequently entered a prestigious 

computer coilege, and five other students who achieved A-level grades completing 

computer-mediated courses introduced in 1995 by the Open Learning Agency ('New 

Directions In Distance Leaming' program). One of these students completed grade- 

12 English in four weeks, much to the surprise and adcnowledgment of the 

community. Four other students also successfdy challenged university-level 

correspondence courses. 0th students pursuing correspondence courses have 

tended to draw out course work for a protracted period of time, sometimes 

compleüng, sometimes not, and sometimes drawing themselves, parents and leaming 

consultants into a frustrating experience. 

Academic work is generally a contentious issue, with some students vociferously 

opposed to it after frustrating experiences in schooIs and others questioning its 

value. We leaming consultants encourage students to keep an open rnind with 

respect to academics and recognize the value of course work with respect to th& 

specific long-term learning goalç. We can help them achieve this understanding only * 

after working closely with students, coming to understand theh interests, and 

illuminaüng a path to th& learning outcorne. Most often, this is an heuristic process, 



in which we try to demonstrate authentidy the steps required for achievement, e.g. 

putting studenk in touch with a mentor who can reflect on the howledge base 

necessary for achievement in a given field. 1 feel this process has successfully been 

done in Virtual High on many occasions. 

It is also worth mentionhg m this section that a few students who have attended 

Virtual High did not set out to achieve much nor did they. In contrast to those 

students who entered the commirnity with dear learning goals in rnind, or with much 

motivation, a hancifui of students entered Virtuai Kgh &y because they were 

disgnrntled with conventional schooL in çome cases, they crafted learning plans with 

ambitious goals yet they consistently eluded accountability and breached 

agreements. In most cases, h s e  students sooner or later found themselves answering 

to the community and/or their parenk for their la& of willingneçs to follow through 

on leaming p h  agrements. In some cases they found support to make adjustments 

and breakthroughs. We leaming consultants also take =me responsibility for not 

wmking closeiy enough with some students to nurture them to higher levels of 

accountabiiity. Those students who were not wiUXng to be f d y  accountable slid 

through our cracks until the end of the year, at which time they moved o n  

Gmup Workshops, Leaniing Projects and Special Enterprises 

Much of the work at Virtual Hi& takes place in group workshops under the 

guidance of a mentor, or subject specialist hued by students. The hiring process 

involves estabüshing interest by more than one student in pursuing a particular study 

or project, invithg and previewing potential mentor work, and negotiating the tenns 

of agreement with respect to a mentor-generated proposal. (addressing availability, 

desired payment, scheduling, etc). Mentors are almost always practising 

professionals in their field of interest who dernonstrate a s p e d  abilify to be in 

relationship with young people. 

Some potential mentors are declined after first preview, usually due to perceived 

relationship problems or lack of perceived relevancy. But in the first three years of 

Virtual shidents have hired and scheduled mentors (icluding myself) to lead 

workshops in entrepteneurism and financiai management, music, cornputer 

programming, personal development, yoga, tai-chi, art, general science, physics, 



media studies, health and wellness, aeative writing, massage, dance, Neuro- 

Luiguistic programming (MP) and communication strategies, film and video, math, 

city pIanning and architechval development, and marketing. 

In most cases, mentors lead workshops that are dosely Iuiked to rd-life skW, 

interests and projects, offering mu& opportunity for student interaction and 

refiection on their Me-work In most cases, workshops do not follow text-books or 

formai courses of study, but a mutually-agreed upon path of study. Some (e.g. art, 

music, massage, film and video) indude much oppominity for pragmatic, hands-on 

skiU assistance, others (e-g. science, media studies) have induded much Umilation 

'off-site' to take advantage of local resources, such as museums, the local coastline, 

and local businesses. Some (e.g- physics, math) are quite narrowly focused, while 

others (eg. VillageQuest project, heolth and weflness) are broad-focused and holistic. 

Some workshops are sustained throughout the year, and some have folded 'mid- 

term' due to waning interest Çometimes unforeseen obligations constrained the hired 

mentors and they regrettably canceled their contract. 

Severai workshops or learning projectç have also arisen from student interests 

which are rather less fodydefùied,  but ncmetheless have numired signincant 

groupwork and discovery. As an example, a group of students worked with Sunder 

in the second year to dig up a portion of the back yard and develop an organic 

garden. As part of the project they pooled their collective knowledge of organic 

gardening, visited other local sites, and spent several days diggnig up the yard and 

seedtng for food crops, flowers and herbs. Over the next few months they tended the 

garden and eventually hanrested corn tomatoes, greens and herbs. The third year, 

the 8afde.n project was shared by some veterans and new students, and spawned 

enough interest to lead several students to investigate organic garderüng on trips to 

Scotland and the U.S., and it inspired one student to convert his home yard to an 

'urban permadture' space. At the time of this wriüng, the garden is in thriving 

bloom, and a new group of leamers, induding myself, has met and leamed from the 

experienced gardeners, al l  of whom are moving on, how to sustain the garden ove. 

the coming year. 

Two other noteworthy projects or enterprises developed and sustained in Virtual 

High since the fVst year, include the VillageQuest project, and the Paver Smart &me 

@, both of which have grown to inciude students and outside professionals. 



VillageQuest began as a comprehensive project to investigate the notion of 

sustainability coupled with an interest ui designing and building an 'urban village'. At 

first an interested student group met reguiarly with Brent to discuss their ideas and ' 

visit several local sites to Iearn more about sustainable technologies and 

environmentally-friendy activities, such as composting and 'solar aquatic' sewage 

treatment. They soon enroUed the assistance of several interested professional 

architects and environmenlally-focused entrepreneurs who came to Virtual High to 

share more detailed explanations of their ideas, and the project group began to 

explore the posçibility of developing their ideas on a plot of aty land. 

From that time to the present, VillageQuest has continued to spawn much student 

learning and project development. For example, as a result of student and project 

interest, a local artist/architect developed a workshop site in the Virtual High 

library in which he conçtnicted a precise architectural scale mode1 of a sustainable 

urban village over a two-month penod with the assistance of David, a Virtual High 

student keenly interested in social d e s i p  that foçtered community. As well, the 

VillageQuest student team desaibed their vision in a keynote address, including a 

selfaated multimedia presentation, to more than two hundred architects gathered 

at a professional conference; four students traveled to an international 'EcoVillages' 

conference in northem Scotiand to disrruss VillageQuest and to l e m  about simiiar 

projeds worldwide; three students and Brent traveled for tluee weeks to a United 

Nations conference focused on urban sustainability called Habifat II in Istanbul, 

Turkey, where they met world leaders and posted information daily on a World 

Wide Web site they aeated for global Enternet access; and VilIageQuest has garnered 

two signincant awards for societal contributions. In the context of VillageQuest, the 

student team has significantly honed th& research, writing, communication and 

analyticai skilis to professiod Ievels of expertise b y creating pamphlets and 

proposals and presenting their ideas to hundreàs of people, and the project has 

apparently initiated several students on career paths. 

David, who used his ViIlageQzmt experience to help him gain entry into a 

prestigious school of architecture in the US., describes the project and his 

invoivement, below. 

hiring my two years at Virtual High, VillageQuest became my focus, 
my Me. It is about creating a modern village of about 500 people, 



within a city, where we eat together, share garden tools, and can walk 
everywhere we need to go.Villnge(Suest is about helping our dture  to 
evolve from an industrial, factory-mode1 paradigin, to one embodying 
more humanscale and organic qualities. Virtuai High itseif is the seed 
for thiç village, bringing together 30 families to create a learning 
environment more meaningful to us than the public school system. 

After two years, we had put together a pretty hot multimedia 
presentation, a fantastic display for the Vancouver Art Gallery, and a 
professional quality scale model that brings together the basic 
prinaples of a sustainable village. It was my job to aeate a Iarge 
plastecine model of the living space within the village, as weii as 
organize the Vancouver Art Gallery display. ... ViZiugeQuest continues 
to be the path 1 a m  walking. 

Another similarly significant project taken root in Virtual High is the ongoing 

development of the Paver Smrt Game a This is a software application originally 

created by a group of 12-14 year-olds and th& mentors in the first Wondertree 

program for B.C. Hydro, that encourages young people to rnake energysaving 

changes in their own homes and Save money. In Virtual High, Brent coordinated the 

continuhg development of the original game, and has made amilable management 

and programming opporhmities for interested students. As a resuit of corporate 

contracts, the game has been modined by students for three additional uüüty 

companies, and it has been colourized and developed for IBM cornputers. 

About seven students have been ongoingly involved in garne development, 

participakg in marketing meetings at corporate offices, honing programming and 

graphics skills, and partiapating in authentic business world experiences. They have 

logged tirne in corporate boardroom negotiations, met project delivery deadlines, 

been well-paid, and even experienced greatly overdue payments. 

The Virtual High student logging the most P m  Srnarf experience is Devon, who 

was a peripheral member of the original development team when he was 10. in his 

P m  Smmt  experience at Virtuai High, he assumed a CO-management and 

leadership role in the completion of the game for the dents mentioned above. Myself 

and the entire community (induding his mother and cdeaming consultant, Sunder) 

have seen Devon totally focused on several occasions over three years working 

diligently (sometimes past rnidnight), and completing self4efined tasks to his own 



satisfaction. For his dforts Devon eamed approximately $10,000, and could earn 

signincant royaliies on future game developments, which are still being negotiated. 

I've always conçidered Devon's energies wellspent in the P m e r  Smarf project 

and encouraged him, given the experiences he had and the personal achievements 

involveci. At various tirnes, he took well-deserved breaks to learn about and practise 

meditation, hone his climbing SU, and partiapate in other Virtual High activities. 

Now 16, he plans on moving on h m  Virtual High to other experiences, including a 

major sdhg trip and playing a leadership role in introducing new students to 

Virtual High. He relates the foliowuig about his experiences working on the Power 

Smart game in Wondertree and Virtual H i a  

I've been working on the Power Smrf  Game, in different capacities, 
since 1 was 10 years old. 1 started off as one of four programmers 
aeating the originai product in 1991, and played a relatively minor 
role. It seemed huge at the time, and 1 thought that 1 was quite 
important to the whole project. 1 was being paid $9.00/hour, which 1 
thought was a fortune. The money 1 made went towards a cornputer 
of my own, and with it 1 continued to develop software of my own. 

I didn't do much more with the game until 1 was 13, and started 
coming to Virtual High. Then 1 took on the project from a fa. different 
position. Instead of an assistant programmer, 1 was THE programmer. 
I completely shifted points of view from being an employee with Little 
responsibility to 'being the project manager. 

The financial rewards are obvious. Yet what is worth more than the 
money, and probably hardes to identi£y, is the maturity 1 gained from 
king tnrsted with such a major responsibility. There were so many 
limes when 1 didn't want to even LOOK at the Game anyrnore, and yet 
1 kept at it, kept working on it, and finished it every tirne. For a long 
t h e  1 was a one-man team, doing everything on my own, from 
graphies to prog-g to packaging. When 1 finally had other people 
supporting me and taking on some of the work, 1 felt so relieved. It 
took a lot of trust for me to give bits of my responsibility to others, 
and BY tnisting, I learned even more about teamwork and cooperation. 

Additional special enterprise projects involving many Virtual High students, and 

faalitated by learning consultants, induded the development of several additional 

internet World-Wide-Web' sites for outside clients, the mounting of several public 

relations exhibits at various conferences, and the production of several student film 

and video projects. Ali these projects required significant aeative efforts and long 



work hours, and they fostered the cultivation of inter and intra-personal skillsf 

researdi skills, communication sküls such as writing and public speaking, and 

plamimg and execution ski.&. What 1 a h  observed in many instances were students 

aspiring to, and achieving, professional levels of expertise, sharing responsibilities, 

and ultimately, experienQng growth in persona1 power. 

To me, participation in spedal enterprise projects has b e n  one of the most 

significant areas of authentic achievement made possible through Virtual High This 

opinion also appears to be borne out by students, parents and other third-party 

observers. Following a comprehensive public presentatiort of Vimial High activities 

by students and leaming consultants at the Vancouver Planetariun in the late spring, 

one senior couple approached me to Say, "this evening has been one of the most 

inspiring events of our lives. To see your students present their work so sincerely, 

and professionally, was very impressive. " 

Patrick, father of VH students David and Katherine, interacted a lot with the 

comrnunity in the first three years, and appreciated the breadth and diversity of 

leaming activities his chiidren experienced. 

They have experienced a fat more diverse leaming experience than 
probably would be invoived anywhere else. They had an exposure to 
an extraordinary amount of real world activities in terms of people 
they dedt with, activities. govemment, planning. They came in contact 
with lots of people that excel in one way or another in what they are 
doing. They had an oppoMty  while they were very young to interact 
with a lot of addts. The- is something of a miracle about that kind of 
relationship. I think that results in an acceleration of their ability to do 
ali kinds of different things in different areas. They have entered the 
adult world in a very kind of natural way as opposed to a 'you're a 
student' and then you're into the 'adult world'. The process at Virhial 
High has brought them outward into the world in a very real way. That 
has a been a strengthening feature. 

Use of Teduiology 1 WonderNet 

Step inside Vir&ual High and you probably won't go far before encomtering a . 
learner using some kind of Infolmation Technology (IT) whether taking notes in a 

workshop or meeting on a laptop computer, taping a video, creating an animation on 

a desktop computer, or surfing the intemet. As stated earlier. leamers entering VH 

are gently encouraged to invest in a computer after they detemiirae which kind might 



suit theh interests (laptop or desktop). Virtual High offers three on-site computers, a 

scanner, two printers, a FAX machine, a video camera, a photocopier, a CD-ROM 

and various supporthg hardware and software. 

%me leamers enter Virhial High with signifiant expertise in using IT, and gain 

additional experüse throughout the program. More often, leamers enter with M e  or 

no q m t k  and acquire çome degree of profiaency over tirne. For many learners, 

Vutual High is a program in which they gain their first signifiant experience in using 

a computer and other ïï. A noteworthy example is the experience of Ilana and Kate 
who compiied theh k t  video, transferred it to computer, and entered the product 

in a Knawledge Netwark competition in which they were awarded a computer for k t  

prize. 

One of the first wperiences leamers often have is in logging in to our computer 

bulletin board known as WonderNet (now h o w n  as Paidea) . Virtual High leamers 

also have many other computer-based experiences, inciuding experimenting and 

developing expertise with software, creating their own software, beta-testing 

software for professional developers, playing computer-based garnes, using CD- 

ROMS, 'surfing' the intemet for research and other purposes, and instructuig others 

around computer use. 

Some Virtual High learners have developed suffiaent faciüty that they are 

contracted outside of Virtual High for personal or classroom instruction. Learning 

consultants have been helpful to these ends, for example, arranging meetings between 

leamers and outside parties, and encouraging learners to meet professiond 

expectations with respect to punctuaiity, communication and quality of work In this 

practice, some Iearners have been able to generate suffiaent remuneration to cover 

the5 leanier fee requirement at VH ($1000) and çome have eamed considerably 

mom. 

In Virtual High, learning consultants openiy acknowledge learner expertk and 

ofien seek their advice in troubleshooting software and hardware. Some learners and 

a learning consultant (Brent) have also partiapated in the modification of the 

(computerized) P m  Smart Game , described in the preceding section. 

In May, 1994, three educators from San JO&, Ca., visited Vvtual High with the 

intent of researching educational uses of ïï. After spending a complete day 



interacting with, and observing leamers' work, they completed a report appended to 

this thesis (see Appendix Di), and excerpted here: 

We were impressed with the leaming that goes on at Virtual High. The 
software these learners aeate, including HardwWred Café [an in-house, 
CD-ROM development project] and Power Smarf, is engaging, 
educational and of exceptional sophistication and quality. We were 
equally impressed with the learners' enthusiasm towards their school. 
In the meeting we observed, learners were h o r i n g  for the school to 
stay open on the weekends and Iate at night. Tkie leamers at Virtual 
High do meaningfui work that is relevant and chaknging. They create. 
develop and market educational software. ... We di feel that Virtual 
High's approach to learning is unique and effective and that elements 
of Virtual High's project-oriented activities and ideas could be applied 
(with signincantly upgraded technology) to the Lynbrook Curriculum. 
(Summ y Report on School Site Vkitutions, by Tom Awakumovits, 
Rus Moore, Duvid hgh, 1994) 

Other teachers looking in on Virtual High with respect to use of ïï have also 

submitted cornments. Says teacher Mark Kato, after a computer studies dass visit in 

January 1995, "1 liked ... the availability of computer hardware for educational 

purposes for all learners. That technology is viewed as a tool, rather than a be-all, 

and end-cùl, and that the staff and leamers seem to have found much more potential 

use of this technology than other schools iç impressive." 

And teacher Karen Jones, aiso a visitor, describes our use of cornputers and 

technology as "a means of engaging in red world situations, not merely as a way to 

leam pre-made software packages. This extends the school boundary far beyond the 

limits of its physical plant" She ad&, later, "it seems that rather than promoting 

isolation, the computer can be used to broaden interaction between learners through 

group projects (software design) and networking (the WonderNet)." 

Virtual High l e m i s  also have valuable insights on th& use of IT in the program, 

occasionally contrasting it with th& previous experiences. Jeff, 16, who entered VH 

in spring 1994 with limited cornputer experience, says since he joined the program he 

has learned a lot about ïï, and especially how to use leadingedge graphics and 

animation software. With a laptop he shares with his brother and other VH-based 

equipment, he's also Bnhanced his programming and word processing skills, his 



graphics skiils wating images for Paver Smart, and he uses the WonderNd to 

cornmunicate with other leamers and do internet-based r e s e d  

It's definitely been a positive experience leaming about and with 
cornputers at VH," he says. "Here 1 can leam what 1 want on the best 
equipment 1 can get and 1 renlly like that. in school 1 had littie interest 
in cornputers, because 1 had to do what 1 was told, they didn't have 
any good computers, and they just wanted me to practice typing. 

Katherine, 17, also joined Virhial High &er ieavhg public &ooI where she says 

she had very few experiences with computers. Her parents purchased a laptop 

cornputer for her and she has used it prinripaiiy for notetaking, report writing and 

communicating via the WmderNet. Last year she learned Hypercardo prugrarnming 

and worked on rnochfyhg the Power Smrt Game for which she earned some mmey. 
Last year, through a Virtual High connedion, shg joined the design team for an 

envirorunentally-focused computer game king created by a l o c .  company. 

By her own admission, Katherine is not a "techno-junkie" although she now feek 
very comfortable using computers in support of her main leamuig interest which has 

becorne researdiing environmental sustainability for ViZlageQuest. 

As for learning about and with computers, Katherine seems very comfortabie 

with the Virtual High discovery approach, saying, 

the most fun way to learn about computers is by self~xploration, and 
its great to have people around to help you out if you have a problern. 
1 also think it's wonderful that we talk things out as a community 
instead of settirtg out d e s  on what you can and can't do. 

Parents of Virtual High learners have initiated discussions focusing on uses of IT, 

ranging £rom support of our approach and praise for students leaming to make 

distinctions about garne use, access to questionable information available via the 

Internet (pomography, racist literature, etc.). They are generally satisfied with use of, 

and discussion about, ïï. Patrick, father of V H  leamers Katherine and David and a 

business planner with a communications company, offers the foliowing comments. , 

Virtual High involves each leaxner having 24-hou-a-day access to 
perçonally owned hardware in the form of a personal computer. They 
often begin by eating, sleeping and tallcing with their computers - 
literally. They are introduced to a range of software tools. This degree 
of 'fiight tirne' is only possible in a regime where individual 'ownership' 



of the property', the cornputer, is possible and artificial institutional 
barriers to their assimilation into the culture, the way of doing things, 
is unconstrained. This does not even ocw in business today much less 
in the public school system. 

1 suspect that Virtual High learners have developed a literacy and 
competency which is embedded at an unconscious and inherently 
imlaiowable level except as might be measured in future by extemal 
results in the marketphce for ideas and performance. The use of the 
information technology tools in Virtuai High at such an "intensity" and 
in such a unique learning framework wiU lead unquestionably in my 
view to "new pathways" - if not immediately idenafiable, then in the 
tracks its "graduates" leave in future life. 

Borne of my use of ï'ï in and out of Virtual High, I find the technology generally 

useful for writing, communicating, researching desktop publishing, diaïang, spread 

sheeting and presentation purposes. 1 learn new skiils rnost often by experhentation 

(I rare1y read manuals!) and, occasionally, 1 am fnistrated. When this happens, I 

usually seek out a person who can help me, and it is often a Virtual High leamer 

with greater expertise. 1 have dedared my competency in the ski& above and am 

available for leamers to corne to for help, which Uiey do. This iç an arrangement that 

op timally supports the leaming of skills in the context of reiationship. 

1 have a h  made many observations of leamers ushg ïï and 1 believe that the - 
ease with which they acquire new skills reflects the context of 1e-g in Vimial 

High Rather than rely on teacher-mandated or Computer-Assisted Instruction (CAI) 

curricula, our leamers are empowered to direct th& own learning, to which end they 

discover for themselves if IT is helpful. 

AccordingIy, 1 s e  Ilana and Willow scaffolding each other's desktop pubiishing 

skills to publish their magazine Blwjish; the two Ryans and Stephen working together 

and deeply enhaMing their competency at adminiçtering the WonhNet, and 

doubIing th& typing speeds in a couple of months; and SQ ciamming to leam 

computer-based vide-diting skills to help Josh, Greg and Travis complete their 

films for entry in a cornpetition. In preparation for their trip to a UN conference in 

Turkey, 1 see Brent and three students mate an Intemet-based Web' site, on whkh 

they post information from Istanbul to the rest of the world. And so on 



Use of iT also includes si@cant dialogue, and there has occurred intense 

discussions in weekly Big Croup meetings about the use of vioient games, what 

constitutes violence, what kinds of messages help to enroll others and encourage 

resourcefulness, and about whether we wish to spend budgeted funds on iT. These 

are rewarding discusçions. 

in summary, use of ïï in Virhial High is distinct from conventional use in many 

0 t h  educational settings and it has received the support of Leaming consultants, 

leamers, parents and other educators. in Virtual High, IT is introduced into a context 

of leamin. and community interaction consistent with the conceptualization here of 

an ecology of king: optimizing trust and care of others, independence, self- 

confidence gained from exploring, and creaüng and mastering selfaefined s-. 

Coffee Houses 

It's iate Friday a f t m m .  Jef, D m ,  &na and Wes are warking in the kitchen, 

wiping dozun the counters, roUing out pas@ stimng a m t  of steaming chili, and heaping 

up b i s  ofcorn chips. In the main room, the couches have been evacuated and replaced 

with cafe tables on which Katherine is ananging tableclofhs and candles. At thefront of the 

rom,  a plywood sfage has appeared, on top of which Alex is organizing micruphes, 

boom, mbles and speakers, equipmen f which he and 1 rented three haurs befbrefiam a h l  

music sfore. Guitars corne ouf, mike h l s  are checked, a ghetto btaster is aanked up. 

Such is the preparatory routine for V H  coffee houses, a tradition in its third year, 

dering an open mike for students, visitos and parents to share music, skits, and 

poetry. For many students, coffee houses timed about every six weeks to two 

rnonths, are one of the most signifiant soaal events. It is a time for fnends and 

farnily members to visit Virtual High and enjoy a unique event characterized by 

aeative and heartfelt performances, student catering, and a friendly, supportive 

ambiance. 

There is more to coffee houses than just çocialization. Bathed in cand,lelight and 

savoury scents, these events have enabled students like Ilana piaying her 'Digeridoo', 

accordion and piano, singers Katie, Karen, Katherine and Serena, magician-in- 

training Kalev, bassist and drummer Al=, and others, to hone th& performance 

skillç. Mixed in with student performances we've also enjoyed belly dancing, 

professional musicians and improv comedy, adding up to an eclectic blend of 



talents. Sve also enjoyed performing at coffee houses, playing country-blues guitar, 

solo and in various ensembles. 

It's nine-thirfy. There's a l m t  no place to sif in the main r m  or the cafe, md if is 

crowded in the main hall. Three girls and one mother are singing an Irish folk song on- 

stage,followed by cheers and applaicse. Fred inhoduces me to his grandfather, who Fred has 

h g h f  along fo show of VH. Fred's grandfither is helping pay Fred's fuition, and he 

tells me he deeply appreciates hara much Fred is apparenfly enjoying VH. In the kitchen, 

students cook, mix @if srnoofhies, and wash dishes. Sfudents waiting on tables dart in and 

out. D m  tells me they are de$nitely going to trtm a pwt .  Thejloor is sticky. I head un- 

stage as a bu&-up harmonica to a couple of songs by children's enterfainer Rafl, who is a 
cmnmunity supporter and just dropped by with his g i r lwd .  We'refollowed by Kalm and 

ILzm doing improv poety. They get an mation. 1 open the front d m  to get some mare air 

and end up conversing with Jos fi's dad about the songs he wants to sing. 

For Alex, acknowledged in VH as 'Mr Coffee-House', the events &O offered him - 
the opportunity to develop his audio skills as he came to assume responsibility for 

çetting up the stage and ensuring the sound equipment was present and working. 

Over the three years he was in Virtual High, Aiex's main interest was music and 

audio technology, and he focused h o s t  excIusively on these, hiring a local musician 

as his music mentor and using coffee houses as a testing ground for audio tech skills. 

Over successive coffee houses, Alex gained experüse in renting equipment, setting up 

and taking d o m  a stage, troubleshooting and repairing damaged equipment, and 

mixing sound, al1 of which he says has been of value to him as he has since moved on 

from V H  and seeh a job managing and piaying in a rock band. Here, he describes 

his coffee house experiences: 

When 1 first came to Virtual High my main focus was playhg music, 
and when coffee houses started to develop 1 discovered a whole new 
level. 1 became more and more interested in the stage and performance. 
Each time we put on a coffee house it seemed a new problem or hurdle 
would arise, and so leaming to deal with these kept me on my toes 
and proved invaluable at future events. At first the sound system was 
very basic, but every year it wodd improve. Learning at first how to 
build a rnakeshift P.A. lrom various stereo components was fun and 
challenging but through lots of use it became harder and harder to 
recreate the same awe-inspiring sound. When there was room in the 
budget we started renting from Iocal music stores, then 1 had to leam 



what kind of  gear we needed for the space we have. For me having the 
responsibility o f  stage and sound just kept leading me on  to new things 
to leam about. And now aii the skills 1 have are put to use alrnost 
M y .  

To Katie, now in her fourth year at VH, coffee houses also mate  an opportunity 

she d u e s  and has not experienced in any other venue. 

I have r d l y  enjoyed the coffee houses that I've gone to and I've sang at 
many o f  them. I t  is a cool environment to share the songs that I have 
been working on, and to just enjoy singing with my friends. 1 enjoy 
singing a lot, and 1 even more enjoy sharing my singing with an 
audience. I've &O waitered in a few o f  them, and 1 like that because 1 
am part o f  the kitchen team, and 1 sometimes make a bit o f  money. 

It's e h e n  o'clock The c m d  has thinned to about hlf. Kirtherine is çinging un-stage. 

Ryan'sJPther says he'd like to go home soun. Ryan negoiiates and dad agrees tu let him 

stay the night befrire departing. Ryan's dad pi& a p t  lad guitar, I leûtned tonight, 

obseroing him a m p m y  three differenf perfimners. 1 also learned in cnsunl conversation 

from Josh's m m  she is won moPing to Nelson, lenving Josh to live wifh his fathPr, her ex, 
and then in another chat with {osh's &d, 1 h m  that he is refurning to schoolfull-time 

nexf year. Jwh tells me in passing hi. mom wili continue fo help pay his f~Ùtiim buf he 

must pay ha$ Dad, apparently, hos m e r  supporfed him financially . Josh ne& to get a - 
job, and solkifs my assistance. In the cafe I sfart sfacking chairs, and Alex announces af 

11:30 "that S it ", ire wants to strike the stage before he leaves at 12:30. In the kitchen al1 

the pots and dishes are stacked and in f o n n a h  fw  the dishwashers. I'm told the profit is 

slightly less than expected k t  t h e f i  zaas CMISidered especialiy delinmis. Next tirne, 

Devon says, hé11 charge mure. IJthefIoor w e  any stickier l'd be spending the night. I 

pack up my guitar, Iock up the downstairs doors and headfw thefiont door ut midnight. 

In the cafe a CD k piuyzng and the cleanup crew is still going strong. 1 say goodnight to 

Brenf who is still talking to a parent, then I conw meth Alex that I z d l  returtz the rmted 

quipment the next dny ifhe packs if up. "Thanks for your help," he sayç to me, as I head 

d m  thefront steps, "if was a greut night." My  minà k buznng us I wait for my cnr fo 

wann up. I t  's been ano t& uery satkfying CO& house. 

Intensive Self and Community Development 

Toward the end o f  the second year o f  Virtuai High, Brent put forward a 
suggestion of hoIding a threeday 'intensive', community workshop. Brent and 



Sunder, too, had previously partiapated in various intensive workshops and felt 

sudi an experience in Virtual High couid provide an opportunity for deeper personal 

and community introspection and contribute positively to personal growth Without 

hesitation, the student group, induding several students who had recentiy completed 

similar weekend workshops, said yes. Brent, Sunder and I agreed there was teason 

to be dear about the intent and parameters of the workshop, so we drafted a set of 

agreements around participation which was sent home to be signed by parents. 

The workshop was designed as a three-day stay-over event, in preparation for 

whïch everyone procured a supply of food and adequate bedding and personal 

supplies. The main agreement was to king in the group for all  three days, unless 

otherwise negotïated with the community. As welI, physicd violence and dmg 

activities, including alcohol, were prohibited for al l  participants. 

Brent also Mulated the followîng k t  of spirihtal prinaples to help guide 

participants: 

Human awareness is love, and we ulümately live from positive 
intent. 

Emotions are real. Own them and leam about yourself from them. 

You have choices and options in every situation 

The context for this event is that if everyone is happy fhen we have 
an optimum state. 

We all share the air, and the vibrations from one to another resonate 
on many different tevels. 

There is nothing that anyone %as to do', or 'should do'. We are all 
fine just as we are. The questions are 'what is worth doing' and 'what 
are the consequences' of my actions. 

We are each masniline and faninine in nature; we al l  make decisons 
and indusions. 

This event is an opportunity to develop new understandings and 
personal resources for greater harmony and balance in the world. 

This event is an opportunity to move through your persona1 fears 
and to chdenge yourself and accept the challenge and guidance of 
others for a deepening of our inter and intra-personal relationships. 



Boldness has power, rnagic and genius in it! Sketch your mental and 
emotionai limitations during the workshop and discover hidden 
resources never More Imagined. 

With a langrble excitement on a hot morning in May, we pushed our 

cornfortable citairs out of the main room so we could laieel on cushions, then dosed 

the doors. We formed a big oval looking at each other, and began what proved to be 

a remarkable event. Over the next three days we laughed, cried, shouted, whispered, 

dozed, and trembled. Some students experienced remarkable breakthroughç, whiIe 

others shared personal secrets they had never revealed to their parents or siblings. 

We tailceci about feelings of personal inadequacy, moments of personal ecstasy, 

sexuality, relationships, and each participant asked for and received feedback, 

someümes acutely frank, about how they were being experienced by others. For my 

part, 1 W e d  about my father's temper and how, though 1 found myself occasiody 

repeating it, dealing with it had sometimes drained my emotional health 

On successive nights, we talked past rnidnight before breaking to sleep, eat 

breakfast, and begin again Unfortunately for me, this workshop came when I had 

been experiencing a severe fever, and 1 left a couple of Limes for rest (it tumed out to 

be virai meningitis). Nonetheless, we wound up the workshop with a dosing M e ,  

each participant ahowledging its value. For Katie, the workshop provided her with 

an experience of deeper personal power in the context of supportive community. 

The first My-intensive 1 partiapated in was very powerful for me. 1 
felt it reaily bonded the community together strongly. Most of us had 
been together for about two years and we got to an evm higher level of 
trust and love for each other. On one of the days, I had an experience 
of strong personal power - realiy k ing  in my body and speaking from 
my heart. 1 said or did the things that 1 knew were right to do, and 1 
am pretty sure, from feedback that 1 got afterwards, that 1 positively 
affected a few other people by doing that. In other 3-day-intensives, I 
haven't had as strong a personal experience, and yet in every one that 
I've been in, I've stretched myself, and also felt love for everyone and 
kom everyone. 

Subsequent to the first workshop, we have held two 0 t h  successful, three-day 
intensive events, as weil as introducing several periods of intensive self-development 

over tiuee-week periods. In the most ment year, leaming c d t a n t s  took 

respom'biiity for initiating a three-week workshop in Septernber to help introduce 



new students to some of our processes, to offer returning students an opporhrnity to 

practise leadership skilis, and to meld the two groups and foster community 

cohesion The September workshop also was a time to bring in potential mentors and 

allow the students to choose and hire th& selected mentors and to craft their 

learning plans. 

After our Qitistmaç break, we also initiated the new year with a three-week 

workshop to deepen Mme of the development work we felt would be valuable and 

to fuRher strengthen community. in both workçhops, we introduced exercises to 

enhance inter- and intra-personal communication skius, personal awareness, goal- 

setting, and self-responsibility and Çollow-through in this workshop we also created 

an opporhrnity for students to receive feedback £rom each other, and the learning 

codtants, about how they were king perceived in the community. To initiate this, 

Brent handed out worksheets on which each student was to identify six people in 

the community with whom they wodd like to share a year-long 'boat trip', and why. 

On the back &y were to list six people they would not like to travel with, and why. 

Next, Brent made a histogram on the board ticking off each person as 'included' 

or 'exciuded' on the imaginary boat trip, matched with the determinhg 

characteristics. Interestingly, there were groupings of people strongly induded, 

strongly excluded, and a pretty neutral group. Foilowing, we had a sigruficant and 

h n l c  discussion over two days, about personal behaviours and habits and the 

effects others felt £rom them. For example, many people had chosen Devon as a 

feilow adventurer for their boat trip, as he was perceived positively as 'hard 

working', 'courageous', 'reliable', etc. On the other hand, Fred was excluded from 

many people's trip because he was perceived as 'noncommunicative', 'nerdy', 

'afraid'. Checking in with Fred, he said he would like to be included on the trip, and 

he was willing to hear from others about how he showed up as noncommunicative, 

nerdy, and afraid. Students then told him, in a supportive manner, they wished he 

would communicate more with them beyond a basic grunt that had become his habit, 

that they wouId rather he not foilow thern and tell them in great detail about his 

compter programming, and that they would rather he show them something and 

explain it in p e r d  ternis. Fred received the information and said he would try to 

put the suggestions into practice. 



This discussion, rnakily focused on students excluded from the 'trip' to offer 

them feedback and support, evolved over two days into another exercise whereby 

each of us listed a positive characteristic for each other cornmunity member, and 

then we went walked around a grouping of tables and distributed them under each 

person's narne. We stood in a circle Iooiang at them for a moment, with Brent tatlcing 

about how each of us shows up positively, too, and the significance of seeing the 

virtws in each human king. This experience was warrnly received, offering each a 

chance to say something nice about others, though they might have ottier feelings as 

well. 1 received the foliowing listing: dedicated, friendly, comprehensive and 

balanced, knowledgeable, courageous, softy, good friend, humorous, and others, 

which made me feei good about m y d  and graaous towards community members. 

One student, WU, who had been sipticantly excluded £rom the boat trip and 

received substantial criticism from the community for dishonesty and aggression, 

was adaiowledged by the community in this exerciçe for being, amongst other things, 

enthusiastic, humorous, playfd, artistic, and having beautihi eyes an engaging srnile 

and a sweet heart. 

Other activities in this three-week workshop included a day of students 

'shadowing' their parents to inmase their understanding of how their parents 

conducted their affairs and to learn about the range of issues arising for each parent. 

Students also completed a 'mandaia' of 12 characteristics they wanted to embrace or 

cultivate in their lives, partiapated in various meditation exercises to inculcate 

awareness and relaxation, and finished a comprehensive 'personal ecology' index 

that 1 fashioned to provide them with more awareness about self and emotional 

health, physiological health, f d y  dynamics, media consump tion, personal 

creativity, and the factors that enhanced or diminished their wellness. 

Students say this worlcshop and other personal development programs we have 

undertaken in Virtual High have @en them valuable insights into the processes of 

their lives. They also report that they have gained many worthwhile skilis. One of the 

important, weekiy persona1 development workshops we initiated in the third year 

was a program called Intensive Personal Development Program (IPEP), led by Jeanne 

and Drew, two experienced personai counselors who have subsequently joined 

Virtual High as leaming consultants. jeff is forthright about the benefits he 

experienced in this dass. 



What 1 gained from IPEP, I thllik, was the ability to look at how i'm 
behaving and to identify pattern and things I want to change. Getong 
feedback from others, as wd, is something we do. That is one way to 
go about persona1 development, and 1 have enjoyed it and fond it 
very valuable. 

This matches the intent of the leaming consultants in offering personal 

development work to the student community. For myself, sudi work allows me to 

share my perceptions and insights with greater precision within this community, and 

accordingly deepen my leaming-mentoring ielationship with young people to offer 

them more choices and personal power in th& lives (including allowing them to offer 

feedbadc to me). This is graafying work that provides multiple opportunities to 'get 

real' in my relaüonships and feedback with other community members, including 

Brent and Sunder, and allows me, for ewmple, a secure environment to bring in my 

toddüng daughter, as I have since she was bom, and entrust her to student care, for 

which 1 am deeply g r a t a  

Brent says the personal development work embodies what is essential to human , 

communify. To him, Virtual High is "a place for dynamic interaction in ail kinds of 

wayç, driven by the needs and the aspirations and the fears and the joys of the 

entire commUNty. It is an interaction that is freely expressed, openly offered, openly 

encouraged, and really defers to and appeals to the absolute essence of what it is to 

be human and what it is to be in relationship and in community." 

Famity Participation 

In the three years of Vimial Hi& family dynamics have played a signihcant role 

and have been addressed from various perspectives, beginning with initial 

interviews, and also induding formal and informal conferences, regular parent-group 

meetings and levels of parent partiapation induding mentoring. 

In initial meetings between leaming consuI&nts and potentïal students, parents 

are included to: help determine th& support for their Md's partiapation in the 

program, assess the nature of family relatiowhips, and darify any expectations or 

concems parents may have about their Md's  enrobent. Parent enfhusiasm for their 

children to participate has mnged fiom very high to very Iow, and the leaming 

consultants have deaded it is important to try to discem how parental support can 

be opümued. Often, we have dealt with fears about 'la& of a stmctured 



environment," or how their &Id can qualify for a postsecondary institution. 

Respectively, w e  suggest that Virhial High, with its emphasis on seif-responsibility, 

requires more personal stnrcture than a conventional 'other-directed' school, and that 

there are increasing opporhinities for nonconventional entry to post-secondq 

college or University, as demonstrated by other ongoing, simiIar programç to Virtual 

High, such as the Sudbury Valley program in Cambridge Massachusetts, or 

Summerhill in %land. 

in initial interviews, we've recognized an important need to clanfy parentai 

expectations for those joining the community, especialiy with respect to enroihent in 

academic courses and the fulfillment of the student portion of the tuition fees. 

Çometirnes we have learned after a s h g  that parents expect students to complete 

certain course requimnentç that had not been made explicit to the a d .  As a result, 

we have refereed some chaiienging negotiations between parent and M d  to mach 

agreement on this issue. 

L e m g  consultants have invited parents to communicate with us any time they 

wouid like to raise a concern, and call a formai meeting if they would like to clanfy 

an issue or meet for a briefing. As a result, many family meetings have taken place at 

Virtual High, in restaurants and coffee shops, at family homes, over long walks, and 

over the phone. These conversations, most often with their child present but 

sometimes not, have often delved to profound levels, sometimes s t i m n g  up deep 

affirmations, fears and confiicts, and occasionally illuminating unbalanced family 

dynamics. The following notes derive from a parent meeting that 1 d e d  to discuss 

Wi, a student who was having habitua1 difficuity living up to community 

agreements for various reasons. 

Thursday Feb 29,6:00 pm: meeting with Wiïi Hogan, mother and 
father gim & Diane) 

The intent of meeting is to review WU'S experience to date, and 
especially February when 1 said I wanted evidence of behavioural 
shifts away from aggression and follow-through on agreements, esp. 
re-punctuaiity and attendance. 

1 tell Will I have noted a shi€t in his behaviour away from aggression, 
confirmed by some other students, but 1 think his cornmitment and 
follow-through is süil weak. Diane chimes in: "that's it. That's always 
the problem with William." WU quickly retorts, "Well, if you'd stop 



bugging me, 1 might do something. But when you say somelhing to me, 
it makes me want to do just Lhe opposite." 

1 nit in and ask Wi why he wants to be here ... he says he knows VH 
is a place where he can leam self-responsibility and ail about 
computers. 

During the next hour, we talk about Wili's continuation in VH. 1 say I'm 
only wiliïng to support hirn if he provides me with a scheduie and 
learning plan that he is prepared to be impeccable in foilowing through; 
if he d m ' t ,  1 say, I'Il withdraw support for him to be there. He agrees, 
saying he wants to complete his science and Englinh course, and Jeanne 
and Drew's workshop. Then we talk about including his work and 
home schedule as well, so he has the big picture of his life. He agrees to 
place a draft of his katning plan and schedule is to be on my desk by 
early tomorrow afternoon, and also available to his father. 

We next discuss WWs ambition to go into engineering, shating a 
concem that if he duesn 't r d  nm, this wiJi be a difncult task! I suggest 
engineering is a profession that attrads Will because he operates using 
primarily visual and kinesthetic modes of intelligence, based on my 
observations and what 1 know of his talent for art and fixing thhgs. I 
suggest he should continue developing his talents as a way to heighten 
his skills, which could possible open some doors into the engineering 
and other professions. 1 encourage him to build art into his sched, and 
he also agrees. 

We then spend a Iot of time taIking about two more important subjects 
in WWs Me: his relatiomhip with hiç mother and his pot-smokuig 
habit. 

With respect to his mother, Wiii says she is coercive and agkessive 
and apparentiy sabotages his plans and positive feelings. This is often 
dernonstrated during our meetings in hostile exchanges, and this one is 
no exception: "Like yesterday," he says. 'You said 'when you get 
kicked out of Virhral tomorrow, it's into the work force for you'." "1 did 
not say that William," she says. 'You did so!" he shoots back, "that's 
exactly what you said." 'Well," she replied. "that's the way it is in our 
house. We've ûied schooi after school after school, and if this fails, the 
only t h g  Ieft for you is working. School is not for you. I've always 
said that." "Look mom," he says with rising tension. "1 wish you'd stop 
saying that. That's why I don't get mything done." 

'William," his father inte jects, in a caimjng tone. "1 think your mother 
and 1 are very supportive of you nnishing your courses. We just need 



to see some results." "Okay," Will says, "Sm going to do that. 1 wish 
you'd believe me." 

Momentary pause. Mom jumps in. 'Weil William, one reason you don't 
get anything done, is because you don't get enough sleep. You have to 
go to sleep at a reasonable time if you want to get anythtng done the 
next &y. You have to stop talking on the phone all night." 

''Mom, 1 dont taik on the phone ail night", he replies. 'That's Andrew 
(WUs twin, academicaliy inùined brother). I'm in bed by Il o'clock" 

"Wiiiinm, what are you t a h g  about! You are never in bed by 11." 

Apparently, we have opened a can of worms here in discussing phone 
use, and they go round and round for several minutes before 1 go for a 
treaty. 1 negotiate an agreement for Will to check in when he's not 
coming for dinner and when he's going to be late (as long as mom 
doesn't harangue hirn) and mom agrees not to harangue him. They also 
agree to having a family meeting at home with Andrew to resolve the 
phone use crisis. 

Next, we discuss Will's pot smoking, with his parents expressing a 
great deal of concern over this, to which Will responds that he doesn't 
see a lot of difference if he smokes an occasional joint versus th& 
drinking habits. 1 suggest that should not reaUy be the topic, that 
what's worth talking about is Wiu's use. 1 say that, as one who has 
smoked grass, and had a lot of other experiences, 'getting high' is 
absolutely worthwhile, and human cultures have done it for thousands 
of years. His father agrees. Mom says nothing. There's lots of kinds of 
highs, 1 continue, like dimbing a mountain, and following through a 
seif-generated idea. WU says he feels great when he finishes a piece of 
art he's working on. 

Okay, 1 say, then 1 challenge WU to work beyond getting high with pot 
to something new. 'You've been there and done that, now figure 
something else out. 1 know lots of people, good friends who started 
smoking pot and got stuck, and it took over their lives. And they 
havent got much done. If you're going to use it, 1 caution you to learn to 
use it wisely, and know when it's getting in the way of you doing 
çomething else, çomething more important." 

The exchange with his parents on this topic is surprisingly courteous, 
even punctuated with a few jokes, which surprises me considering his 
parents seem to be developing their feelings from very limited 
knowledge about pot. 1 suggest he might educate his parents about pot 
use a liffle, maybe even smoke a joint with them! 



The meeting ends soon after, pleasantly, a l l  agreeing it's been a good 
meeting, and with agreements in place. Will is staying longer at VH, for 
a party, and agrees to have the car home by 11:OO. (finishing time: 
8:15) 

Two months later, WU was asked to leave the community for his continued la& 

of follow-thmugh on agreements. 1 was the last hold-out in the commmity in support . 
of him staying, yet it became apparent the community was no longer interested in 

accepting his excuses, so we told Will good-bye and had seveml dosing discussions 

with hiç father on the phone. J i  was supportive of our action, and sent Uie 

following letter to the community, which was read at a Big Group Meeting 

1 was very sad to learn on Thmday of V W s  deasion to withdraw 
its support of William. Diane and 1 are in no way critical of your 
decision as it is consistent with our agreement discussed in our family 
meeting in February. Honestly we are sad, as we saw first-hand the 
real potential that Virhial is providmg young men and women who aie 
in crisis in the public xhool system. 

While at Virtual, William's respect and consideration for others has 
greatly improved. Although William's progress may not be sigruûcant, 
there has been definite improvement. This is particularly tme, if we 
take a moment to re-visit his progress since his first "intensive" in 
early October. Today Wiü is a better person. 

We realize that the support William now requires is even pa te r ,  as 
the help and assistance of Virtual is not available. In a quiet and 
peaceful meeting on Thursday, William acknowledged to Diane and 1, 
his reliance on the "Big Lie" as a means of survival. Never before has 
William been prepared to adaiowledge his compulsion so openly and 
with apparent sincerity. Time wiU only teli if WiII is king honest with 
us and everyone he must deal with. Will has expressed to us his 
appreciation for Jeanne and Drew and will miss theh help and 
assistance. If possible, is there any way that Will wodd be able to 
benefit £rom their help either within Vimtal or as outside consultants? 

Miduel, Diane and 1 Uiank you for the support givm WilI and ask that 
you convey our appreciation to Brent, Sunder, Maureen, Deb and ail 
the young men and women who are partiapaüng in Vimial's program, 
as collectively everyone has been most helpful. 

We endorse the objectives and philosophy of Virtual. It is most 
unfortunate that Wu's tirne and for that matter, our time, at Virtual 



has been too short, though very worthwhile. Yours Truiy and Kindest 

Regards, 

JAMES O'LEARY HOGAN 

Induding parents as part of our resource team, and inviting them to share their 

expertise, has also been very worthwhde. In the three years of Virtual High, students 

have hired parent-experts for workshops in music, massage and healing arts, math 

and physics, and other subject areas and special projects. Parents are &O welcome 

to rnake presentations to the student body illuminatirtg personal, authentic 

exp"ences. For example, Kalev's mom - a PhD. scientist - presented a workshop to . 
the science class deçcnbing a research project studying frogs in Costa R i a ,  and 

Bynin, Rogan's dad, described in delail how he was suing a muniapality for 

continuing to violate anti-pollution laws. Such interaction has helped strengthen the 

sense of community, enhance a students' experiences of the real world, and provided 

valuable expertise. In most cases, parents have enthusiastically volunteered the* 

time for workshops, thereby offerhg a cost-savings to the comunity, or they have 

negotiated an exchange of some sort, usually invoiving training or use of computers, 

or help with personal business needs. 

Finally, parents also are encouraged to play a role helping students outside the 

center, and many have done so, helping theh chiid and sometimes several others. 

This kind of work, or experience, has been in service of various tasks, most ofien 

facilitating work projects, for example computer-related projects (eg. Web-site or 

CD-ROM development), administrative and inventory chores, consiruelion, and 

others. We have also enrolied parents in 'shadowing' experiences, involving the 

opportunity for students, usually their ~hildj to follow them for a day as they go 

about their business. lncluding parents in these processes has also contributed to 

strengthening students' experience in authentic activities beyond the walls of Virtual 

Hall, and enhanced family relationships. 

About the role of Virhial High in f d y ,  Mariasha, mother of Joshua, who was 

the first student interviewed and accepted into Virtual High and is now returning for 

a fourth year, says: 

For me it's a great place to let my kid go to. ... It's got good community 
support and good peer support, 1 just let go and trust that process. It 



made it reaily easy. In public school 1 did not have a moment's peace. 
... (Josh) was treated very crueliy in the education system. Nobody 
would say 'hey look at this kid, he's reaily suffering and unhappy.' 
And then when 1 was having my open heart surgery and he had to 
spend a whole year in the school, nobody ever said "How are you 
doing? What's happening?' 

It's funny because we were out for a waik on the beach and 1 asked 
him well what are you going to do now? And he said weil I've got to 
go back home (which is his dad's place) and dean up. And 1 said 
what do you mean? And he said weU 1 gotta go get my room cleaned 
up. 1 said 'oh has somebody sort of nagged you? He said 'No I've been 
assessing rny performance in al1 areas that I'm wanting'. Well that 
blew me away. So 1 think if that's how peer pressure worb that's b e n  
a realiy good thing. He's taking responsibility. What he says he's going 
to do, he is more into doing. 

1 asked Mariasha, whom 1 have come to know through formal and informal 

family-leaming consultant meetings, group parent meetings, and coffee houses, how 

she describes Virtuai High to others, to which she replied, 

It's a life school, where Josh is learning things that are going to make a 
difference to him in how he conducts his Me. And that if  he ever r e d y  
needs to learn trigonometry he can go and learn that but he is so ripe 
for the kind learning that he is getting (here) in terms of commmity and 
shared vision. He was really starving for that kind of fnendship. Hey 
1 think it's worth it! To h o w  that you live in the comunity and that 
the comunity really cares about you and will nurhrre you in the areas 
that you are interested in at the time you are interested in. ... And if 
you want to learn the other stuff, youli learn it when you need to learn 
that. 

Field Trips 

By the nature of a relatively small student body, the abiiity to circulate off-site 

on various field trips throughout Vancouver and the Lower Mainland is a much 

appreciated feature of Virtual High. As a comunity, we also look with interest to 

local events and are willing to spontaneously change our schedde to take advantage 

of a special conference, or guest seminar or workshop. It is apparent that there are 

many sites of interest, and many events taking place locaiiy, that offer leamhg 

potential. So, by public bus, our little yellow school bus, Brent's van, my car, or by 
bicycle, field trips consisting of as few as one student, or as many as the entire 



community, have characterized VH since its opening. As trip costs are most ofien 

low, (and sometimes absorbed by leaming consultants) there are many reasons to 

partiapate in field trips and take advantage of local resources. 

Like most aspects of the community, partiapation on field trips is optional, 

and when the learning focus is highlighted, those students most interested step 

forward to participate and trip satisfaction is optimized. This elirninates any need 

to discipline disruptive students, which seems to characterize public school field 

trips. What we have often done, in fact, is make deep contact at the other end of our 

trip with resource people, or carefully observe special processes. 

For example, after a trip to a local computer graphicç business for one of th& 

weekly free tours, Brent and 1 took a group of students back a few days later for a 

speùai meeting with the president, who ended up taking on two of our students as 

special protégés, at no cost. They worked with him for about five months, and he 

subsequdy offered one of them a half-scholarship to attend his training program. 

in another example, 1 was becoming fnistrated at how two students were leaving 

garbage and dirty plates in the* office, in which they were 'cannibdizing' severai 

cornputers and experimenting with different hookup combinations. I had explaineci 

to them, with little result, that 1 did not think that was an appropriate way to create 

a lab site, nor did 1 think it was safe. 1 had no wish to harangue them, so, 

subsequently, 1 invited them to join me on an afternoon field trip to UBC to view 

how professional researchers maintaineci their lab sites in various science buildings. 

Together, over two hours, we toured severai science buildings, poking our noses into 

dozens of labs, querying researchers, and coming to a broader understanding of what 

passed muster. They learned that my entreaties were borne out in professional 

pacüce, and after they returned the cleanliness of their office improved markedly. 

Since the inception of Virtual High, we have gone on dozens of trips, large and 

smaii, to parks, businesses, seminars, to meet speciaI people, put on presentations, 

and attend conferences. For a computer conference that specifically restrided access 

to people over 16,1 provided briefcases and ties and dress shirk for students under 

16 to Wear to see if that helped them gain entry. It worked perfectIy. For a science 

program in our second year, a group of 10-12 students and their mentors (including 
myçelf) went on 15 local trips visiting speaal sites which greatly enriched our study. . 



One such trip was a two-am. trip to a local beach, with parents, to view a meteonte 

shower. 

Assuredly, taking advantage of local resources and eventç has been important to 

the leaming expiences in V U  High, and is easiiy dom without putting much 

pressure on our budget. It merely requires flecibiüty and resomefuiness. 

Cieaning 

To the learning codtants ,  it seems generally tnie that the young people 

attendmg Virtuai High have Little M e  experience in taking personal responsibility for 

rnanaging the results they create in th& lives. With that in mind, we leaming 

consultants advocated that an important aspect of comunity and personal self- 

management is a willingness to share in the responsibility of deaning and 

maintainhg our leaming center. These jobs need to be done and, to date, aU students 

and Iearning consultants have been wüüng to be responsible, on a weekly basis, for 

deaning some space in Virtual High whether it be a hallway, staircase, bathroom, the 

outside, or doing the laundry. 

This does not mean chores are always done, or even done to an agreed 

co~iununity standard. Each wek, over three years, gaps have arisen or been noted in 

the deaning sdiedule. Maybe Travis has forgotten to take the garbage out to the lane, 

or Greg has not shown in two weeks to cut the grass. AccordingIy, the topic is 

brought forward at the commmity meeting, or else brought to the student's attention. 

Phone c a b  have also been made home to contact absentee shidents, or those who 

left before their chore was complete, to remind them of th& commdty 

responsibiiity. They are encourageci to work something out, to arrange for their chore 

to be completed by another student, or to r e m  to the center to do it. For new 

students, e s p d y ,  they rnay have had Little previous experience assuming such a 

respomibility, and this can take some getting used to. 

A particularly mernorable experience occurred the first year when the deaning 

just was not king completed to a sufficient, sanitary level, leading to bad feelings by 

those who were trying hard to keep the center &an, including myself. Rather than 

getting more aggressive, we leaming consultants decided on a Merent, surreptitious 

strategy to heighten awarenecs. 1 phoned a friend and artanged for him to 

'spontaneously' visit the center posing as a health inspecter from city hall. He 



arrived, intenti~naily~ when we were having a K M ,  and he informed the group fie 

was conducting a surprise inspection. Complete with clipboard and forms, he made 

a brief tour and toId the group the cieanliness was inappropriate and his intention 

was to close the center down in a few hours, after he retumed with the necesçary 

lock. Students implored hirn to reconsider, to which he replied there was a slirn 

chance over the next few hours for them to rernedy the situation. Needless to say, the 

community sprang to adion, with some of the most reluctant students saubbing 

toiiets and floors with an attentiveness they hadn't previously shown and within a 

few hours the center was sparkling clean. T'en, the 'inspecter' retumed, made a brief 

tour, and announced the cleaning was çatisfactory. At that point, 1 informed the 

group the 'inspedor' was a friend of mine, and the scenario had been sbged to raise 

awareness and hopefully initiate a new level of cleanliness. The students were 

delighted by the ploy, and, indeed, the tri& worked to help raise student wiiüngness 

to clean to a more appropriate leveL 

It seems we have aU had to adapt to each others' cleaning standards. For my 

part, 1 am an otganized, mat worker, and 1 have had to make concessions to d o w  

for differing deaning standards and for new students to become habituated to this 

responsibility. Cleaning has been an important topic of community dialogue, and a 

fairly regular topic in the BGM, but the students, and veterans especially, have 

become a more or Iess self-managing and efficient deaning group that require little 

prodding to initiate cleaning or follow through on chore responsibilities. Cleaning has 

now become instituted as a weekly activity in the comrnunity schedule, during which 

we aank up çome music and focus on completing chores, and, foiiowing speciai 

events like coffee houses, a group of workers is alrnost enthusiasticaiiy convened to 

clean up. 

For the most part, students have ernbraced cleaning as an acceptable and 

appropriate feature of Virtual High, with some benefit to other aspects of their Lives. 

Jesse, after three years, seerns to fully appreciate personal vdue in cieaning and 

service to the community, rernarking 

Cleaning might be one of the most important things 1 did at Virtual 
Hi& It helped me ciarify my sense of service to the planet and help 
me better manage myself. 1 leanied that the issue for me was not 
cleaning, it was about me being responsible, able to respond to my 



environment. When 1 first started at Virtual High, I took on the 
principles that the house is clean and that 1 would make sure that the 
space that 1 use was in a better condition when 1 left than when 1 came 
in. To this day, 1 still believe in these ideals, and they are not always 
the easiest things for me to maintain. 

Virtual High is often messy. It has occasionally become a sty. Mud 
tracked ail over, papm everywhere, window sills covered in dust.. . an 
ail round mes. As a cornmunity we have attempted rnany solutions, 
but for me, what worked was reaiizing that my integrity was tied up in 
my presentation, and the presentation of my environment. 1 discovered 
that there is a direct connection between how 1 feel and my ecological 
perceptions. When 1 am healthy, happy and on task, my environment 
reflects cleanliness and order. When 1 am in a hectic rush to produce 
çomething, my environment becomes chaotic, yet has a vibrant feel. 
Stuff may be all  over, but it is obvious that the stuff is in use. When 1 
am in a depresses state, usually my environment is in a state of decay. 
1 look around and 1 feel anxiety because 1 wouldn't know where to 
start cleaning, even if 1 wanted to. Quite often, the surest way for me 
to change my state from pessimistic depression to optimistic 
happiness, is for me to stop doing anything, take a deep breath, look 
around and find something simple for me to do to make my 
environment more healthful. From that first task, another simple one 
appears. Then another. Then another. And soon, I'm cleaning and 
feeling better. An hour or two later, I've p d e d  myself out of the mire 
of my feelings and ciutter. 

This is a very important realization for me, and 1 came upon it during 
my first year at VH. At first, we had addressed the issue of cleaning 
on a rotational basis. People got to try out a job and then switch to 
another one. Mid-way through the year, a few of us deûded that we 
would rather have a longer relationship with the cleaning area, to 
understand the intricacies of the job and to experiment with 
developing a personal routine. 1 decided to take on the mainfioor 
bathroom, as 1 figured it would be a challenge for me. It tumed out that 
1 loved doing it. 1 actually enjoyed scrubbing the toilet, cleaning the 
walls, washing the sink, rinsing out the shower, and getüng rid of any 
marks on the mirror. One week, I had been having a tough tirne. 1 was 
just not excited with He. The house was a mess. 1 had forgotten to do 
my job ail week, and it had been under heavy use. 1 looked at the room 
and it was yucky. 1 felt a littie overwhelmed. 1 took a deep breath and 
decided 1 would just do the sink cpicWy. But then since 1 was there I 
might as well do the mirror. Ok, it wouldn't be so bad to do the toilet. 
Weil, the walls do need to be done, and it actually is kind of nice, just 



getüng something done. Oh look at that floor, imagine how nice this 
room is going to look when I'm done. Some finishing touches, and 
'voila', a room to be proud of agaih Ok, so what's next on the things 1 
can do.. . Without reaiizing it, 1 had picked up my energy and was off 
on a creative spree, once again excited about Me and what I could do. 
Since then, 1 have come to realize that it is my Me work to examine the 
relationship b e t w m  myself and my &onment. 

Learning Consultant Interaction and Planning 

It is worth discussing8 in the context of this chapter, some of the dements of 

leaming consultant interaction and planning. In the t h  yearç of Vimial Hi& we 

learning consultants have worked dosdy together fo&y and i n f o d y  discussing 

how we can opamally support the yolmg people coming to our program, how we 

might contribute to the sûength of our community, the nature of EImily dynaxnics, 

insights from OUI pesonal experiences, and planning s p d c  activities. 1 and my 

colleagues have said8 usually after our work has pushed us to the limits of physical 

and emotional resourcefulness, that k i n g  a Iearning consultant is sometimes 

extremely burdensome, drawing deeply on our counseling, relationship, home 

maintenance, and other skülç. We continue to feel we are doing pioneering work, 

necessitating workmg on a limited budget and having oceanic patience, ingenuity8 

M t y  of vision, and showïng up with convincing personai integrity in demonstrating 

our work to the uninitiated and emolling support of new families and other people 

and organizations. 

Notwithstanding the frustrations, I am stiU thrïüed to come and coaeate Virtual 

High each day, as the work is persody very satisfying. It t especially satisfying to 

see the yomg people in Vlltual High gain more awareness and demonstrate more 

personal power in their lives than when &y first joined the program, and h o w  that 

1 helped contribute in some way. To know that Travis, who participated in the 

program for the first three years, toId a group of educators that '%ad it not been for 

Virtual High" and our wdhgness b encourage him in pursutig his own interests, and 

The work of king a learning consultant is of a distinct nature h m  teaching. To prepare 
for this work is to come to a different Lind of understanding and complete a training 
offering various qeriences, and honing skilis necessary to optirnally support naturai 
leaming and human development. As an organization, Wondertree has previously 
prepared and completed two levels of training, an introductory and advancd level, and 
there are plans to offer more in the future. 



care for his concerns, as when we rejected a research project that he done objected 

to, he wodd have committed suicide, is to feel deeply affirmecl in our work. The 

same is tnie for Josh and Stephen, who both came to V H  overweight and in deep 

personai despair from public school, yet, respectively, after a year and six months in 

VH, and encouragement and insights £rom Ieaming consultants and fellow students, 

both have embraced vegetarianiçm and huned their health around. Josh, who has 

mainly used his three years in V H  deepening his expertise of film, and filmmaking, 

says Virtuai Hi& has been "incredibly beneficial," a place where he has gained 

'howledge in alrnost anything that 1 want to know about Also stuff 1 didn't know 

about, Iike the way 1 communicate with people, and the way 1 show up on this 

planet." 

As for Stephen, last spring he stood on-stage in front of more than three hundred . 
people in a public presentation at the Vancouver Planetariun which was hiç first 

presentation ever, and desaibed Virtuai High as a %ery positive influence" in his 

Me, beginning with his first visit when a student stopped hirn ùi the stairwell, 

extended his hand and said "you must be Stepheh Welcome." Though we Iearning 

consultants helped Stephen prepare for his presentation, 1 cried when 1 listened to 

his presentation having experienced his amazing transition over six months, from an 

angry young man who was "shutting dom" according to his mother, to a robust and 

engaging young man, largely as a result of providing him with the opportunity to be 

affllmed in the world as a real and valued, fdow human being. By the end of ïast 

year, Stephen, who applied to corne badc to Virtuai High, had assurned a leadership 

role in the Big Group Meetings, was staying enthusiastidy each night until10 pm 

before walking home, was partiapating and CO-mana& a role-playing game with 

other students, and had lost 20 p o u .  His mother, an M.A. theologian, and his 

fathes, a provinciai judge, said in a famiiy meeting focused on Stephen's re- 

application, that they were "very supportive" of Stephen continuing in Vlltual High, 

with high confidence of his success, despite his lack of academics, which they had 

strongly defended in a fmt meeting as imperative. 

Whgn together, infonnally or fonnaUy, we Ieaming consultants mainly update 

each other on newsworthy administrative items and share our insights following 

activities and student and family meetings, swapping reflections and ideas. In 

generai, we work much closer, e m o t i d y ,  than any team of educators 1 ever 



experienced when teaching. For example, 1 am grateful for Brent's voluntary support 

for me during the bitth of my daughter, £rom evening through dawn, on one of out 

only holidays the h t  year. We have shared many moments that challenged us as . 

learning consultants, as when B m t  and 1 and Sunder worked over several evenings 

trying to shift a family kom screaming at each other in turmoil to supporting each 

other. Eventually we asked that particulai student to leave the program and 

encouraged the family to seek counseling elsewhere. 

In the course of our work, we also regularly share ideas, resources and strategis 

to deepen our effectiveness as leaming consultants and to understand student 

behaviours, in addition to our own personal processes. We also have tried to be 

present, as an ensemble, for initial student-family interviews so that we can 

coktively diçcem student patterns of interaction and family dynamics, and thus 

assess the appropriateness for entry, or 'flag' noteworthy characteristics. Most often, 

we have worked weii together, in largely an apprenticeship role, though occasions 

have arisen where we have challenged each other on a significant personal level, as 

when 1 criticized Brent for his messines, suggesting he was hypocriticaliy modeiing 

carelessness for students wMe advocating the opposite, and when Brent and 1 

discussed with Sunder how her behaviour and especially her mood swings made it 

increasingly difficult to work closely with her. in aii cases, we have have aIso offered 

support for each other and affirmations for each others' contributions to the 

Program. 

Viahial Reality: Beyond Empirical Analysis 

The above empirical description represents a mapping of Virtual High, a k t -  

order reflection of lived experiences therein. The rnap is important because it helps in 

distinguishing unique spatial and temporal configurations, induding the 

anangements supporting self-growth in the context of community. But the map only 

reveals part of the story. The purpose of this study is to evaluate the extent to which 

Virtual High nurhires an ecology of being as previously characterized, therefore, thk 

mapping needs to be complemented by a second-order probe of Virtual High, an 

ontological interrogation that examines and explicates the existential meaning of 

relational experiences therein. Relationality is chosen as the context of discovery here 

because it is through reiationality that existential, authentic rneaning grows into 



awareness: self-toseif, self-to-other, seif-to-group, and self-to-environment 

relationality. It is to this level of study that 1 now venture. 



Chapter Six 

VIRTUAL HIGH IN SPACE AND TIME: SECOND-ORDER REFLECTION 

Our Wmry (psychologiual) need is@ relatimhips, und aur persmlity is 
sfructured around the infernafiution of our refatiml exp~ences-  (Jones, 
1995, p. 192) 

The study of various aspects of relationality in Virtual High diçcussed in this 

chapter, should 'thidcen' the description so far and illuminate signifiant and subtle 

forces residing in the group of people that comprise the V W  High comuniiy - 
students, learning consultants, mentors and instructors, and famiIy mernbers. Many 

of these relational forces arise authenticaily in the nature of hurnan existence 

(outside the context of Virtual High) yet they are also attended to in the program. 

This study focuses on the relationality of self-toself, self-twther, self-to-group, and 

self-to-environment as an heuristic to deepen awareness of the meaning of lived 

experiences mapped out in the preceding chapter. 

Some of the processes of Vuhial High diaw these relational forces into higher 

awareness, helping improve community and family relations, and fostering growth. 

Desaibing and accounting for various aspects of relationality in this diapter is 

based on interviews and observations, and covers a spectnim of opinions. In thS 

interpretation, 1 have striven to locate my response within a coyedured 'circle of 

understanding' that indudes the interpretive voice of the subject and the community. 

This is not just a technique enacted as a means to an end; it serves the principIe of 

consensus - an honouring of 'the other' - that 1 and community members habitually 

practice in Virtual High 

SeIf-to-Self Relationaiity 

hvestigating 'what is true' for one's self is precisely one of the signifiant 

opportunities of Virtual High, p u r p o d y  re-cognized and experienced in the 

program by variouç ways and means. In Vlltual High, Brent, Sunder, 1, and others 

have striven systematidy to cal1 the self into higher awitreness to nurture self- 

health and individuation, enhance sekesponsibility, and ultimately 'deepen' our 



community. Self "pmcessingt' is honoured as the foremost concem for every person in 

o u  program, as emphasized through the articuIation of individual learning and 

behavioural goals, and all the expected iearning outcornes. We leaming consultants , 

are also agreed that acknowledgment of self represents the ground of relationality, 

and prefigures the conditions for learning to be opamized 

As descnbed earlier, the application process to Virtual High involves d e d i n g  

oneseIf autobiographicaUy, and articulating one's goals and achievements. This helps 

to initiate self-awmess, and the results are often a good indicator of a student's 

level of awareness and self-motivation Reasonably o h ,  the response is a 
. . muumally perfunctory sketch induding the scantiest details. "I'm 15 years old and I 

want to get my grade 12 1 really like cornputers and snowboarding and 1 think 

school sucks," said a note from one applicant 

Th- ate &O applicants who provide a more comprehensive accounting of 

themselves. In the letter below from Capri, 14, she expresses a signiscant lwel of 

self-awareness, though she also admowledges a signifiant, comcious recognition 

and gratitude for the experience of beirg d e d  to higher self-awareness through our 

request to aaft a self-focused application letter. 

I began to think about why 1 wanted to attend Virtual High Was it 
because 1 didn't want to sit in a desk staring at someone's head all 
day? Was it because 1 didn't want to do page after page of the same 
thing for years? No, it was the need to get an education on life and 
skills 1 really need. It was the need to be in a learning environment 
where 1 could not be aEraid of walking down the halls or te lhg people 
my ideas. It was the need to explore and work on m y  talents or things 
that need improvement. ... My one learning goal is to learn to love 
leaming. At the school I'm at now learning is boring and very 
uninteresting. 1 want to be able to not fa11 asleep in daçs  or finish first 
and have something to do." ... Thank you for encouraging me to 
write this letter, I didn't h o w  1 had opinions and could express them. 

Following application, acceptance and initiation h to  Virtual Hi*, students' self 

awareness grows with the adaptation to community processes and the development 

of a learning plan, emphasized as a goal for the end of the first month We learning 
* 

consultants try to 'tune in' to how a student is doing in adapting to our unique 

processes and culture, offering encouragement to new students to relax and discem 

our patterns, and not worry about "figuring everythmg out" We mcognize that there 



can be a lot of new information to be assimilated and adapted to, and we want to 

leave rwm for natural growth appropriate to individual 'chemistry'. Not 

surprisingly, for students joining V i r h d  Hi& h m  a home-schooling background, 

thre seerns to be higher level of self awareness and self motivation than those young 

people joining after years of conventional schoohg. I believe this reflects how 

homeschooled students are often more habituated to calling their personal goals and 

opinions into awareness, whereas conventiody-schooled students often show the 

results of years of training in seifdenial and subjugation to the agenda of others, 

including teachers and influentid peers. 

Most students have been initiated into Virtual High in either September, at the 

beginning of a new year, or in January. A few others have joined in mid-season, but 

this is not espeaally convenient, so we try to avoid it. With the agreement of the 

comunity, we leaming consultants have taken responsibility for crafting and 

l e a d i .  a three-week experiential workshop for ail students in both September and 

mid-year to introduce some self-dwelopment processes and strengthen, or deepen, 

Our c o ~ ~ ~ ~ u n i t y .  

Infomially titled the Three-Week Intensive', or 'Self-Actualization program', the 

exercises introduced by Brent, Sunder and mydf  (desaibed in the previous chapter) 

reflect many of the practices we had experienced as ad& at other workshops 

focused on self and/or relationship development. Curiously, there is a plethora of 

self and relationship-focuçed workshops and experiences available for adults today, 

yet very few similar opportunities exist for young people, esp&y in conventional 

sdiools. To me, this unfortunate and unbalanced situation reflects a societal attitude 

of disregard and stereotyping of the self-hedth of young people. Often, addt  

responses to exnotional behaviours emerging from a teenage person are often gross 

simplifications reflecting objectifimtion and a la& of understanding. This 

objectification is exemplified in the modern era by strategies of segregation so 

pervasive in schooluig and is further compounded by media and segment-marketing 

techniques that have recently reproduced the young person as a commodity for 

consumerist exploitation. As reported in Adbicsters magazine (Fall, 1993), 'The 

Product is You!," in reference to an advertising industry-wide strategy to target and 

exploit young people. 



The typical responses referred to here, invoked consciously or unconsciously, 

project a denial of the self when transmitted to a young person. This outcome can be 

rejnforced by 'direction-oriented' messages cornmonly targeted at young people in 

schools and, often, from parents: "you s h I d  do this", "you must finish this", "you 

need your education if you want to do anything with your Me," all of whidi irnply 

that the receivers of the message are incapable of interpreting for thernselves. This 

amounts to a denial of self. 

The ernotiond outcome for young peopIe receiving these messages over a 

prolonged period of üme is, understandably, hostility and fnistration, indifference 

and /or depression and other stress-related syndromes. 1 empathize with their 

reaction because 1 have a similar response when I consider such messages directed at 

me, without any specinc reguest for guidance. As indicated earlier, young people aie ' 

today suffering an unprecedented emotionai aisis, manifest in rising levels of 

violence, dmg abuse, depression and other stress-related jiinesses, and suiade, the 

roots of which are partially found in selfdenial. 

Self processing in Virtual High takes rnany forrns. Sitting around in a circle in a 

Big Group Meeting d h i n g  to other community members why they have chosen 

Virtual High, and what issues or goais are most important to thern, is commonly how 

most students Eirst experience Virhial Hi& Some students enter Virtual High with 

low self esteeni and seething with frustration, others with a yearning to accomplish a 

personal goal, others with a willingness to participate in ove& self-development. 

This exercise helps set the stage for deeper seifdeveIopment work, as in our three- 

week programs, in which we "invite" students to refled as significantly as possible 

upon the conditions of th& lives. 

In this context, for example, I have significantly relayed my experiences of 

dealing with my mother's protracted history of cancer, the challenges of king a 

father and a husband and a son, and 1 have described how 1 have striven and 

achieved some me- of "excdence"in my life (by my evaluation) in writing, 

performing music, studying earth science, piaying sports, and in some other areas. 

Utimately, what Sunder, Brent and 1 want to share and mode1 is our human 
essence, including will and courage, fear and vulnerability. Far from dominating these 

workhops, or other personally-focuçed meetings with our stories, we have ûiggered 



a flood of student sekontemplation, which on be manifest in heart-wrenching and 

humourous stories, aying, confessions, breakthroughs, and vows of silence. We have 

purposefdy designed the workshops and any persona1 development to be 

diallenging, and most students have partiupated very enthusiastically in ali 

activities and self-challwges. 

One of the most signifiant ewmples of seif-growth that occurred during the fint 

three years involved Joshua, a student who entered V W  High in o w  first year, M 

kg overweight, asthmatic, allergie and depressed. He had been diagnosed in school 

as leaming disabled with fine motor skill deficierscy, and had severai school reports 

that suggested his Iack of production was because he was 'ïazy." in a &t meeting 

with Brent, myself and his parents at his home, Josh seemed gentle, with an easy 

sense of humour. Mer telling us he realiy wanted to corne to Virtuai High to study 

jourrialism, film-rnaking and photography, we accepted him. 

in the k t  few months Josh seemed to sail dong adeptely,  making friends, 

adjusting to our processes, and also hiding out from many activities with a range of 

excuses. He had signed up to compIete a correspondence course and, despite 

assurances hum him that the work was h g  done, he successfully eluded us in out 

attempts to verify this. Firdy, one &ter &y, his mother cded a meeting and 

dernanded that Joshua present evidence that he was completing the course work. He 

then produced the course rnateriaIs, unopened and still shrink-wrapped! Josh said 

that he wasn't compIeting the course because it was his mother's idea, and he wasn't 

interested in academics, he had 0 t h  ideas, especialiy studying film and Hm- 

Fair enough, said Brent, but what about the excuses? Josh insisted that there 

were many tlungs he couldn't do because of hiç weight, asthma and allergies. At that 

point, Brent strategically called his bluff, saying if Josh wasn't wiîling to take self- 

responsibility for his health and attitudes, he didn't want him in Virtual Higk What 

was fosh's worst fear? Brent asked. "Getting thrown out of VH," Josh replied. 

"Okay," B m t  said, "you're out. 1 won9 work with anyone who lives in terms of the3 

fears." Josh stammered for a moment, tears weiling up in his eyes. Brent waited a 

minute, then offered Josh a drink of water. "Now, do you want back in?" Brent 

asked. "Yes," said Josk "Okay, Josh, 1 will support you returning here on the 

condition you are wüling to work towards improving your health, and stop shifting 



your responsibilities to everybody else here. Are you ready to do that?" Again Josh 

said yes, and with his mother's consent, he was re-accepted into the community. 

Brent, who had previously owned a health food business and is quite 

knowledgeable about nutrition, told Josh he had obçerved his diet and believed many 

of his health problems were rooted in a steady consumption of junk food, pasta, 

cheese and wheat. He suggested Josh eliminate them. Josh said he had 't-tever eaten 

vegetables". The meeting soon disçolved, but the next night Brent took Josh into the 

VH kitchen and cooked him a vegetable stir fry. With a few students watching, Josh 

choked down the first few bites, before saying it "wasn't bad". A few days later, 

Brent introduced Josh to a personal friend, a PhD. herbalist who had a Iocd health 

chic .  He diagnosed Josh as having Candida, a chronic yeast infection, and he 

counseled Josh on what foods to specifically avoid and gave him an herbal 

presaip tion. 

To shorten a long story, three years later, Josh, now 18, reduced his weight by 

about 40 pounds, and he no longer has any health problems save an eruption of 

exczema related to some lingering sensitivity. For the most part, he is a faithful 

vegetarian, and exercises judicious control over what he consumes. During his thne at 

Virhial High, Josh has mainly focused on h-making, taking a University-level 

course in film theory, gained experience on various professional film sets around the 

city (with my help), created his own two-minute Hm which was selected for the 

finals in the B.C. Student Film and Video cornpetition, for which he traveled to a 

week-long workshop in Penticton and interacted with various professionais. At the 

end of his third year, with community support Josh also overcarne a signincant 

shyness to twice stand in fiont of large groups of strangers and describe his 

experiences at Virtual High and introduce his film before saamhg i t  

Now in his fourth year at Virtual High, Josh desaibes his self-development 

experiences in the conununity as "very beneficial," feeling that he has gotten a lot 

healthier after talang "a look at myself," and that he has received "a lot of 10% 

support to work through my processes." He also suggests the processes we have 

helped guide hirn into have helped him learn other valuabk skills. 

It's knowledge in alrnost anything that 1 want to know about. Also 
stuff 1 didn't know about, the way 1 comunicate with people, the 
way I show up on thk planet. 1 learned a lot through that, through 



NLP skilis and other things. ... It's given me more insights, lots of 
insights into how 1 work and how my patterns go. And when they 
don't work for me, when 1 don? like hm, 1 work to change them. 

loshua's mother, Mariasha, &O believes the selfdevelopment work has enabled 

Josh to acpuire vaiuable skills and experiences. 

1 think he's got a grasp on accountability, not some sort of flotsam 
letting the wind blow you wherever you get bIown. He's prepared to 
take responsibility. 1 had to go to the wali at 48 before 1 got that one. 1 
thuik that is the most valuable lesson you can leam. 

Josh has also worked with all the learning consultants and received ample 

feedback about the results he meated for himsell. We are unanirnous about the 

positive changes we've seen in Josh, and we continue to support him in "going for it" 

and acquiring ail the personal power he can in his Me. To my mind, he shows no 

evidence of Ieaming disability, though I beiieve we leamhg consultants helped draw 

his awareness to certain patterns that were dominating his life and offered some 

strategies by which he c d d  overcome them and achieve more positive results.12 

Thgre have been many stories of self-growth simila. to Joshua's during the fitst 

three years of Virtuai High. Many of the students reflect on their experience of self- 

development and anticipate future selfchallenges in re-application letters submitted 

at the end of the third year of operation. 

From Kristina, 16, applying for her second year: 

1 think that even though 1 had a slow start ai V.H., that V.K wiii do 
me a lot of good and teach me a whole lot. My reason for coming back 
next year is to continue my rehtionship with the co~~llllunity, leam 
what 1 am interested in, set myself some goals and learn how to be 
more responsible to get to my goals and to keep my agreements to 
friends and to the community. ... Being around this environment 
certainly has an effect on me, for instance I have starteci eating a lot 

l2 Just before final submission of bhis thesis, Josh decided to withdraw from Virtual High 
to move on and try to star t  a professional film career. As his final challenge in the 
program, Josh responded affimiatively to my request tu help create a Vütual High video 
that couid help us raise funds. Subsequently, d u ~ g  a three-week period, he directed, 
edited and produced a very conunendable 12-minute video, based on a script 1 crafted. 
Myself and others were very impressed with Josh's diligence, resourcefuhess and 
professionaI cornportment throughout the production and, in his final BGM, 1 
acknowledged Josh as "absolutdy readyn to move on to bis rtext challenge in Me. 



healthier and 1 find myself telling people about the problems with the 
environment. 1 also find myseif not doing drugs as much as 1 used to, 
and quitting smoking is one of my first priorities. 

And from Jeff, 16, applying for his third year: 

This last year, 1 feel that I've grown a lot. 1 feel like I've contributed a 
lot to the community, in just day-to-day adivities. 1 &O feel like I've 
done more specific things around hem. I've partiapated in most of the 
presentations and events in one way or another. I've played a pretty 
big role in the further development (adventures?) of the Pmer Smart 
Game this year, as 1 did iast year. Lately, 1 think that I've reached a 
place where 1 can accept more responsibility and complete it. ... Right 
now, my goals are mostly to my health and relationships, as welï as 
academics. What I'm going to do, then, is the most and best I c m  at 
evesrthing. This means that I'm going to work as much as 1 can at my 
acadernics, as well as do a good job with the (Planetarium) 
presentation, website development, participatirtg in the cornmunity 
and ciimbing. 

One of the most interesting students to have attended Virtual High is Kalev, now 

18. He came into the program after attending several public schools, accompanied 

by reports that testified to unique qualities that did not mesh with school 

expectations. He is emotionally very sensitive and @d with creative abilities, and 

eçpecially inclined toward studying games and magic. In rnany ways, the program 

has offered him support and opportunities for seif-growth he wouidn't receive 

elsewhere. Below is his re-application letter for a fourth year in Virtual High 

When 1 look back more than a couple of months 1 find the picture I get 
of me is that 1 was rather immature. Last fail there was a goup  of new 
students who took a little while to get used to the way of things 
around here. 1 don? really remember myself doing anythmg then, 
except looking forward to the spMg when 1 was sure that doing the 
'breath work' would solve ail my problems, and 1 was enthusiastic for 
Kushad's group ( e x p l o ~ g  sexuality) to begin. This spring has helped 
me discover some incredible things. Fht,  in Kushad's group 1 found a 
place where 1 could play and even by the end of it discovered what it 
meant to be totaliy vulnerable. During the three-week intensive, 
Michael led a group down to the beach to think about feedback we 
had given each other and ourselves. The word 1 had in my head was 
Xisk', though 1 was more interesteci in playing on the sand cliffs. 1 felt 
compelled to go to the top. However, it soon got too difficult to dimb 



up so 1 started to head back down 1 remembered my word, 'risk'. So 1 
tumed amund, &bed the &fi, and made it to the top. 

Jeanne and Drew's Ilass has M d  some very frightening experiences, as 
well as sorne very interesting ones. The 'breath work' in the hot tub, 
though it didn't solve ail my problems like a magic wand, was still 
very nice to do, as it let me y& in a d e  environment. This spring 1 
have learnt more than any other time in my iife before. 

Kalev's fa&, David, has been actively involved in the progrmn since the second 

year. A University math professor and engaging intellect, David recognizes the unique 

attributes of his son, and has often corne into the center to discuss Kalev and ciari€y 

the intent of our support. He now seemç very cornfortable with the self-development 

aspect of Virtual Hi& based on observations and interactions with Kalev and other 

students, and he offers the following perspective: 

It is difficult to look back and reflect on Kalev's schooling. Such 
reflection invites questions; "What would have happened if ... ? Was 
it a good idea for my son to go to Virtual High?" ... VirtuaI High is a 
learning comunity, with the emphasis on community. It is difficuit to 
explain just what this means. ... Virtual High aeates the possibility 
that leaming consultants, without exception, can be tnisted and 
respected. This does not mean agreed with but rather related to as one 
human to another and not as a pupii to a teacher. ieaming becomes a 
c o ~ o v e r y .  A high school rnight contain friends and probably will 
contain enemies. Again, that is just the way schools are. Virhral High 
mates the possibility of a leaming conununity that requires everybody 
to relate in a constructive fashion with everybody else. This again does 
not mean that every body likes everybody else but rather individual 
ciifferences and preferences are part of the acknawledged stmcture of 
the community. The likes and dislikes are respected. And 1 guess that 
it is this k t  feature that for me distinguishes Virtual High hrom a 
traditional school Virhial High is a ieaming comrnunity that atively 
works on the development of both mutud and self respect. 

Wili this serve my son? I have no doubt. Kalev left the traditional 
school system at the end of grade nine. He left his high school with no 
regrets. There was one counselor but no teachers that he had any 
interest in returnllig to visit- As far as 1 know, there is not a single 
student that was at his high school when he left that he has contacted 
(or has contacted him). He was alone. His self acknowledged personal 
challenge in going to Virtuai High was to leam to create a co~ll~nunity 
for himself. He has learned to do this. 



The comments below, h m  a mother, Aviva, a h  aiïude to a broad sphere of 

influence of the VH program, and a sensed positive affect of the prograrn on her 

son's self-motivation and self-responsibility. 

After a yea. and a half in the nurturing and stimulating environment of 
VH, Noah demonstrates a mature responsibility for his learning and a 
high regard for himseif and others. Where he refused to get up in the 
morning when he was in grade six, he is now on the bus to Vancouver 
(from Tsawwassen) at 245, fully responsible for his own morning 
routine and day's organization. He has esbbkhed a physid routine 
for himseif, organized a lunch group where he cooks, one lunch/week, 
written and produced a short film, studied Shakespeare, the Great 
Myths and French classics in translation. 

Self-tdther Relationality 

Through the process of joining and separating again and again we leam to 
establish mr identity in reiation to others. The ebb and P m  of closmess and 
distance mintains the dynamic balance ktween autonunnj and connectr*m. 
(Jones, 1995, p. 137) 

"When persuns find themselves sensitively and accurutely unàerstood, tthey 
deoelop a set of gruwth-promoting or therapeutic attitudes towurd 
thmelaes ... (making) it possibïejk a persun fo listen mure acarately to 
fhmelm, W t h  grenter empathy tavard th& own v i sml  expmmencing, 
their own mgueiy felt rneanings. ... The individuak' p t e r  understanding 
of and prizing of fhemselaes upens to th n m  ficets of expenence which 
becme part of a more accurately based serf-conqî. (Rogers, 198û, p. 159) 

in Virtual High, self-to-other relatiodity takeç piace in several contexts: 

student-to-peer, student-to-leaming consuitant, student-to-mentor, and leaming 

consultant-to-leaniing consdtant. In this discussion, 1 focus on the first three 

con-, believing them most germane to the present research focus. 

in mterviews with potential students and -es, learning consultants 

purposefdiy represent VirtuaI High as a program offering students cwperative 

rehtionships with other students, and more egaIitarian relationships with adult 

leaming consultants and mentors. Studenk have almost al i  said they first 

experienced VirtuaI High as having very unique proceses which d e d  upon them to 



adjust some of their behaviours, induding how they relate to other students and 

aduit authority figures. 

Among the student p u p ,  emerging relationship patterns range £rom superficiaiiy 

r e s p d  to developing significant friendships, working parbierships, and a few 

love-interests - pattems consistent, in my mind, with adult relationships. With one 

exception, there has been no physical violence between students in the k t  three 

years. Though very few new students have known even one other student before 

joining, they are usually significantly interacting within a few days, after having been 

introduced in a community meeting or through a WonderNet message. One of the 

corrununication stxategies we learning consultants have habitually and purposefuiiy 

introduced early into community practice is that of 'conscious conversing,' borrowed 

£rom the fieid of neuro-Iinguistics. This process involves the skiü of first listening to 

conxiously discem anokr's Mefs  and other patterns or 'modes' of representing 

information visually, kinesthetidy or auditoraily. Another part of the process is 

stnving for heightened sense of rapport with another, often involving acknowledghg 

another's beliefs and concerm and/or 'matching' their patterns of communication 

(modes of representation, breathing, and posture) 

These techniques are commonly practised by counselors to heighten empathic 

understanding and they have also been adopted by many business and d e s  people 

to heighten communicative effectiveness. In our community, 1 believe they have 

helped to mate  rapport and therefore 'connectiveness' and belonging. Tart of the 

way we do things differently here," and 'bery useful," is how Josh and other students 

describe these strategies. 

Worth considering, too, is the psychoiogid influence on student relationships of 

inscnbing co-operation and respect as agreed-upon community processes, and 

inviting students to practise honesty and candor in relating to others. Though new 

students are generally reiuctant to interact until they are confident they cari safely 

expose theirseloes, where safety cornes £rom having experienced a demonstration of 

these practices either as an obçerver or participant, 1 have observed most new 

students moving to significanffy practise these relationship dynarnics within one to 

several maths. 



Following a period of adjustment, then, 1 have corne to know the entire student 

community as a group of young people interacüng c~pe ra t i ve ly~  q x d d l y  and 

practising honesty and candor in their relating to other students, in workshops, in 

personal meetings and in i n f o d  encounters in the stairwell and kitchen For 

example, 1 have observeci the foiiowing: 

- Brad asking Fred in a Big Group Meeting to "stop following me around like a ' 

puppy dog explaining wery detaiI about your cornputer programming. Don't take 

this personally, Sm just not that intetested in that. Can you do that?" and Fred 

agreehg to stop his annoying habit. 

- Ilana, a veteran student, and Willow, a rigw student from Washington state, 

working together day and night m the multimedia rwm to mate  their magazine Blue 

Fiçh. Working together, they wrote much of the copy, studied and leamed the 

sophiçticated desktop publishing program, scanned graphies, photocopied and 

revised their material until they compIeted the project, which was ceremoniously 

ahowkdged in the community and for which a professional magazine publisher 

heaped much praise and appealed to Ilana to work with h i .  on a joint publication. 

- Katherine and Jesse methodically working together in their office until two am. 

aeating an oral and computerized presentation of VillageQuest for a group of City 

Hall planners the next &y, carefuliy dioosing images and rehearsing th& script, 

offering feedback and editing the presentation until they were both satisfied it would 
be effective. 

- Noah asking Jeff in the stairwell for "feedback about how I'm doing in being 

more mature" and Jeff replying "you're doing better and 1 think you could show a 

little more attention in the Big Group Meetingsf especially if you weren't always 

trying to be funny," with which Noah agreed. 

The following posting and response from the WonderNet between Travis and Jeff, 

after Travis was questioned about hh willingneçs to follow through on his 

commitments, represents a fairly typical exchange on our 'Net, rich in candor and 

Travis: Commitments. (Gulp.) 1 haven't been keeping them. But you 
know what? As 1 was writing here 1 thought of something. The 
schedule you [Brent] want me to do. It's perfect. Because if 1 have a 
schedule, and on that schedule there is a block of tirne that says 





Fonnal meetings that 1 have participated in or observed are commonly led by 

learning consultants and characterized by gentle conversation focused on the 

student. Discussion revolves around student workshop participation, accountabiiity 

to leaming plans, new or waning interests, student breaktluoughs, chore completion 

and feedback about what we have observed or heard from other comrnunity 

members. As we consdtants are equally interested in the emotional processes of 

students, meetings often go to a deep personal level as w d ,  during which we may 

discuss family and peer situations, and personal health. Care is taken by Ieaming 

consultants to note or tease out in conversation patterns or beliefs that may bear on 

present cirmmstances, for exarnple, language patterns, relationship dynamics, or 

seif-seif dialogue. Subsequently, we consultants may offer some relevant suggestions 

as to how we perceive the student might be further empowered in his/her life, and 

we may seek agreement to a self-challenge that we feel is appropriate. Below are my 

notes from two fairly typical student meetings 1 partiapated in, and a student 

(Monday Feb 26) - 1 met with Troy at noon and, given it was a 
beautiful day and my understanding of Troy as a very kinesthetic 
person, 1 suggested we go for a walk into the local neighbourhood, with 
which he readiiy agreed. As we walked, we first talked about his 
reading habits, and the task 1 gave him last week, which was namely to 
observe how he read - when he read weil, and why, and when he did 
poorly and why, to the best of ability. 

"1 did what you told me to do," he immediately said. 'What were the 
results?" I asked. He went on to describe how he'd read a Louis 
L'Amour novel for a long tirne, and he could rernember it reaily well, 
but he had a frustratirtg experience trying to read a newspaper article 
focusing on cornputer vinises. "it was pretty dry," he said. 

1 asked what he remernbered about the L'Amour novel. He recited the 
story from visuai dues he'd stored, evidently, L'amour being a pretty 
visual writer. f suggested this was an important due as to how Troy 
procesed information, that he was favourably inclined toward visual 
and kinesthetic information, and possibly resisted other kinds of 
inte11ectua.l lcnowledge, which he felt was pretty true. 

1 suggested he might help himself process other kinds of information by 
aeating visual dues or sequences, or simultaneously create a 
kinesthetic experience, by standing and reading, or taking a bath, or 
punctuating his work with activity breaks ... Most important, 1 said, he 





that Terry might feel a little envious or insecure. 1 &O suggested that 
when he inkrupted she might be a little more aware of her feelings 
and more assertive. She couid posçibly jwnp back in, and say to her 
mom, 'let's continue this conversation later', and accommodate Terry, 
or she might touch hirn on the arm, look him in the eye and gently but 
f i d y  say something like, 'Terry, would you mind if 1 had a private 
conversation with my mom. It won't be long, and it's really important 
to me.' Kristina thought that was a good idea and she'd like to try that 
out. 

We also talked about her first two months in VH, which Kristina said 
had been a real eye opener, "so different from school". She was really 
enjoying herseif, she said, and she thought she had a lot to leam from 
the veteran studwts, esperially about taking responsibility. She said 
she thought she was ready to take an academic course because she 
wanted to eventually get her grade 12, but she was unsure which 
course she might take. 1 asked what was she most enthmiastic about in 
her Me. She wanteû to Iearn to play guitar, she said, and she thought 
she might like to be a writer. 1 said I'd been a professional writer for ten 
years, and that it opens up many doors and was very satisfying. In our 
conversation, 1 leamed she'd written some poetry and was attracted to 
creative writing, but she had pretty low confidence in her writing. 1 
said she might try a creative writing course by correspondence, which 
could offer her some anonymity, and that there were several good 
writers in VH besides rnyseIf who she could count on for support and 
feedback to help bolstet her confîdence. In my experience, 1 said, most 
writers were people who started off taking 'baby steps' but they 
foilowed their heart and kept writing and honing their skilis untii they 
developed expertise. If she wanted to try writing, 1 invited her to "be 
courageous and go for it." She thanked me for the encouragement and 
said she would consider signing up for the course (which she did the 
next week). 

Kristina's response, several months Mer, inditates an unexpected and positive 

response to this meeting: 

At first 1 didn't h o w  what to expect, because from rny experience 
when a teacher wants a one-on-one chat, it surely means that there's a 
problem. But Michael took me out for coffee and we just sat having a 
nice conversation. Michael asked me about my family and a little bit 
about my background, he made me feel véry cornfortable, seeing that 
he was my lear-g consultant and it was important to get to know 
each other better. Midiael did ask me a very interesting question and it 
was "Kristina, what do you want to do at Virtual High?" He was not 



surprised when noticing that 1 was stuck on the answer because no one 
has ever asked me that before. He reassured me that it was not 
unusual not to know yet. 1 personally thought that our one-on-one 
meeting went great, and it made me feel better knowing that 1 would no 
longer be taiking to a stranger in future confrontations. Thanks 
Michael. 

David, after attending VH for two years, identifies that the learning consultants, 

and especiaüy Brent, were very influentid in his Me, to the extent of providing role 

models. 1 remember hirn and Brent spending much time together in formai meetings 

and in nurnerous informai meetings in the stairweii, the d e ,  in Brent's van, 

discussing design and VillageQuest, to which he was attracted. Below he discusses 

the nature of his relationships with us, and the deeper value he gained from these 

relationships: 

1 learned h m  the LC8s by them king role models rather than anythhg 
they said or supposedly taught me. It had nothing to do with the 
material taught, it was watching them and how they operate. Sunder 
and Brent are just so great to watch how they interact with people and 
theh philosophies and all that.... 1 really like Brent's philosophy and 
values, for me he actually lives them; he doesn't just taik about them. 
He adually lives by them (and) he shares them. 

Leamer-Mentor Relationality 

Rana also describes the nature of her relationship with Tanya, the art mentor she 

hired in VH with other students, as a very signifiant influence to her personal 

development and her arüstic ability. 1 think Ilana's response refIects a deeper 

connectivity consistent with o u  aspirations in Virtuai High to help nurture the 

authentic growth of young people through their relationships with the mentors they 

hke 

When we had Tanya as an art mentor 1 found that was a very rich 
experience. We spent much tirne in the art room together where she 
expressed her artwork and desaibed how she did it, and helped me 
with mine. She wouldn't critiOze or say you know "You don? have 
any skill," or anythmg like that. h t e a d  she would go for feedback in 
the place of "You know if it had red there 1 would feel this." To this 
day when she sees one of my paintings 1 just feel so good inside 
because she just looks at it with such an amazing painting. She says 



"Oh 1 see how you were dohg this and 1 get so exated looking at this. 1 
love it. It's so great you are ushg Uiat colour. Look at that." And she 
just has so much passion for it that 1 get inspired and happy that 
someone wodd look at it that way. That was a nice experience to be 
around someone who was so good at expressing herself. 

Alex has much the same response reflecting of his relationship with the music 

mentor, Budge, a professional 'gigging' musician we consistently hired during the first 

When 1 k t  started working with Budge 1 was quite confwd about 
many things to do with music. Budge deared up doubts 1 had and 
t d y  inspired me to aeate what 1 loved and still do love. The fad that 
Budge was a professional musician brought me a new insight as to 
what it would take to become one myself, and &O introduced me to 
new styles, strategies, and what a pro player has to do on a daüy 
basis to make a living. Certain musical ideas and a hard working 
attitude have become vital to my p e r s o d  pursuit of musical 
expression. î m  also grateful that Budge has becorne a good £riend. 

Students have tesüfied, as well, that self-to-other relational dynamics learned 

and practised in Virtud High have helped them comttnicate better inside and 

outside Vimial High, with positive spillover reported from other famüy members, 

other friends, and extending to other situations. 

One father, Warren, reports enthusiastically that his son Ryan has shifted his 

conversational habits since coming to V W  High from king fairly adversarial to 

being more caring, for which he is gratefuL "111 be tallaiig to him,'' says Warren, "and 1 

think it's an ease that he is exhibiting. That when he is talking he has moved from, or 

we have moved together, from an ugdown way of conversing to more of an equal 

status." 

And Jim, father of WU, who was asked to Ieave the community for habitual non- 

cornpliance with our agreements, ackrtowledged in a letter to the community the 

value for Will in leaming skius of deaüng with others. ''While at Virtual," J i .  wrote, 

'William's respect and consideration for others has greatly improved. Although 

W i f s  progress may not be signifiant, there has been definite irnprovement. This . 
is particularly true, if w e  take a moment to re-visit his progress since his first 

'intensive' in September. Today, WiU is a better person" 



7'h.e autanomus self daesn't devalop in isolation: comunity plays an 
important role by p r d i n g  opportimities jûr creatioity and serf-grovfh a d  
by recugnizing the value of each person's uniqueness, which, collectively, 
makes up a cmmunity's di-ty. The comrnunify provides a umtext for 
social rehtimhips and filfilis the individual's need to participate with 
uthers. The need to connect vi fh cornmuni&, nature, the cosmos - tk need 
to be part of a greater reality outside the self- is the need for integratim. .. 
further d@nd as the need to belong, ie., connect with samething larger 
thnn meseif (comrnunify, nature, cosmos); the need for afectim and 
relatimhips; the need to participate with others. (Noxck, 1992, p. 137) 

As children corn to see thnt their dl-being &pend3 on the well-being of 
0 t h  they will begh to reciizim and reshape the patterns of mutual support 
that hane sustained h u m n  communities througiunit millennia. (Smith, 
1992, p. 3) 

The cornplex web of relationships within which we exist inaolnes a 
mtimous ffow of rnutually detmined interaction fOr which rue can begin 
to takz more responsibility as we understand our part in cu-crenting if. 
(DevaIl, 1986, pp. 41-42) 

The previous chapter described some of the aspects of community experience in 

Virhial High, and iliuminated some self-ini:onununity dynamics. Self-incommunity 

is most obviously experienced in and through community Big Group meetings, 

workshops, chore and resource çharing, trips, sleeping over, and speciai events like 

Coffee Houses and seIf-deterniined rituals and celebrations. AdditionaiIy, there are 

taat experiences of  self-incommunity (often mediateci experiences or ones in which 

comrnunity mind subtly influences perception) in and through dialoguing on 

WonderNd, personal meetings, and even through personal work Despite its subtIe 

charaderistics, most community members are able to describe some of the felt 

Muences of our community in their Iives. 

For myself, 1 experience being-ni-communify when 1 speak to groups of students 

and parents, when I represent the community, e.g. to the media or at public speaking 

presentations, when I discuçs community events and issues with m y  M e ,  when 1 am 

thinking about the program and applying those thoughts to 0 t h  activities (e.g. 

writing this thesis). To me, being in community is manifest as a felt sense of group 

interaction and consideration, care, challenge, and responsiveness. 1 am grateful for 



king in community and the opportunith to experience group support for a 

multipliaty of my actions, voiced thoughts, proposais, reactions, and foibles. 

What has been tme for me in interacting one to one with other students, foLlows 

for bemg in comrnunity: How the comunity receives me and responds to me iargely 

reflects how 1 am towards the individuai members and community as a collection of 

individuals. 1 am respedful toward individuaIs and the community, and 1 receive 

much respect from the community; 1 am caring, in representing pemived community 

interests, and 1 receive much care and consideration; 1 ciiallenge community members 

to higher leveIs of awareness and responsibility and, in tum, 1 am challenged for my 

views and actions. 

As a sign.it3ca.t community experience, 1 recall how, at rniànight in the middle of 

an intensive workshop, I personally Md' the entire comunity around a decision to 

aiiow a male and fernale student (boyfriend@riiÏiend) to sleep together in a tent. 1 

then experienced the entire community sensitively shift to my perspective over an 

hou-long discussion. 1 have also shifted my views in support of differing cornmunity 

views to help reach consensus. For example, in one BGM 1 supported a fairly 

unpopular view that two students be asked to pennanently leave the community for 
' 

habitually straining the corrununity agreement =und not smoking pot, and for king 

dishonest in relations with other community members. Mer much disçussion, 

mutual consent was reached and we supported the two students in staying away for 

one week, during which time they were to take steps to face the deceptions they had 

created in theh lives, inrluding te- their parents about their pot smoking and 

general dishonesty. 

During the first three years of Virtuai Hi&, my appreciation for being in 

community, both tangibly, as in participating in OUI weekly BGMs, and taatly, as in 

the felt, residual or luigering experieflce of belonging even when 1 am alone, has 

grown, and 1 now consider this one of the most signiscant and positive 

charaderistics of our community, though 1 had ZittIe idea of this More Virtual High. 1 

feel more complete as a person, emotionaiiy stronger, and more b h c e d  in my 

relations with others. Generally speaking, 1 no longer rush to judge or act 

tempestuously, which 1 attribute in iarge me- to the tempering influence of being 

in cormnunity. Having experienced and witnessed rnany acts of personal honesty 

and courage m our community, 1 am more resolved to be courageais and honest m 



my relations with myself and other people in my Me. Two exarnples of these are 

Sunder's declaration of personal emotional problerns and request for community 

support, and the voluntary admission by a group of students that they smoked pot 

in contravention to our agreement, for which they were willing to take responsibility 

for telling their parents and living up to the agreement in future, which they did. 

Students also positively desaibe various community influences in th& lives, 

inciudnng the value of working to resohre challenging issues through consensus, 

performing chores m service of the community, gaining h m  the experiences of other 

community members, modeling and working with other community mernberç, and 

gaining community support for working on and through important personal issues. 

Many of the community activities of Vutual High, as desaibed below by llana 

reflecting on her three years in Virtual High, take on the appearance of rituais, that 

is, signifiers of enhanced value, especiaily when they are habitually enacted: 

Ilana: We would have ciasses and workshops, and we would also 
learn how to live together, how to get the place clean, how to just be in 
relationship with each other. 1 mean basicaiiy it was like we were living 
together part of our lives. 

Michael: Has that been a valwble experience? 

1: Definitely. 1 find that living in community is such an important, 
valuable thing. ... 1 find it very important for me because 1 find it as a 
strong support to learn about myself and how 1 am with other people. 

M: Do you remember, can you thùik of a tirne in the last three years at 
Virtuai High, when you've known you were 'in community'? Can you 
think of a specific exarnple where the community really supported 
you? 

1: When 1 really feel it the most is tirnes when we are celebrating and 
also when we are supporting each other in tough times. So in 
coffeehouses, and also when we have a Christmas Break party or an 
end of the year party, in those times when most of the community is 
there celebrating, sharing çongs and stories. Whenever 1 perfonn in 
those or just am involved in those celebrations, 1 have a reaily strong 
sense of community. AU of us celebrating together. And also when 
those times a comunity member has a family member crisis, or 
something going on, and in those ümes when we support each other 
and help each other. That's when 1 feel the strongest sense that we are 
a co~nmunity. 



M: Now we receive from community and community also seems to 
require a giving on our part. In what ways do you think you 
contributed to the Vimial High community? 

1: "BasicaIly by being part of it, by being there. Showing up as a 
community member and also king responsible for messes 1 make and 
for doing my weekly job and being there to help other people out if 
they need me to shrlf envdopes. Just showing up. 

M: Can you rernember a time in three years where your cornmitment to 
that community deepened or you had a s u  of some knd? 

1: Yeah, 1 think for me a lot came together in the first three-day 
intensive. That was the fint time that we as a group had gotten that 
dose. 1 found that 1 was very exated and blown away on many levels. 
To be with a bunch of people and have us al l  get to such a dose level 
with each other. 1 think that is probably when a lot changed. It's hard 
to Say. 

M: N o w  we were close physically. How were we dose mentdy, or 
emotionally? 

E We wer;! letting down barriers and guards and just king with each 
other, open and freely ourselves and expressing who we really were 
with each other during those three days. And sharing deep parts of 
owelves that rnaybe we hadn't s h e d  with other people or sad parts 
or hard parts. Living fiom the dear place inside of ourselves and 
showing our love for each other. 

Virtual High, to my perception, also provides young people a supportive and 

acknowledging commmity for th& personal growth This is manifest in many ways, 

ranging h m  being diallenged to 'dean up' relationship issues, take more 

responsibility in theV lives, and king supported in taking up personally designed 

challenges, much in the way a rite of passage is marked out in other cultures. Such 

rites are universaüy signifiant in introducing and preparing young people for enhy . 
into adulthood and, in V W  High, we have encouraged students to aeate such a 

rite for themselves, for whidi they can look to the community for support. Below are 

my notes written at the moment David, a VH student for two years, viçited the 

community on the eve of departing on a four-month, solo journey to hdia. 

in the afternoon, we're having a fairly large group meeting planning a 
public presentation for later in May, when VH-alumni David 
Murcaster arrives to say good-bye, a few hours before his departure to 
India. Like Jesse's leaving, it's a solemn and moving few minutes, and 



Brent and 1 mark out this moment as David's home-leaving, and 
initiation into aduithood. 1 briefly recount the occasion when 1 said 
good-bye to my parents in my home-leaving at 18 years, and Brent 
invites everyone to read the 'Final Thoughts' essay David has 
composed about his experience in VH and posted to our WonderNet 
M e t i n  board. About 1400 words, it's a sincere and moving account of 
David's two years in VH, marking out the joy and pain he felt in 
experiencing the very different discoveries he made dong the way after 
he left the public schooling. 

Along with all the others, 1 give David a big hug on his leaving, with 
sincere best wishes for a d e  and adventurous journey. It's very, very 
gratifying to have played a part in the enrichment of Jesse's and 
David's iives, a richer and more profound reward, by far, than what 1 
ever experienced in public school. In front of my eyes, and with my 
help and sensitive support, through various experiences, boys have 
become young men. Such is a challenging and sacred journey, 
absolutely worth supporting. Through David and Jesse, 1 have re- 
experienced the power and vulnerability of one's journey into 
adulthood, affirrning for me the absolute saaedness of this daunting 
transition 1 am moved beyond words. 

The sense and significance of community including a sense of ritual was manifest 

at our selfdesigned end-of-year ceremony on the last day of June of our third year. 

By day we enjoyed an invigorating hike, swim and picnic at a local ocean side park. 

For the evening event, farniIy, friends, mentors and students first squeezed into the 

living room to view a moving 4minute video testimony from one of the mothers who 

had been hospitalized from an acadent, expressing her appreciation for her two 

sons, and the community support she had received since her accident the week 

before. Next we ertjoyed a massive pot-luck dinner, and then moved into the yard 

where an outer circle of fnends and farnily çurrounded an inner ring of students. 

Under a rising full @lue) moon, we learning consultants presented each student with 

a graduation present (juggling balls) and then eçpecially honoured the eight students 

'graduating' £rom Virtual High, rnarking this out as a very signiûcant transition in 

theh lives. Each student had an opportunity to mark this ceremony in his or her own 

way, and most chose to improvise a short speech. Below is excerpted Greg's heartfelt 

speech, which identifies the signtficant appreciation he felt towards the community: 

This really amazes me that we constantly find new ways to be 
together. Where I've been I've never been able to corne back here and 



not be totally amazed and awestruck with the quality of caring and 
loving and nurhiring .... To see everybody corne together for my mom, 
for us. 1 don't know that 1 can ever leave this place, 1 really don't. 1 
think 1 could be half way around the world and still be in the quality of 
this community, and the a m  of this comunity. So thank you 
everybody, this means a lot to me. There are many of you here, in this 
lineup, almost all of you here who 1 would, if  you ever needed me, 1 
would be right back home. 

%me potential students also perceive the attributes of being-in-community prior 

to being accepted into the community. Below is an excerpt from an application letter, 

in which the appiicant enthusiasticaüy expresses her yeaming to join our community 

to experience inteqation and positive affective processes, which she links to her 

sense of authentic living. 

1 think 1 could really benefit from it (Virtual High) because 1 want to 
l e m  more but just have not found the motivation. 1 feel 1 could get it 
there because 1 know 1 am not standing aione, 1 have the support of a 
whole community. Speaking of community, that is another thing 1 like 
about V.H., it is a space where people are working together to keep it a 
healthy, happy place. 1 feel 1 codd be a benefit to and also benefit 
from this because I'm constantly working on that at home. ... Something 
e k  1 iike about V.H. is that it's not just a school that you go in every 
day and get forced to work (and hate it) then are glad to go back home 
and dread going back but it's a living working community you do your 
own cleaning, cooking and just working, breathing together bemg 
REAL people IT'S GREAT AM) 1 WANT TO BE A PART OF IT! 

Evidently, the experience of being-incomunity is significantly positive for most 

of the participating students, families, and leaming codtan t s .  Costewarding and 

experiencing the Virtual High community has also heightened my awareness of 

various processes that mitigate against experiencing deeper community, induding the 

energy of violence, inciifference and lethargy, diçreçpect, ovemachhg or inauthentic 

authoritarianism, and habitua1 tardiness, which myself and others have experienced. 

These forces, in fact, always seern present to some degree, and have elicited varied 

consequences within the community, from decIarations of personal frustration to 

revising ouf community agreement document, to requesting student exemption, to 

taking more personal responsibiiity to support the community. 



Self-to-Environment Relationality 

The prima1 experience of space is not Zineni; it does not fit into the gtui 
patterns so common in Western spafuil orienfation. The * m l  mind k n m  
space expetientially. ... the prima1 pmm sees space as the saaed theatre of 
his lye and the ritual urnbilical cord that former cmnecfs hUn to his dioine 
parent, the Earth. (Highwater, 1981, pp. 131-32) 

8:4û am, WednesdPy morning. 1 wheel my into the bock yard of Virtual 
High, w h e  I exchange peetings with u student working in the wganic 
garden of which she is ce s tmrd .  I pl& up some litter, fhen step inside the 
center into full-throttle-bustle. S fuden ts wming in behind me, mnning up 
the çtaits, running d m  stairs. The kitchen is chock-a-block with students 
hastily creating and consuming breakfat before o w  gr00 comrnunify 
meeting in the m i n  m m .  While exchanging n u m m  greetings, I steep a 
qwck pot of tea, then naoigate tavmd rny offce. There, Sunder is foncsed on 
Iw laptop, checking WmdmNet und fackling. "Andrew is hilarim. For a 
I4year old, he has an nttlclzing sense of the absurd. " I peel off my mat and 
m e y  a mmnd of magazines and brochures on my desk that w m ' t  there 
when I Zefi the night bqore. I pause in refIecfrcfrm. My  desk commonly shows 
ngns of nocturnal use when I artive in the moming. A student rnooes in 
beside me and begz-ns auditing the pile. "We were using your desk last night 
to work on the VillageQuest brochure." "Not a problem,' I Say, "1 just 
wish you would fake respanddihj for clming it up befOre I m e  in." "It's 
nine o'c~o&" someone shouts into the room. "Meeting. ." niere is general 
migration to the main room, and settling in on couches, chairs, and thPPoor, 
and some negotiation over cuçhions. I prefer a stml to help a l l e d e  a chraic 
back pain. Bodies and firniture caalesce in a cnuie oml shape, fucing the 
white board. In a f i  minutes the d m  me shut and the meeting is called to 
order by a s u e n t  moderator. "Okay, let's begin with any announments. " 

For the next three h m ,  we sit, slump, shuj& and shetch our wuy through 
our Big Group Meeting. There's some m i n g  and going, of làtecorn,  
guests, and speckil invitees, l i h  Deb the O@ manager who shares updated 
budget infanation. A IO-minute break is strefched to 20 b@e we re 
confipre o u r s e h  and remvene. One student is accused of nodding off, 
several 0 t h  of making excessively dishacting noises, hvo leme early for 
other appoinhnents. I stand for some tim, then squat on the jloor in a 
dismeet yoga pose to help stretch. People begin to stir as n m  approaches, 
and s m  the taplaplcs and discussions are unnplete, " I guess fhat's it. Meetmg 
mer. Rmember to pidc up yuur cups." "Thnnks everybody," I shout out as 
is my custom There is a rush o f  mgy and bodies and a first w v e  hePds to 
the kitchen, bathrwms, upstairs and outside. Another group lingers, 



discussing the meeting, making othw apjminfments, and rearranging the 
m. "Wkre's Fred?" someone asks, "he always lenues his Slurpee cup. " 

Noon - early a e o o n :  Lunchtirne envelops the kitchen and mfk as a s t m  
of cooking, eating and cleaning, s a q  smells, pulsating music, laughter, 
clanging cufley,  phones ringing, eoentualiy downgrading fo a gentle 
shouier of conuersatiun,foofsfeps, doors opening and closing. In the cufk, two 
chess games are played out under the throbbing sound of the dishwasher 
emergingfbm the kitchen as a primordial mantra. At one o'clock a student 
enfers and nnnuunces "if's tirnefin wlting. " "Great," says one of the chess 
players. "1 won't be there today," says his partner, "I'rn helping Brent fi 
the Qwdm Impu te r )  this aftemoon." Another stzident approaches me. 
"Michael, my Dad Xs here. Are you ready to go?" "Ready as rain," I 
confrm. "Where are you going?" someone asks. "We're shooting I/ film 
downtown," comes the reply, "I hope I got eoerything. C'mon, Dad, 
D e m ,  kt's go. " I exchange greetings with Dad, grab my mat, tell Deb 1'11 
be back in a couple of hours, and hustle out the door, cnrrying a ladder. 
"Good lu&, " Deb calls a& us. 

500 prn. Four studenfs h r s t  through the front door, Pesh from a skating 
Irip, instantly transJwming the main floor math their energy. Now t h e ' s  
seven or eight in the kitchen, including hLK, cooking a spechl cuny dish thuf 
filk the air and entices all. "Skating was p t , "  I hear thraugh the din, "1 
thought you were m i n g .  " l ' ve  got to cookjbr my lunch group 'cause I'rn 
going to the City Hall presentation tomorruw moming. 1'22 corne next 
week." "I'm guing climbing tonight, I'ue gof a cornpetition this weekend in 
Seattle," announces another student, now pulling himçey off the ground 
zmunth the help of the dcvrframe. "1 really wanf to go to the Ridge tonight to 
see that Hal HnrfIey film," says another. "What's showing?" "'Trust. '" 
"I's excellent, 1'11 go with you. " "Michael," a student noice heralds, "cal1 
@ you on line truo. I think if's Lisa. " 

ûf the phone 1 head upsfairs, where there's still smen or eight stdents, two 
scanning images at a compter in the multimedia rom,  another Io@ into 
the Intemet, m e  rooted in their ofices, others rnaoing a b o u t e  r o m  to 
mm like elecfnms. Music purnps fiom a nearby tape player. I meet a parent 
waiting fm his daughter and he updates me about his son's trip fo India 
then tells me a h t  his upcoming sailing course. "1'11 have to get you out in 
the boat sornetinze soon, Michael. " "I'd love to Pabick, " 1 reply. His 
daughter bounds up to him. "Dad, I fhink we're going to be here awhile. 
Would you be able to gef me somefeod, or pick me up later?" "Sure 1 an do 
that, * he onswers. "Thanks, 1'11 show you our presentation if you mnt.  " 
They amble t m r d  u co~~ntpllter. Thump, t h m p ,  thump. One of our larger 
students laps the stairs and present himevinches away. "Michael, wmld 



you like to see a magie fnfnck?" "Sure, I m l d  jwt like tofirsf f i  the tuilet. 
"Okay, 1'11 be up in my ofice- 1 better clem it up VI 'm going to stay here 
tonigh t. " 

9:ûû pm: If's quieter n m .  There are fmer students, aper puncficoted exit 
parties anà s l m  affriffrifion. Six are siped up to sfay through the nighf, jïmr 
of whom are doing focused work for fheir upcoming, multimedia 
VillageQuest presentatim to City H a I I  wmkers the next &y. 1 w k  with 
them jbr about a hay hmr, m h l y  o@ng my opinion un the wmpu terized 
text. Earlier, 1 ah helped a sfudentfir afauliy t&tf loaf  - t h e j k t  time 
she hod euer ewmined a toilet re sm-r ,  met mer a cup cftea zuifh a purent, 
and unxtched a match ofa p o p u h  tu. progrnrn showing in the mnknrmm to 
a srnall audience. One mterprising student iaunched a hunt tu discover vho 
was respm'ble@ tramping mud thruughout the building. Another worked 
fiir more fhan an h r  clming up the kitchen, including mpping thefloor. 
On the top J~OOT, three s M m t s  sprnwled on their carpeted office flwr have 
ken btaitlstorming al1 mming to c m t e  a rob-playing game t h f  sounds 
wry mtive .  

20:20: I say goadnight to Brmt who iç continuing to work with students 
un the cornputer presenfation. "We're going to be ut this fW a fm more 
h r s , "  he tells me. 1 proceed on my way out the k i t c h  through a c h  of 
"godnight MichaeieS and out info back yard. "See you fowunrm, " 1 sny. 
In the yard I reheve my bicycle and push through the gafe to the streef. 
B@e I m n t  up, 1 meet another parent making a late drop ofjbod, and we 
pxchange mursels of information. Then Sunder pulls up in the cnr, b m n g  
relriezd hm son, D m ,  from climbing. "See you tomonoui, Michuel, " she 
says, "and say hello ta Lisa and Robin." D m  calls me afkr as P start to 
pedal. "fiey Michnel, I'd l& fo go hiking roith you soon." "Let's go next 
week," I reply. As 1 slowly ride home, in a slight dtizzle, 1 refect on an 
inlsredibly b t q ,  rich and thnlling dny, with some thwghts anticipating 
mare of the same the next. Though I'm accustamed to sfaying lafe mly one 
or iwo nights a week, whaf has fust passedp me is othenuise îypical ofmy 
daily experienœ of Virfual High. 

The nature of Virhd High reflects its setting in an old, rambling home, complete 

with aU the attendant accoutrements or green space, pden ,  kitchen, wooden floorç, 

naturd light, and plenty of maintenance challenges, such as arthrïtic plurnbing. 1 

believe, after working in Virtuai High for three years, this unique setüng influences 

rnany community activities and hIps genninate many others that would not be 

initiated in a conventional school setting. As such, 1 beiieve it is worth dkt ing  here 



on the relational dynamics between community members and the environment of 

VirtuaIHigk 

At a fundamental perceptuai level, it seems potential students and their families 

are attracted to the unique environment of V i  High, or they wouldn't entertain 

the thought of joining the community, and we have had little trouble enrolling 25-30 

students (I rernember one student who took two steps into the center then tumed to 

his parents and said "1 like it already!"). Following entry, habituation to the 

environment, mciuding adjusting or getting cornfortable with the setting, and 

adapting to our unique processes such as living up to the spirit of community 

agreements, is accomplished quickly and quite naturally for some. For others it takes 

extra tirne and some supportive feedback. 

Personaüy, 1 have appreciated the experience of working out of an old house that 

1 help repair, paint, and irnprove, where 1 c m  cook, work in the garden or yard, of 

which 1 can be a CO-steward. The rewards are felt at a deep level for personal gains, 

and also for aspects of inter-relationality, for the purposes of sharing or helping 

others to benefit. in the k t  year, 1 worked consistently for a month to help drywaii, 

paint and complete reparations to the artroom, for which 1 have experienced the 

reward of student use. 1 have also worked individuaiiy and with students to mate  

our science lab and music room, repair faulty toilets, rake leaves, garden, knock 

down, paint and patch walls, and replace broken windows. 

in many cases, students have little previous experience in such 'house-work' or 

maintenance, and this has afforded them an opportunity to learn some new, 

predominantly manuai skills. As in ful£iüing weekly chores, general house 

maintenance and improvement projects have helped give students a heightened saise 

of responsibility and accompiishment, as weli as some new skills, for which 1 

perceive many benefits and for which students express their satisfaction. 

Interestingly, over time there has evolved dose to unanimous enthusiasm and pride 

in participation in group cleaning of the center which is now inciuded as a regularly 

schedded activity on Monday momings, as well as an increasing willingness by 

students to be responsible for chore follow-tluough even though they may be absent 

or si& in such cases, absentee students often phone in and arrange for someone else 

to cover their responsibilities, though this is not without frustrating periods as when 



absentee or new students demonstrate less concem for the ongoing upkeep of the 

cmter* 

in addition to the personal rewards afforded to students through a shared 

stewardship of the center, I also perceive their growth and development toward 

authentic seifhood nurtured through other aspects of 'environmental interaction' 

Many of these are inscribed in the above journal enhy from a typical day at Vimial 

High, and some are isoiated here for analysis: 

- granting students separate offices allows them to experience privacy in 

pursuhg individual work and in working with others, honouruig th& yeaming for 

ps ychological autonomy . 

- ensuring the center is available during evenings and through the night honours 

students' unique schedules and th& impulses for learning and social interaction. 

- alIowing them complete access to al l  on-site equipment (FAX, photocopier, 

phones, etc) honours students' yeaming for autonomy and also their yeamùig to 

selfdiscover the conditions of the world around them, e.g. their environment. 

- providing a kitchen setting has afforded a very signiscant opportunity for 

student dialogue about the various foods they consume. This h a  generated 

heightened personal and social awareness and has of& led students to challenge 

themselves to leam more about nutrition, to expeRment with personal diets, and to 

be open to receiving more information about other cuitural beliek, e.g. vegetarianism, 

Hinduism. It has also inspirecl creativity and aüowed students preparing the* own 

me& to experience heightened d-responsibility. 

- ailowing students full access pmnleges to 'staff offices honours students' self- 

hood and has allowed them access to the adult world, about whidi they are eager to 

learn and experience for Ulemselves. 

1 interpret the fact that students spend a lot of time at Virtual High in the 
evenings, over night, on weekends and on holidays, as further indication of their 

Eivourable response to the environment, and as a reflection of the signiacant bond 

most students have established with the center. Sornetimes the offices and kitchen 

are very messy, demonstrating, in part, a sign of high use. Çometimes students s ~ d  

a great deal of thne deaning their office spaces because they like 'their space' to be 



deah One student who left Virtuai High then retumed a year later wrote in her re- 

application letter how she was attracted by OUT unique 'enWonment', cornmenting: 

"It's so different when you walk into Virtual High It's not just wallang into a big 

houe. It's like walking into a Ioving home. I've always felt a sense of cornfort when 1 

saw a amiliar face smiling or smelled what was c o o ~ g  in the kitchen. That is the 

kind of supporting environment 1 would like to leam and experience h" 

Refiecting on his two years in Virhial High, David suggests our environment 

influenced his broader perceptions of the world in an expansive way, offering hirn a 

psydiic andior and facüitating his furthe1 growth and confidence: 

1 have a place in the city, outside of my home, where I am always 
welcome. With its central location, it serves as a jumping-off point to 
so many interesting places in the city .... I h o w  that I am well 
connected to a large network of people and resourçes. 1 know that 1 am 
not done, and cm get help at anytime. This rnakes me feel like 'the 
world is a friendly place,' that 1 have everythuig 1 need, and can create 
anything 1 want 

W e  have also made a point in VirtuaI High of receiving visits fiom interested 

teachers who have offered their reflections on the environment. One commenteci that 

she did not £ind the environment very hygienc, and another that 'God was nowhere 

to be found,' but in general the comments reflect favourable impressions about the 

ambiance, technological inaastmcture and relational dynamics. Below are three such 

accounts: 

This is a letter to thank-you for the tour of your school. What 1 
witnessed were very content, active leamers at a time when most hi& 
school students would have long Ieft for home. This is indeed a tribute 
to your school. The facility is wann and fnendly and the community 
spirit within is very evident. (Mary Hanion) 

It struck me that you place your computers in places that are very 
comfortable and accessible - a natural part of the environment, not 
only in a lab. 1 note, however, that your environment is not very much 
like a dassroom, and I would think this accounts for your success 
where some schoolç fail with this setup. ... The atmosphere of your 
school is very refieshmg and honest. 1 was struck with the fact that 
your environment îs one where critical thought and reason are of the 
utmost importance, not to be threatened by curriculum. More power to 
you. What a relief to encounter a place as centred as Virtual High ... 1 
have read that in projects of community creation and maintenance, it 



is LOVE that is the underlying factor in predicting the group's success 
or failure. 1 can tell that love is very present at Virtual High. (Oliver 
S tencyk) 

1 found the atmosphere very relaxed and warrn. There was a caxing 
attitude among staff and students. ... The kitchen, Living room and 
general layout of the school gave a sense of "home" to these students. 
in fact to many of the students, this was their home .... The feeling of 
'family' was evident in the weekly group discussions. Any problems 
the students were having would be opedy d h s s e d  and solutions 
were suggested. (Bob Waugh ) 



Chap ter Seven 

CONCLUSION 

We have to farilitate on children and ourselves in that ancient journy tu 
find our face (to understand our tme character), to find our heart (ta 
understand and appreciate the passions that moue and energize our Ife), to 
find a jbundation (work that a l l m  us tofilly express our potenfull and our 
grentest filfilment), and to become a m p l e t e  man or mman (to find our 
Life and appreciate the spirit that moues us). We must again create the kind 
of eduuation that creates great human beings. ... We are the creators of the 
world and reaIities we live in. We are the ones who must chose the path of 
our own learning. (Cajete, 1994, p. 68) 

The indiuiàual in fa1 nuftttting climnte iç fiee to choose any direction, but 
actually selects positive and constructive ways. The actualizing tendency is 
operatiue in the human being. ... when we prode a psychlogical climate 
that p m i t s  petsons to be - w h e t k  they are clients, students, workers, or 
pmms in a group - we are not involved in a chance m t .  We are t~pping 
into a tendency which permeates al1 of organic life - a tendency to become a21 
the complexity of which the organim is capable. (Rogers, 1980, pp. 133-34) 

Tt has been the purpose of this thesis to entwine three research tracks and 

circuaisaibe an educational project that models a rich opportunity for young people 

to iive and learn according to an mIogy of being. 

Foreground to this study, and the k t  research track, has been a personal 

critique of conventional education dram centraiiy £rom my personal experiences as 

a conventional school student and teacher. This critique presents some psychologid 

considerations often overlooked in educaüonal iiterature, draws some distinctions 

between xhooling and leaming, and identifies how pedagogicai relationçhips might 

be broadened to include "ecological" characteristics formulated from heightened self- 

and environmental awareness, and providing more nurturing, consensual 

relationships. 

The second research track herein is a literature review from various branches of 

modem depth psychology, and Native Indian and anaent spirituai traditions to 



conceptualue an 'ecology of being' as constituted by an 'authentic' human nature. 

Ecology is w d  here as a guiding system of understanding that ackiowledges an 

holistic and interdependent framework of living and leaming. 1 çuggest an ecology of 

king represents a dynamic ontological domain characterized by in situ pnsonal 

Ctwareness and a stnoing t m r d  healthful b a h c e  of individual psychological forces (eg. 

emotions, perceptions, impulses) within oneseif and between self and other, self and 

community and self and avironment Literature I have addressed shows many 

a o s s 4 t u t a l  cornmonalties toward such a conceptualized state, as infonned by the 

stages of psychologie individuation, enhanced self-awareness, and expansion of ego 

to a trampersonal state of consciouaiess. 

Healthy individuation is dexribed by western depth psychology and Native 

Indian culture as a human striving for 'finding one's path' and dweloping ego- 

strength as facilitated by caring, loving and empathic relationships, and subsequent 

re-integration or SOcialization noted for its ego-less dyiamc. 

Enhanced self-awareness is exemplified by understanding one's self as existhg in 

time and space in relationship with one's self, an 'other', in community, and with 

one's environment. Enhancing self-awareness can be made amilable through 

meditation, self-study, and relational exchanges that offer authentic feedback. 

Expansion of one's ego to a trampersonal state of consciousness is identified in 

developmental psychology as a p ~ g o i c  or transegoic state linked to i n h c y  and 

Md-like consciousness, and to adult consciousness that is self-expansive, though 

not self-focwd. In attending to an ecological framework, or an ecology of bemg, 

persons are sihiated in transpersonal interrelation to al l  other living and non-living 

entities. As Cobb says (1977), W e  is a matter of mutual, functional interaction or 

intercourse with the environrnentt'(p. 29). Ecological or transpersonal consciousness 

is asçociated with dream-states, meditative bliss, intuitive and holistic awareness, 

and it is commonly nurtured through various practices and therapies to improve 

personal health 

Authentic huma. nature requires authentic human growth, a cyclical process 

unique to each individual and represented by suc. cultural artifacts as mandalas, 

rites of passage, celebrations and cerernonies, stories and songs. Authentic growth 

requires 'authentic leaming', the nature of which is appropriately self-determined by 



individds or mutually determined and agreed upon in leamhg relationships. The 

human growth cyde, from chiid to adolescent to young adult to adult and to elder, is 

characterized by puises of individuation and grounded in authentic leaming 

experiences. Successful or healthy completion of authentic learning experiences 

provides the psychoIogicai foundation upon which the individual may prepare for 

the next authentic leaming chaiienge and cycle of growth. Living preçenfs al1 human 

beings wifh numous challenging e ~ p ~ e n c e s ,  with ernotional and psychological issues 

uniquely presented to each of us, young and old. Striving to oplimize personal 

resourcefulness as one is challenged is a goal of much psycho-therapy and counseling . 
today, as it has been a goal of cultural practices for centuries of human existence. 

The reah of convent id  education, capturing and containing young people for 

years of their Lives, has traditionally discounted authentic leaming in favour of 

imposing a production-oriented curriculum. in kt, schooling, forswom to a 

modemist and institutional agenda, fails to attend, for the most part, to the 

emotionai and relational, or ecological, heaith of its students. 

in conceptualking an educational project that seek to optirnize authentic 

learning and emotional health, there is a need to expand uüiitarian pedagogy to a 

practice in which relational health between leamer and mentor is consençual, more 

d q l y  adhnkig of an 'authentic' humanity, and more likely to contribute to 

emotional weil-being. To deep ecologist BU DevaII (1 988), and others, such a project 

would be located in a consensually-based "organic community, simple in material 

goods but rich in individuation, communaiism, awareness of the way thuigs are, in 

affectional and spiritual connections with a specific landscape" (p. 51). Devall alço 

asserts such a setüng affords the possibility to "maintain relative ontologicai 

individuation while understanding out fundional unity and relationship with the 

place in which we dweil. When my identity is interconnected with the identity of 

other beings then my experience and my existence depends on th*. Their intemts 

are my interests" (p. 69). 

My experiertces as a conventional school student and teacher were frustrating, 

and 1 quit teadiing several yearç ago to CO-initiate a unique learner-centered program, 

Virtual High, for teenagers. In Virtual High, leamers are responsible for selecting their 

own learning challenges, hiring their own mentors, and co-skwarding the community 



according to the practice of consensus dernoaacy, a prinaple chosen for community 

govemance. 

Many of the thematic structures of Virtuai High are aligned with the notions of 

authentic growth circumscribed above, and represent an outgrowth of tfie natural 

leaming underpinnings of Wondmtnx, a similar program for younger chüdren 

previously developed by Brent Cameron, my partner in CO-fOundingVirtual High. 

The thrd research track of this thesis is an examination and explication of the 

lived eXpenences in Virtual High, to determine the extent to which this program 

contributes to the 'authentic' growth of its teenage members toward an ecology of 

being, as derived from the framework described above. This study, conducted in the 

main duting a six-month period in the third year of Virtual High, consisted of 

interviews, personal observations and notes, and contributions from students, 

parents and other third-party observers. 

Methodologidy, the shidy is completed as a 'thick' and fiuid, two-part, 

descriptive @henomenolOgid-hemeneutic) evaluation. Part one, an empirical 

description of the super- features of Virtual High, is 'thidcened' in part two, 

which is an exafnination and explication of the dynamics of self-toseif, self-to- 

other, seif-to-community, and self-to-environment rdationality. 

There are many unique outcornes in Virtuai Hi& By supporting students in king 

self-responsible for aLI aspects of thw leaming and living, most VirtuaI Hi& 

students come to take more personal responsibility for the circurnstances of their 

lives, their leaming, their relatiomhips, and their physical and exnotional health 

By ascribing meaning to ail aspecl of th& lives, and allowing them to focus their 

leaming in seifdetermined ways, students focus on a wider range of activities than 

in conventional Sctiooling. Many of these activities contribute to studenk' laiowledge 

and deepen th& experience of authenticity through partiapating in 'rd-world' 

activities, like creating software for a business client, developing communication 

skilis to present ideas to large groups, or leaming and practiçing negotiation ski& so 

they can resolve diallenging issues with others. Studenk coming £iom home schooling 

or alternative leamhg backgrounds are generally predisposed to taking on a wider 

variety of learning challenges than students coming from conventionai schooling 

backgrounds. 



Signiscant persona1 growth is fostered and facüitated through community 

consensus ddion-making practices that bring diallenging issues into awareness for 

examination and mutuaI resolution. Being-in-community, co~ll~~lonly experienced in 

weekly meetings or through living up to community agreements, provides students 

with opportunities to axperience the world of the other, expanding awareness of 

behaviours, perceptions and strategies, fIom which additional growth may arise as 

they adopt new behaviours, perceptions and strategies in their hes .  

Much personal growth is also fostered through relational experiences with 

leamuig consultants. The pracüce of king a 1 e . g  consultant in Virtual High 

uniquely inscribes the processes of mpathizing, inclding, and rnirroring, which 

provides authentic feedback to students on the results they are produring in their 

lives, to optimally nuttute th& growth. in contrast to my fnistrating experiences as a 

conventional school teacher, k ing a learning consultant in Virtual High has been a 

very positive experience, allowing me numerous opportunities to be in authentic 

relationship with young people in support of their learning activities and personal 

gn,& 

Relational dynamics in Virtual High, then, are multi-faceted and, though different . 
aspects of relationality may be distinguished, they often integrate with each other. 

Students, learning consultants, and parents perceive that through various 

experiences in V W  High, students corne to a higher awareness of theh relationship 

pattern, which is considered by ai l  to be a favourable outcorne. Understanding and 

making conscious the nahm of relationships reqdes unique strategies that leaming 

consultants are skilIed at, iargely through self-training and participation in 

workshops that ciiffer from conventional teacher training. 

With respect to Information Technology, and e s p d y  personal cornputers, 

Vittual High also provides opportunities for students to seif-dwd their own 

learning and many students, young males predorninantiy, have experienced 

remarkable leaming growth. This leaming is also uniquely situated in the context of 

our consensus community, leaduig to learning beyond mere utüituian skiU 

developrnent to a broader consideration of the domains of influence that foilow 

technology use. Our successes with information Technology understanding and skiil ' 

development should be significantly noted by the B.C. Ministry of Education, a 

bureauaacy that has comnitted to spend upwards of $200 million to place more 



cornputers in school clirssrooms More the year 2000, without any visible public 

debate on the issue or on the learning modeis, beyond conventional school çettings, 

that might help to optimize such an experiment>3 

Environrnentaily, Virhial High has come to signify many things to community 

members and visitors, most of which transcend empirid characterhtion. Like the 

sacred sites of Indigenous and spirituai dtures, Viaual High is a placmf-processes 

fostering meanin@ growth, and hosting ceremonies, rites of passage and rituais 

linked to events that are reproduced as sacred stories, which in tum reproduce 

Virtual High as a sacred site. More than a place, more than a time-filhg program, 

Virtual High blends temporal and spatial characteristics and offers an opportunity 

for dwelling in an environment that engenders autonomy, security, comunity, and 

care. As within, so without: by experiencing and co-aeahng home in V i r h d  High, 

students have ais0 grown in Virtuai High to become at home - ecologicdy, in the 

world. 

1 believe Virtual iiigh nurtures authentic learning experi"-N:es that prefigure the 

authentic growth of its studenk, and thus contributes positively to what 1 describe 

herein as an ecology-o~being. inscribeci in Virtual High are emotional and intekdual 

experiences, some of which are readily obçervable, some of which are much more 

subtle and sensed; accordingiy, learning processes commody reconciie spatial and 

temporal characteristics into a "single, unifieci field of phenornena" (Abram, 1996, p. 

217). Consistent with authentic growth, authentic leamhg is far l e s  an end point 

than an on-going, lifelong dynamic. 

Notwithstanding its attributes, Virtual High has its areas of mitid concern. 

Foremost among them is a la& of follow-through in stated mas of responsibility, 

and this is a concern that has shown up with respect to community agreements and 

learning plan go& for pradically every Virtual High leamer at one time or another. 

13 In 1994, a group of teachers from California, visited Virtual High to get ideas for 
introducing Information Technology in San Jose schools. They spent a day at Virtuai 
High, mingling with students, and they spent the next day at Burnaby South, a new, 
state-of-hart school of 2P00+ students, that the B.C. Ministry of Education nods to as 
its 'flagship' school with respect to Information Technology, and indcating new skills. . 
in their finat report, the teachen asserteâ ttiey gaineci numerous ideas at V i a 1  High 
that they hoped to introduce in San Jose schools, yet they mjected the Burnaby South 
modd. Their fidi, final report in mcluded in this thesis as Appendbc m. 



Disputes have also arisen with respect to learning consultant agreements and 

responsibilities. Areas of concern, most often of a minor character, are often 

explicitly identified as a comrnunity or personal issue, addressed, and resolved 

coI1seLiSually. Students have occasionaily been asked to leave the program - from 

one week to permanently - though this has happeneci ody after students have had 

several chances to resolve issues of dispute. 

By way of summation, Virtual High demonstrates that young people are capable 

of assuming responsibiiities for their own learning, and that educators can 

confidently extend their pedagogicai practices in nurturing authentic learning and 

king in authentic relationships with young people. Virtual High is a unique and 

successfui learning community offering young people pwth+dun&g experBenr?eç 

and adequately preparing ttwn ernotionally and experientially to make a positive 

contribution to our society. 

It is specuiative at this tirne as to how transferable the 'Virhial High moder might 

be to other comunities and especially to the paradigrn of mass education. Learning 

consultants, myself inciuded, believe the processes enacted in V i  High to nu- 

emotional health, optimize selfdirected learning, and foster community, unique as 

they are, are leamable' and could be available to any interested educator and any 

community with the politicai wiii to nurture the authentic growth of y o q  people. 

Yet nurturing such growth requires knowledge and awareness of such factors as 

the relational dynarnics that help to optimize authentic growth, and a wilIingness to 

orient oneself to young people in a way that honours each individual uniqueiy, 

recogniang as Cobb suggests "each individual as a species in himself'; relating with 

each individual intimately, in mutually determineci agreement Critical to any new 

growth of this mode1 would also be an understanding of Virtuai High as an organic, 

consensual development, as opposed to a technomtic replication, and a sensed 

understanding of the processes that support its growth 

To borrow from Robert Pirsig's Zen and the Art of Mofurcyck Maintenmrce (1974), 

it wouid be inappropriate to substitute 'Virtuai Hi&-type programs' for conventional 

schooling if the r a t i d t y  of schooling predominates and ulümately removes the 

opportunity for young people to be responsible for their own authentic Iearning. 

Virtual High, like its predecessor, Wondertree, is first and foremost oriented to 



supporting natural and seif-directed leaming, which is distinct from the rationaüty 

of çchooling. VirtuaI High-type programs could, nonetheles, be supported by 

Ministries and Departments of Education as educational options for those young 

people and thek families who choose similar paths of leaming. 

To h s e  wishuig to develop a 'Virtual High-type program', it is suggested it be 

inbcoduced where the aspects of relationality and "time and space" described herein 

can be fostered. Conventional school settings, with their excessive scales of 

bureawracy, swollen student numbers and curriculum-driven approach, are not 

considered appropriate to successfdy accomplish this. 

Unfortunateiy, despite near universal endorsement of Vittuai High £rom fdow 

educators and recognized educational leaders, a aitical problem in sustaining 

V i  High rests on h c h g  SuffiCient finances to operate the program (this indudes 

hding an additional $3û-5û,ûûû per budgetary y e n  beyond tuition revenue and a 

learnllig facility that offers more stability than the present, Ieased house, and 

attendant licensing p r o b h  from Vancouver City Hall). To date, we leaming 

consuitants have invested much time and secured little public money to heip support 

Virtuai Hi@. Ironically, Virtual High practices are apparently perceived by 

bureaucratie decision-makers as falling beyond the guidelines for school programs, 

despite our apparent success in nurturing student self-responsibility, which is a 

stated goal of the current B.C. Ministry of Education. Courting bureauaatic decision- 

rnakers, successfdly or not, extracts a toll on our program in tenns of occupying 

leaming consultant time and distracting us from partiapating in the program.14 

l4 At the md of the third year of operation, Virtual High was dealt an unexpIainable 
and near-devastating blow from the independent Schools Branch, B.C. Ministry of 
Education, when funding bat  had been extended to Virhial High to support students ' 

taking academic courses was suddenly withdrawn retroactively, without waming and 
after the the funding had been disbursed. 

After much effort, Brent Cameron and myself leamed the Inspecter of Independent 
Schools "didn't understand" the nature of Virtual High, nor how students were 
successfully fuifiig graduation-equivalent, Distance Education courses, despite our 
having fuIly appriseci his office of Our intentions and processes well in advance. Ten 
months later, at the time of the final revision of this thesis, our appeal to the Ministry 
has yet to be heard, and V i  High funding continues to be compromiseci as a result of 
this decision. Presently, we have retained legal counsel to heIp in our apped to the 
Ministry, based on interpretation of the Independent School Act and what we perceive as 
'just entitlement' for equitable and unconditional funding to support the ducation of B.C. 
youth. 
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Presently the program needs other champions, bureaucratic or corporate, to support 

our endeavors or else Virtual High will cease to exist. 

Our society is changing rapidly and it is appropriate to introduce new modeis 

of leaniing and living to offer our young people. Focusing on authentic growth 

processes, such as oUing into awareness self-nature and offering strategies to 

nurture seIf-responsibility as we stxive to do in Virtual High, is appeahg to students 

and parents, and valued for the results produced. Nuiluring an ecology of king is a 

hopeful and seif-renewing pedagogical practice, appropriate for the needs and 

learning aspirations of young people. 
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O 8.C. Sîudents' Attitudes rowords School I 
1 - - 

SRonCIV ogr- 1 

Whaî i'm 
h-m 

The study concluded that dropouts oRen lack a 
strong connection to school. As a result, they 
are more easilv discouraged irom complethg 
their education than students who ieel a sense 
o i  belonging. 

How Do B.C. Students View Their 
School Erperiences? 

The results of a i 992 survey of students in 
Grades 4 to 12 showed a decline in students' 
attachment to school as rhey moved through the 
primary and intermediate years towards 
graduation. A steep decline was noted in the 
percentage of students who strongly agreed that 
what they were learning was useful, and that 
they ielt cared for and involved in school. 

Reguiar anendance also declines as students 
move towards their senior years. The McCreary 
study iound ihat while students generally like 
schml and recognize the importance of 
education in their lives. skipping or cutting 
classes i s  a regular activity for many secondary 
studenis. The study iound that about a third o i  
students in Crades 7 to 12 had missed one or 
more days of schoot in the four weeks 
preceding the survey. However. the figure 
increased [rom 15 percent o i  Grade 7 students 
to just over 50 percent of Grade i 2s. 



Appendix Ib 

Excerpts fromThe Unheard Voice 
British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1993, pp. 16-22 



D. Students' Conciusions 

Afttr hearing studem share their insights at 
British Columbia Students' F o m  '93, one _. thing __.. , A d I y  asking rhe 

. . becomes very clear - X e  .&dent-voie needs to be snrdenrs and using our 
-- . heard. This province's students are very aware of 

- 
ideas 13 rhe besr zhing I 

what they are now getting fiom their education and have seen the 
what they need to receive to be bappy, conaibuting governmenr and the 
members of society. The Ministry of Education made Minisny cf Eùucarion 
a cornmimient to listen to the students and the do. 
students have matched this cornmirmtx by offering 
many practical and innovative suggestions for change. 

Students responded to two key questions: 
1. What is the role/purpose of the 

secondary school in your life? 
2. How can the secondary school help you 

to becomt a life-long learner? 

Their responses were many and varied. important, 
recming themes were easily identified. 

Students specined sevsral key roles that the 
secondary school currently plays in their lives. The 
major roles cited were: 

O social interaction, 
O achievement of a sound education. 
O preparation for funire life, and 
O preparation for a post-secondary 

education or career. 

Fulfilment of these roIes meant, to many students, the 
achievement of the skills and howledge necessary to 
be successfui during and following secondary school. 

Brirish CoIwnbin Studenu' Fomm 
ne Unhenrd Voice 



Snidcnts delineated how the secondary school 
can help them to become Ne-long leamers. 
important contributors to iife-long Ieaming were: 

0 motivated, capable teachers 
0 leamer-focused teaching styles 
0 curriculum that is inuresÜng, varied 

and relevant to the world outside of 
school 

0 a safe, open learning environment, and 
O positive, motivated smdents. 

What action can be taken to ensure soldent needs are met as they smve to 
continue as life-long leamers? 

Brirish Cobmbia Srudtm ' Forum 
ï l e  Unheard Voice 
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The students participating in British Columbia Students' F o m  '93 indicated 

the current roles or purposes of the secondary school and how the secondary school 
c m  assist hem in becoming Me-long leamers. Considerations for action to meet ùle 
needs of the srudents inciude: 

Social Interaction 

1. Advocate snrdents Iearning froa teachers and other students. 
O "More I on 1 reaching. .. srudent/reacher.. .studenr/sntdenr. " 

O "Leanring o f  your peen. " 

O "Group onenred leaming siniananom. " 

O " Peer reaching will help you reach yourself. " 

2. Value interaction as a learning activity . 
0 "Don 'tfrght the socialiring arpen of schooling as ir serves a viral 

purpose. " 

O "Socializing is important. Don 't shur us up. " 

1. Review and update teacher selection and training. 
O "The monvananon level of reachers musr be raised and implernented in 

their naining ro help hem help us. " 

O "Train reachers ro enjoy reaching so rhey become encouraging. " 

O " We wanr reachers who are knowledgeable in rheir specific areas." 

Bnnih Columbia Studenrs' Forum 
h e  Unheard Voice 



T3 - L. P L ~ Q  anwor Keep reacners wno are capaoie ana mouvateo. 
O "One idea thnt I found 10 be inreresting was rhe one abom 

reachen ' pensions. Teachen should be removed from die 
educon*onul sysrem before their old age flects rheir 
smdem' abilines tu leam. " 

3. Encourage open, accepting and positive teacher aninides in the cIassroom. 
O "mhe  reacher shouldn 't an Iike a high rank ourhoriry; 

imtead hefshe should communicare or interact wirh 
snrdents more ofen (in a) morefnéndly environmem. 
This is bar achieired if rhe teacher look psydiology 
courses. " 

O "mever pur smdenrr àbwn. " 

0 "Studentt should noz be stereoryped - snuienzs shodd no? be criricized. " 

4. Improve tcachu evaluation practices. 
O "Tenchen shodd be evaZuared by everybody (other reachers. szudenrr 

and Iheirparentr) at l e m  once every wo yean. " 

5. Examine the impact of the BCTF. 
O "Se?forcrly consider crie currenr teochers ' 

union/emplo~ment sysrem and h e  @em it hm on the 
snidenrs. Is ir al2 in aur besr inreresu?" 

1. Promote a variery of teaching styles that align with student learning styles. 
O "Teach US dwerenr wuys of leaming (ie. oral, reading, reaching, 

lisrening) . 

O "Teach i ~ s  to leorn independenlly and in groups. " 

O " Ger aiwy from memokarion - move towardt comprehension. " 

B-h Coiwnbia Studem' Fomm 
The Unheord Voice 



1. FOCUS curriculum to the leamer. 
O "Today you said am-cdm and arsessmenr should be focused ro rhe 

Iemer. Remember when you ruke im account parenn anid 
administr~ors thar we are the unes ir wili @entr " 

O "Open cummcuim ... more dtoices in cornes. .. allowing srden rs to 
acel in their desired areas. " 

0 "Wave programs rharfinher arsist your nonrral tulem and abilines. " 

O "Creare more program for all merenr obiiin'es and w q s  or s ~ k s  of 
leaming. " 

2, Provide intereshg material and resources. 
O "Show-. . [us] new idem mi techniques which are more inreresnng to 

leam. " 

O "More (postire to possible areus of interest. " 

O " Inreramcnve and fin cumtuiunt with a va* of opporninizies. " 

O " We strould have more educarion in rechnology ro rhat our srudenrr c m  
comp ere. . . . " 

3. Improve curriculum relevwy to m e t  the cbanging needs of society. 
0 "Adapring real Iife sinutrions inm the c h r u o m  (consumer educan'on 

progrmu; reai Ive assigrnena; guesr speakers who are professionals 
in rhe area of smdy). " 

O *Hm& on eahcan0n (eg. Biology lags; English/Hisrory play or 
movier; Law field tfips tu Iaw c o u d  ro see how rhings we've learned 
are relevam. " 

O "Greater mphasir on rhe applicanen of howledge. " 

BricUh Columbia Scudents' F o m  
The Unheard Voice 



O "Take inro senuus considercrrion how we cm connnuously upgrade the 19( . 3 educdon sysrent to meet the upgrading redrnology which changes so 
rapidly. " 

0 "How to confom ro sociery 's sr&& and laws, yer ro be able ro 
contnr rhem wirh M W a n d  LNIQUE oprians and merhods tvhich 
could rermnure these same standards and I a v s  in the furure. " 

4. Explore assessrnent of lcarning. 
0 " I think that the [errer grading A, B, C, I. P is a great idea. Today I 

realized rhar eveqbody l e a m  differentky, so why shouldn't rhe we 
learn (and are assessed) be dzrerent. " 

0 "I rhink rhere shonld not be an I. P. grade because if snrden& reaily 
work hard, they shouldn 't need more rime. In my mind,-nor hming Ehat 
would rnak  me s m k  m e r .  I f  we did have an L P. I would probably 
slack of. " 

0 "Self-evalum~on is the most imponant arsessment of 011. Nobody's 
evaluarion of me is ar vaiid.. .. Repon car& should include lener 
grades for zhe reacher bur the snuienrs should wn're their own 
evaluanon. * 

5. Expand leaming assisrance. 
O "Consider whot ro do with underpnilileged srudenrs whezher rhey be 

poor or mentally chdlenged and make sure rheyfrr in somehow. " 

0 "Jusr a thought for ùze proposal: In our school sysrem, we have 
Learning Assistance for slow leamen. W a t  about Learning Rrsisrance 
for academically ralented studenrs? There needs IO be somerhing for rcs! 
We get bored too ofren. " 

Learning Environment 

1. Create an open, safe and motivational environment for leaming. 
O "Trial and emor - failure is o.k. - every experience is a lenrning 

experience. " 

Britirk Columùia SNdenfs' Forum 
he Unheard Voice 21 



O *Mnl:e a t..ro:e c?en environrnenr so rhar we 're not afiad tu a k  
quesriom. " 

O "Schools should consider ways of puhing zhe smdentr fonvard imtead 
of lening thm just go ar normal speed." 

O "me paramouru considermion of eductzrion is to inrriZI a hungerfor 
bwwledge - cunosiq. Monvanon is very imponanr. I f  rhe mdenr kn 'r 
monvated, there k no studenr. * 

Increase Student lnoolvement in Education 

1. Students feel strongly that they art being ignored. 
"mhis  fonun.. made me feel angry, conyitsed and fnrsnated rhar my 
voice would not be heard and ... rhm my quesriom were no? being 
addressed. ... m]any orhers shared this s m  opinion - whexer rhey 
wrore izI spoke it or nor. " 

2. Students are asking to be involved in shaping their education. 
O "This fonun, or ones like itI establish a direction or guideline for 

student to see hotv ro get involved - and w@ ro do ir. " 

O "At my school rhe kids aren'r very involved so rhey were very surprised 
thar t l q  were being conridered ar this f o m .  Ir shmed thar rhere is 
somerhing being done and people are lisrening. We shodd go back ro 
the school and let them how rhis process is cominuing. " 

O " I found it helpful ro ùnow studem are finally gening ro have a say in 
the final decision making. I think the school sysrern is frnally rakng the 
inirimbe to meer meryune's nee&. " 

"If you say you c m  't, you can % 
Let jour education heip you sm've 

for everything you w m t  to be!" 

Bririrh Columbio Stude~s'  Fonirn 
n e  Unheard Voice 



Appendix II 

Declaration of Learners' Rights and Responsibilities 

e Wondertree Foundation for Nahiral Leaming, 1994 



3. f i  a îé~ftzer I have the @ït to pefect  the to 6e a cmciqL% sey 
w n i e n t  and resourcefil indiuidid 

4. AS u humer I h v e  the @t tu 6e fieHin respect. It ir ry rerponri6Zt-y 
to b i i i o d e r s  in rerpect. 

6. % iz hamr  I have the Mt mdresponri6ility to enter Ùzto relalionrhips 
6ued on mumzMoùel coilnborative eSmI drnuenge andmutdgain. 

7. % a k a m r  I h u e  the @ht tu 6e q o s e d t o  a diverse array cf ideas, 
e enencecl envirmments, andpocsdiliriec. inUs qposure ir tfie respon- 
s P i(i9 of myseg my parents aizdny mentors. 

9. a Cearner 1 h u e  the r$ght tu CO-mate liécisions th t  Lwfve und con- 
Cern m. 
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by Tom Awakumovits, Russ Moore, David Pugh, 1994 



Lynbrook High School 
1280 Johnson Avenue 

San Jose,  CA 95129 

( 4 0 8 )  366-7701 

M i k e  Hawkes Principal 

Frernont Union  High School District 

Summary Report on School Site Visitations 

by Tom Avvakurnovits, Russ Moore, David Pugh (3lst May, 1 9 9 4 )  

Between April 21 and 24, 1994 David Pugh (Social Studies), Russ 

Moore (Science) and Tom Avvakumovirs (Matliematics) visired three 

sclioois in the Vancouver, British Coiumbia ares. These schoois 

included Virtual Hiyli, Burnaby South Secondary School and Capilano 

Collese. The purpose of our visit was to gain insight and ideas 

regarding the  incorporation of information technology and 

interdisciplinary activities into the Lynbrook curriculum. What  

folIows is a brief summary of our observations at each of the schools. 

Our presentation will also include a computer demonstration and 

video excerpts of riie visit. 

VIRTUAL H I G H  - Our first visit was to Virtual High. This is a 

private learning community with an enrollment of approximately 40 

students. Instead of a typicd high school campus, Virtual is set in a 

large four-story Victorian style house. Upon arriving we were given 

a tour of the facility by technicîl advisor Manin L'Heureux. Most of .- 

the rooms are equipped with computer workstations. There is also a 
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kitchen, a dining room and a larger room where the students and 

Learning Consul tan t s  (Brent Cameron and Michael Maser) hold 

weekly meetings. We observed one of the meetings but spent most of 

our time in the Mac based multi-media room where several students 

demonsrrated various in t e rd i~ i~ l ina ry  cornputer projects that they 

were developing. One such project, entitled Hardwired Cafe, was a 

program that made use of sophisricated graphics and sound effects. 

The purpose of this software program was to enable students to sit 

down and have "lunch" with various pioneers in technology and go 

on a video "tour" with them. Through this encounter students would 

"pick the brain" of these individuals and Iearn about their 

achieve men ts in 3 much more stimuIating manner than by listening 

to a lecture. In another program entitled P o  wers  m a rr , students 

"wîlk" through 3 house and Iearn about differenr ways in which to 

conserve energy. A studenr, for example, would be able to examine a 

particular light bulb in the house. find out how much energy a 

particular bulb uses. and make their own costlbenefir analysis as to 

wliat could be done to save energy and money for the household. 

This program is operared in conjuncrion with B.C. Hydro. In order to 

be implemented in the Bay Area it would require die purchase of the 

program by P G and E at a cost of (US)$100,000. In addition to these 

student-developed software programs, we were introduced to 

Wondernet. Wondernet is the Virtual High network where students 

can communicare and lexn about a variety of different topics. For 

example, one such "bulletin board" was entitled "environmental 

issues" and students discussed various current issues regarding 
.- 

pollution and environmental degradation. 



We spoke to several students at Vir tual  regarding their 
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learning experience. Al1 of them were engaged and enthusiastic 

about the program. Tliey explained how they are given cornpiete 

autonomy over what they learn. If a group of  students decide to 

learn about Brirish Literature or  Trigonornetry, they wiII hire 

someone knowledgable in that field to teach them. No student is 

forced to take any classes. Al1 decisions at Virtual High are based on 

personal choice and consensus. 

Eva lua t ion :  W e  were impressed witli the learning that goes on at 

Virtual High. T h e  software these students create,  including 

Hardwired Cafe and Powersmsrt, is engaging, educarional and of 

exceptional sopliistication and quality. We were equally impressed 

with the students' enthusiasm towards their school. In the meeting 

we observed, students were clamoring for the school to stay open on 

the weekends and late at night. The s tudents  a t  VirruaI do  

rneaningful work that is relevant and challenging. They c r e  a t e ,  

develop and market educational software. 

While we were impressed with wliat w e  observed, some 

questions cannot be answered through observation. For example, 

how do university admissions officers regard such self-directed 

lexning? How can the kind of enthusiasm generated by such a small 

"intimate" learning environment be duplicated on a large secondary 

school campus ? 

We al1 feel tliat Virtual High's approach to learning is unique 

and effective and that elements of Virtual's project oriented . 
.- 

activities and ideas could be applied (with significantly upgraded 



technology) to the Lynbrook curriculum. It will be task of the 

Tecbnology Commitee to pursue the implimentation of such activities, 

in conjunction with PxBell ,  during the course of 'the 1994-95 school 

year.  

BURNABY SOUTH SECONDARY SCHOOL - Bumaby South is a Iarge, 

modern school that accomodates approximately 2000 students. Our 

visit consisted of a tour conducted by Communications Director, Mr. 

David Wiebe. We visited classrooms and talked to ttachers, stridents 

and administrators. The cenuepiece of the IBM based technology at 

Burnaby South is a schoolwide television network. Each teacher has 

a TV and remote conuol in their classroom 'vhich gives them access 

to nine different educational and news channels in addition to 

showing any documentary or  movie that they might have on 

cassette. AI1 the VCRs are fibre optically tinked to the ccntrally 

locnted Media Centre, thus requiring the teacher only to use the 

plioiie and the remote conrrol in order to show any educstional 

video. In addition to sliowing videos. teachers also had a computer 

terminal at their desk. They could type something on their moniror 

and have it displayed on the television to the class. In addition to 

visiting the Library Media Centre, Theatre, Office of Student Services 

and several classrooms (ex. History, Foreign Language, Science, 

Mstliematics, Humanities, Art, Business, SpeciaI Education) we toured 

the Technology Lab. The Lab was divided into rechnology stations 

insread of the traditional rows of desks. Students in tliis Lab would 

learn about different types of technologies and then create their own 
.- 

project usine several of these technologies. We observed a team of 



students creating a users manual for some of their sysrems as well as 

another t e m  of students designing a scanner. 

Our tour concluded with a brief question and answer session 

with Mr. Wiebe and other tour participants. We also made a point of 

t ak ing  to students informally. 

Evaluation: As a group. we have ambivalent feelings regarding the 

implernentation of information technology at Burnaby South. WhiIe 

the technology is "cutting edge", the staff highly professional and 

enthusiastic and the campus aesthetically beautiful and and "user 

friendly", we found the technology in most of the dassrooms to be 

controlled by the texher  and employed primarily as a teaching tool. 

Students do operare computers in the Library and some of the labs 

but are not allowed to use the classroom workstation or accFC= 

Internet. When we inquired as to the rationaie for this "hands off" 

poIicy one teaclier adamantly replied that he did not want the 

students readinç his E-mail and several staff members expressed 

f e x  regarding whar students might "find" on the Internet. We are 

familirir with these fears but, to date, we have nor found this to be a 

problem. at Lynbrook. As Lynbrook's approach to computer 

technology is focused on interscholastic student-based projects using 

the Internet, we do not see Burnaby South's mainstream classroom 

as a mode1 we would' choose to follow wirh regard to its' use of 

information technology. 

A mosr irnpsessive class at Burnaby South was the TechnoIogy 

Lab. headed by Mr. Mike Coutts. This was one facility where students - .- 

were allowed to explore the various technologies available. Upon 



receiving insuuction regarding the use of the equipment. students 

were given choices as to what projects they could create. The projects 

were interdisciplinary and al1 the students we talkéd to in the Lab 

were highly rnotivated. This is definitely one type of course we 

would like to create at Lynbrook. 

C A P I L A N O  C O L L E G E  - Our final visit was to the Applied 

Information Technology Centre at Capilano College. One of the 

Centre's teachers, Professor Crawford Killian. gave us a tour of their 

facility. The program at Applied Info-Tech is designed to teach 

students how to make use of all modes of communication through 

computers. Instesd of already having a workstation at every desk, 

the desks have an access port where students can plug in their own 

computers (which tliey were responsible for obtaining). Students. 

however. did have access to several multi-media areas where they 

could take advantage of sophisticated sound and video technologies 

and otlier multi-media. We observed one student creriting a video 

clip and enhancing it by adding classical music to the presentation. 

Eval uat ion:  We al1 had positive impressions of the Info-Tech 

Centre. Since class was not in session, it was difficult to make a 

thorough evaluation. What we did value was the layout of the 

classroom, the storage facility for students' computers and the 

opportunity the Centre . provided for students to access state-of-the- 

art technology. Professor Killian d so  gave us several ideas regarding 

use of the Internet by students and explained, in detail, the range of 

instrucrional materiîl available through the First Class server. 
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