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Winnetka's Learning Laboratory

THE faculty of Winnetka's 
Skokie Junior High School has been 
engaged over a two-year period in the 
examination of what we call the "Learn 
ing Laboratory." Started in March 1962, 
a very limited pilot project has been car 
ried on in an effort to clarify and sys 
tematize some of the propositions sur 
rounding this notion.

We believe that selfTinstruction, self- 
motivation and independent inquiry are 
characteristics of education to be 
strongly supported and enhanced by 
teachers and the school organization. We 
believe that, typically, the preadolescent 
or early adolescent child is struggling to 
separate from adult authority, to rise 
above conventions and to flex his individ 
uality and autonomy. The child is 
experiencing a period of healthy and nor 
mal rebellion. Traditionally, junior high 
schools have failed to exploit this bur 
geoning power in the child by containing 
him within classrooms, periods and pre 
scribed curricula; and by surrounding 
him with many adults.

Our hypothesis suggests that the 
junior high child, given an opportunity 
for unstructured inquiry and the pursuit 
of intellectual ends important to himself 
will gain an added dimension of schol 
arly satisfaction. We believe that for a 
certain child, for certain periods of time, 
an intellectual task of bis own making

and of high order, pursued in the Learn 
ing Laboratory, will produce measurable 
gains in the child's view of himself as a 
purposeful student, and will carry over 
affirmatively into the more conventional 
classroom learnings of secondary school 
and college. We see the Learning Lab 
oratory as a place for excursion and 
extension of the mind and spirit of the 
child, not normally attainable in the con 
ventional classroom.

A Close Collaboration

Many new media of instruction are 
being produced with the intention of 
facilitating and expediting learning. 
These media are often complex, ill-suited 
to the conventional classroom, and for 
bidding to many teachers. We propose to 
pool such media, place them in close 
partnership with the conventional 
library, and create a setting for inde 
pendent learning that will respond to the 
hypotheses here stated.

It is not intended that the children will 
be cast off without direction or guidance. 
Nor is it intended that their total learn 
ing will be derived from the Learning 
Laboratory. We see the child functioning 
adequately in the conventional class 
room released for a time upon his own 
initiative, or that of his teacher, to pur 
sue independent work in the Laboratory.
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The "time" may be a period or two, or, 
conceivably, a week or more. Close col 
laboration between the teacher and the 
Director of the Learning Laboratory will 
be necessary to insure a fruitful and pro 
ductive period of work. Much indi- 
vidualization of resources and materials 
will be necessary. The broad intellectual 
competence, teaching skill, creativeness 
and vision possessed by the Director of 
the Learning Laboratory will have a 
maximum bearing on the success of the 
program.

There are many uncertainties to be 
confronted in this innovation. Among 
these we note a few:

  1. Is the Learning Laboratory only for 
the academically talented child? We 
believe not, but we must settle this.

2. Under what conditions of class 
room performance will the child be 
released to the Learning Laboratory?

3. Who "accounts" for the child 
released from the science class for pur 
poseful independent study, when the 
social studies teacher claims him for 
regular tasks in the conventional class 
room?

4. What constitutes a culmination of a 
Learning Laboratory task? Must the 
child produce something tangible for 
parents and teachers? We hope not 
always, believing that good things will 
happen to the child that cannot be toted 
up and measured in pages of a paper or 
project. Yet this remains to be studied.

5. Can the Director of the Learning I 
Laboratory, assisted by ancillary aides, 
respond wholly to the multiplicity of 
interests that will flow to his attention? 
Or will there be a need for several 
specialists? Will this become so uneco 
nomic as to defy justification in the gains 
of children? We see the Director as the 
guide, stimulator, assembler of materials, 
inspiration of children and teachers, but

INDUSTRY
TRANSPORTATION
COMMUNICATION
Industry, the lifeblood of our nation, and its 
arteries, transportation and communication, 
are excitingly presented in this curriculum 
oriented Melmont series. Here are stories 
about dams and power, planes, trains and 
boats, news and how it travels. Day by day 
activities in these fields are simply presented 
and color illustrated for grades 1 through 6. 
Interest level 2-6, average reading level 3-5. 

14 Exciting Titles
MOOT DAMS 
MOOT UNO SHIPS 
MOOT FOKSTBB 
MOD TIMS WITH MWS 
MOOT THE HUES! NIC TME 
MOOT THE MTTUN OF « SHIP 
MOOT THE 0«m» OF * IUS
MOOT THE EMJNCU OF t TIAIN 
MOOT FOOD «W WHEK IT COMES FMM 
MOOT HELPFUL HEUCOPTEIS 
MOOT NEWS MM HOW II TUVEU
MOOT THE PILOT OF * PUUff 
 MOT MMV-TO-WEM CLOTHES 
MOD TIMES MOMD * IUS
Melmont Books only 52 W list each. Jl M net Men/

EXAMINATION COPIES AVAILABLE
Lit n know iroor unit. 

r tke CMipktt ejtalof of 119 MimiMt tHtts.
'Net postpaid to schools and libraries. All books 

' bound in guaranteed, reinforced cloth bindings.

April 1963 461



not as a shoulder-to-shoulder tutor. The 
child, we believe, will be much on his 
own; we would not attempt simply to 
duplicate the classroom where the teach 
er is close at fyand. Yet this notion, too, 
must be tested.

These are a few of the many questions 
besetting us. We see at least three years, 
and very likely four years, as the time we 
will need to pursue these questions and 
prove whether or not we have a fair 
proposition for the improvement of 
junior high school teaching and learning.

We are now building space that will 
accommodate the function. This space, 
adjacent to and clearly connected with 
an expanded library will contain about 
1,300 square feet for the Learning Lab 
oratory proper, an office for the Director, 
a Materials Preparation Room, and an 
adjacent classroom. Much study has gone 
into the equipping of the space, and 
much remains to be done. Initially we 
see active use of programed materials, 
visual aids, tapes and recordings, indi 
vidual science equipment such as micro 
scopes with programed lessons for study 
of microscopic samples, language labora 
tory cubicles, and, of course, ready access 
to a richly stocked library with an alert 
staff. Undoubtedly there will be other 
devices of instruction specifically suited 
to individual learning that will need to 
be acquired.

Yet, truly, the Learning Laboratory is 
an idea, more than it is a space. It may 
quickly flow beyond the newly con 
structed walls if the notion proves 
worthy. We are prepared to give it a 
maximum effort. Starting in March 1962, 
and continuing to the present, we have 
utilized a small substandard room in the 
basement of Skokie Junior High School 
as a place to explore a "scale model" of 
the Learning Laboratory idea. We have 
designated a full-time classroom teacher

A new teaching tool for 
primary language arts

Most of your primary teachers know 
the value of good manipulative materials. 
The trouble is, finding good onet. Now, 
here is a fascinating new Kinesthetic 
Alphabet of big wood letters—a basic 
teaching aid for language arts.

The Alphabet is 4 inches high. Each 
letter is %-inch thick-—a piece of careful 
hand workmanship. The large sine adds 
depth, solidity, weight, to Unesthetic per 
ceptions of shape—to help build the child's 
image and mastery of letter forms.

This three-dimensional alphabet is be 
ing used effectively in Grades K-2, in 
readiness groups, and special classes.

If you would like to put your teachers 
in touch with this useful material, let us 
send you a sample letter and complete 
information now. Please enclose 10* to 
cover handling. Write:

0«p«. 1-3, B«K 414, Detroit 31. Mick.

mor-pla

to serve temporarily in the role of Acting 
Director, while the mechanics and 
materials of the new scheme were put to 
preliminary tests.

Initially, and to some degree at the 
present time, members of the faculty 
found the Learning Laboratory idea 
difficult to encompass, particularly when 
the conscientious teacher feels wholly 
responsible for the child's learnings in a 
given field. Gradually, as instances of 
successful experience in the pilot study 
became evident, teachers have grown 
more supportive. As in most educational 
innovation, two or three adventurous and 
secure individuals took the early tenta 
tive steps, with others following.

Typically, 40 or more children a week 
are engaged in one way or another in our 
scale model space. Some may be 
involved for only two or three periods  
some for several days.

The mechanics of this experiment
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remain under scrutiny. So far we have 
developed some tentative arrangements 
for the identification and guidance of 
children through the Learning Labora 
tory. Once these arrangements are 
refined and systematized, preserving 
high flexibility and opportunity for crea 
tive applications, we must set about the 
task of evaluation. It seems feasible to 
predict that within four years we should 
have some measurable outcomes, if only 
of an empirical character.

 SIDNEY P. MABLAND, JR., Super 
intendent of Schools, Winnetka, Illinois.

Editorial

(Continued from page 425)
curriculum workers have a very impor 
tant role to play. They have the major 
leadership responsibility in evaluating 
and selecting programed materials and 
teaching machines and in producing such 
materials and devices locally.

Other developments in instructional 
technology that here can only be men 
tioned are: quick and easy methods for 
producing transparencies for overhead 
projection; production of opaque and 
transparent photographic materials in 
black and white and in color by means 
of the Polaroid camera; 8mm sound 
motion picture film, cameras and light 
weight cartridge-load projectors; and 
cross-media or systems-approach to 
teaching and learning, including the use 
of computers. These developments also 
raise for curriculum workers the familiar 
questions: What shall be presented by 
means of these materials and devices? 
How shall the content be organized? To 
ward what ends shall the content be 
used? How shall these devices and ma 
terials be employed?

Obviously, instructional technology 
bears directly on curriculum and on

teaching and learning. These are matters 
for which curriculum workers have pri 
mary responsibility. Consequently, the 
challenge is clear. Curriculum workers 
must provide leadership and guidance in 
deciding whether to use television, lan 
guage laboratories, programed materi 
als, overhead projectors, 8mm films or 
any of the other newer media and de 
vices. They must also advise and assist 
teachers in die use of these materials and 
equipment once they are adopted.

Leadership Is Needed

To meet this challenge, curriculum 
workers need to know the new media and 
instructional equipment. They need to be 
informed about the research that has 
been and is being done to discover the 
educational effectiveness of these materi 
als and equipment and to determine how 
best they can be used. Most important, 
they need to have direct experience with 
the media and devices.

This is a big order. Even the specialists 
in the media field find it difficult to keep 
up with new developments. Nonetheless, 
much can be learned about instructional 
technology by reading the professional 
journals in the field, by attending meet 
ings and visiting exhibits that deal with 
new media, by participating in work 
shops and in-service courses, by observ 
ing in schools that are using modern in 
structional technology, and by examining 
and using a variety of materials and 
equipment. Readers of this piece can ob 
tain much valuable information and use 
ful commentary about several aspects of 
the evolving instructional technology by 
turning to the other articles in this issue 
of Educational Leadership.

—PAUL W. F. Wnr, Professor of Edu 
cation, Teachers College, Columbia Uni 
versity, New York, New York.
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