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FOSTERING SELF-DIRECTION
SCHOOLS which do not produce self-directed citizens have failed every 

one the student, the profession, and the society they are designed to serve. The 
goals of modern education cannot be achieved without self-direction. We have 
created a world in which there is no longer a common body of information which 
everyone must have. The information explosion has blasted for all time the notion 
that we can feed all students the same diet. Instead, we have to adopt a cafeteria 
principle in which we help each student select what he most needs to fulfill his 
potentialities. This calls for student cooperation and acceptance of major respon 
sibility for his own learning.

As Earl Kelley has suggested, the goal of education in the modern world must 
be the production of increasing uniqueness. This cannot be achieved in autocratic 
atmospheres where all decisions are made by the teachers and administration 
while students are reduced to passive followers of the established patterns. 
Authoritarian schools are as out of date in the world we live in as the horse and 
buggy. Such schools cannot hope to achieve our purposes. Worse yet, their exist 
ence will almost certainly defeat us.

The world we live in demands self-starting, self-directing citizens capable of 
independent action. The world is changing so fast we cannot hope to teach each 
person what he will need to know in twenty years. Our only hope to meet the 
demands of the future is the production of intelligent, independent people. Even 
our military establishment, historically the moat authoritarian of all, has long 
since discovered that fact. For twenty years the armed forces have been steadily 
increasing the degree of responsibility and initiative it expects of even its lowest 
echelons. The modern war machine cannot be run by automatons. It must be 
run by thinking men.

Much of the curriculum of our current schools is predicated on a concept of 
learning conceived as the acquisition of right answers and many of our practices 
mirror this belief. Almost anyone can pick them out. Here are a few which occur 
to me:

Preoccupation with right answers; insistence upon conformity; cookbook approaches 
to learning; overconeern for rules and regulations; preoccupation with materials and
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things instead of people; the solitary approach to learning; the delusion that mistakes 
are sinful; emphasis on memory rather than learning; emphasis on grades rather than 
understanding and content details rather than principles.

Meanwhile, psychologists are telling us that learning is a personal matter; 
individual and unique. It is not controlled by the teacher. It can only be accom 
plished with the cooperation and involvement of the student in the process. Pro 
viding students with information is not enough. People rarely misbehave because 
they do not know any better. The effectiveness of learning must be measured in 
behavior change: whether students behave differently as a consequence of their 
learning experience. This requires active participation by the student. So learning 
itself is dependent upon the capacity for self-direction.

Toward Self-Direction

What is needed of us? How can we produce students who are more self-directed?

1. We Need To Believe This Is Important. I f we do not think self-direction is 
important, this will not get done. People are too pressed these days to pay much 
attention to things that are not important. Everyone does what seems to him to 
be crucial and urgent. It seems self-evident that independence and self-direction 
are necessary for our kind of world. Why then has self-direction been given such 
inadequate attention? It is strange we should have to convince ourselves of its 
importance.

Unfortunately, because a matter is self-evident is no guarantee that people 
will really put it into practice. It must somehow be brought into clear figure in 
the forefront of our striving if it is to affect behavior. Everyone knows it is im 
portant to vote, too, yet millions regularly fail to vote. To be effective as an 
objective, each of us must hold the goal of self-direction clear in our thinking and 
high in our values whenever we are engaged in planning or teaching of any kind.

This is often not easy to do because self-direction is one of those goals which 
everyone is supposed to be working for. As a result, almost no one regards it as 
urgent! For each person, his own special duties are so much clearer, so much more 
pressing and his derelictions so much more glaring if he fails to produce. The 
goals we hold in common do not redound so immediately to our credit or discredit. 
They are therefore set aside while we devote our energies to the things that really 
matter to us.

To begin doing something about self-direction we must, therefore, begin by 
declaring its importance; not as a lofty sentiment, but as an absolute essential. It 
must be given a place of greater concern than subject matter itself, for a very 
simple reason: It is far more important than subject matter. Without self-direc 
tion no content matters much. It is not enough that it be published in the hand 
book as a "Goal of Education." Each of us at every level must ask himself: Do I 
really think self-direction is important and what am I doing about it?

2. Trust in the Human Organism. Many of us grew up in a tradition which 
conceived of man as basically evil and certain to revert to bestial ways if some-
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one did not control him. Modern psychologists tell us this view is no longer 
tenable. From everything we can observe in humans and animals the basic striving 
of the organism is inexorably toward health both physical and mental. It is this 
growth principle on which doctors and psychotherapists depend to make the per 
son well again. If an organism is free to do so it can, will, it must move in posi 
tive ways. The organism is not our enemy. It wants the same things we do, the 
achievement of adequacy. Yet alas, how few believe this and how timid we are to 
trust our students with self-direction.

A recent best selling book, SummerhiU, by A. S. Neill has fascinated many 
educators. In it Neill describes the absolute trust he placed in the children under 
his care. Many teachers are shocked by his unorthodox procedures and the ex 
treme behavior of some of the children. But whether one approves of Neill's school 
or not, the thing which impressed me most was this: Here was a man who dared 
to trust children far beyond what most of us would be willing to risk. Yet, all the 
things we are so afraid might happen if we did give them such freedom, never 
happened! For forty years the school continued to turn out happy, effective citi 
zens as well as, or better than, its competitors. It is time we give up fearing the 
human organism and learn to trust and use its built-in drives toward self- 
fulfillment. After all, the organism has had to be pretty tough to survive what 
we have done to it through the ages.

Responsibility and self-direction are learned. They must be acquired from 
experiences, from being given opportunities to be self-directing and responsible. 
You cannot learn to be self-directing if no one permits you to try. Human capaci 
ties are strengthened by use but atrophy with disuse. If young people are going 
to learn self-direction, then it must be through being given many opportunities 
to exercise such self-direction throughout the years they are in school. Someone 
has observed that our schools are operated on a directly contrary principle. Chil 
dren are allowed more freedom of choice and self-direction in kindergarten (when 
they are presumably least able to handle it) and each year thereafter are given 
less and less, until, by the time they reach college, they are permitted practically 
no choice at all! This overdraws the case, to be sure, but there is enough truth in 
the statement to make one uncomfortable. If we are to produce independent, self- 
starting people we must do a great deal more to produce the kinds of experiences 
which will lead to these ends.

3. The Experimental Attitude. I f we are going to provide young people with 
increased opportunity for self-direction, we must do it with our eyes open expect 
ing them to make mistakes. This is not easy, for the importance of "being right" 
is in our blood. Education is built on right answers. Wrong ones are regarded as 
failures to be avoided like the plague. Unfortunately, such attitudes stand 
squarely in the way of progress toward self-direction and independence.

People too fearful of mistakes cannot risk trying. Without trying, self-direction, 
creativity and independence cannot be discovered. To be so afraid of mistakes 
that we kill the desire to try is a tragedy. Autonomy, independence and creativity- 
are the products of being willing to look and eager to try. If we discourage these
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elements we do so at our peril. In the world we live in, victory is reserved only 
for the courageous and inventive. It is possible we may lose the game by making 
mistakes. We will not even get in the game if we are afraid to try.

Experimentation and innovation must be encouraged everywhere in our schools, 
in teachers as well as students. Each of us needs to be engaged in a continuous 
process of trying something new. The, kind of experimentation which will make 
the difference to education in the long run is not that produced by the professional 
researcher with the aid of giant computers but by the everyday changes in goals 
and processes brought about by the individual teacher in the classroom.

To achieve this, teachers need to be freed of pressures and details by the 
administration for the exercise of self-direction and creativity. In addition, each 
of ua must accept the challenge and set about a systematic search for the barriers 
we place in the path of self-direction for ourselves, our colleagues and our stu 
dents. This should suggest all kinds of places for experimentation where we can 
begin the encouragement of self-direction. One of the nice things about self- 
direction is that it does not have to be taught. It only needs to be encouraged and 
set free to operate.

4. The Provision of Opportunity. The basic principle is clear. To produce more 
self-directed people it is necessary to give more opportunity to practice self- 
direction. This means some of us must be willing to give up our traditional 
prerogatives to make all the decisions. Education must be seen, not as providing 
right answers, but as confrontation with problems; not imaginary play problems 
either, but real ones in which decisions count.

Experiences calling for decision, independence and self-direction must be the 
daily diet of children, including such little decisions as what kinds of headings 
and margins a paper should have and big ones like the courses to be taken next 
year. They must also include decisions about goals, techniques, time, people, 
money, meals, rules, and subject matter.

If we are to achieve the objective of greater self-direction, I see no alternative 
to the fuller acceptance of students into partnership in the educative endeavor. 
Our modern goal for education, "the optimal development of the individual," 
cannot be achieved without this. Such an aim requires participation of the student 
and his wholehearted cooperation in the process. This is not likely to be accom 
plished unless students have the feeling they matter and their decisions count. 
Few of us are deeply committed to tasks imposed upon us; and students are not 
much different. Self-direction is learned from experience. What better, more 
meaningful experience could be provided than participation in the decisions about 
one's own life and learning?

The basic belief of democracy is that when people are free they can find their 
own best ways. Though all of us profess our acceptance of this credo, it is distress 
ing how few of us dare to put it to work. Whatever limits the capacity of our 
young people to accept both the challenge and the responsibilities of that belief 
is destructive to all of us. It is time we put this belief to work and to expression 
in the education of our young as though we really meant it. <«g
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