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Gimme Shelter
A Frontline Dispatch from the War for the Minds of Children
It seems a shame,” the Walrus said,
“To play them such a trick,
After we’ve brought them out so far,
And made them trot so quick!”
Lewis Carroll,  The Walrus and the Carpenter

“We tentatively propose that the key element behind this convergence [of three major brain regions] is introspection: the high-level social-emotional processing involved in moral judgment may be a ‘turbo-charged’ version of the personal ruminations in which we engage when otherwise unengaged.” 

Joshua Greene and Jonathan Haidt

“How (and Where) Does Moral Judgment Work?”

TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences  Vol. 6 No. 12 December 2002

“It is rating our conjectures highly to roast people alive for them.”
Michel de Montaigne (on witchcraft), Essais, liv. III, no. II

*

*

*

Just up the road from Old Nassau, the architectural paterfamilias of the mater alma which annually either heads, tails, or splices most rankings of the three top colleges in the U.S., lies the comparatively little Lawrenceville School. L’ville, as its friends call it, is less well-known than Princeton, but, just like its famous neighbor, it shares a comfortable sense of entrenched entitlement. 
Lawrenceville is one of those mossy academic battleships in the fleet of private, mostly pay-as-you-go, room-and-board high schools that have over the centuries produced a shockingly disproportionate share of presidents, generals, poets, doctors, lawyers, bankers, and other wealth and power holders. On a national scale the population of boarding school children (around 40 thousand CK) is a miniscule slice of the country’s 40 million (CK) high school students. For all kinds of reasons (most of them good, I think) this academic armada, which includes schools like Exeter, Groton, Andover, Hotchkiss, Deerfield, Choate/Rosemary Hall, St. Paul’s, and Milton, finds it increasingly difficult to issue its graduates the secret decoder rings that automatically open a shining path to worldly success. 
Though the glory days are over when a diploma from any of these schools would pretty much guarantee a spot at one of the eight Ivy League colleges, today it will only grant its holder a seed in the Sweet Sixteen round, well worth the cost to many parents. In this last presidential election both party’s candidates were prep school graduates, as was the case in the election before that, and also the one before that. This year Princeton sent out 26 acceptance letters to Lawrenceville’s 220 graduating seniors. 
While it is true that an increasing percentage (about a quarter at Lawrenceville) of these success stories can be traced to prowess in athletics or some other non-academic attribute, it is also true that for the most part these kids complete a grueling curriculum of academic work that would challenge the most powerful of brains. A typical Lawrenceville student crosses the stage upon graduation fluent in at least one foreign language, adept at integral and differential calculus, equipped with a non-trivial knowledge of the history of western civilization, a master of college level textbooks in physics, chemistry, and biology, and, perhaps most noticeable to his or her grateful college professors, a sophisticated ability to write English prose in a clear and forceful way. 

These very real academic credentials do not come cheaply or easily. The average annual household income in America last year was $48,565 (CK). Tuition at Lawrenceville was $46,000 for 190 days of boarding education (about $250 dollars a day). And at that price these select children are forced to forgo many of the idle pleasures most high school kids enjoy. Lawrenceville has classes six days a week, homework typically takes four to six hours out of the day, and regular quizzing in relatively small classes – 12 to 14 students around a table – means a kid is pretty much under constant academic fire day-in and day-out. Add to that the increasing pressure to flesh out grades and college board scores with evidence of meaningful extracurricular activities like drama, music, community service, sports, or the new favorites, fundraising and leadership training, and the typical private boarding school student might well identify himself or herself with those emaciated, drugged-out racing greyhounds who, with wild eyes, yo-yoing tongues, and bleeding rectums, circle the tracks in vast amphitheaters while the betting fans (their parents in this metaphor) cheer them along.  

Like the racetrack, private high schools have been operating for a long time on a winning business plan, and the product they offer continues to sell out each season. At the center of the whole experience, lies a theoretical construction: the Curriculum. The word aptly derives from a Latin word for a racetrack. At most schools this curricular formula comprises a core of highly structured academic classes surrounded by a glittering constellation of “extracurricular” activities and athletic challenges all of which is played out in a pastoral setting spotted with Arthurian banners and buildings that look like Newport summer places. 
Tinkering with a winning formula is dicey business, so curriculum change is not taken lightly. Failing to make a needed change in curriculum when the pressures of the surrounding culture, economy, or the national zeitgeist demand it can cause a school to lose important ground to its rivals. There are times when it must be done, and there are winners and losers. But fortunately for those who dare to play in the high stakes game of curriculum change, success or failure can take decades to judge. Typically, the craftsmen of a disastrous curriculum change will have scooped up their bonuses and high-tailed it on to a better job at another institution long before any damage is apparent.  Or they can go indy and join the change-hustler tribe of for-hire consultants, curriculum gurus, ivory tower experts, and implementation engineers that is laying siege to the kingdom of  private education. 

The genuine intellectual foment stirred by the professional change hustlers has spawned a secondary workforce of in-house curriculum-change wonks –  regular teachers and junior administrators with canny, weather eyes trained upon their own futures and the pay scale. Largely left out of the action, of course, is a vast population of plain old teachers. On the whole, these regulars regard curriculum change with about as much good cheer as they do extending classes into July. It is a matter of some annoyance to these stalwarts that, in the real-world scrimmage for finite resources (salaries, housing, titles), a flashy curriculum changer can vault with ease over the backs of a cafeteria full of ordinary trench-hardened, slump-shouldered teachers.   

The new curriculum

I count myself among the trench-dwellers at Lawrenceville where I have worked for almost twenty years. Six mornings a week (classes are only withheld on Sundays), I unlock an imposingly capacious classroom housing a big oval oak table ringed by a dozen or so wooden armchairs. Dusty shafts of light from a bank of high windows fall across the room onto my books and papers. I proceed happily through my day teaching English language skills and the appreciation of literature to class after class of bright hardworking students. I lunch with faculty chums and students at a splendid free buffet of fresh vegetables, prime meats, and a rotation of boutique treats like PEI mussels, gulf shrimp, sharp prosciutto, goat cheeses, and Waldorf salad. At 3:00 p.m. I lock my classroom door and go off to either field or court to coach teams of cheerful children at golf or tennis. Evenings, if I am not down at the school newspaper reading student editorials, I will likely be “on duty” in my residential house, where I am the housemaster of a group of senior boys, and there I will adjudicate various excuses, dodges, and outright whoppers concerning their whereabouts during the day, and then I will oppose my desire for sleep against my need to grade another stack of essays. Sleep always wins and, too soon, I wake again to start another day. I love my work, and consider myself among the luckiest teachers in the country. The pay is good, the corporate culture is civil, the summer is long and bosky, and the young minds I meet are among the strangest and most beautiful things in creation. During the academic terms, I am alert and busy all day, mindful of the fact that parents have entrusted to Lawrenceville and to me what is most precious to them. This amazing act of faith haunts me daily, and this, I believe, is why I am not a wholehearted or uncritical friend of curriculum change.  

 And so it was that in 2006, I learned that the headmaster and the trustees had made the decision to come up with a new daily schedule for the School and that act gave the School – or more specifically the School’s administrators and trustees – a chance to impose curriculum change on what was viewed at the time as an antiquated academic formula. The teaching faculty, whose vote had previously been the gatekeeper for such change, was not given a vote on the issue this time around. 
The traditional right of the faculty to vote yea or nay on any change to the graduation requirements was rescinded by the headmaster on the advice of a small trustee committee that was in favor of a curriculum change. Still, we teachers were repeatedly consulted on the matter and our views were sometimes passed forward to the actual decision-makers by our departmental chairpersons. These chairs did vote on the issue but were instructed to vote their own minds as rising teacher/administrators in the new system. They were not expected to represent the opinions of the teachers in their departments, and the vote was conducted by a show of hands under the eyes of the Dean of Faculty.
The discussion took at least a year. All the chips were in the air. Committees met; experts were imported; and pie-charts and Venn diagrams of underlying problems and over-arching goals sooted the sky. The faculty muttered and grumped. The department chairs and administration hummed and rocked. In the end a decision was handed down. The Lawrenceville School would henceforth operate on a new daily schedule configured around a new curriculum that was being instituted to serve two distinct goals. What were these?  

According to our head of school (who explained them to me one morning when I went to her office to mutter and grump), the new curriculum would allow everyone, faculty and students alike, to enjoy a schedule that is more like the schedules that have been adapted by other schools, in particular those which we rather snobbishly call “peer” schools, where ostensibly a sensitivity to the growing need for curricular diversity had blossomed at an earlier point. Fine, I thought. It’s a competitive business, and if Lawrenceville can’t offer much that would distinguish it from the rest of herd, we might as well blend into the rest of the herd. The mildly disreputable expression “leading from behind” came to mind. 

The second reason she gave, and the one I wish to examine more carefully here, is that the new schedule would bring with it a curriculum change that would mean younger students could get more art instruction earlier in their careers, and also allow all students to get more exposure to the arts in general. This struck me as an odd reason to upheave a whole community and tamper with what had been a demonstrably winning curricular formula. Perhaps she sensed my bafflement, so in an effort to clarify the matter, she explained to me that as an undergraduate biology major in college she had taken an art course that – I sort of know what was coming – “had changed her life.”
So that was it: transformation squared. The School itself was being transformed for the transformative power of art. But we already have art, I protested, boatloads of art. We have a cavernous new art building with its own gallery of tax-advantaging masterpieces, a woodworking shop, a free-standing raku oven, studios with two-story windows (for the collection natural light), and a budding sculpture garden happening around its front door. We have a separate music building hived with studios, loaded with Steinways, and featuring two capacious concert halls. Our theater arts building is so grand the New Jersey Opera is happy to use it. We send our choruses around world on tour; we send planeloads of our students to haunt Florence during our breaks, and we offer and require trips to Broadway and the Metropolitan Museum of Art pretty much year around. But, all this was not enough. No, not nearly.
So discounting the dubious payoff of change for change’s sake (“change is good”) and ignoring the palpable cash and professional rewards to curriculum-changers, the headmaster was telling me that the academic, social, and biorhythmic order of the school community was about to be blown sky high for what seemed to me to be two lousy reasons. 
It is true that the formal wording of the justification for Lawrenceville’s new schedule and new curriculum includes several other benefits such as more health and nutrition counseling, more world religions courses, and, well, more stuff in general, but on that day and from that person –  than whom no one should be in a better position to know – the two prime movers of our curriculum change were art and institutional assimilation (and assimilation in this case double-counts art because its advanced position in the curriculum is already present at the other schools to which we propose to assimilate).   

This curricular overhaul has been traumatic and by no means a hands-down success. Students, in a poll conducted by the School’s newspaper in 2007, which tabulated over 250 responses from all levels of the school population, reported that in general they are confused, exhausted, and less in touch with their teachers than before. The faculty, also sampled in the same poll, offered mixed reviews but generally lamented the schedule’s increased complexity. In a recent meeting of the School’s two dozen housemasters little was said in praise of the new schedule and talk ranges from calls for sever “tweaking” of the new schedule to motions for an outright reexamination of the whole project.

Two roads diverged

 At its core, the new schedule seems to declare a choice between two well-worn, albeit poorly defined, but nonetheless divergent, curricular paths. What follows here is an attempt to collect some sense of definition around these two paths – ideologies, really – and suggest a possible remedy that might allow a school to enjoy the best of both.  

The one path – the older one – is traditional, call it conservative for now. It was already deeply rooted at this school. It derives its rough shape and main emphases from the course curricula and daily schedules of college preparatory education since the Great Depression. It teaches the core disciplines of math, science, history, languages, and English while recognizing, but marginalizing, the recently arrived role of the fine and performing arts in the standard liberal arts curriculum. It leans strongly towards the notion that a student's mental and physical life flourishes not only within but also without and beyond the formally regulated setting of scheduled classes, coached sports, organized field trips, chaperoned social events, and other adult-monitored activities. To be fair, this aspect of the older curriculum was no one’s invention. It happened unguided by any articulated theory of education; there simply weren’t enough adults around to monitor and process every waking moment of every single child at the School. 

Generations of Lawrenceville students were well served by this tradition. Our most renowned alumnus, Aldo Leopold, the ecologist and author of A Sand County Almanac, one of the core texts of the American environmental movement, came to Lawrenceville in the fall of 19TK. From his adolescent diaries, we learn that he spent loose days wandering in the fields and woods around the School brewing in his mind the ideas that led to some of the first articulation of environmental ethics and wilderness preservation. 
The poet James Merrill, Class of 1943,  needed generous free hours beyond his formal English classes to write page after page of quirky, forgettable, adolescent poetry on his way to becoming one of America's great twentieth-century poets. Other kids probably made less remarkable use of their unmonitored free time by playing pick-up baseball, sleeping, or reading comic books and adventure novels. But it’s an odd person who does not prize, even from the perspective of gloomy adulthood, those free hours of childhood in which a kid can just be what a kid is in the company of his or her friends.  

Classroom learning in Merrill’s and Leopold’s days was narrowly focused. It stressed a few very basic disciplines (mathematics, history, science, English, and foreign and classical languages) that were largely, perhaps intentionally, disconnected from the realities of the world beyond the School gates. Both Merrill and Leopold are on record in thanking Lawrenceville for what was required of them in the classroom, but both are similarly lavish in their high valuation of the free time they had to play around outside of the formal structure of the School's academic and residential curriculum. School, as a formal, adult-driven, adult-monitored phenomenon was only a part – maybe half – of their Lawrenceville day. Generations of other less renowned doers and dreamers passed through the same curriculum and out into the world to bring credit and wealth to their school and to its style of education, a style that is at once English in its residential model, vaguely Southern in its manner, and definitely East-coast Ivy League in its famously serious academic demands. But that is an old model, and it would be difficult to find anything much more than palimpsestic traces of it around at Lawrenceville today.

Twilight of the chthonic gods

Whether for good or for ill, I think there used to be a detectable and proprietary stamp left on the graduate of this or that school, and these stamps displayed the shaping qualities of what was peculiar about the curriculum or institutional ethos of the School.  Whatever it was that made a Princeton man a Princeton man (and later a Princeton man or woman), it was something. There was something in the water, and I am suggesting that if it was not born from the curriculum, then at least the curriculum showcased what was distinct about what lay beneath it. Call it – not to get too spooky here – the underground spirit of the place. 
Anthropomorphize this shadowy spirit, and that leads to the commonplace observation that each school has its own character. No one, I think, who was around to witness the college scene 40 or 50 years ago, would deny the validity of this claim. These spirits of place – these chthonic gods –dwelled beneath the soil in college loci like and Princeton and Cambridge, or Hanover, Palo Alto, Ann Arbor, Austin, Ithaca, Athens, Morningside Heights or Washington Square, as well as in boarding school towns like Andover, Northfield, Deerfield, Pottstown, Blairstown, Lakeville, and Lawrenceville. All these schools and thousands others have their distinctive underground gods who jealously defended their patch of ground and wove their fingers up through the soil and into the business of the overlying institutions, shaping matters like dress, idiom, politics, and, of course, curriculum.

I have always regarded Lawrenceville’s deity as being a god of liberality The place is big; it is generous. Sometimes it is sloppy in its largess, but Lawrenceville is always in control of its own complexity. It sophisticates its students by introducing them early on to the mechanics and confusions of the real world in a way that smaller, fussier, schools don’t.  
This institutional diverseness seems reduced today. Spirit of place has become homogenized nationally, and these typifying school spirits have everywhere lifted their robes and shuffled off to . . . where? Who knows? Washington? Aspen? The Internet?  I don’t know. I wish them luck, but back at their old homes their power has been replaced by a sort of generalized sensibility of secular virtue, an amalgam of a disguised social Darwinism joined to the hoary old Standard Social Science Model (SSSM) of culture and behavior. The hard words and hard distinctions like right vs. wrong, good vs. bad, and, yes, saved vs. damned  that were used by the old evangelical preachers who founded places like Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, and Lawrenceville, have been morphed into a current moral lexicon that brackets the world between foggy, hedged qualifiers like robust to nuanced, granular to over-arching, and that go-to moral truncheon so handy  for the policing of children: appropriate to inappropriate.
A word like inappropriate when used in a disciplinary situation implies a gentle broadness, a forgiving, non-threatening impartiality that transcends the hard gates of right and wrong. In practice, however, the I-word is anything but forgiving, and the sharp edges that lie under its marshmallow coating can be as cutting and final as the guillotine. But it’s a useful word in the process of amalgamating disparate belief systems and conflicting localized codes of conduct. There is a grinding, global sense that what is inappropriate at one school should be inappropriate at all schools and that the curriculum is basically in the business of imprinting what that global appropriateness is on the brains of all children. (Later, I will talk about the dark side of this constructivist educational theory.)
As the high-school and college experience gets more homogenized and curricula become more regularized and nationalized under the influence of theory and the pressures of the SATs and other national exams, it is hard not to suspect that a real diversity is being lost. On the other hand, many can delight in the loss. Who will miss very much that side of the old Ivy League schools that allowed them for decades – really centuries – to be obnoxiously elitist, predominantly Caucasian, restrictively male, and (with a few exceptions) exclusively Christian – not to mention broadly anti-Semitic? Few tears fall on these graves. And those few that do, fall from eyes soon to follow them into the dirt. So much for the worst side of the old model.

The new model

A new sensibility naturally calls for a new curriculum. And, as loose and slippery as the core of the new sensibility may be, the new curricula that have sprung up around it are even slipperier. And it is in this general direction that Lawrenceville looked when it set out the reinvent its curriculum.  
A general theory of learning has been cycling and recycling its way through graduate schools of education over the last fifty or so years, but not getting much traction on the street until recently. The new curricular model leans towards a broader, more pervasive, but more carefully measured environment for students. It offers many more “things,” and it keeps the child enmeshed in its structure for many more hours of the day than did the older curriculum. Classes are shorter, but there are more individual subjects to study. There is less homework, but all of the additional time that used to be committed to homework and much of the time that used to be free is, in the new model, spent engaging in a host of new and expanded self-improving adult-monitored activities. It is much more broadly focused, more global in purview, and more committed to imparting skills – writing, thinking, organizing, conceptualizing, empathizing, metacognizing, and the chilliest new one: leading. Process and skills are in; product and content are out.
Ideologically, these changes are driven by an educational (and neurological) theory known as constructivism. This theory’s current white knight is Harvard’s Howard Gardener. The theory encourages teachers to take the role of cognitive mechanics, deconstructing and then reconstructing the imperfect brains in their students. The more one reads of Gardener’s joyous recipes for mind rearrangement, the more it all sounds like a creepy re-tread of the old Calvinist “fallen child” approach to education, minus doctrinal ingredients like “inner light” or “saving grace.”
Listen to Gardiner, as he explains how it is a school’s job to fix its students by destroying large parts of their mental “furniture” and replacing them with new pieces drawn from his own theoretical blueprint: “I believe the purpose of education is to master the fundamental ways of knowing; those forms of knowledge must be constructed (they won’t arise on their own); and we must first raze large parts of the mental barn and then construct new “cognitive furniture” that reflects the contours of each discipline.” 
This is indeed a bold claim, one unparalleled in its audacity even by the most invasive doctrines of regeneration held by the religious reformers of the 16th and 17th century who were similarly on the hunt for what they were sure was bad cognitive furniture.  Well, yes, say our modern witch-burning constructivists, but you know, “Pour faire une omelette . . . .”

How did things come to this pass?  There has been a battle royal raging for decades in the world of philosophy about the nature of consciousness, and consequently about the nature of mind, and then, of course, about the processes of, depending on your perspective, filling, training, scaffolding, sharpening, enabling, or inspiring young minds, i.e. education. The battle line seems to fall roughly between those who believe that “mind” (in the fullest sense of the word) is a purely biochemical system of proteins charged with low voltage electricity and it runs, like a laptop, on computational algorithms. On this account, when that system is fully understood, all consciousness, all thought, all emotion, and all belief, will be explicable in terms of the same information theory we apply to computers. Major players in neurobiology and philosophy fall out on one side or the other of this question. TED-talk stars like Daniel C. Dennett, Richard Dawkins, Patricia and Paul Churchland, and Howard Gardner are heavyweights on the “brain-is-a-computer side,” while philosophers, doctors, and mathematicians like John Searle, Colin McGinn, Gerald Edelman, and Roger Penrose dissent. (For peace lovers, the philosopher David Chalmers likes to keep a foot in both camps.)
But why wait, say the constructivists. Full understanding of our digital wetware is only a few fMRIs away.  The “brain-is-a-computer” theory leads to a clean and powerful model of the mind and, even though it is far from being proven, its appeal is viral in world of education, and, in particular, among the high priests and priestesses of curriculum change. This model, of course, stands in a near-perfect opposition to the traditional old-school model that assumes that, on the contrary, there is nothing so wrong with these young brains that they need to be removed and reconstructed to fit a blueprint drawn up by the graduate education schools at Columbia, Penn, or Harvard. In fact, the old model really depends on there being something very right with the brains of its student. These brains just need to sit on top of a full belly; shut down for eight or nine hours each night; rise to flourish, flounder or flop until early afternoon in core classes where teachers praise, growl, and cajole. And then it’s off to the field or gym to run around chasing balls whose shapes and sizes vary with the season. 
Art’s March

People today sense that the old war between the Two Cultures of science and the humanities, as chronicled in the 50s by C.P. Snow, is over – and science has won. {Quote Deresiewicz from the Nation 6/8)  In the liberal artist’s version of this academic psychomachia, the story goes that the humanities have been driven from the Sacred City by a barbarian tribe of low-brow, number-crunching hard-science geeks who try to measure everything including a lot of stuff that can’t be measured. The profusion of the “soft” sciences and the scientizing of the humanities are the emblems of this victory. But this is not the whole story, or even the right story. 
The sleight-of-hand game that has been played by curriculum change is much subtler. When all the curricular walnut shells are shuffled, and you look under the ones where the old core humanities courses used to be, and you expect to see that the scoundrels have snuck in another soulless science course, you are fooled. It’s not the sciences that have replaced the old humanities. What is now often under that shell (the old home of rhetoric, of literature, of polemic and exposition) is not the grim, pinched face of science; rather it’s the smiley-face of a studio arts.  

And, as in the recent reshuffling of curricular emphasis at Lawrenceville, it is the studio, creative, and performing arts, not the humanities, that today occupy the second seat in the curricular throne room where King Science presides. But wait; are not the arts part of the humanities? Not historically, and thereby hangs a tale.
 [What follows here is a speculative treatment based on a high school English teacher’s admittedly imperfect knowledge of the cultural history of his civilization. He has done the best he can to trace the history of the absorption of the fine arts into the realm of the liberal arts.  Had he known in 2007 that James Turner’s scholarly treatment of this strange merger in his book Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities (Princeton, 2014) was in the wings, he would not have bothered.  So please do not let the obvious imperfections of his version allow you to dismiss the other parts of this essay, which are based on solid first-hand, eye-witness reporting.] 
  How the visual, dramatic, and musical arts, subjects traditionally marginalized or totally excluded from the old liberal arts curriculum, made their way from the periphery of academic life to the center is a story that will be written by more erudite minds than mine, but I fear that by the time they do, they will be peering backwards into the ashes of this civilization. 
Yet, one thing is certain: it has been a helluva ride. Historically, art in its narrow sense of being the making of images and designs stood outside the wall of the university until little more than a hundred and fifty years ago. After that for a long while it was tolerated in the schools as a semi-academic. Abelard’s Universitie de Paris had no art department. Neither did Chaucer’s Oxford or Newton’s Cambridge. (CK). Darwin would have been amused (but probably not puzzled) by the idea of students going to Edinburgh or Cambridge to learn to draw for anything more than the proto-photographic collection of data. Harvard began offering studio art courses for credit around 1960 (CK), and even then these were only as electives. A student could not graduate with a major in painting or sculpture. Certainly there were art academies and ateliers, where students committed to those professions could study. The Pennsylvania Academy of Art was for years the most prominent among these in the U.S. Today Harvard rather nervously lists its art major as something called Visual and Environmental Studies (VES).

The wobbly fortress 

The clue to art’s insinuation into the ranks of the classic disciplines is complex and probably overdetermined, and it has to do simultaneously with a confusion in taxonomy, a rising tide of self-absorption in the gene-pool, and the slow shift in perceived value away from the “liberal” arts and towards what were known as the mechanical or servile or fine arts (which historically are all those arts that produce something that could be sold or for which some one would pay a practitioner to perform). 
The word art, as it is used in the phrase “the liberal arts” does not refer to the same thing that is referred to today when a student says he is going to his or her “art” class. Art referred generally to any “skill,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary in its primary definition: “Art: a skill in doing something.” Historically, the word was used in contrast to “science” which describes knowledge for its own sake, knowledge disembodied from practical application, yet knowledge distinguished from belief, or theology. The “liberal” arts were those skills reserved for a free (or liber) man, meaning essentially a man who did not have to work practically for a living. These were arts like grammar, logic, and rhetoric, (the Trivium) and, secondarily: arithmetic, music theory, geometry, and astronomy (the Quadrivium). These arts shared the quality of revealing themselves primarily by the symbolic representation of language rather than through direct contact with the material world or, as the American mathematician and philosopher Charles Saunders Peirce has it, through the iconic or indexical imitation or manipulation of nature (as one might do in sculpture, architecture, masonry, archery, horticulture, ballet, or painting). Medicine and surgery were mechanical arts. Masonry and carpentry were servile arts. Landscape painting and sculpture were fine art. In contrast, logic, rhetoric, geometry, astronomy, and the physics behind music were liberal arts. Practitioners of the liberal arts produced no objects that could be sold for money. True, their individual skill at acquainting the unadapt with the tenets of their inutile disciplines was worth something, but not much. They were scholars, professors, and teachers. The practitioners of the other more worldly arts were craftsmen, artists, and tradesmen. The former inhabited the university, the later occupied the studio, the workshop, or the hospital. 
Deep into the last century, institutions of what is called “higher” learning held the practical arts at a respectful arm’s length, relegating them to exterior institutions like art academies, surgical colleges, trade schools, and, eventually, graduate and professional schools which then stood at the periphery of the inner circle of the Liberal Arts college. As the industrial revolution and the spread of capitalism and democracy produced more people who demanded training and credentials in practical skills, the sacred walls guarding the impractical liberal arts began to crumble and the labyrinths of philosophy gave way to the laboratories of modern science and technology, and sneaking in behind these big guns, came the fine art. For what we today call science, the migration was easy. The German university system (the rough model for today’s American university) rushed the practical laboratory sciences to center stage as a national priority, intended, it is probably safe to say, as a move that would bring a nation to a position of power over other nations. Knowledge is power. And today’s premier American graduate schools of science, engineering, and technology are swamped by applications from talented students from other lands who want to rise to positions of power, comfort, wealth. 
For art the migration was slower and it was accomplished with what I suggested earlier was a, probably unintentional, sleight of hand. Here’s my theory. There had been for a long time two distinguishable paths, or disciplines, related to the visual arts. The one, comprising the fine or studio arts, and the other, a branch of history that focuses on the cultural significance of these practical arts. Famously, Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s History of the Art of Antiquity (1764); and Jacob Burckhardt’s The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy (1860) blazed this second trail. Art history, because of its position within the context of the liberal study of past cultures established itself as a pure liberal art during the 19th century (CK).
Then, in the second half of the last century, the fine or studio artists locked arms with historians of art and together they stormed the bastion of the liberal arts institutions, taking the very castle keep (curriculum and treasury) of those liberal arts fortresses that were already wobbly from having had to absorb the non-liberal, but very, very practical hard and soft sciences, physics, chemistry, geology, sociology, economics, and the like. 
Students, as our headmaster told me she had done as an undergraduate at Princeton, look to art for catharsis – a life-changing experience – or at least they find that possibility more likely to occur through art, dance, creative writing, or the electronic music studio than they do in algebra, literature, or history. And schools, particularly private schools, which are services, now provide an increasingly rich suite of offerings in the arts. In the last decade, Lawrenceville has lost all its credits in German, Russian, and geography and has gained credit course in acting, orchestra, poetry writing, and pot throwing. 

The Well-ness monster
The carte d’hotel for Lawrrenceville’s s new curricular path is a glossy catalogue of diverse academic opportunities taught by a faculty with an increasing pedigree of credentials from graduate schools of education. These teachers are backed up by an academic support staff of specialists and cognitive psychologists who are there to help students deal with, among other things, the academic demands made by the masters. When appropriate, the in-house specialists arrange accommodations based on certified learning disabilities vouchsafed by very expensive “learning profiles” generated off-campus “doctors.” The pursuit and discovery of just how deficient one is has become a growth industry for psychologists and learning disability specialists. It has led to a growing number of students at Lawrenceville who are conferred special accommodations like “untimed testing” which codifies down to the minute the right to have more time to finish tests and papers than other students in the same class.  

 The School offers professionals for emotional counseling for social, gender, and substance issues. It provides body toning sessions for sports team that mimic the style and accoutrements of professional athletics. It runs mandatory and optional community service operations, and sells a broad selection of chaperoned travel packages to locations of cultural or natural importance around the world where students can have the experience of feeling very safe while witnessing art and architecture, acute human suffering, or breathtaking natural splendor. Even the concepts of health and healthcare have changed to suit a new model. The presupposition of the child as being hardy and healthy is gone. Instead, an idealized model of “normal health” is offered as yet another goal or accomplishment to be attained with the help of doctors, counselors, nutritionists, psychologists, psychiatrists, and physiotherapists all dedicated to an ever-changing metrics of wellness. 
The old and correctly named infirmary where people went when they were infirm is now the Wellness Center where, by implication, people go to achieve wellness. The name change, I suppose, is innocent, but it seems to imply two incorrect ideas. One: that the place is full of “well” people. Hardly. Score one for the old name. And two: that wellness is a state that the Center controls, authenticates, certifies (with help from a wellness professional and a rattling pipeline of pills inbound from the pharmaceutical industry). I prefer the idea that “wellness” resides outside the walls of the Wellness Center. Its true home is in the fields, courts, dorms, and dining rooms of a broad and buzzing school community. It is of some comfort that the new name hasn’t stuck. Despite the title over the door, both kids and faculty can’t stop calling it the infirmary.
Because, in this curriculum, so much is offered (studio arts, dance, economics, philosophy, religious studies, linguistics, fundraising, creative writing, potting, etc.), there is, of necessity, less time for students to commit very deeply to any single thing and almost no time for them to simply "play around" with their own ideas and explore unchaperoned the inclinations of their own imaginations in the way Merrill and Leopold could. Free time is mostly spoken for by the growing population of para-educational professionals now mixed in with the regular teaching faculty – trainers, counselors, tutors, arts instructors, life coaches, travel specialists, spiritualists, environmentalists, outdoorsmen, mental health experts, and flocks of deans and assistant deans – all dedicated to making out of each deficient student a sort of educational by-product whose cognitive and moral specifications, described in a theoretical ur-blueprint, are installed over the years, periodically calibrated, and then locked and loaded in the brain when, at the end of it all, the students “walks across the stage” at graduation and stumble off to college, where yet another homogenizing experience awaits them. 

More stuff
That Lawrenceville’s new curriculum seems to be driven by this “constructivist” model may be troubling to some, but it surely is not all bad news. On the bright side, students do go more places, paint more pictures, sing more songs, poke more bugs and plants, manipulate more experiments, see more movies, hear more speeches, and certainly spend much more time in the company of and under the surveillance of the growing population of increasingly specialized adults. Theirs is truly an experiential education, freed from an emphasis on content and the long-demonized rote learning, and increasingly unencumbered by long, difficult reading assignments like novels (because there simply isn’t time for them among all the other important components of a constructivist education). 

 So why is that a problem? Harvard and Columbia say this new way is better. Parents like it because they certainly get more stuff for their money. School promoters like it because all the new offerings are wonderfully photographable. Lush videos of prep school boys and girls stalking elands in the Serengeti or sitting around campfires with dirt-poor campesinos in Latin America are far grabbier that shots of kids sitting around a table peering into books. Students of course like it because they don’t have to read as much. So quite apart from any serious evaluation of its merits, one thing about the new curriculum is sure: it’s pretty easy to sell. 

Of course, there may be a downside. While students do experience more individual things, perhaps they do not know them as deeply as they did the fewer, more established texts, concepts, and bodies of knowledge they previously were invited to master. Nor perhaps do they get the chance to process their learning as personally and independently as they once did. They are encouraged for any number of reasons (parents, college counselors, their own ambitions) to pile their plates high at the curricular smorgasbord, often so high that as many observers have noticed they have little time to be just kids. Now they rush hither and thither through their day, touching base here, punching in there, in a sort of desperate, adult-planned scavenger hunt for academic, athletic, community-service, or arts-related merit badges that will sparkle as credentials or at least be indicators of the “correct” mental furniture when they come to make their own big sell on the college application.

When polled
, students report that they are stressed to the limit, sleep starved
, a little frantic, less able to consult with their teachers, and often driven to the edge of dishonorable action. Yet, regardless of this cry for help, the adults who have so crammed their days with so many activities all deemed to be indispensable, have now started cramming their nights with equally demanding activities: rehersals, club meetings, special events, charettes, morally uplifting lectures and workshops, and – here’s the hilarious thing – the curriculum changers have begun wringing their hands and wiping their eyes over the cruel “pace of life” they have inflicted upon their unsuspecting charges.

Indulge me for a moment while I imagine this not so far-fetched scene. The planners of our new academic landscape confront the problem of the stressed-out student population. They see it as just another curriculum-change tweak: 

“So the little learners are stressed, are they? Looks like we’d better craft a stress-treatment program.

“How about a new course called Productive Rest”? 

“No, let’s call it Formative Inertia?” 

“Great! We’ll hire a staff of specialists to mentor the young resters and guide them in the very latest power-resting techniques.”

 Problem solved. And a new jewel – enforced down-time – is added to the flaming necklace of graduation requirements and co-curricular goodies.

The race to the middle
Is it possible that boarding school kids might be better off if we left them to their own devices a little more that we do?  More and more, teachers are asked to manage and measure them, and thus we smother some of the energies that make them kids. We feel entitle to commit this attack on their youth because it is sanctioned by a pervasive pedagogical ideology that tells schools that’s what good teachers do. But oddly, teachers on the whole disagree. Years in the classroom with students convince most teachers that there is an inherent dignity in children that should not be pressed too hard. 
One of the saddest fallouts from the triumph of constructivism is that since its desired ends will not happen on their own.  Swat teams of constructionist specialists – many of whom have never heard the word – must be hired by schools to move in from graduate schools of education and fill a widening variety of middle management position ranging from curriculum massaging to information technology. Their new human products will not construct themselves. 
That’s a joke, but something else is happening that is not. Young teachers, many of whom hope to raise families and retire well, quickly get the hint and shape their careers with one thing in mind: Get out of the classroom as fast as you can. The classroom is for losers. Find a roost somewhere in the middle management swamp. Dean of this or Dean of that. Hell, even assistant dean is fine. The salary prospects are better, the workload is usually lighter, and you can still get all the credit and stroking for being a real teacher from parents who don’t know the difference. 

The name of the game for this class of managers is faculty neutralization. One of the first initiatives instituted by the group of administrators who framed and promoted our recent curriculum change was to suspend the traditional faculty vote on such matters. Teachers on the whole are a docile and complacent lot. And so the revoking of the faculty vote on graduation requirements, which determine the curriculum, went into effect without so much as a bleat from the teachers. Why? The usual. Although most of the faculty would proudly identify themselves as liberals, many boasting their own glory days at the barricades of social justice and political activism, they are strangely timid when it comes to mounting any organized push-back against actual administrative authority. In fact, when the School’s notoriously underpaid, overworked, and racially segregated Buildings and Grounds staff tried to unionize in the 1990s, no brothers- and sisters-in-arms from the teaching faculty showed up to support the rallies, and the effort collapsed. Most teachers are very happy to have a job. And the benefits of a job at Lawrenceville are not to be sneezed at. So most of us keep our heads down and grumble to each other around the coffee machines. The workload is manageable though wildly inequitable between departments. If you’re old, you just do it. If you’re young, you plot to get out.  

Some colleagues here say that the new schedule is fine and that a little time and a little tweaking will iron its bumps out and make things even better. I personally disagree. As a result of our well-intentioned goal to construct graduating classes of diverse, artistic, thoughtful, and high-achieving student, I think we are in danger of creating a sort of educational sausage machine that cranks out strings of nervous, disingenuous young adults who, in the end, may be fit for not much else than becoming middle managers themselves. 

Like snail

Why should it be like this? Why can’t we consider a plan that keeps the best of the good ideas from the new schedule but also reaches back to a time when Lawrenceville students had more time to be themselves and the academic focus was on a clearly defined small group of core disciplinary subjects – math, science, history, languages, and English? That many of our students still go on to great colleges and lush careers is not necessarily the final proof of the system. The colleges and the careers themselves are the system. And the serious question – always the serious question for a school – is to what degree does a school conform itself, its curriculum, its mission to the expectations and assumptions of the culture that absorbs its graduates? It is certainly a school’s job to equip students for life beyond its gates, but few would disagree that it is also a school’s role to arm and inoculate its charges against the perils and idiocies of the culture it serves.

Children have always hated school. The complaint is heard from Shakespeare’s “boy creeping like snail to school” to the “Hey, Teacher, leave that kid alone” chorus in The Who’s Wall. And perhaps it’s just the way things should be. Like sibling rivalry or virulent nationalism, the student/school argument is just one of those natural tensions that seem to be wired into the genome. In some periods like the Sixties it seems the students get the upper hand, but today the adults rule supreme. At least they do in the boarding school world. This victory may be a result of the unparalleled resources private schools have to throw up against their adolescent adversaries. We overwhelm any resistance with wave after wave of educational and medical specialist, the implementation of new stultifying curricula, and, of course, the ever-improving selections of performance-enhancing (or controlling) medications. The foe seems defanged. Students are docile, malleable, willing to do almost anything to please. But have we really won the hearts and minds of our former adversaries? It may not be so, no matter how much mental furniture we have smashed. They seem tranquil enough, grateful to go on from here to similarly entitling colleges, and eager to come back on special days and drink beer and write checks. But fewer and fewer of them seem very eager to see their own children here. [STATISTIC?]

Perhaps the unrelentingly enforced and increasingly measured requirement of moral virtuosity, and the impossibly busy curriculum (only manageable through a pastiche of legal and illegal shortcuts and prostheses like “strategic” reading, untimed testing, external tutors, attention enhancing drugs, plagiarism and, as a last resort, law suits) combined with the accumulated effect of chronic sleep deprivation have caused a new sort of person to evolve who looks just great on the surface – buff, focused, funded – but carries deep internal scars that may eventually cause us all some trouble.

Today, the family is everywhere diluted or under siege, the stable small town is a sentimental pipedream of history, and the workplace has become a snake pit of transience, careerism, and situational ethics. These wars are long lost. But schools still provide a possible place where humanity may reclaim itself, and by that reclamation go on perhaps to renovate and reinvent the family, the town, and the workplace. It’s not going to work the other way around. No matter how wise we imagine we are as adults, we will not make a better world by attempting to make better children. Our imagined wisdom has only brought us near to ruin. It is time for us to be truly humble, and let our children grow up unencumbered by our vanity or by the ideology of constructivism. 
In the broad daily world on planet earth, we cannot even construct a single day in which people go unmurdered, children go unstarved, greed goes unrewarded, and government goes uncorrupted, and we are going to now reconstruct the brains of children. Not Faust, Pygmalion, Dr. Frankenstein, and Gepetto working together with all the special funding from the Pew Charitable Trust could come up with a sadder or more dangerous idea. 

And yet, it is precisely this idea that seems to underlie much of the curricular development both residential and academic at boarding schools these days. To be sure, the old curriculum that was bumped into the ditch was a dirty old boot in need of repair. It was full of holes, contradictions, inequities, and misappropriations of time and energy, and the curriculum changers should be respected for wanting to fix these negatives. But that is just the point: No curriculum is perfect. What is as close to perfections as we will ever get is the natural developmental chemistry of the child’s mind operating within the framework of a community of other children and affectionate adults, catalyzed but not overwhelmed by the rigors of basic, focused academic courses, challenged by the trivial triumphs and defeats of sports, and ripened in generous stretches of free time during which a young person can let go of imposed performance expectations and simple enjoy being young, alive, and free to imagine, and  thus free to begin shaping the future – their future. 

Parting shot

The School motto at Lawrenceville is “Virtus Semper Viridis.” I am told that the meaning of this adage is tricky. It might be “virtue is always green,“ or, reading more faithfully into the grammar of the metaphor, a better translation is that “virtue is always greening” -- growing, changing, which suggests that virtue, or goodness, is not a static but a dynamic force that grows naturally in the greenest shoots of our species, our youth. It can’t be invented, conferred, or constructed. But it can be nurtured, challenged, encouraged, guided, and, when necessary, pruned. This is surely one of the most thought-provoking epigrams among a thousand other institutional tub-thumpers. Generations of Lawrentians should be justly proud of the profound complexity of its simple words.

A broad, artistic wall mural graces the main reading room of the school’s library. The three words of the school motto are repeated on the walls around the room in an endless loop of bold foot-high Roman characters. A bushy vine of broad leaves and cork-screwed tendrils weaves its way in and around the letters of the motto as they both circumnavigate the walls of the big, usually sunny room.  It is a beautiful and classical-looking motif, calculated to stir the faithful and mollify the doubtful. But there is a problem. Because the motto itself comes in a dead language, the designer hit upon the idea of adding an English translation (“virtue always green”) in smaller type distributed around their larger Latin cousins in a jumpy, scattershot formation – some high, some low, some intersecting the larger characters, and some tangled in the vine. 

The intention was good, but the result is an unreadable donkey’s breakfast of characters and foliage, as if someone had mixed a bowl of alphabet soup with a garden salad and tossed the product on the wall. It has stood for more than twenty years, and I can imagine that the creators of this tableau were pleased with themselves. After all, the sanctifying effect of the Latin mumbo-jumbo is preserved in bold, large type. From the smaller letters, someone cryptologically inclined could tease out in English that something was being said about virtue and greenness. Add to that the presence of leaves and vines around the letters to connect to nature, lest someone worry that the School is pushing an ideology too far removed from the vegetable realities of the Darwinian universe. 

The whole affair is perfect, and yet it is perfectly nonsensical. It serves one purpose by nearly annihilating another. The old motto stands. Never mind that it has been rendered illegible to even those who might have happily read the translation. Still, there is a message – a signal rising from the background noise of leaf and letter – and perhaps it is the same message transmitted by the new schedule: Lawrenceville these days, they both say, is a confused and confusing place, but it does know, in its own good way, that it still has something important to get done in the material world of leaves and the spiritual world of letters.  
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� Howard Gardiner, The Disciplined Mind (Penguin Books: New York, 2000), p. 257.





�  The school newspaper poll taken in fall of 2007.





� This one is a no-brainer. A mountain of good medical evidence revealing that the single most important controllable factor in learning (after normal breathing and brain functions) is the restorative and activating effect on a student’s  mind of sufficient and regular sleep. And yet our new-model army of medical personal and residential-life professionals enlisted to effect the deployment of the new curriculum seems devilishly committed to finding and fixing everything else that’s wrong with there customers except this one very simply, very central, and very cheaply remedied deficiency. Could it be because it might, in a stroke, remove the need for many of the other more expensive and more invasive remedies?  





