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Abstract

This paper is an exploration of Walden Schools, both in the context of their philosophical links to the American icon Henry David Thoreau, and in their location within the broad continuum of schooling that falls under the label ‘Progressive Education’.  The paper begins with an examination of the educational ideas of John Dewey, and from there outlines the fundamental concepts and practices falling under the umbrella of Progressive Education.  Henry David Thoreau’s ideas, with a focus upon experimental living or an enquiry based life and social activism are detailed next.  Leading from this portrait of Thoreau’s key ideas is the main discussion in this paper: Walden Schools - their philosophical ties to Thoreau and their manifestation of Progressive Education principles and practices.








Progressive Education, Walden Schools and Henry David Thoreau

When one hears the term Progressive Education, John Dewey comes to mind.  However, the spectrum of Progressive Education extends far beyond the beliefs and values of Dewey.  For this paper Dewey provides the epicentre in the progressive movement.  And it is this epicentre that the Walden schools under examination will be compared to.  The term Walden conjures up images rooted in the ideologies of Henry David Thoreau. The notions Walden Pond and Thoreau bear admiration around the world, and even carry iconic status in the United States.  When a school calls itself a Walden School, one might think it purports to align itself with Thoreauvian thought.  However, one might find that it is merely name association for marketing purposes like one sees in the use of Walden in, for example, Walden Media, which specializes in entertainment for the whole family.  So, the three fascinating ingredients of this exploration are Walden Schools, Thoreauvian thought, and Progressive Education.  This paper begins with an examination of the educational ideas of John Dewey, and from there outlines the fundamental concepts and practices falling under the umbrella of Progressive Education.  The next section provides a working sketch of Henry David Thoreau’s ideas, with a focus upon experimental living or an enquiry based life and social activism are detailed next.  Leading from this portrait of Thoreau’s key ideas is the main discussion in this paper: Walden Schools - their philosophical ties to Thoreau and their manifestation of Progressive Education principles and practices.

Progressive Education turns, primarily, on two basic notions: child centered education and social participation .  Child-centered stands critically important in the eyes of the progressives and is yet often the source of a great deal of debate if not outright conflict.  Some progressives, like Neill and his Summerhill School believe in freedom to such a degree that students never have to attend classes – students choose what they want to do and when they want to do it .  One might think what Neill has done looks akin to anarchy – children choosing what they want to do all day, every day, going to classes only when they feel like it.  

Dewey sees the child foremost and central in education.  But Dewey differs significantly from Neill.  Dewey believes education needs to attend to the whole child; as Ellis maintains, for Dewey school is a microcosm of society and that society should be democratic .  The student must be an active participant in the education process as opposed to a disengaged repository.  While there is much emphasis placed on learner interest, several key themes form the core values of Dewey’s vision of Progressive Education.  Those themes are inquiry based learning, “project learning, integrated studies, life experience, social adjustment, extracurricular activity, and core curriculum” .  

These key components hold great importance in the school environment.  Project learning and inquiry based instruction lean on scientific methodology.  Questions are asked.  Questions are wrestled with.  Understanding and discoveries are made.  And the student has been an integral part of the process.

Life experience may be an exasperating piece, or a strained piece, in the learning process for the young learner.  For new learning to be meaningful, context becomes important.  People compare what they find new to what they already know, to that which already exists in their world.  That is what experience is.  The young have fewer life experiences with which to contextualize new discoveries.  If one cannot contextualize something or see the relevance in it, one might disengage – become that disengaged repository mentioned earlier.

In Progressive Education one finds the student in a social context, in a world in which interaction with others becomes inescapable.  Cooperation flourishes, and for Dewey, democracy thrives for the betterment of society.  Socially responsible, democratically active, educated participants take society in a powerfully, progressive direction.  Extracurricular activities become a piece of, or forum for the participation required for healthy, socially, well adjusted citizens.

The core curriculum remains an enigma within the progressive movement.  The debate goes on and on regarding the value and worth of every subject field.  Why should ‘this’ be studied over ‘that’, and so on?  Dewey sees value in knowing where we have come from.  Understanding one’s past seems to have significance to understanding the present and to choosing the future.  There is scientific value in a body of knowledge to which one can use in scientific inquiry.  One can add to the body of knowledge, verify against the body of knowledge and so on.  However, a problem surfaces when there is a “lack of any organic connection” ; this affects the learner because he or she finds difficulty in making meaning; this affects the teacher because students are unable to engage and the class becomes a dreary place; and this affects education because it fails to be relevant.  The curriculum needs to meet the student in a fashion that the student can relate to and make meaning or sense of (project based instruction affords a good model for such learning).  

Progressive Education is child centered.  It considers the interests of the child.  It considers how children learn.  It considers children living their lives now and how they will live in the future.  It considers the social context in which the child lives and (especially for Dewey) the free and democratic rights and responsibilities in the life of each child.

Dewey is only one among a number of philosophers of significance in education.  Henry David Thoreau also holds an important position in philosophy, perhaps not as often contemplated in the field of education, but since Dewey holds education as a social institution Thoreau should be considered.  And since there are a number of schools that have names that imply Thoreauvian thought, perhaps Thoreau warrants some or more attention.

Henry David Thoreau stands iconic in the United States.  His work and influence has worldwide reach.  One sees evidence of Thoreau in Ghandi’s reform efforts in India .  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. refers to Thoreau’s Resistance to Civil Government in his civil rights work .  Thoreau, while relative unknown during his own lifetime, garners a great deal of admiration for his work, his life choices, his experiments and his writing.  

Thoreau’s work encompasses quite a range of activity.  One sees Thoreau teaching school, surveying, working in the family pencil factory, writing, lecturing, and tutoring among other pursuits.  Thoreau’s life is a demonstration of independence and speaking what he believes.  He is independent in providing for himself – sustenance, shelter and so on.  However, in procuring those necessities, he maintains a meagreness in accoutrements.  His experiment in living frugally at Walden Pond demonstrates this assertion.  But his time at Walden Pond also states something else much more boldly: it provides an excellent example of enquiry, and of project based education.  In Walden one reads:
I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion. 
One sees a very deliberate man in Thoreau.  His beliefs shout from the pages of his writings.  And yet his  journals record a number of humorous yet indicting interactions with his countrymen who found, among many things, his Walden experiment somewhat odd.  Another comment in Thoreau’s journals, regarding his bachelorhood, documents his tiring of people trying to set him up with this woman or that woman.  In his dismay he writes “I derive no pleasure in talking with a young woman [for] half an hour – simply because she has regular features.  The society of young women is the most unprofitable I have ever tried.  They are so light and flighty that you can never be sure whether they are there or not” (Thoreau, 1992, Volume IV, p. 186).  His Harvard education, his passion for literature, his insatiable appetite for discourse, and his unquenchable thirst for life – life on his terms, depict a picture of a fascinating, anything but ordinary, man.  McElroy  writes of another instance of personal conflict for Thoreau when he, Thoreau, “declined to pay the [poll] tax and so, in July 1846, he was arrested and jailed.  He was supposed to remain in jail until a fine was paid which he also declined to pay.  Without his knowledge or consent, however, relatives settled the “debt” and a disgruntled Thoreau was released after only one night” .  This disgruntledness undoubtedly comes from the thwarting of his civil responsibility (by well-meaning friends and or relatives) to speak out about what he thought unfair or unjust.  

MacDonnell gleans similar observations from Thoreau’s journals when he records that “Thoreau shared dinners with the Irish outcasts in their shanties, rang the town bell when the town fathers should have had the courage... and was so misunderstood by his fellow villagers, that one of his aunts who knew him best still felt compelled to ask him on his deathbed if he'd made his peace with God, “I didn't know that we had ever quarrelled” replied the unflappable Henry” .

Moving from a broad view of Thoreau to investigating Thoreau’s brief ventures into teaching, one finds a man who would fit quite well within progressive education for the most part.  Thoreau’s life is a testament to enquiry and project based learning.  The child centered notion may come after Thoreau’s time but his views on corporal punishment have some designs on the interests of the child.  The rumour is that corporal punishment did not agree with Thoreau, and in protest to the directives of the administration of the Canton School, he caned the students and then promptly resigned .

Hopefully the image one gets here of Thoreau shows a man of principles and convictions, a man passionate and deliberate.  These qualities help set Thoreau apart and continue to provoke intrigue in him today; intriguing enough to name schools after him.

There are a number of schools that incorporate Thoreau or Walden in their names.  One might assume that such a name would suggest a tie of some sort to Thoreauvian thought.  The following are a sampling of such schools and an examination of their stated beliefs and pedagogy.

The Walden III Schools serves the residents of Racine, Wisconsin.  The information here comes from their website at http://www.waldeniii.org/index.html.  The school states that they believe students should be a part of the decision making process.  They have expectations that students exhibit self direction, self motivation and cooperation.  They also state a high commitment to nonviolence in their school.  The core values of the school read that:
We hold deep beliefs about our uncommon school.
Our primary purpose is to help young people become excited, effective lifelong learners.
We must provide alternative forms of education, making success more accessible to all students.
We must create an environment where scholarship is continually validated, where striving for excellence is acclaimed by all, and mutual respect is the order of every day.
Structure is something carried within and for which each individual is responsible.
School should be based more on research than traditional practices. 
The Walden III School says on its web page under The Walden Philosophy that “any student violating the district's code of student responsibility may be removed from Walden III to return to their home school.  In addition, a student at Walden cannot demonstrate truancy/tardiness or academic failure over the course of a quarter and remain a Walden student .  However, the school does say, in its banner, Walden III in process of discovery, and in the words about the school one reads of a child-centered belief and alternative programming that is an attractive component of the school.

Subsequent to reading all the material on the website of the Walden III School, any philosophical ties to Thoreauvian thought or the experiment at Walden Pond seem tenuous at best.  The Walden III School claims to be child-centered.  And the child does complete one section in the application to become a Walden student.  However, supporting documents or material that show what alternative programming exits, how child-centered values live in practice are unavailable.  From the information available, the degree to which the school is progressive or bears influence from Thoreau is indiscernible.  Furthermore, the policies regarding performance seem to contradict the policy regarding making success more accessible to all.  The scant material regarding philosophies and practices coupled with what appears to be incongruities in policy leaves more questions than answers at this time.

The Walden School in Louisville, Kentucky, based on its web site, looks significantly different than the other Walden schools considered.  They tout a traditional program, academic excellence, especially in core subjects, and complementing arts and sports programs.  The Walden School here contends to provide an excellent college preparatory program.  Any ties to Thoreau seem to be limited to the name.  When a school claims to be a traditional school, finding grounds to determine its place in the progressive spectrum become futile.

The Walden Center School  looks truly progressive.  This: 
Walden [School] was conceived during a time when freethinking and progressive values were hardly the societal norm.  Walden’s founders found each other in the pacifist, anarchist, and libertarian communities of thought and action that were gaining momentum during and following the McCarthy era…  As the founders began their families their philosophical thinking shifted to the intellectual and emotional development of children.  In the spirit of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, they sought to create a place apart—a place where their children and others could learn and thrive as independent and creative individuals, a place where the gentle revolution could take place.  
This Walden School emphasizes the arts and academics.  And, in a Thoreauvian spirit, it pursues education with a vigour and passion in life that incorporates social growth and activism.  Progressive language permeates the school’s web site.  Words and phrases like “Engaging the Whole Child,” “an individualized approach in order to meet each child where he or she is at developmentally,” “creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking” and so on .  The ties to Thoreau are quite evident and the links to progressive education undeniable.

The Walden School in Pasadena California  presents yet another model that differs from the schools considered so far.  There seems to be a philosophical collage employed.  The schools boasts a Montessori style curriculum, especially for the younger students.  The philosophies and strategies of Maria Montessori are augmented with other congruent progressive practices.  Additionally, one reads on the website that:
Throughout Walden’s history, the educational philosophy has remained firmly rooted in its founding.  The philosophy is based on the belief that successful learning requires a strong academic program that respects each child’s pace and individual style of learning.  The values that underlie the program are academic excellence, self-discipline, environmental awareness, personal responsibility, and confidence.  Walden nurtures these values in a warm, caring and flexible environment.  
The web site describes a multi-age environment in which students participate in enquiry based activities.  A number of personal testimonials from staff, students, and alumni testify to a progressive philosophy, and to how people are finding success and attributing some of that to their experiences at The Walden School (M. Allio, personal communication, February 22, 2011).  The evidence certainly supports concluding that The Walden School is a progressive school, and the strong academic structure seems to be in synchronization with the Montessori philosophy.  The enquiry based instruction and project based learning fit with how Thoreau lived his life.  The notions within the values pursued, the values associated with learning and discourse, quite align with Thoreauvian thought.

The Walden Community School  in Winter Park, Florida presents some truly interesting beliefs about education, particularly in terms of Dewey and Thoreau.  Of all the schools examined, this school may be the closest to a marriage of Thoreau and Dewey.  When reading the “about” tab on the school’s web site, a few words stand out: peaceful, make a difference, communicate, think and reason critically .  And these words, coincidentally, fit Thoreau.  When reading the “FAQs” tab on the school’s web site a few words and phrases stand out: conversation and collaboration, student engagement, activities of learning, opportunity, integrated, resources, rubrics, objectives, and diverse .  And these words fittingly resonate with the tenets of Dewey and Progressive Education.  When reading the “Speak Up” tab of the Walden Community School web site one finds the school philosophy which reads:
The Walden School is a Best of Practice school.  Unlike conventional classrooms, our model incorporates methods and theories that support child-centered teaching, diversity in learning styles and intelligences, teaching for understanding, and authentic assessment.  To think... we learn by inquiry, discovery and play.  To grow …we mature socially, emotionally and intellectually in a nurturing and fertile learning environment.  To make a difference... we strive to make the world a better place through involvement with our own community as well as the global ones." 
And the philosophy fits both Thoreau and Dewey.  But there is more to this school.  Dr. Mikulka  bubbles with enthusiasm and passion when talking about this school and why they do what they do.  She speaks of acting upon one’s beliefs and references Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience; she speaks of child centered learning and references Dewey.  Dr. Mikulka adds that there are other influences in the school she founded.  She speaks of The Schools Our Children Deserve by Alfie Kohn and the progressive ideas that book advocates.  The weekly staff meetings are awash in professional growth – staff discussing and collaborating and moving education forward.  However, there is still more.  Dr. Mikulka includes the importance of developmentally appropriate education and references Piaget.  She speaks of developing the whole child, and applicable learning, and of reflection.  One might think that Thoreau is of a time long past and that he was not much appreciated in his own time, but Mikulka points to his willingness to, as some might say, beat to his own drum, to not be afraid to be different, and to say what needs to be said, as he did in his essay Civil Disobedience.  Dewey is also of a time gone by but his devotion to scientific methodologies are as relevant now as they were when he advocated them.  Scientific methodologies push educators and researchers to continue to question, search for answers, find deeper understanding.  Like Dewey, Mikulka believes in research and its benefits for children and education.  This school, The Walden Community School, seems to have fused the ideologies of Thoreau and Dewey in a model, progressive school.

The last school in this examination is not a school but a program within one.  The Walden Project  comes closest to Thoreau’s Walden experiment of all the Walden Schools.  It’s not that any of the other schools are missing anything, it’s merely that this Walden Project draws on the physical, outdoor, man versus nature kind of schooling, attempting to draw on Thoreau’s purposes and experiences when he built his cabin on Ralph Waldo Emerson’s land on the shore of Walden pond.  Matt Schlein envisioned an alternate program in which high school students could learn as Thoreau did.  Schlein founded the Willowell Foundation in 2001 “dedicated to supporting a creative intersection of the arts, sustainability and the environment and their connection to alternative education” .  This facilitated the purchase of two hundred thirty acres of land that forms the stage for the Walden Project.  Students at the Vergennes Union High School, where Schlein teaches English, Drama and Psychology, can choose the Walden Project which runs for three months at a time.  The guiding principles of the Walden Project include a curriculum that turns on responsibility and use of the land, especially the piece the school uses for the project.  Walden students move in an integrated, seamlessly way between subjects.  Schlein leans, philosophically, on Thoreau’s words of going to the woods to "live deliberately." Schlein adds, “just as Thoreau did, students think deeply about their relationship to self, to culture and to the natural world” .  The outdoor project has students outside and at the two hundred thirty acre site doors twice a week in the winter and three days a week during the spring and fall.  The students may also participate in some traditional school programming at the Vergennes Union High School .

In Edutopia, “Schlein says, [the point of the Walden Project] is to step outside the chaos of everyday expectations to "think deeply about where I am right now and what's essential," searching nature and oneself for inspiration” .  This certainly captures the essence of Thoreau’s Walden Pond excursion.  It also certainly moves away from the traditional classroom.  The choice involved and the enquiry methodology that must be a part of this venture certainly put this project in a progressive light.  

This paper began as an exercise in examining Walden schools.  To that end, a number of, but certainly not all, Walden schools have been considered in terms of their relationship or ties to Henry David Thoreau, and they have been considered in terms of where they reside in the spectrum of Progressive Education.  It would appear that the name Walden enjoys a certain appeal; however, it does not hold the users to any ideological framework.  Some, however, enthusiastically embrace the name Walden for the philosophy and ideology attached to it through or because of Henry David Thoreau.  The schools, if they embrace Thoreauvian philosophy tend to be progressive, and in the spectrum of progressives, they tend to be closer to Dewey than they are to, for example, Neill.
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