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ROGER COUSINET

(1881-1973)

Louis Raillon

Education can no longer be an action exerted by a master on his pupils, for such action has proved
futile; itis, infact, an activity whereby the child works towards his own development, in afavourable
environment and with the help of an educator who is now available for merely consultative capacity.
It follows that active methods are not teaching but learning tools, that they must be placed in the
hands of the pupils done and that any teacher introducing them into his or her class will be prepared
not to use them, and in so doing will refrain from teaching.

This was how Roger Cousinet briefly and somewhat bluntly conveyed the message that he
had spent the second hdf of his long life trying to get across, after devoting many years to
experimenting with the practica implications of the New Education. In Cousnet’'s mind, this
substitution of learning by the pupil for teaching by the teacher brooked no compromise. In his view,
the introduction of the New Education into schools implied first and foremost aradica change in the
educationd ettitude of the teacher in his rdationship with his pupils. Such aradicd view was at the
same time appedling and difficult to accept, but it was based on years of experimentd work and this
in itsdlf brought out the scientific character of a teaching method rooted in a true knowledge of the
child and of the laws governing the child’ s wryly: “We are mogt difficult to please, for our attitude is
not very consstent with our principles. We do development. The resistance that his theories brought
was of little surprise to him, however. He remarked everything we can to make sure that children
can survive without us, but are upset whenever they succeed in doing so' (Cousinet, 1954).

Who, then, was this man? What sort of experiments did he carry out? What conclusons did
he come to? Are hiswork and ideas il of interest to educators today? These are the questions that
this sudy will set out to briefly answer.

Roger Cousinet’s career

Age twenty-one; place: Paris. After his baccalauréat, Cousinet supplemented his solid grounding
in the classics with three years of preparatory classes for admisson to the école normale
supérieure (higher teacher-training college). He did not enter the école normale, but enrolled at
Sorbonne for an arts degree and, at the same time, for the diploma (orevet éémentaire) entitling
him to teach in primary school for a minimum of five years. Cousinet, a cultivated young man from
an artigic, middle-class background, then decided to work for the concours de I’inspection
primaire, the examination for primary-school ingpectors. These years spent among children were
highly ingtructive ones, as he systematically observed their reactions both in the classroom and in the
playground. What interested him was not so much the pupil as the children at liberty, at play, and in
their complex relaionships with other children. It was during this period that he started working with
Durkheim on a doctord thess on La vie sociale des enfants (The Socid Life of Children).
Meanwhile, he worked together with Alfred Binet, who was devisng his intelligence tes and
founding his theory of experimenta teaching. He became editor of an educationd journa entitled
L’ éducateur moderne, which gave him the opportunity to meet and publish the works of Decraly,
Claparede and Ferriere, as well as to write on the work of Maria Montessori and to publish



abdtracts in French of the works of Dewey and Stanley Hdll. In 1910, he was gppointed as the
primary-school ingpector, making him responsble for about 100 State schools, and continued to
serve in this capacity until 1942, with his work taking him successively to the departments of Aube,
Ardennes and Seine-et-Oise (near Paris).

In 1920, with a handful of voluntary primary-school teachers, Cousinet experimented with
his method of free-group work. His basic assumption was smply that children are capable of
organization, effort and persaverance while doing something they enjoy, like playing games, so why
don’'t they display the same qualities when doing tasks they are able to choose and carry through on
their own? Ingtead of teaching the children, the teacher prepares materids, objects, plants and
minerds. It is not long before the children themsalves bring aong objects of interest to them. The
teachers should suggest to the children that they should fredy make up small working groups, we
shdl go into the detals alittle later.

Among the activities that the children could select, Cousingt, like Tolstoy, proposed the
writing of compositions on subjects of their own choosing. For eight years from 1920 to 1928, he
published areview of children’s writings, L’ oiseau bleu (The Blue Bird), which was to earn him a
bad reputation with the Ministry of Education, under whaose authority he worked.

Meanwhile, Cousinet was taking an active part in the congresses of the Internationd League
for New Education, which brought him into contact with educators from a wide range of countries.
In France, he led the New Education movement, which from 1921 to 1939 issued a very
informative bulletin, published severd books written by children and organized annua congresses
attended by al educationd reformigts.

In 1944, towards the end of the Second World War, Cousinet, had come to the end of his
career as an ingpector but was embarking on a second career as a lecturer on education at
Sorbonne, where he remained until 1959. Together with F. Chatelain, he founded the Ecole
nouvdle francaise (the New French Schooal), opened the experimenta school of ‘La Source and
devoted himsdf to his writings, into which he poured the rich fruits of his experience and enjoyed
condderable international prestige.

In 1963 he founded, together with the present author, his fourth journal, Education et
dével oppement, and only stopped writing when he became blind shortly before his deeth in 1973.

Years of experimental work: free-group work method

Before becoming a teaching specidist, Roger Cousnet was interested in child psychology,
epecidly socid psychology. As early as 1907, he showed in his fird mgor aticle that socid
intercourse plays a decisve pat in matching a child's perception with redity (as we generdly
perceive it) and hence in the development of thought.” In the following yeer, he wrote one of the first
gudies to be devoted to children’s society which inevitably becomes sdf-defense againg the
dictatorship of adults®> He continued his observations and research aong these lines while working
on his thess, which was cut short by the Firs World War and Durkheim'’s degth in 1917. While
experimenting with group work among children, he continued to observe their reactions. By asking
teachers to step down from the dais and adopt a different approach, he changed the atmosphere in
the classoom and observed the effects of this on the children’s behaviour. The method he
developed congtantly referred back to child psychology.

Psychological bases

‘The child is a scientificdly active being’, wrote Cousinet in 1931. He arived a this precise
conclusion by adding his own observations to those of other researchers, particularly Charlotte
Buhler.* While they had no doubt meticulously observing children at play, (...) it is now difficult to
go on assarting that play is the child's natura activity. However remote it may be from work, it is
closer to our work than to our play, and in it are to be found gpplication, a love of difficulty and



awareness of what is useful, dong with joy. The child combines seriousness with gaiety, wheress for
us these have become opposites. This is perhaps the most digtinctive characteristic of a child's
activity, on which al the rest depends. It is not specificaly playing that he enjoys, but having fun a
work, working for fun. Thisis what makes children o difficult to understand and so difficult to help
through education, and yet o educable and so well prepared, when the time comes, for our form of
work.

Meanwhile, there is something of the adult’s propendty for play left in children:

Encourage them to engage in the activity which is closest to their natural activity, allow them to do something
exactly in the way they like, in other words | et them live naturally, and you will see that there are times when they
will stop this activity to go off and play. There is no doubt an extremely simple explanation for this: play is a
regression, areturn to easier occupations.®

When children engage in their natura activity, when they make something, they will obvioudy end up
discovering certain basc laws—those of physcs, for example. They will discover the demands
inherent in matter. A plasticine man is not made in the same way as a paper one, and a sandcadtleis
governed by different technicd laws from one made of wood. From this and many other
observations, Cousinet came to the conclusion that ‘the child is a scientificdly active being.’

Teaching, by its very nature, curbs a child's credtive activity. First contact with teeching is
inhibiting, both physcaly, because it means gtting gill, and mentaly, because the child is not
alowed to ask the teacher questions and communicate with others. Teaching prevents the child from
learning. And Coudnet notes with implacable logic. ‘Child psychology now leads not to the
transformation, but to the disappearance of teaching.’®

The fact is that it is no longer a question of teaching (children) but of cultivating a living
environment, just as a scientist in a laboratory prepares the solution in which an organism can live
and grow. The issueis no longer one of educationa science but of psychology or even biology.

The working tool is method and the method must be passed on from the teacher to the
pupil. No longer isit ‘the ingenious technique discovered or used by the teacher for teaching. It is
the tool which the child learns to use for working'.”

Roger Cousinet worked in primary schools, with children from 6 to 12 years. The
acquisition of socid maturity begins around 8 to 9 years of age, however. At that age—and this is
the second basic psychologica assumption—the child becomes aware of other children. *This new
awarenessis reinforced by the new role played by language (...) whose true function apparently only
emerges éat this age, this being its socid function, that of communication between individua ways of
thinking.

The child gradualy emerges from his globa grasp of things. Thanks to language, which
defines the successve stages in a process of evolution, analysis becomes possible.

In fact, we always see these first attempts at analytical explanation accompanied by words and gestures. The
child mimes the supposed activity and designates names to its various components. But this is where the words
and gestures of other children come in. (...) Each one introduces his own words, different words (which
sometimes designate the same thing, but that does not matter) and as each one now perceives the full
significance of the language he hears, the words which designate explanations clash and conflict with each
other. (...) This means taking a closer look, re-examining one's own views, verifying them or incorporating into
them the explanations given by others?

This is the origin of those interminable discussons that take place between friends standing around
an automobile or a power drill. Firgt of dl, they have to discover the initid cause of the movemernt;
then, once that has been found or accepted by everyone, ‘it is traced dl through the works, from
one part to another, until its whole itinerary can be tracked down from the initid cause to the find
movement—a whed gliding dong aral or a propedler turning, or an impression being produced on
the paper—whereupon everyone is satisfied.’ ™

Continuing his discussion, Cousinet shows that the effects of socidization are beneficid, not
only intellectudly but aso as regards the persondity, since the child, who is dways reedy to put



forward and impose his’her own interpretation, learns not to trust higher own judgement. Children
learn to propose rather than to impose. They learn to express themselves clearly, to ligen to and
understand others. They learn to live socidly, in other words, to enhance their own thinking with the
thinking of others.

A sudy of psychology thus leads to group education. Disregarding psychology means
imposing on children a way of life unsuitable for them. If a child is deprived a some dage in
development of the sustenance needed for that stage, he/she will either waste away or compensate
for that repressed activity, or again try to live on the fringe of the adult world.

Thisis the cause of the incidents that traditionaly occur in a conventiond type of class. The
children stubbornly pergdts in this socid development: they prompt or copy from one another and
tak in class and the teacher spends amost as much time preventing the pupils from talking to each
other as presenting the lesson. Despite gppearances, factions are ill formed with their ringleaders
and scapegoats and, in an underhand manner, wage war on the teacher in dl kinds of ways such as
by creating a rumpus or getting up to various pranks. What is more, classes are built up on fdse
vaues such as syllabuses (bearing no relationship to the children’s interests), examinations and tests,
with the teacher Stting in judgement, whereas group work will bring things back to normdl.

Method

What has to be done is to give children back the freedom they enjoyed before entering school, so
that when they begin schoal they will be confronted with the greatest possible number of activitiesto
choose from. ™

In addition to being prepared psychologicaly (he/she has to make up higher mind that to
refrain from giving ‘lessons’); the teacher must gather together the material needed for each activity
and know how to use it. When everything is ready, the teacher asks the children to divide into
groups, ‘as they are used to doing in their games and according to ther naturd inclinations,
abolutely a will’.

The forming of groups may take time. The children gain invauable experience in learning
how to recognize those they can work with. There are no rules as to the number of children in each
group (in prectice, an average of Sx) or as to the exact membership of the groups (there may
aways be changes). Each group has a part of the classroom to itsaf and this becomes, as it were,
itsown ‘houseg, even if there is no actua physical barrier separating it from another group’s *house'.
During their work, the groups soon sets out to collect plants and animals, and it isa good ideato let
them have their own pigeon-holes dong the walls.

The teacher tells the children that they can choose from the various activities prepared for
them and indicates the method of work. The method, a very smple one, will differ somewhat
according to whether the activities concerned are crestive or cognitive ones.

Into the ‘ crestive activity’ category, Cousinet puts art, acting and handicrafts. In these aress,
the children are given total freedom. The groups will often bresk up because writing a poem or
painting a picture are matters of persond expresson. The teacher should adopt an understanding
and sympathetic attitude:

The teacher must show the same liking for this particular activity as for all the others; he must take pleasure in
seeing his pupils creating something— even if the result is naive and clumsy, he must not judge them. (...) He
must encourage the children, talk to them about their work, ask them what they were setting out to do and
whether they think they have expressed properly what they wanted to say.”?

The “cognitive activities category comprises three kinds of intellectual work: science, history and
geography. Here, the teacher tells the children some dementary guidelines that are ‘the rules of the
game . These are asfollows:

1 The work conssts of looking a the objects and materias and writing out everyone's



observations on the group’s blackboard. The only practical requirement is for each group to

have a blackboard o that its members can work together on the fina version.

2. Once the work isfinished, it is shown to the teacher who checks the spelling, proceeding as
follows: (a) the teacher points out that there are some spelling mistakes, (b) if need be,
he/she again draws atention to the migtakes this time underlining the misspelled words;
findly (c) the teacher corrects them, without giving any explanation unless asked for one.

3. The exerciseis copied out into the group’ s exercise book, with illustrations if necessary, and
shown to the teacher.

4. The written exercise is summarized on index cards.

Gradually the same headings recur on the index cards and the children learn how to prepare them in

advance. The preparation of the cards leads naturaly on to the idea of a classfication system, and

then to the drawing up of synoptic charts.

But let us go back to the various types of work.

‘Science work condgts of an introduction to the study of animas, plants, meteorologica
phenomena (rainfall, temperature, wind), minerals, Smple machines and a wide variety of objects.
Before long, the groups bring dong items of interest to themselves.

‘Higtory’ work is focused on the history of things. Cousinet gave particularly careful thought
to the teaching of history.™ His theory was that political history, the history of governments and
wars, is not only harmful but beyond the grasp of children, whereas they are familiar with the things
they see around them and are likely to be interested in their history, thet is to say, in studying the
way in which they have evolved. Cousinet drew up a whole cataogue of the history of things, the
man subject aress being types of dwdling, clothing, means of trangport and communication,
teaching, agriculture, industry, trade and so on. Naturdly there is no order of preference. What is
important isto sart out from an observation of things as they are today. This meansthat if agroup is
interested in the higtory of types of dwelling, it will be advised to begin by looking & the various
aspects of people’s homes today. The children will then work from documents and pictures. During
the preparatory phase, the teacher should take the trouble to collect a large number of postcards,
pictures cut out of books, etc. The descriptive work is not confined to noting down observations,
but involves producing a report from an observation of severad documents. Learning higtory in this
way isawholly congructive exercise.

Here too, however, the method referred to previoudy is also used. The exercises are
summarized on index cards that are then classfied and, finaly, synoptic charts are prepared
describing, for ingdance, the higtory of costume through the ages with examples to illudrate the
subject.

‘Geography’ work requires some observation material such & large-scde maps, railway,
bus and flight timetables, but aso street maps and loca maps. Possible activities include describing
imaginary journeys to a particular country, which may be of interest to one of the groups, usng
maps, timetables and other documentary materid, or drawing a plan of the school or of an important
building or making a map of the region.

The question of method calls for anumber of comments.

Naturdly, with the amount of latitude left to the groups there may be some interaction
between the various activities just mentioned, especidly between cognitive and artistic activities. For
example, there may be drawings, paintings or models of various kinds to accompany the written
texts. Handmade dolls clothes or puppets may illustrate the history of costume.

It should be noted that no dlowance is made for the teaching of grammar with this method.
Thisisnot an overs'ght. ‘The teaching of grammar,” writes Cousngt, ‘is of no interest to the child at
this particular age’ ™" If by some unlikely chance the children were to show an interest in it, they
would proceed in the same way as for other types of work, thet is, by observing and andyzing the
words, classfying them and producing their own grammar primer. Out of forty experimenta classes,
this happened in only one.

It should aso be pointed out that, apart from free texts (free not only in ther form and



content, but aso as regards their actud occurrence, unlike many classes in which the writing of
‘fre€ texts is dready provided for in the timetable!), there is no provison for compostion as a
literary exercise. ‘French composition and the writing of essays are exercises for adolescents;’

writes Cousinet. On the other hand, language is congtantly developed and practised, both oraly and

in writing, Snce the children discuss things in their groups and work to produce written texts that are
required to be as clear, as precise and even as subtle as possble. In a conventiond French
composition class, children are asked to write on a subject, which means that they are required to
say something when they may have nothing to say, whereas when they study and describe a
scientific, historical or geographica fact, they learn to express their thoughts clearly and put them
down on paper equaly clearly. Asto spelling, Cousinet consders that at the ‘ pre-grammatica age,

amigakeismerdy adip’, and systematic correction isdl that is needed to creete lasting reflexes.

Another subject that is not included in cognitive activity is arithmetic. No explicit provison is
made for it, but it emerges and develops dong with the requirements of manua work, housawork
and housskeeping.

In many cases, a gpontaneous interest has arisen in this type of work, quite independently of
any practical application. Redizing that they were not very adept or quick enough a doing the
arithmetical operations required for other kinds of work, some children decided of their own accord
to do multiplications or divisons and, for several months, would gpply themsdlves to increasingly
difficult calculations, up to 15 or 20 aday. There are little girls who, having developed an inclination
for the rdatively easy operaions involved in buying dress materid and cuttin% out and making
dothes, have invented and solved increasingly complicated problems of this kind."

The results

This precise method, in which attention is paid to practica detail, was developed in urban and rurd
public schools where it was not possible to incur any extra expenditure. It was no idedistic dream,
but a modd devised and applied between 1920 and 1942 in some forty different classes. One
example was a girls primary school a Savigny-sur-Orge near Paris, where a teacher was able to
keep her pupils and work with them along these lines for seven consecutive years.

Looking back over these many years of experimenta work, Cousinet notes first of al that
the children were never inactive and ‘did not waste time having to listen to lessons which they never
asked to be taught, and even less to St ligening to thelr classmates reciting lessons or answering
questions. On reading this unexpected observation, one can see through the wry humour and
perceive the truth in it, a truth that adults would be little inclined to notice and admit. When one
thinks of al the lectures to which pupils are subjected and which do not dways capture their
atention, dl the time wasted in kegping order and in disciplinary action, not to mention the relatively
or highly ‘unprofitable’ exercises like dictation, one has to admit that conventiona, compulsory
schooling is very often awadte of the children’stime.

Looking at the results, Cousinet reports that each group produced an average of thirty
written texts a month (i.e. more than one for each school day), not counting the drafting on the index
cards and synoptic charts.

The results were aso encouraging when it came to assessing the pupils knowledge. When
the method was introduced into the classes in which the pupils sat the certificat d’ études
examinaion (more than 50 per cent of pupils in State schools left school without obtaining this
primary-school leaving certificate when it was in generd use), the number of children who passed
the examination was consgently greeter, and their marks were dways very high in science and
French composition. The outcome with regard to compostion is especidly interesting when one
congders Coudinet’s particular attitude in this regard.

With no grammar teaching whatsoever, the children’s spelling improved considerably. For
example, in acours éémentaire class (second or third year of primary education) the average rate
of spelling mistakes dropped from 9.04 per cent in October to 3.8 per cent in the following July.*®



While it is no doubt impossible to make any grict, year-by-year comparisons between
children who have followed a syllabus and others who have not, broad comparisons show that
those who have learned by the group work method come out best:

- andyticd work (on flowers, insects, machines or geographicad phenomena) fosters
intellectua developmert;

- grouping helps to develop maturity but also cultivates perseverance; ‘laziness ceases to
exis;

- mord attitudes are dso enhanced: in a society of equals, a person will quite naturdly learn to
respect the work of others, not to hinder them, and to be helpful.

The greatest benefit that children derive from this type of schooling, in addition to learning a greet

dedl, is above dl to learn how to learn. It is no doubt true that during long university courses, the

best students have dways ended up devisng a method of work, but they are often the privileged

few, and Cousinet wished to give to dl children what had previoudy been reserved for that smdl

band.

An overview of the new education

At the beginning of the 1920s, when he began to experiment with his new methods, Inspector
Cousinet was thought to be out of his mind. The prefect of the Aube department requested that he
should be banned from teaching in the areg, and the Ministry posted him to the Ardennes. He
continued with his pioneering work, and that he was alowed to do so was no doubt because of the
consderable prestige he had earned with the International League for New Education. His method
was better known gbroad than in France. A prophet is not without honour, except in his own
country.

After the Second World War, as a professor at the Sorbonne, he taught what he thought to
be truth, borne out by experience. The climate was in fact a much more favourable one, and, with
fashion on its sde, New Education had alarge following.

Cousinet had no time for empty words, however. He condemned:

(...) the fair-weather friends of the New Education who, while keeping to the spirit of traditional education, have
seized on a number of new techniques they have gleaned here and there and used them to uphold that spirit and
help them in their work, without actually changing it in any way. So, for instance, there are teachers who will
divide their pupils up into several ‘teams and give each team a grammar or history exercise to do and will then
claim, and at times even convince themselves, that they have introduced group work into their classes. Others,
interspersing their lessons with incessant questions, believe they are using active methods. Y et another will
insert a‘free’ expression exercise into his timetable, on a set day and at a set time, while another will organize a
school outing based on a strictly pre-planned list of observations making this imposed exercise sound more
impressive and more like the new education by calling it environmental studies. And so it goes on."’

Cousinet did not merely condemn the caricatures of the New Education, but, in his teaching and in
his works, explained what its red purpose was. Retracing the history of this internationa movement,
going back to those he regarded as having invented it (Rousseau and then Tolstoy) and to those
who founded it (Dewey, Stanley Hal and their successors) he singled out the common, and
therefore essentid, features to be found in the various organizations and systems.

The New Education was firg and foremost a ‘ spirit’ recognizing in the child a person in the
process of sdf-development. Such development needs a favourable environment, the primary
condition being an amosphere of freedom. Like al living beings, the child progresses through
interaction with the environment in which he/she lives. Now the educator’s role is to cregte for the
child an environment that will be most consstent with his needs. Looking for a metgphor to express
this idea, Cousinet rgected the conventiona one of the gardener and opted for that of the hedth
expert. Obvioudy, the role of the educator-health expert is totally different from that of the teacher,
and the recruitment and training of such a person should be approached in a different way.

It is consequently the spirit of the thing that is important, the method being merely aworking



ingrument; a tool the child learns to use in order to work. The teacher’s role is to prepare the
ground for the young learners encounters with the methods that will suit them best, and by
observing the children ever more closely as time goes on, to discover or improve on the methods
proposed to them.

Setting out resolutely in this direction, Cousinet sudied the psychology of learning in his lagt
book."® Where learning and condittioning differ radicaly is in knowing what god is to be reached.
People are interested only in what they know, however dim this awvareness may be (centre of
interest). A child learns to walk because he/she has seen others walk, and its own efforts will be
triggered off by the clear god in view and will be simulated by emulation.

Thisis not the way it happens a school, however. With the exception of arithmetic, children
are totally unfamiliar with dl the subjects taught a school and cannot therefore have any desire to
learn them. To add to this, the teacher-who-teachesis not amodel to be emulated. What is needed,
therefore, is to find Stuations that will trigger knowledge of the god in view and hence arouse
interest. For example Cousinet writes that ‘an awareness of speling comes when the writer shows
others what he has written’. From then on, especidly if written communication is practised
frequently, learning and research are set in motion. For instance, Cousinet continues, in group work
‘I have in mind the countless discussions about pdlling that | have witnessed, with recourse to the
dictionary and finaly, when necessary, having the matter settled by the teacher. Discussions of this
kind are exercises in themselves’™ Emulation is simulated by the teacher saying: ‘Let us try and
find out’, and getting the children to look with hinvher in the dictionary and grammar book.



It is no doubt a rdatively easy matter to simulate the acquistion of functiond ills like
reading and writing, for the child can see their applications. The purpose of school, however, isaso
to transmit abstract knowledge in a number of subject areas (physics, chemisiry, history, etc.). The
only solution is to transform this abstract knowledge into practical skills, and this is what has been
successfully achieved with the free-group work method that presents children with objects and
meaterids as working tools. Cousinet is very clear about the way in which thistransfer is effected:

The merit of this historic learning method by no means lies in gaining possession of knowledge-as in the
conventional school sense of the word *learning’. It lies in the work done by the pupil in examining, comparing,
classifying and compiling a quantity of material which is placed at his disposal or found by the pupil himself so
that he will, in the end, be building, and not acquiring.”

This is drictly true, but meanwhile, what is more, the pupils will be consolidating the knowledge
acquired far better than if they had ingurgitated a set syllabus.

Cousinet’s message today

Coudnet was right in saying that the New Education had its ‘fair-weather friends' in the post-war
years. Nevertheless, fair-weather friends do not stay the course. In a country like France, the New
Education gtill hasits adepts among some militant educators, but they are necessarily in the minority.

To put it plainly, the New Education movement has not succeeded in persuading the
education authorities of the need for a change in teaching methods. Anyone unfamiliar with
customary practice in the education world can only think thet this falure sgnifies that the new
methods are unsuitable. If they had turned out to be effective, they would have been adopted. This,
in fact, is the argument put forward by many educators in developing countries. In fact, it is not as
ample asthat. In my view, there are three reasons for the ‘falure’ of the New Education.

- Teachers, by definition, are recruited from those who were once ‘bright pupils, in other
words those who did wdl in the traditional sysem. Psychologicdly, it is very difficult for
them not to reproduce the conventional model.

- Although they do not aways admit it, parents and teachers are afraid of the ‘freedom’ of
choice and pace |€ft to children with the New Education methods. Allowing persondities to
develop in an origind way goes againg the human and professiona ided that adults cannot
help projecting on to the children, while modern nations, even democratic ones, expect the
school to hep produce citizens who will conform to a standard mode!.

- The univergty model impinges more than ever on the educaion provided in schools.
Primary-school teachers mimic (albeit unwittingly) universty professors tranamitting highly
gpecidized knowledge. This feding of beonging to the same inditution, possessng some
profound unity” is more solidly entrenched than ever today, as primary schools prepare a
larger number of pupilsfor along academic career than schools did in the past.

The wedlthiest nations have, in fact, lengthened the period of compulsory schooling. Although there

are advantages in this, it dso has some very serious consequences since a large proportion of

children and adolescents (up to 30 per cent) have to face the experience of failure at school.

In dedling with this Stuation, educational research has focused mainly on ingtructiona
techniques in the subjects taught. This narrow gpproach is based on the assumption that the system
can be improved indefinitely. There may be some truth in this. However much you improve a car,
you will never turn it into an aeroplane. It is a different system dtogether. This is precisdy what
Cousinet was saying when he stated that ‘education can no longer be an act of teaching’, but is a
different system. This message, thought by some to be paradoxica, should be heeded by ustoday.
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