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ABSTRACT

Significant numbers of Canadians in the 1960s believed their society and their schools
required substantial change. A few, believing the public school system was authoritarian,
competitive, unimaginative, and unlikely to change, set out to establish their own schools. In
British Columbia, like-minded parents, educators, and even high school students founded over
twenty alternative schools in the 1960s and early 1970s in the Lower Mainland, Vancouver
Island, and the West Kootenays. Most of these people nourished idealistic world views
comprising elements of pacifism, socialism, or spiritual mysticism. They claimed to be motivated
by a sense of social and democratic responsibility, and also put a high value on personal freedom
and the possibility of public and private transformation.

Until the 1960s British Columbia independent schools had been organized chiefly on
religious, ethnic, or class grounds. However, founders of alternative schools in the early 1960s
typically followed a Progressive approach, emphasizing a “child-centred” curriculum based on
the ideas of John Dewey. Later in the decade alternative schools took up the Romantic or “free
school” ideas of A.S. Neill, and allowed young people almost complete freedom to organize their
own educational activities (or none at all), and to be responsible for their own behaviour. They
were influenced by the American Progressive and English Romantic educational traditions as well
as Canadian social democracy, the American counterculture of the late 1960s, and the Human
Potential Movement. By the early 1970s, alternative schools became “therapeutic” with the goal
of attracting alienated young people back into the educational sphere and helping them to achieve
personal growth.

Two fundamental tensions existed in alternative schools—-how democratic their decision-
making would be, and how directive or free the adults would be in regulating the academic
learning of the students. Although these schools tried to govern themselves in a participatory

democratic manner, consensus was difficult to achieve. Furthermore, the participants could not
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usually agree on which educational approach they favoured. For students attending alternative
schools educational results were mixed. Although most believed they had gained in self-reliance
and inter-personal skills, many did not acquire sufficient literary or arithmetic knowledge and
found their educational and professional careers limited.

Alternative schools were hindered by financial instability, parental divisiveness, and the
absence of a workable educational methodology. Further, the schools accepted too many children
with special needs, or hired too many young adult teachers whose enthusiasm was greater than
their pedagogical skill. Meanwhile, the social and cultural upheavals of the late 1960s had at last
caused the public school system to accept some of the pedagogical and psychological premises
of the alternate school movement. The examples of the alternative schools of the 1960s and early

1970s, along with the wider cultural changes of the time, led to a more flexible and inclusive

public school system in the 1970s.
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FOREWORD

One striking development of the 1960s was the rise of alternative schools. Hundreds
appeared across North America including more than twenty in British Columbia between 1960
and 1975. These small independent schools were founded by Progressive educators or by
dissatisfied parents who aimed to provide a more humanistic or “child-centred” education than
existed in the public schools. Most proponents of alternative schools held some form ofidealistic
world view. As the 1960s gave rise to so many innovative ideas, they wanted their children’s
schooling to be expressions of those ideas."

British Columbia provided fertile ground for alternative schools. Educational thinking in
the province was influenced by two old traditions, American Progressivism and British
Romanticism, as well as by the British private school tradition emphasizing “character building”
as discussed by Jean Barman.” Other prominent influences were the Canadian socialist and “social
gospel” movements, and the American counterculture ofthe 1960s. All of these factors combined
to encourage the rise of numerous and diverse alternative schools in British Columbia. They were
created in disparate regions of the province including Vancouver, the Fraser Valley, Vancouver
Island, and the West Kootenays. These schools were governed by parent or teacher co-
operatives and varied in their curricula from moderate Progressive methods to a laissez-faire style
with almost no curriculum at all. The goals of alternative schools varied but in most cases school
founders considered academic learning no more important than unrestrained exploration, personal
growth, and “community building.”

Alternative schools in British Columbia passed through three distinct periods. During the
early 1960s alternative schools were inspired mainly by the Progressive ideas of John Dewey and
by the examples of American Progressive schools founded earlier in the century. Progressive
schools in British Columbia and elsewhere emphasized “learning by doing,” thematic or project

work, co-operative learning, the creative arts, and education for citizenship. Progressive ideas



were brought to this province, in part, by liberal American academics recruited by the University
of British Columbia during its rapid expansion in the 1950s and early 1960s, some of whom had
attended Progressive schools in their youth.

By the late 1960s a definite shift had occurred in the character of alternative schools.
They now drew on the Romantic tradition, inspired by Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s naturalistic ideas
and A.S. Neill’s famous Summerhill School in England.* Romantically inspired schools were
commonly called “free schools.” Their proponents believed that children freed from adult
interference would eventually acquire the skills and knowledge they needed while growing up
Without the constraints and inhibitions imposed by mainstream society. Free schools were closely
tied to the rapid emergence of the North American counterculture with its emphasis on personal
freedom and transformation. Countercultural ideas, values, and lifestyle in British Columbia were
fueled partly by another wave of Americans, many from California, who came to British Columbia
during the late 1960s because of the Vietnam war.

In the early 1970s alternative schools changed once again. Romantic schools declined
with the waning of the counterculture and the radical political movements of the 1960s.
Alternative schools became more diverse and many adopted therapeutic or rehabilitative
objectives.® Therapeutic schools sought to provide a place where the many disaffected young
people left over from the volatile 1960s could learn basic academic skills in an accepting and
unpressured envifonment, meanwhile developing personal characteristics that would help them
function ‘more effectively in society. These schools were influenced by political, feminist,
environmental, and personal transformation movements that grew out of the 1960s. They also
acquired a more local and indigenous quality than schools of the earlier Progressive or Romantic
“waves.” Alternative schools now were primarily staffed by Canadians, at least partly informed
by Canadian socialist and humanitarian values. It was during this third period of alternative
school development that a combination of parental pressure, new directions in the education

profession, and the general ambiance of the times caused public schools themselves to begin
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offering a wider choice of styles and programmes. By 1975 several alternative schools had been
integrated into the public school system and school districts began to create their own alternative
programmes, thus providing facilities for students not succeeding in mainstream schools. With
the demand for alternative schooling largely satisfied within B.C.’s public system, independent
alternative schools declined. Their enduring impact was their example, which encouraged the
liberalization and diversification of the public school system.

Individuals of many varied backgrounds and beliefs came together to establish alternative
schools. Most shared a common belief in the “potential” of the individual, in the importance of
participation in a community, and in an idealistic world view (socialist, pacifist, communitarian,
or spiritually liberal). Some individuals were attracted to alternative education simply through
their experience as teachers or parents. For others, increased rights for young people were an
important component of a more general quest for self-determination across society. All saw the
public schools of the day as representing an outdated political, cultural, and educational outlook.
In particular, they believed public schools were authoritarian, competitive, inflexible, and
unimaginative in their pedagogy. They were unhappy that, in the post-Sputnik era, public schools
were preoccupied with trying to upgrade their science offerings, and that the recommendations
of the 1960 Chant report had relegated the creative arts to “frill” status. Above all, alternative
school proponents valued individualism. They experienced public schools as unwilling or unable

to accommodate the individual differences of children.

The Progressive Movement in Education

Alternative schools of the 1960s combined elements of two longstanding educational
movements, Progressivism and Romanticism. The Progressive movement in the early decades

of the twentieth century was closely associated with the ideas of John Dewey. Progressivism

embraced a humanistic respect for the individual worth of each child, mindful of new theories of




child development made at the turn of the century. Progressives emphasized the uniqueness of
each individual learner, the importance of educating the “whole child,” active rather than passive
learning, subject matter aimed at the child’s interests, the value of the creative arts, and education
for citizenship. Progressives typically advocated a broad, integrated, and “child-centred”
curriculum, a stimulating classroom environment, co-operation rather than competition, and an
emphasis on self-expression and critical thinking.®

Dewey’s methods were developed at the University of Chicago Laboratory School, where
he was director from 1896 to 1904, and at Columbia University Teachers’ College during the first
two decades of the twentieth century. Dewey believed educators should motivate children by
appealing to their genuine “interests.” Using a flexible curriculum, teachers should recognize and
nurture each child’s differing capabilities, preferences, and attitudes.” Teachers should promote
critical inquiry and emphasize socially relevant subject material. Unlike some later Progressives,
Dewey also believed in the value of the traditional “handed-down” wisdom and knowledge of
Western Civilization.

Another key Deweyan concept was “learning through experience.” This was more than
simply “learning by doing,” for as he wrote, “mere activity does not constitute experience.”
Rather, meaningful experience must involve intentional development, meaningful purpose, and
change. Another central principle in Dewey’s Progressive thought was the education of citizens
for a democracy. It did not make sense to teach young people in an authoritarian, bureaucratic,
and unstimulating atmosphere if they were to become the creative, critical, informed, and socially
conscious adults required for an effective democracy. Dewey believed that in a “community-
centred” education children would be active participants in the day-to-day life of the school. His
ideal classrooms would be “democratic communities of inquiry.”®

Progressivism reached its peak in the 1920s and 1930s with the establishment of many
private Progressive schools in the United States particularly around large northeastern cities. The

best known was City and Country School in New York, founded by Caroline Pratt, where young
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children learned primarily through art and play.” Hundreds of Progressive teachers were trained
at the University of Chicago and Columbia Teachers’ College by such as William Kilpatrick,
developer of the well-known “project method.” Some Progressive ideas also made their way into
the public school system during this period, but by the 1930s the humanistic “child-centred”
Progressivism of Dewey had become overshadowed by “scientific” and “administrative”
Progressives who emphasized efficiency, expertise, and psychological testing and measurement. '
Exemplified by Edward Thorndike, they were in their impact essentially conservative. This was
in contrast to the humanistic Progressives,” and the more radical “social reconstructionists” who
envisioned the school as a co-operative community helping to bring about the transformation of
society.!! Psychological testing and the “cult of efficiency” were the most noticeable Progressive
legacies in the public schools up to 1960."

Progressive education had Canadian proponents as early as the 1890s."* Canadian
~ Progressives were interested in an expanded curriculum known as the “New Education”
movement, a coalition of child-centred educators and practical reformers.' Their innovations
included kindergartens, manual training, school gardens, domestic science, and physical
education. They were humanitarians who paid increased attention to child and family welfare,
and educators seeking to eliminate traditional nineteenth century teaching methods which relied
on rote learning, memorization, and a narrow curriculum.

Between 1920 and 1940 Progressive thought dominated Canadian educational debate,
particularly in western Canada. The 1925 Putman-Weir Report in British Columbia endorsed
Progressive principles confirming that such ideas already had many adherents in British
Columbia.’® In Saskatchewan a modest curriculum revision along Progressive lines was begun
in 1931, and the Alberta Department of Education, under the leadership of Hubert Newland in
1936, implemented a locally developed Progressive curriculum called the “enterprise system”

organized on thematic principles.® Unlike in the United States, very few private Progressive

schools were established in Canada between 1920 and 1940. One exception was St. George’s




Progressive school in Montreal, founded in 1930."” During the 1940s and 1950s radical educators
such as Watson Thomson in Saskatchewan combined Progressive educational theory with
socialist communal values in an effort to encourage social change based on democratic,
participatory, and egalitarian principles.' With the exception of Alberta, the development of
democratic socialist politics in western Canada was often a parallel development to the
acceptance of Progressive educational theory and proponents of alternative schools in British
Columbia were undoubtedly influenced by this context.

Progressive education had fallen out of general public favour by 1945. Although there
may have been a broad Progressivist “consensus” among Canadian educational leaders in the
1930s, in practice the “child-centred” and innovative methods they advocated were rarely
implemented in the average Canadian classroom. Neil Sutherland vividly describes the traditional
pedagogy that endured in British Columbia schools well into the 1960s:

It was a system that put its rigour into rote learning of the times tables, the
spelling words, the capes and bays, a system that discouraged independent
thought, a system that provided no opportunity to be creative, a system that
blamed rather than praised, a system that made no direct or purposeful effort to
build a sense of self-worth.*’

Alternative school proponents of the 1960s strongly opposed these aspects of the school system.

The Romantic Movement

Alternative schools were also influenced by the Romantic Movement in education, a long-
standing tradition that can be traced back to the publication of J.-J. Rousseau’s Emile in 1762.%
Rousseau proposed a naturalistic education that would leave children free to follow their desires,
curiosity, and instincts with little adult direction. His ideas found an eager audience among

English Romantics and political radicals, Rousseau becoming a cult figure in England during the

late eighteenth century. Many notable intellectuals, poets, and educators of the period were




ardent Rousseau followers. His influence also extended to continental Europe where his ideas
were developed and applied by Johann Pestalozzi, Friedrich Froebel, Leo Tolstoy, and others.

Romantic ideas had gone largely underground by the early nineteenth century, but
resurfaced in twentieth century Britain just as Dewey’s ideaé were gaining prominence in the
United States. Homer Lane, an American educator in England, pioneered the idea of self-
government for children while headmaster at the Little Commonwealth in Dorset, a residential
school for delinquent teenagers from 1913 to 1918. School rules were made at meetings of the
entire school community where everyone, whether small child or headmaster, had one vote.”! The
philosopher Bertrand Russell and his wife Dora Russell founded Beacon Hill School in 1927
where experimental inquiry was encouraged, academic study was voluntary, and day-to-day
decisions were made at school council meetings. Beacon Hill, in Sussex, was criticized for the
underlying socialist, pacifist, and agnostic views of its founders, as well as Russell’s policy of
permitting public nudity among the children and sexual freedom among the adults.?* Dartington,
another rural English school and part of an experimental self-sustaining intentional community
in Devon, emphasized the creative arts and employed a partial system of self-government. Its
headmaster, J.B. Curry, had been influenced by Dewey’s methods during five years at a
Progressive school in Philadelphia.”® Beacon Hill and Dartington had elements of both
Progressivism and Romanticism, stopping just short of complete freedom for students.®*

The most famous Romantic school was Summerhill, founded in 1924 in a small town
northeast of London, by A.S. Neill, a follower of Homer Lane and Sigmund Freud. Throughout
his long career Neill developed several basic principles: that children would be allowed to pursue
any activities that interested them, that they would not be compelled to attend classes, and that
school rules would be set by all members of the school community with one vote for each person
whatever his or her age. Neill’s approach was based on psychoanalytic techniques as well as his

own experience and intuition, and he had a particular genius for working with young people.

However, without a theoretical framework, his methods were difficult to duplicate or transfer




particularly from Summerhill’s residential setting to North American day schools.

With the publication of A.S. Neill’s Summerhill in 1960, Romantic ideas burst into the
popular culture. This was a timely event for those unhappy with the public school system in’
Britain and particularly in North America.”* The widely-read book was an inspiration to many
dissatisfied parents and educators who helped initiate a new wave of Romanticism resulting in the
“free school movement” of the late 1960s in North America.

Summerhill ushered in a new era of thinking and writing about education. During the next
twelve years dozens of books advocating alternative schooling appeared. Some of the earliest
identified problems in the public school system and suggested directions for change. The best
known were John Holt’s How Children Fail and Paul Goodman’s Compulsory Mis-education,
both published in 1964.% Others were written by educators seeking to change the system from
within or establish alternative schools with less restrictive environments. The most important
were Sylvia Ashton-Warner’s Teacher (1964), Jonathan Kozol’s Death At An Early Age (1967)
and Free Schools (1972), Herbert Kohl’s 36 Children (1967) and The Open Classroom (1969),
James Herndon’s The Way It Spozed To Be (1968), George Dennison’s The Lives of Children
(1969), Herb Snitzer’s Today Is For Children (1972), and Allen Graubard’s Free The Children
(1972).2" Other works advocating radical changes in school curriculum and organization were
Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner’s Teaching As A Subversive Activity (1969), Charles
Silberman’s Crisis In The Classroom (1970), Joseph Featherstone’s Schools Where Children
Learn(1971), and finally Ivan Illich’s Deschooling Society (1971), which argued for the abolition
of schools entirely.® These writings were accompanied by an explosion in the numbers of
alternative schools, particularly of the Romantic variety, by the end of the decade. Across North

America such schools, by 1969, numbered in the hundreds.’

The therapeutic or “rehabilitation” schools of the 1970s were primarily staffed by

Canadians and had a more indigenous quality than either Progressive or Romantic Schools. The




founders of therapeutic schools were influenced by the humanitarian and compassionate values
of the “social gospel” movement and Canadian social democracy.”® Some had played a significant
role in Christian social welfare organizations whereas others had been active in the New
Democratic Party. However, therapeutic schools were even more affected by the emphasis on
personal transformation growing out of the 1960s. Often called the Human Potential Movement,
this pursuit was particularly important in the early 1970s as thousands of people sought personal
growth through a combination of psychological and spiritual techniques.”® Encounter groups,
Jungian analysis, meditation, and Eastern religious practices were taken up by professionals and
amateurs alike. One of the most influential figures in this movement was Fritz Perls, founder of
Gestalt Therapy, who spent his last years on Vancouver Island. Another was George Leonard
whose Education and Ecstacy (1968) was read widely by alternative school teachers.”” The
combination of personal growth and social reform goals gave the 1970s alternative schools their

particular character and tension.

Canadian Alternative Schools

Alternative schools began to appear in Canada by the early 1960s, a time of economic
expansion and public optimism.** The best known alternative school in Canada was Everdale
Place, an alternative high school located on a farm fifty miles northwest of Toronto. Everdale
was founded by Bob Davis and four colleagues in 1966. Mr. Davis had been active in nuclear
disarmament organizations, the Student Christian Movement, and the “new left” Student Union
for Peace Action (S.U.P.A.) during the early years of the decade. Opposed to the authoritarian
nature of public schools, Everdale founders believed in “total student input,” and the school
evolved into a “democratic and open commune.” Although courses were offered, attendance was

voluntary as at Summerhill. There were only two compulsory activities: everyone had to be at

the weekly meetings, and everyone had to do chores.** Everdale teachers took up a political




mission to spread the word about alternative education by publishing 7his Magazine Is About
Schools (1966-1973), a radical journal about alternative schools that circulated across North
America.®® The magazine was edited by Bob Davis, George Martell, and Satu Repo. In 1969
George Martell, another key figure in Canadian alternative education, founded Point Blank
School in Toronto, meant for teenage dropouts and “street kids” many of whom could neither
read nor write.3® Mr. Martell wrote widely about alternative education and its political
implications in a class society.”’ By the late 1960s public interest in alternative schools was
growing as evidenced by the Ontario government’s reformist Hall-Dennis Report, Living and
Learning, and the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation report, Involvement: The Key to Better
Schools, both published in 1968.% In 1970 the Toronto Board of Education created S.EE.D,,
an alternative high school programme similar to several that arose in Vancouver at the same
time.*

Numerous other alternative schools were established in Canada during the early 1970s,
many the result of increased parent activism. One notable example was the Saturday School in
Calgary, an elementary school founded in 1972 by a group of parents dissatisfied with their
children’s education in mainstream schools. The school emphasized aesthetic education,
integration of the curriculum, and a co-operative and democratic school community. The project
generated much excitement and debate among the parent community.' The school eventually
joined the Calgary public school system in 1975.“ In 1975, one of the parents, educational
historian Robert Stamp, wrote About Schools, a summary of different types of Canadian
alternative schools in existence at that time, and a guide for parents about how to be more
involved in setting public school policy, or how to start their own school.*! Greenhouse School
in Regina and St. Norbert’s Community School in Winnipeg were other examples of the many
parent initiated schools established during this period.*

But no province gave rise to the number or diversity of alternative schools that British

Columbia did. From the New School in Vancouver to the Argenta Friends School in the West
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Kootenays and Craigdarroch in Victoria; from the Barker Free School to Knowplace; from the
Saturna Island Free School to Total Education, Ideal School, Windsor House, and the Whole
School, the growth of alternative schools in B.C. was unusual and significant. This growth was
partly due to a tradition of individualism and popular opposition to central authority which led
to the establishment of many intentional communities in the province since the early part of this
century.* Aswell, the social gospel, socialist, and co-operative movements mentioned above had
a particularly strong presence in British Columbia where many individuals participating in
alternative schools had been active in the N.D.P. or in religious groups oriented to social action.
Progressive educational theories were well established in the province, and Romantic ideas found
a willing following. Furthermore, the tradition of private schooling was so well entrenched in
British Columbia that, until 1977, no legislation whatsoever regulated independent schools.
Another factor unique to British Columbia was a disproportionately large influx of
immigrants from the United States. These were academics from 1950 to 1965, followed more
visibly, from the mid-1960s, by thousands of young Americans who left that country for political
reasons. Many of the latter were Californians who brought elements of the counterculture with
them. Ideas and values popularized by the 1960s counterculture and political movements had a
profound effect on the development of alternative schools. These influences included drug use,
sexual experimentation, mystical spirituality, personal growth therapies, individualism,
participatory democracy, anti-intellectualism, communitarianism, and, by the early 1970s,
feminism and environmentalism. Theodore Roszak, who coined the term in his The Making of
a Counter Culture, describes it as “the embryonic cultural base of New Left politics, the effort
to discover new types of community, new family patterns, new sexual mores, new kinds of
livelihood, new aesthetic forms, new personal identities, on the far side of power politics, the
bourgeois home, and the Protestant work ethic.”** Above all, the 1960s was about freedom and
transformation, the primary goals of most alternative schools. This study of alternative schools

is, in large part, a story of the 1960s.*
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Sources

Historical evidence for this study comes from many sources. I have searched out the
archives of each school I studied, some of them found in the basements of former teachers or
parents. These archives yielded enrollment lists, prospectuses, curriculum reports, financial
documents, minutes of meetings, newsletters, correspondence, and “philosophical” statements.
I had the benefit of the personal journals of several individuals associated with alternative schools.
I have also consulted numerous documents in the public record, including annual reports and
financial statements registered under the Societies Act, dozens of accounts of alternative schools
in local newspapers and magazines, articles written by former alternative school teachers,
Vancouver School Board records, provincial Department of Human Resources documents
pertaining to alternative schools, and the federal government files of the Company of Young
Canadians.

My second major source has been oral evidence gleaned from my own tape-recorded
interviews with over three hundred former parents, teachers, and students from alternative
schools. I selected interview subjects in accordance with Neil Sutherland’s technique, “chains of
acquaintanceship,” to explore “common schema, events, rituals, scripts, and structures” through
“overlapping memories.”™* Although individuals could not always remember exact details of
events that took place over thirty years ago, two observations warrant mention. First,
participation in alternative schools was a significant and formative event in the lives of these
individuals and their memories are extensive and vivid. Secondly, there was noteworthy
congruence among the various individuals’ personal accounts of events. Nevertheless, all
information obtained from interview was thoroughly cross-checked with the accounts of other
participants and with the documentary evidence.

Oral evidence has the disadvantage that memory of past events is fallible and that the

events are seen with the perspective of hindsight, giving them meaning according to the subject’s
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present point of view. However, as Paul Thompson points out in 7he Voice of the Past, there
should be little difference in the historical treatment of documentary and of oral evidence.
Authors of eyewitness accounts and written documents of all kinds are little different from
interview subjects in their capacity for bias. The historian’s job is to examine every source,
written or oral, for internal consistency, confirmation in other sources, and potential bias.¥’
According to Neil Sutherland, even if the accuracy of the details in a personal account is suspect,
the “scripts” or personal memories of recurrent situations are generally reliable. Furthermore,
oral evidence may be valuable in its very subjectivity since those interviewed recreate the
emotional and affective contexts of past events.

This study examines the curriculum, governance, and day-to-day life of ten alternative
schools as well as the underlying theories and world view of their founders. A detailed analysis
of the social class or ethnic backgrounds of alternative school parents was beyond the scope of
this study. However, my estimations suggest that the great majority of parents were middle class
(at least 80%). They were educators, other professionals, small business people, and creative
artists (visual artists, writers, and musicians). Similarly, parents were primarily of Anglo-Saxon
(approximately 75%) and Jewish (15%) backgrounds. I have not extensively analyzed the
educational or career attainments of former alternative school students. However, I have gleaned
considerable knowledge of what became of the majority of these students after their alternative

school experience, an experience which had profound effects on the lives of the participants.
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