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A new course at Kansas State 
University provides t he 
background so that teachers can 
make their own decisions about 
open education. 

First steps in 
open education 
by Mary McDonnell Harris and Lois 

Eddy McDonnell 

Mary McDonnell Harris gre\v up with a bel ief in child· 
centered education and inherited, to some extent, the fruits 
of her mother's labor in this field. A member of the Depart· 
ment of Curriculum and Instruction at Kansas State Univer· 
s ity, Harris has visited most of the opening schools in Kan­
sas and its environs. A former elementary and secondary 
language ans teacher, she holds an A.B. from Goucher 
College (Baltimore, Maryland), an M.Ed. lrom. Shippensburg 
State College (Shippensburg, Pennsylvania), and a Ph.D. 
from tfie University of Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania). 

Lois Eddy McDonnell Is a member ol the Primary Class 
Team at the Aov1land School for Young Chi ldren of Ship. 
pensburg State College (Shippensburg, Pennsylvania), 
v;here she i& Assistant Professor in the Elementary 
Education Department. She has taught primary Children in a 
variety of settings. In 1974, she visited in forty schools 
across the United States which are utilizing variations of 
Open Education. She has atso visi ted In British primary 
schools and worked tor one mont h as a volunteer aide at 
Queen's Dyke Primary School, Witney, Oxfordshire, 
England. McDonnell holds an A.8. from Dickinson College 
{Carlisle, Pennsylvania) and an M.A. from Columbia Univer· 
Sity. 
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In 1975 we introduced a course called "Open 
Education" at Kansas State Universi ty. We were not sure 
the course v1ould survive in a cl imate \Vhere "open" is a 
four-letter word, but it has.' The course, offered for the 
sixth time in the summer of 1977, is thriving both in 
enrollment and in effect on the ·learners-and is com· 
pletely different from the course we offered in 1975! 

Mistrust of open. education does not occur without 
reason . Reports of the chaos that can result when large 
groups of children are placed in spacious expanses of 
c lassroom under the supervision of teachers who have 
been prepared to structure time, but not space, are true! 
Children have suffered when teachers trained to work 
alone are assigned to incompatible teaching teams or 
when trad itional textbooks are replaced by individualized 
learning packages that no one knows how to use. 

In spi te of their unfamil iarity with regional o r national 
experiments in open education, many Kansas teachers, 
especially elementary teachers, find themselves at home 
with the phi losophical base of open education. They pon­
der the extent of ind ividual differences and question prac· 
tices which place every child on the same page of tile 
same textbook at the same time. They recognize respon· 
sible independence as an important goal o f education and 
wonder how this can come abou t in c lassrooms 
dominated and controlled, however, benignly, by 
teachers. They view communication as a two-way process 
and are not surprised at the number of chi ldren who seem 
' 'turned off" by schools in which their voices are not 
heard . 

But philosoph ical affinity does not go far in helping 
teachers change classroom practice, and our aim, when 
we began, was to bring each teacher in the class to the 
point where that teacher cou ld take some real, effective 
and successful steps toward bringing his or her teaching 
performance more in line with personal beliefs about 
learning and the goals of education was the problem we 
faced in 1975 devising a learning experience that would 
provide an effect ive blend of theory and practice, build on 
the skills teachers already possessed, and lead to con· 
fidence that open education can worked. 

We decided a workshop format was the answer. And 
so we rented a church hall, where we could control the 
physical environment for the duration of the three-week 
cou rse, indentlfled a study theme and set teachers to ex­
ploring it via manipulation of materials, field· trips and the 
use of resource persons. This worked wel l, but an im· 
portant ingredient was lacking. Teachers were ex· 
periencing an open environment, but they were doing so 
only in the role of learners. 

The next summer we set up our environment in the 
home economics suite of a large urban high school with a 
facil itating custodial staff, chose a new study theme and 
set teachers to exploring It with the knowledge that later 
in the course a group of children would be coming to 
study that same theme in the open environment under 
their leadership! This laboratory format turned out to be 
an intensely rewarding experience for teachers and 
children alike. Our purpose in the remaining paragraphs is 
to attempt to formulate the elements to this laboratory ex· 
perience that are generalizable to other sett ings. 
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Space: The open education course was envisioned 
from the first as field based. Even when it was offered on 
campus, we did not find university classrooms ap­

·propriate meeting places. They are all full of chairs, totally 
tacking in storage space and provided with · the ex­
pectation that all evidence of any class can be in­
stan taneously obliterated for the convenience of the next 
users. Home economics suites, special education suites 
and open wings of public schools are much easier to use 
and often have the additional bonus of cooking facilities. 
Because control of the physical environment Is crucial to 
open education, and because the need for such control is 
sometimes very difficul t to communicate to the persons 
whO administer use o f space, space must become a con· 
cern very early in the planning of an inservice experience 
in open education. 

Time: We have offered "Open Education" In several 
time schedules (weekly evening meetings for a semester, 
lour monthly two-day meetings), but the only schedule we 
endorse is the three·week shon session in which the class 
meets three to four hours a day. The impact of the short 
course is multiplied several times over by its continuity. 
With shorter, scattered meetings, a major portion of each 
session is spent covering old ground because of doubts 
and frustrations aroused back in the daily teaching en­
vironment. For the duration of the short course, however, 
teachers can be asked to suspend judgment, to live with 
open education for a while. Certainly doubts and 
frustrations must be raised and dealt with, but the short 
course enables teachers to do so from a position of 
strength and understanding ("We have seen it work.") 

Given the three week time frame, we suggest that at 
loast half of that time be spent in preparation and orlen· 
talion, that the children come for three or four days in the 
second half, and that at least two days be reserved at the 
end for evaluation and debtleling. 

Study themes: GOOd open education, like good 
traditional education, must be rooted in sound curriculum. 
Coming out of a British model, we tend to think that 
curriculum should be interdisciplinary, but we do not in­
sist as strongly upon that as we do upon the explici t set· 
ting of goals. The early emphasis on curricu lar matters in 
our course is a tremendous relief to teachers because it 
seems familiar. 

We begin the course with what the teachers Initially 
believe is a role-play. Each teacher is assigned a role as a 
teacher, parent, teacher aide, or student In an open 
classroom where a certain theme, such as " The Earth, Our 
Home," is being studied. Each is asked, with others of the 
same ro le group, to devi se learning activi ties, objectives 
and resource lists that might contribute to the develop­
ment of this theme. After an hour or so of d iscussion, the 
groups are brought together and their Ideas pooled. As 
teachers become aware that this is not a role-play, that 
real children will soon be coming to study the curriculum 
they develop around this very theme, a sense of urgency 
and producitivity grows. By the end of the second day, we 
hope to have come to a li st of concepts or learning ob­
jectives that the teachers believe are appropriate for the 
theme.• 

When content and/or objectives have been deter· 
mined, teachers are ready to proceed to a consideration of 
teaching methods. We emphasize two methods of com­
municating content in the open classroom: the class 
meeting and the learning center. By this time we have 
already conducted several class meetings around such 
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topics as, "What should be the chief goals of education?" 
and " Is it desirable to foster competition in the schools?" 
and teachers can quickly grasp the principles of the class 
meotlng set forth by Wil l iam Glasser in Schools Without 
Failure. The concept of the learning center as a self­
directed, self-correcting sequence of activities through 
which the learner can achieve mastery of content in­
dependently is harder ot grasp.' We require that each 
teacher plan and construct a learning center that teaches 
some part of the definition of the study theme agreed 
upon by the class. Providing numerous examples on other 
themes, we work with each teacher to come up with a 
workable center plan. . 

The selection of the study theme is pivo tal In our ap­
proach to teaching about open education. We attempt to 
choose a theme that has potential for interdisciplinary 
development. By insisting that all learning centers teach 
an element of the theme, we prevent the manufacture of 
addition fact drills, consonant blend races, and many 
other activities that can be produced with little thought. 
The problem of developing a learning center to teach a 
given concept to children of given ages usually 
challenges teachers to come up with totally original learn­
; ng centers as good as those in resource books, wh ich 
have the additional property, usually, of being readily 
adaptable to their own home teaching situations. 

Although we recognize the value of having learners 
choose their own study themes, we have seen no way to 
build this into a three-week laboratory. Our fleld·based 
orientation often requires us to go to the site o f the class 
armed with resources to get us th rough the entire first 
week; and even i f that were not so, it is hard to Imagine a 
diverse group's coming to agree on a satis factory study 
theme the first day or class. Themes which lend them­
selves to interdisciplinary development and which are 
broad enough to accomodate numerous subtopics in­
clude: 

The Earth, Our Home 
Survival 
Food 
Shelter 
People and the Things They Do 
Your Body and You 
Communication 
TransPortation 
Long Ago and Today 

The arts. The relationship of the arts to the cognitive 
curriculum is a matter to which teachers have given little 
or no consideration. In the next phase o f the open 
education course, we attempt to provide teachers with 
numerous experiences In which movement, dramatics, 
creative writing, music, the visual arts and cOOking con· 
tribute to the development of the study theme. Our 
methodology in this part of the course is direct modeling: 
one of us assumes the role of teacher, and the teachers 
become learners. After participating in a group of ex· 
perlences with self-expression through the arts, teachers 
are able to divide into groups and design similar ex· 
perlences for children. 

Our outlook on the arts has become more and more 
integrated as we have worked with the open education for­
mat. At first we provided a separate experience with each 
of the arts we chose to develop. Now we find that music 
flows into movement, which flows Into art or dramatics, 
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which flow Into writing; that cooking leads to tasting, 
which can serve as the stimulus for expression in any 
medium; that the arts have a way of intertwining and 
coming together to provide exciting multl·media ex· 
periences if one is open to the possibility. 

The children: Finding children for the laboratory ex· 
perience has not been difficult. By sending home letters 
with children who attend the elementary school nearest 
the course site, we have been able to find enough of 
predesignated age groups available on the necessary days 
and able to come to the course site. So far we have tried to 
include children of two grades: third and fourth or fourth 
and fifth. AlthOugh multiage grouping does not have to be 
part of open education, preparing for a mulliage group 
helps teachers see that age may not be the most relevan t 
criteria for pupil assignment. 

When the children come, each has been previously 
contacted by one of the class members. Chi ldren get 
together with their teacher contacts to participate In an 
activity designed to introduce the study theme. Then there 
is a period for work at the learning centers and time for 
smafl group experiences in the arts. The children come for 
about two hours a day for three or four days, each session 
including use of learning centers, exploration of lhe arts 
and a class meeting. 

After the children leave each day, there Is time for 
evaluation and planning. Fol lowing the first day o f chi Id in· 
volvement, some learn ing cent~rs are improved in clarity 
and simplici ty, and the teachers begin to consider the way 
one relates to children in an open environment. They look 
to the Instructors and to each other for role models to fit 
their emerging concept of the open teacher, the teacher 
as gu Ide and resource person and learner. 

Debriefing: What a letdown when the last child has 
left! At this stage of the course, most teachers are eager 
to sign a contract to teach in an open school; but, un· 
fortunately, no one is holding such a contract ou t to them. 
We allow two days for real ity to set in and to try to develop 
a perspective on open schools and on what concerned 
teachers can do to effect change in their home situations. 

In preparation for this, we require each student to 
read at least one book from a list of introductions to open 
education.• we find that the required reading helps our 
credibility. Teachers come to see that open education is 
not a disease unique to us and that the way we do it is not 
necessarily the only way that works .. We include on our 
recommended list on ly books that attempt to deal with the 
problems of open education as well as its triumphs. 

Among the mental images created in the minds of 
teachers through their reading and their experiences In 
the course, we project s lides taken in open schools we 
have visited and present case studies of how they got to 
be the way they are. We hold class meetings to discuss 
such questions as, "ts the British model suitable for 
American schools?" and "Can an open classroom exist 
ou tside of an open school?" We role·play confrontations 
with parents, principals and custodians that could occur 
in an opening school and explore how such con· 
frontations could have been avoided. Then teachers are 
left to make their own decisions as to what, if anything, 
they will do about open education. 

We endorse the laboratory model for introducing 
teachers to open education. It provides them with a basis 
for evaluating their own efforts and for anticipating the 
problems that may arise as they attempt to Implement 
new techniques In their home classrooms. The course ap· 
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pears to us to be neither an Ivory tower consideration of 
open education nor a hard sell. It provides the background 
out of which teachers can make lnlormed decisions about 
open education and act on those decisions with con­
fidence in the direction of their first steps. 

Footnotes 
1. We view "open education" as an umbrella for school 

practices whose purpose ls to Individualize instruction 
In ways that place primary responsibility for learning on 
the learner, to provide learners with alternatives from 
which they may choose accord ing to their own goals 
and to enable persons to discover and express them­
selves freely through the arts. We recognize that some 
programs labeled "open" do not meet this definition 
and that some not cal led "open," do. In general, 
however, we regard "open education" as an ideal and 
the schools that are working toward it as "opening." 

2. Some teachers and/or their school districts have strong 
feelings or policies about the format of curricular 
statements. we believe that performance objectives 
can easily be derived from lists of concepts, attitudes, 
and skills to be developed In the child, and vice versa. 
Thus, we accept from our group focused statements of 
purpose in any form. 

3. Although there are some looser definitions of learning 
center in use, we select a rigorous definition because it 
exposes teachers to the most powerful uses of this 
methodology. 

4. Blitz, Barbara. The Open Classroom: Making It Work. 
Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1973. 
Devaney, Kathleen. Developing Open Education In 
America. Washington, D.C.: National Association for 
the Education of Young Children, 1974. 
Hertzberg, Alvin, and Edward F. Stone. Schools Are For 
Children: An American Approach to the Open 
Classroom. New York: SchOcken Books, 1971. 
Howes, Virgil M. Informal Teaching in the Open 
Classroom. New York: Macmillan, 1974. 
Rathbone, Charles H. Open Education: The Informal 
Classroom. New York: Citation, 1971. 
Weber, Lillian. The English Infant School and Informal 
Education. New York : Prentice-Hall, 1971. 
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