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Our Main Speaker for the Event and Author of

'Dumbing Us Down' &

‘Weapons of Mass Instruction'
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Learning Without Limits Conference, Arbroath

“I taught for thirty years in some of the worst schools in Manhattan,
and in some of the best, and during that time I became an expert in
boredom.

Boredom was everywhere in my world, and if you asked the kids as
often I did, why they felt so bored, they always gave me the same
answers: They said the work was stupid, that it made no sense, that
they already knew it.

They said they wanted to be doing something real, not just sitting
around. They said teachers didn't seem to know much about their
subjects and clearly weren't interested in learning more.

And the kids were right: their teachers were as bored as they were.”
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While delegates settled down at the Webster Theatre

to hear John Taylor Gatto’s keynote address, the

young people worked away in the nearby community

centre, where Angus Arts provided a wide range of

activities and kept their plans for the following day

under close wraps!

Conference was opened by celebrated Scottish artist

and home education enthusiast Chad McCail (whose

work is to be seen at the back of this report). A

welcome message of support came from Mark

Beaumont via his mother Una. Mark had been home

educated and also cycled the world. Mark expressed

his pleasure that home education continued to thrive in

Scotland.

Delegates came from far afield, enthused by the

prospect of hearing John speak, and of relishing the

opportunity to ask those questions that naturally arise

from the fascinating and often controversial nature of

his words. Local authority delegates appeared to hear

the challenges set down against the 'system', the

corridors and tea room buzzed with excitement and

anticipation. At long last, for the first time in Scotland,

John Taylor Gatto addressed an enthralled audience.

He was to speak for almost three hours. You could

have heard a pin drop!
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“It is in truth not for glory, nor riches,

nor honours that we are fighting, but

for freedom - for that alone, which no

honest man gives up but with life

itself.” - from the Declaration of

Arbroath, 1320.
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We expected John to be thought provoking. That is the nature of both the man and his

experience. Not only had he been New York Teacher of the Year, he had also been a teacher

in some of the toughest schools that New York had to offer. His teaching credentials and

knowledge of the system were exemplary. However, his anecdotes and stories of his work

with street gangs, school refusers, and 'hard to

reach' young people were awesome and inspiring.

His students had learned the simple truth that an

educated person knows his rights and knows how

to defend them. They have the capacity to create

new things, new ideas and new experiences.

He contrasted this to the invisible curriculum of

schools, where confusion, emotional and

intellectual dependency, and social class

distinctions were the order of the day. In his own

inimitable way he recalled the role of the 'school bell'

signifying indifference; that nothing taught was worth finishing and hence worth starting,

except as a way to escape the intimidation of the authority.

We were invited to consider (for that was John's style), why teachers should tell you what to

think about, how long to think about it, in what order to think about it and what evaluation

should be placed on ideas and their management.

The gathered audience were spellbound, the committed lapping up every syllable of his

words. The other delegates were challenged, and

who can blame them. Exit interviews and casual

comments from delegates in the corridors ranged

from 'blown away' to visible anger from some who

felt that these challenges to the system were unfair.

Some were so challenged that they departed early

shortly after enjoying a fabulous lunch.

The afternoon saw the welcome arrival of an old

friend of Schoolhouse, Iain Nisbet, solicitor and

Head of the Education Law Unit at Govan Law

Centre. Iain spoke deliberately about the legal

aspects of home education and some of the likely pitfalls to be encountered when

withdrawing a child from school. Questions raised

from the floor could easily have taken the rest of the

day. Iain responded in his typical succinct way, his

replies reflecting the vast amount of experience

and expertise he has in this area of education law.

Robin Harper MSP and John Taylor Gatto

Chad McCail and John Taylor Gatto

John Taylor Gatto, Alison Preuss, John White and Chad McCail
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Mary Rose, Home Education Consultant

Autonomous Learning: How Does It Work?

Schoolhouse's Learning without Limits Conference

exceeded all the highest of expectations which

preceded the reputation of this excellent

organisation.

Everyone and anyone with an interest and/or

experience of home-based education could not

have failed to leave with something of value - from a

new idea, contact or concept to simple reassurance

that the kids really are alright.

John Taylor Gatto, on a flying visit from the US specifically to attend the conference, was

more than welcomed. His unique gift of vision, and his ability to put into words what we home-

educators knew in our hearts all along, backed up by his wealth of experience in education is

inspirational. When this man speaks he doesn't draw breath; the conference sat enthralled

by his personal view of education in and out of school, the history and the future on both the

Saturday and Sunday, and even after the formal presentation John T-G was pleased to keep

right on going in debate and informal discussion. Challenging stuff - perhaps too challenging

for some attendees, but doesn't learning involve pushing boundaries?

Workshops were well attended, and my only

criticism of the Conference is that the time allowed

for workshops was rather too short; home-edders

revel in the opportunity to meet and share with

others of their kind, and the lively discussion would

have benefited from more time.

AsArbroath "virgins" we had no difficulty finding the

venues and appropriate parking slots, and were

pleasantly surprised by the plush facilities at the

theatre, and the wonderful space of the community

centre where the children's activities were based.

The Arts group who organised the children's events

were excellent with the youngsters; motivation is no problem with home-ed kids, keeping a lid

on proceedings can be, and the mix must have been just right, as I found a crowd of happy,

enthusiastic children aboard their newly constructed pirate ship, more busy sticking and

painting, and yet more rehearsing a dance for performance on Sunday morning, and not one

fraught or frantic Leader to be seen!

All in all, a fantastic weekend in brilliant company, and topped off by a few ceilidh dances

featuring a live parrot-musician in true piratical style.

It could only happen with home-educators.

Captured by pirates

Walking the plank
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Gordon Dow, Founder of The Power Lunch Club

Educating Entrepreneurs: The Power Of Networking

I attended the “Learning Without Limits” Conference in Arbroath as a speaker for one of the

workshops. So attending meant I could spend a full day, listening to speakers and

contributors on the subject of home education. As a young father as well, it was a rare

opportunity to consider the subject as something we could potentially do for our son.

The conference, well attended, was one of the most

unbiased events I have ever come across and gave

me a rare insight to the subject. Often speakers at

conferences leave you with more questions than

answers. Quite the opposite here, with the

organisers attracting one of the most foremost

experts in the field, John Taylor Gatto from New

York, who spoke with such authority and conviction

that you were left in no doubt about the incredible

value of home education.

Meeting the parents and children, at various break points during the day, was also an

opportunity to ask about more personal experiences on the subject and it was interesting

from the point of view that many of the parents were incredibly honest about their own

“journey” as to why they had home educated. Some due to personal circumstances, some

taking the opportunity because of travel, many because of recognition that children learn in

different ways and that sometimes the “herd” method can be limiting to the development of

some children. All the children I met at the conference, who had come through or were going

through home schooling, were incredibly confident, knowledgeable, positive forward

thinking individuals. And that was the key, individuality, what I believe home schooling

creates, is a “breed” of free thinkers, who can ask questions and have learned to get the

answers for themselves, rather than accept that

which is spoon-fed to them.

Parents who attended this conference struck me as

being some of the most caring people around and

none took the decision to home educate without

much thought and consideration of what really

would be best for their children. And let's be honest

here, it's not the easy option by any means,

commitment and resource are what are needed,

but the reward can be tremendous

What a powerhouse of a conference, let’s hope it's a regular on the calendar!! It needs to be.

Angus Arts Pirates fly the Saltire

A willing plank walker?
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Leslie Barson, The Otherwise Club

Getting Rid Of Education

Creating Communities For Learning

I was very excited to hear about The Learning Without Limits Conference. To have John

Taylor Gatto back on this island was amazing, terrific! I was unfortunately late the first

morning due to a personal problem but arrived to find him in full flood. The theatre was well

filled and had comfortable seats, a bonus.

Mr. Gatto's talk was in two parts and the first given

on the first morning, was the negative side, what is

wrong with the school system. What he said was

cogent, enlightened and well researched as ever.

No matter how long you have been in home

education it is important to hear the well argued and

researched reasons why it is so important and why

established schooling has so much to answer for.

I was fortunate enough to be able to help Mr Gatto at

lunch and used the time to further the discussion. Not

only is he interesting he is also interested and gives great attention to those bending his ear.

Unfortunately I had to miss the second day of the conference when apparently he was able to

be more spontaneous and answer individual questions. Despite his obvious enthusiasm he

did look older and more frail, not surprisingly, than the last time I saw him in London in 1998.

After a delicious lunch I was sorry that I was running

a workshop as the other workshops were so

interesting that I wanted to go to them all. Mine was

well attended by about twelve people, all very

interested in The Otherwise Club and running HE

groups. We had a lively discussion that had to be

interrupted so that we would go back to the main

auditorium.

There was then a talk by Iain Nisbet from the Govan

Law Centre who interestingly said that the only

thing allowing HE to continue in the UK was

historical precedent and this meant that the public might not stand for its removal. So they

would not (at this moment) try to remove it. Be warned!

A wonderful day, full of thought-provoking talks and discussions, meeting old friends and

making some new! Thank you Alison and her team.

I know how difficult it is to organise events and it

was well done!

Pirate themed activities.

More pirates.

Musical youth.




