I Won't Learn from You

YEARS AG0, oNE of my fifth-grade students told me that his
grandfather Wilfredo wouldn't learn to speak English. He said
that no matter how hard you tried to teach him, Wilfredo ignored
whatever words you tried to teach and forced you to speak to him
in Spanish. When 1 got to know his grandfather, I asked,
Spanish, whether I could teach him English, and he told me
unambiguously that he did not want to learn. He was frightened,
he said, that his grandchildren would never learn Spanish if he
gave in like the rest of the adults and spoke Enghsh-with the chil-
dren. Then, he said, they would not-kiiow who they were. At the
end of our conversation he repeated adamantly that nothing could
make him learn to speak English, that families and cultures could
not survive if the children lost their parents’ language and finally
that learning what others wanted you to learn can sometimes
destroy you,

When | discussed Wilfredo's reflections with several friends,
they interpreted his remarks as a cover-up of either his fear of try-
ing to learn English or his failure to do so. These explanations,
however, show a lack of respect for Wilfredo's ability to judge
what is appropriate learning for himself and for his grandchil-
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dren. By attributing failure to Wilfredo and by refusing to
acknowledge the loss his family would experience through not
knowing Spanish, they urned a cultural problem into a personal
psychological problem: they turned willed refusal to learn into
failure to learn.

I've thought a lot about Wilfredo’s conscious refusal to learn
English and have great sympathy for his decision. I grew up in a
partially bilingual family, in a house shared by my parents, born
in New York City, and my grandparents, born in the Yiddish-
speaking Polish part of the Pale of Jewish Settfement in Eastern
Europe. I know what it is like to face the problem of not-learning
and the dissolution of culture. In addition, I have encountered

!willed not-learning throughout my thirty years of teaching and
A f believe that such not-learning is often and disastrously mistaken
| for failure to learn or the nability to learn.

Learning how to not-learn is an_intellectual and social chal-
lengé; sometimes you have to work very hard at i, Tt consists of an
active, often ingenious, willRil Tejection of &veii the most compas-
sionate and well-designed teaching. It subverts attempts at reme-
diation as much as it rejects learning in the first place. It was
through insight into my own not-learning that I began to under-
stand the inner world of students who chose to not-learn what |
wanted 6 teach. Over the years I've come to side with them in
their refusal to be molded by a hostile society and have come to

\QEN:‘L"L . look upon not—lfaarnling as positive and healthy in many silualio_ns.
_IQ( - &* \ _?(‘ Before looking in detail at some of my students not-leaj_mng
W {oﬁ-i}'" and the intricate ways in which it was part of theix self-respect and

Lé‘* ~ dentity, I want to share one of my own early ventures into not-

learning and self-definition. I cannot speak Yiddish, though 1
have had opportunities to learn from the time I was born. My
father’s parents spoke Yiddish most of the time, and since my
family lived downstairs from them in a two-family house for four-
teen of my first seventeen years, my failure to learn wasn't from
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lack of exposure. My father speaks both Yiddish and English and
never indicated that he wouldn’t teach me Yiddish. Nor did he
ever try to coerce me to learn the language, so I never had educa-
tional traumas associated with learning Yiddish. My mother and
her family had everything to do with it. They didn’t speak Yiddish
at all. Learning Yiddish meant being party to conversations that
excluded my mother. T didn't reject my grandparents and their
language. It's just that I didn’t want to be included 1 conversa-
tions unless my mother was also included. In solidarity with her I
learned how to mt_lgamlﬁdd&sh— e
There was Yiddish to be heard everywhere in my environ-
ment, except at public school: on the streets, at home, in every
store. Learning to not-learn Yiddish meant that I had to forget
Yiddish words as soon as I heard them. When words stuck in my
head, I had to refuse to associate the sounds with any meaning. If
someone told a story in Yiddish, 1 had to talk to myself quietly in
English or hum to myself. If a relative greeted me in Yiddish, 1
responded with the uncomprehending look 1 had rehearsed for
those occasions. | also remember learning to concentrate on the
component sounds of words and thus shut out the speaker’s
meaning or intent. In doing so I allowed myself to be satisfied
with understanding the emotional flow of a conversation without
knowing what people were saying. | was doing just the reverse of
what beginning readers are expected to do—read words and
understand meanings instead of getting stuck on particular letters
and the sounds they make. In effect, ¥ used phonics to obliterate @
meaning, . h_"_ —
~~—trrmot-learning Yiddish, [ bad to ignore phrases and gestures,
even whole conversations, as well as words. And there were many
lively, interesting conversations upstairs at my grandparents’. They
had meetings about union activities, talked about family matters
and events in Europe and later in Israel. They discussed articles
in the Daily Forward, the Yiddish newspaper, and plays down-
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town i the Yiddish theater. Everyone was a poet, and everybody
had an opinion. I let myself read hands and faces, and imagined
ideas and opinions bouncing around the room. 1 experienced
these conversations much in the way I learned to experience Ital-
1an opera when I was fourteen. I had a sense of plot and character
and could follow the flow and drama of personal interaction, vet |
had no idea of the specifics of what was being said. To use
another image: it was as if | were at a foreign-language movie with
my father, my uncles, and my grandmother providing English
subtitles whenever I asked for help understanding what was going
on. I allowed myself to be content with this partial knowledge,
but now I mourn the loss of the language and culture of my
father’s family that it entailed.

Deciding to actively not-learn something involves closing off
part of oneself and miting one’s experience. It can require
actively refusing to pay attention, acting dumb, scrambling one’s
thoughts, and overriding curiosity. The balance of gams and
losses resulting from such a wrning away from experience is diffi-
cult to assess. I still can’t tell how much I gained or lost by not-
learning Yiddish. I know that I lost a language that would have
enriched my life, but I gained an understanding of the psychology
of active not-learning that has been very useful to me as a teacher.

Because not-learning involves willing rejection of some aspect
of experience, it can often lead to what appears to be failure. For
example, in the case of some youngsters, not-learning to read can
be confused with failing to learn to read if the rejection of learn-
g is overlooked a5 a significant factor. | had that happen to me
when [ was eleven and expanded not-learning Yiddish to not-
learning Hebrew. I was sent to chedar, Hebrew school, 1o learn
that part of the Torah that I would have to read aloud in front of
the whole congregation during my bar mitzvah. My family was not
at all religious, and though we belonged to a temple, we attended
services only on Yom Kippur. From my perspective the point of
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going to Hebrew school was not to learn Hebrew but to ensure
that 1 didn’t embarrass my parents when I had to recite part of
the Torah at my bar mitzvah. As I figured it, if I not-learned
Hebrew, it would save me a lot of effort and time I could use for
science projects and my rather tentative experiments with writing,
And so for two vears | applied what I had learned about not-
learning Yiddish and I not-learned Hebrew. I could read the
sounds and recite my way through the Makzor, the daily prayer
bhook, and the Torah. I listened to our teacher-rabbi drone on
about the righteousness of the Jews and onr special role in history,
and I was silent though cynical.

1 did, however, get in trouble for my arrogant not-learning,
One day the rabbi gave us a test with questions written 1n
Hebrew. Since I couldn’t translate a word from Hebrew to
English, much less an entire question, my prospects for passing
the test were not good. I was too proud (o show the rabbi that 1
couldn’t do the test, so 1 set it up with my friend Ronnie that 1
would copy his test. Cheating in Hebrew school was not a moral
issue to me but a matter of saving face. Ronnie understood my
dilemma perfectly and told me he would have loved (o not-learn
Hcbrew too, only his father insisted on testing him every night on
his Hehrew school lessons.

During the test [ succeeded in copying Ronnie’s whole paper,
which | knew was a sure A, only I failed worse than if I had writ-
ten letiers at random in mock Hebrew on the test sheet. The
rabbi returned all of the papers except Ronnie’s and mine. Then
he called the class to attention and said he felt a need io give spe-
cial appreciation to Ronnie, for not only had Ronnie gotten one
A, he also received a second A which, the rabbi said, was the first
time in his career that any student had done that well. And, he
added, Herbert didn’t hand in any paper at all, which he told the
class was worse than trying and failing. It scems that I had copied
Ronnie’s paper so accurately that I had answered the Hebrew
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question “What is your name?” with Ronnie’s Hebrew name. |
was thoroughly humiliaied in front of all of my friends and, for all
my arrogance about getting away with not-learning Hebrew, felt
very stupid.

I never forgot this humiliation, and when I became a teacher,
[ resolved never to humiliate any of my students. I also decided to
assume that there were complex factors behind any apparent fail-
ure which, it understood, could be used to transform it into posi-
tive lcarnmg Not- learmug Yiddish and Hebrew has made me
very sensitive to the difference hetween not-learning and failing to
fearn. Failure is characterized by the frustrated will to know,
whereas nol-learning isvolves the will 1o refuse knowledge. Failure
results from a mismaich between what the learner wants to do
and is able to do. The reasons for failure may be personal, social,
or cultural, but whatever they are, the results of Tailure are most
often a loss of self-confidence accompanied by a sense of inferior-
ity and inadequacy. Not-learning produces thoroughly different
effects. It tends to strengthen the will, clanify one’s definition of
self, reinforce selt-discipline, and provide inner satisfaction. Not-
learning can also get onc in trouble if it results in defiance or a
refusal (0 become socialized in ways that are sanctioned by the
dominant authority.

Not-learning tends to take place when someone has to deal
with unavoidable challenges to her or his personal and family loy-
alties, integnity, and identity. In such siwations there are forced
choices and no apparent middle ground. To agree to learn from a
stranger who does not respect your integnity causes a major loss of
self. The only alternative 1s to not-learn and reject the stranger’s
world.

In the course of my teaching career I have seen children
choose to not-learn many different skills, ideas, aticudes, opin-
1ons, and values. At first 1 confused not-learning with failing.
When 1 had youngsters in my classes who were substantally
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“behind” in reading, I assumed that they had failed 1o learn how
10 read. Therefore, | looked for the sources of their failure in the
reading programs they were exposed (o, in their relationships with
teachers and other adults in authority, and in the social arul eco-
nomic conditions of their lives. 1 assumed that something went
wrong when they faced a written text, that either they made errors
they didn’t know how to correct or they were the victims of bad
teaching,

Other causes of failure I searched for were mismatches
between the students’ language and the language of the schools or
between the students’ experiences and the kind of experience
presupposed by their teachers or the reading texts. In all of these
cases | assumed that my students had failed at something they
had tried to do. Sometimes [ was correct, and then 1t was easy to
figure out a strategy to help them avoid old errors and learn, free
of failure. But there were many cases I came upon where obvi-
ously intelligent students were beyond success or fuilure when it
came to reading or other school-related learning. They had con-
sciously placed themselves outside the entire system (hat was try-
ing to coerce or seduce them into learning and spent all their time
and energy in the classroom devising ways of not-learning, short-
circuiting the business of failure altogether. They were engaged in
a struggle of wills with authority, and what seemed to be at stake
for them was nothing less than their pride and integrity. Most of
them did not believe that they were fatlures or that they were infe-
rior o students who succeeded on the schools’ terms, and they
were easy to distinguish from the wounded self-effacing students
who wanted to learn but had p6theen able to do so.

I remember one student, Barry, who was in one of my com-
bined kindergarten and fi e classes in Berkeley in the
1970s. He had been held back in the first grade by his previous
teacher for being uncooperative, defiant, and “not ready for the
demands of second grade.” He was sent to my class because 1t

g
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was multi-age-graded, and the principal hoped I could get him o
catch up and go on with other students his age by the end of the
year. Barry was confident and cocky but not rude. From his com-
ments in class it was clear that he was quite sensitive and intelli-
gent. The other students in the class respected him as the best
fighter and athletc in class, and as a skilled and funny storyieller.

During the first week of school, one of the students men-
tioned to me that their teacher the previous vear had been afraid
of Barry. I've seen a number of cases where white teachers treat
very young African-American boys as if they were sevenieen, over
six feet tall, addicted to drugs, and menacing. Barry was a victim
of that manifestation of racism. He had evidenitly been given the
run of the school the previonus vear—had been allowed to wander
the halls a will, refuse participation in group activities, and avoid
any semblance of academic work, Conscquenely, he fell hehind
and was not promoted from first to secand grade.

The first time I asked Barry 1o sit down and read with me, he
threw a temper tantrum and called me all kinds of names, We
never got near a book. 1 had o relate to his behavior, not his read-
ing. There was no way for me to discover the level of his skills or
his knowledge of how reading works. [ tried to get him to read a
few miore times and waiched his responses to me very carefully,
His tantrums clearly were manufactured on the spot. They were a
strategy of not-reading, He never got close enough to a book to
have failed (o fearn how to read.

The year before, this response had the effect he wanted. He
was let alone and, as a bonus, gained status in the eyes of the
other children as being someone teachers feared. Not-reading, as
tragic as it might become in his future, was very successful for
him as a kindergartner. My job as a teacher was to get him co feel
more empowered by reading than by practicing his active not-
learning to read.

[ developed a strategy of empowerment for Barry and didn’t
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l‘ even bother io think about remediation. I was convinced he could
 learn to read perfectly well if he assented to learn how to read.
 The strategy was simple and involved a calculated risk. 1 decided
to force him to read with me and then make it appear to other
members of the class that he could read well, and that his past
resistance was just a game he controlled. The goal was to have
“him show me up in class, as if hs past failure was a joke he was
playing on us all, and have him display to the entire class a read-
ing ability he didn’t know he had.
I prepared myself for a bit of drama. One Monday afternoon
I asked Barry to come read with me. Naturally, all the other stu-
dents stopped what they were doing and waited for the show.
They wanted to see if Barry would be able to not-read one more
time. He looked at me, then turned around and walked away. |
picked up a book, went over to him, gently but firmly sat him
down in a chair, and sat down myself. Before he could throw the
inevitable tantrum, [ opened the book and said, “Here’s the page
you have to read. 1t says, “This is a bug. This is a jug. This is
bug in the jug.” Now read it to me.” He started to squirm and put
his hands over his eyes. Only I could see a sly grin forming as he
sneaked a look at the book. I had given him the answers, told him
exactly what he had to do to show me and the rest of the class that
he knew how to read all along. [t was his decision: to go on play-
ing his not-learning game or accept my face-saving gift and open
up the possibility of learning to read. ¥ offered him the possibility
of entering into a teaching-learning relationship with me wathout
forcing him to give up any of his status, and fortunately he
accepted the gift. He mumbled, “This is a bug, this is a jug, this
is a bug in a jug,” then tossed the book on the floor and, turning
to one of the other children, said defiantly, “See, I told you I
already know how to read.”
This ritual battle was repeated all week and into the next,
subsiding slowly as he felt that the game was no longer necessary
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and thal he was figuring out the relationship of letters to sounds,
words, and meanings. After a while, reading became just another
one of the things that Barry did in class. I never did any remedial
teaching or treated im as a failed reader. In fact, 1 was able to
reach him by acknowledging his choice to not-learn and by trick-
ing him out of it. However, if he had refused assent, there is no
way | could have forced him to learn to read. That was a very
important lesson to me. It helped me understand the essential
role that will and free choice play in learning, and it taught me
the importance of considering people’s stance toward learning in
the larger context of the choices they make as they create lives and
identities for themselves.

Over the years, I've known many youngsters who chose 1o actively
not-learn what their school, society, or family tried to teach them.
Not all of them were potential victims of their own choices to not-
learn. For some, not-learning was a strategy that made it possible
for them to function on the margms of society instead of falling
into madness or total despair. Tt helped them build a small, safe
world in which their feelings of being rejected by family and soci-
ety could be softened. Not-learning played a positive role and
enabled them to take control of their lives and get through
difficult times. Recently, I encountered a young man I've known
since he was in elementary school who has become gaffaster of
not-learning and has turned 1t into an artistic life forsi, Rick, who

ues of middle-class life. Through his poetry, he scorns and criti-
cizes such pious values as hard work, obedience, patriotism, loy-
alty, and money. He honed his not-learning skills in elementary
school and became particularly adept at them tn junior high
school. An articulate, conscious not-learner, Rick is very explicit
about his achievements. He claims that the most difficult not-
learning he ever did was in introductory algebra, which he failed

10
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three times. Rick is very quick in math, and there were no intel-
lectual reasons he couldn’t learn algebra.

There were emotional reasons Rick refused to learn algebra,
but it’s essential t distinguish here between his decision to not-
learn algebra and his ability to learn it. Rick could have learned
algebra quite easily. There was nothing wrong with his mind, his
ability to concentrate, or his ability to deal with abstract 1deas. He
could read, and he did read books he chose. He knew how to do
very complex building projects and science experiments. He
enjoyed playing around with athletic statistics and gambling odds.
He just rejected the whole idea of being tested and measured

: !
against other students and, though he was forced to attend school, -

there was no way to force him to perform. He refused to learn and

through that refusal gained power over his parents and teachers.

As a free autonomous individual, he chose to not-learn, and that

was what his parents and the school authorities didn’t know how
(o deal with.

It's interesting how stuck parents and school authorities are

- perform as demanded is treated as'a major threat to the entire sys- ©

!

~Tem. Experts are consulted, complex personal or family causes are
~fabticated, special programs are invented, all to protect the system
from changing itself and accommodating difference. People like
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| on a single way to live and learn. Any youngster who refuses to !
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Rick then get channeled into marginal school experiences and, ’J

100 ofien, marginalized lives.
Kick told me that not-learning algebra was an intriguing chal-
lenge, since he felt that the abstract representation of complex

' mathematical relationships might interest him as much as chess

did. In order to force faiture Rick found ingenious ways to dis-
solve equations into marks on the page by creating visual exercises

- that treated the equations as nonmathematical markings. For
- example, one exercise consisted of reading an equation from the

equal sign out in a number of steps so that he would read

1t
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3a+2b=12a—32 as the sequence: =, b=1, 2b=12, +2b=12a,
a+2b=12a—, etc. Sometimes he would even memorize the
sequence.

When his teacher asked him what he was doing, he explained
exactly what his procedure was, infuriating the teacher more than
if he had merely said he didn’t understand the problem.

Rick’s rejection of authority is sincere, well thought out, and
based on a personal analysis of some unsettling experiences he
has had in his family hife. There is fear of the world and personal

¢ nsecurity in his rejection too. He believes that people should not

f Judge each other, that they shommmns
ane leasure from each other’s company and frofY
crea[‘ ive abilities. Rlck whomﬁﬁﬁmmrchlst who
lives Tis beliefs. He left school, moved out of his fmme angd now
lives communally with other members of his band and afew other
friends. Their ambition, in addition to making music and art, is
to live free of institutional control and to restore some peace and
sanity to an earth they see pulled apart by greed and competition.

Consistent with this philosophy, Rick told me that he has not-
learned many things which go against his beliefs. Some of them
appear extreme, but none of them harm anybody or hurt the
earth though they do offend social customs. For example, he has
not-learned to wear shoes and has developed a whole series of

( strategies so that he can manage io get into places where shoes are
| required or expected, such as restauranis or theaters, Rick distin-

. guishes not-learning to wear shoes from simply refusing to wear

i shoes. The difference is manifested in Rick’s total lack of hostility
" when people tell him that shoes are required or expected Rick’s
response 1s that he’s sorry about it but he can’t wear shoes. In
successfully not- learnlng to wear shoes despite the pressure on
him to wear them, it’s no longer an issue for him and therefore he
has avoided the deﬁant attitude of someone who merely refuses to
wear shoes.

12
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More generally, Rick is not asking to be accepted or rejected
for what he does. Being left alone to be as he pleases is enough.
He has chosen how he will and won’t be socialized, what he’ll
learn and what he’ll not-learn. Many of his arguments against
consumerism and the arrogant wastefulness of our society are
convincing. In some ways his Iife 1s healthier and saner than the
norm. Unfortunately, there are people who represent the mstitu-
tions of conformity of our society and resent Rick’s choice to not
conform. They try (o categorize, stigmatize. and even institution-
alize and punish him, He refuses to learn to act according to their
@g;_m_sg[_hm He says he'll not-learn to be crazy or ciminal
and won't be driven to give up his autonomy and sanity by
accepting their night to invalidate his expenences and stigmatize
- him. I don’t know how Rick will make out in the future. I worry
that the rejection he has expenienced will finally wear him down
and that he'll turn nasty or go crazy.

It may be that he’ll also find that one day he'll wish he knew
things he'd not-learned. That happened to me when, in Septem-
ber of 1954, 1 left the Bronx for Harvard, encountered my first
Protestants, and found myself wishing I could speak Hebrew. In
my neighborhood in the Bronx and at the Bronx High School of
Science, I never considered myself a member of an ethnic or
racial minority, since I wasn’t. Most of the people in my neighbor-
hood and at school were Jewish. 1 wasn’t naive—I knew that Jews
were persecuted, that we were a sometimes rejected and despised
ethnic minonity in the United States. But on an everyday level 1
lived with Jews, went to school with Jews, and for the most part
socialized with Jews. In my neighborhood, in addition to Jews
there were Italians and Irish, and a smattening of African Ameri-
cans and Puerto Ricans. In high school, my few non-Jewish
fniends were African-American, Insh, or ltakian. Before I went to
Harvard I was accustomed to living in a daily world in which I
was part of the majonty, and I acted and lived without that cau-
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