
‘‘The Turning of One’s Soul’’—Learning to

Teach for Social Justice: The Putney

Graduate School of Teacher Education

(1950–1964)

CAROL R. RODGERS

University at Albany, State University of New York

This article explores one teacher education program’s experiment in ‘‘turning the
souls’’ of its students to help them understand and care deeply about issues of race and
social justice, including issues of environmental sustainability. The Putney Graduate
School of Teacher Education (1950–1964), a small ‘‘reconstructionist’’ program, was
based upon Deweyan principles of choice, discovery, and student-generated learning
and had as its underlying tenet a commitment to change the world. These goals
created a tension between student independence and the program’s political commit-
ments. Nonetheless, students discovered reasons for education that lay beyond them-
selves, their experiences, the classroom, and their traditional notions of school. By
immersing students in experiences that moved them emotionally, students developed a
willing accountability for changing their world.

INTRODUCTION

[Transformation rests] neither on an agreement about what justice
consists of nor on an analysis of how racism, sexism, or class subor-
dination operates. Such arguments and analyses are indispensable.
But a politics of conversion requires more. Nihilism is not overcome
by arguments or analyses; it is tamed by love and care. Any disease of
the soul must be conquered by a turning of one’s soul. This turning is
done through one’s own affirmation of one’s worth—an affirmation
fueled by the concern of others. A love ethic must be at the center of a
politics of conversion. Cornel West (1993), Race Matters

The time-honored term for preparing those who work in the field of
education is ‘‘teacher training.’’ The term implies the acquisition of a
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bag of tricks, the memorization of right answers and right methods, a
concentration on techniques. In contrast, the Putney Graduate School
uses the term ‘‘teacher education,’’ to imply not only great skill but the
development of great love and great awareness. To prepare for teach-
ing is a rigorous undertaking. (Putney Graduate School of Teacher
Education Catalogue [c. 1950])

In this article, I explore one teacher education program’s experiment in
‘‘turning the souls’’ of its students to help them understand and care deeply
about issues of race, social justice and environmental sustainability. The
Putney Graduate School of Teacher Education (PGS), which ran from 1950
to 1964, was a small program connected to the Putney School of Putney,
Vermont. It was founded by Putney School head, Carmelita Hinton, and
directed by Morris R. Mitchell. The program was based on John Dewey’s
principles of learning through reflection on experience and Theodore
Brameld’s ‘‘reconstructionist’’1 principles of education for social justice.
Specifically, PGS students learned through direct engagement with ‘‘places
of quiet revolution’’ (including Miles Horton’s Highlander School, Citizen-
ship Schools on the Sea Islands, the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Harlem
settlement houses, and examples of sustainable land development), with the
aim of making society a more humane and harmonious place in which all
might live.2 Significantly for PGS and its curriculum, the program was
bookended by the beginnings of the civil rights movement in the early
1950s and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Through a program that included
living together in a mixed-race, mixed-nationality, mixed-age, and mixed-
gender residence, studying and meeting leading voices in the civil rights
movement, traveling together in a van over a period of several weeks to
various sites of civil action in the Deep South, and reflecting regularly on all
these experiences, the program aimed to graduate ‘‘transformed’’3 indi-
viduals, ready to act in the world to change it.4

In taking a radical stance, especially in conservative post–World War II
America, the program operated within an environment of tensions. These
tensions included educating teachers as autonomous agents of change in a
context that rejected ‘‘soft’’ progressive education in favor of a ‘‘hard’’ cur-
riculum that focused on the traditional disciplines in order to remain strong
against our Cold War adversaries (Communist China and the Soviet Un-
ion); educating teachers to become independent critical thinkers in a con-
text that favored efficiency and conformity; and educating teachers for
personal transformation around issues of social justice in a context of fear
that tended to value institutional authoritarianism and conservatism.5 More
important, there were tensions within PGS between the more radical ideals
of the program, embodied in the person of Morris Mitchell, and the more
modest goals of his students, many of whom ‘‘just wanted to learn to teach.’’
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True, they had chosen a radical program, but in many cases, they were
looking for a more interesting version of what society told them was need-
ed—schoolteachers to teach school subjects in school buildings. But Mitchell
had different ideas. In effect, there existed an ongoing tension between an
explicit curriculum centered on contemporary issues and social change, and
an implicit curriculum that assumed that students would learn to teach by
learning to learn.

In this study I show that, despite a frequent lack of congruity between
Mitchell’s goals for his students and theirs for themselves, students’ expe-
riences in the program forced them to encounter themselves and the lim-
itations of their understanding, and in the process assume an authority as
both change agents and teachers. I show that, even though Mitchell’s per-
sonality and commitments wielded a tremendous amount of influence over
what and how his students learned, these factors were, ironically, counter-
balanced by the very independence of thought and action that he nurtured
in them and structured into the curriculum, and by his genuine love for and
faith in his students.

In contrast to the Graduate School, whose explicit agenda was social
justice, the explicit agenda of the times in terms of education was training
large numbers of teachers in the core disciplines to teach in traditional ways.
The implicit, or tacit, agenda of the times, however, was social justice—
namely, the civil rights movement. It was this implicit agenda that Mitchell
took advantage of. The vivid and often dramatic historical threads that
wove themselves through the fifties and early sixties were integral to the
personal transformations that occurred at PGS. Often to their own surprise,
students discovered reasons for education that lay beyond themselves, their
experiences, the classroom, and their traditional notions of school.

Finally, I address a gap in the historical literature that David Cohen has
called ‘‘virgin territory’’—’’historical studies that can reference teachers’
encounters with students over academic subjects . . . what teachers and stu-
dents did together.’’6 Though Cohen is talking about encounters between
schoolteachers and their students, the same historical lack exists for teacher
educators and their students. Through access to a number of documents,
including students’ Cumulative Files (which included journals, papers,
study plans, schedules, responses from teachers, class notes, and personal
and collaborative accounts of the trips south), letters from students, Morris
Mitchell’s papers, and interviews with graduates and others involved in the
program,7 I have been able to develop an account of what Mitchell and his
graduate students ‘‘did together.’’ The details of their encounters, as told
through documents and interviews, paint a picture of teacher–student
interaction and learning that bears little resemblance to the traditional
teacher–student encounters that Cohen probably had in mind. Yet the
record conveys the deeply personal, conflicted, and often dramatic nature
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of a teacher education program that aimed at transformational learning and
teaching for social justice. Direct contact between Mitchell and his students
in the real-life context of compelling social issues engaged students and
moved them to make transformative changes in the way they saw and un-
derstood themselves, the world, and each other.

TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE TODAY

Marilyn Cochran-Smith8 notes that society’s beliefs and values about the
purposes of education provide the context for teacher education policy
today. She observes that contemporary policies of accountability—particu-
larly No Child Left Behind, mandates, and the ‘‘relentless focus’’ on high-
stakes testing for both students and teachers—point to a number of as-
sumptions: ‘‘teaching is a technical activity, knowledge is static, good prac-
tice is universal, being prepared to teach is knowing subject matter, and
pupil learning is equal to higher scores on high-stakes tests.’’ Education is
thus seen as the most efficient way to ‘‘grow the economy,’’ turn out pro-
ductive workers, and compete successfully in the global economy, a policy
strikingly redolent of the 1950s. Teaching for social justice, by contrast,
emphasizes a different set of values. From this stance, the purpose of ed-
ucation is seen as preparing ‘‘all people for meaningful work and for free
and equal civic participation in a democratic society,’’ and teaching is re-
garded as ‘‘an intellectual activity, knowledge . . . as constructed and fluid,
good practice is contextual, and pupil learning includes academic achieve-
ment as well as developing critical habits of mind and preparation for civic
engagement.’’9

In contrast to ‘‘banking’’10 models of teacher education, Cochran-Smith
frames teacher education for social justice as a dual problem: a learning (vs.
training) problem, and a political (vs. policy) problem. As a learning prob-
lem, teacher education is constructivist in nature, acknowledging the prior
knowledge and experiences that teachers bring, the fact that it takes place
over time, and the reality of its contextualized, nonuniversal, non-one-size-
fits-all nature. In addition, because there is the assumption that education’s
goal is successful participation in a democratic society, learning includes
inquiring into the social and political structures that both support and deny
access to power and opportunity within that society. Acknowledgment of
these structures, the ideologies that infuse them, and the groups that per-
petuate them thus casts teacher education also as a political problem.

Related to teacher education for social justice is an approach to teacher
education that focuses on a ‘‘critical pedagogy of place.’’ David Gruene-
wald11 challenges advocates of social justice teacher education to broaden
their scope to include environmental stewardship. A critical pedagogy of
place, writes Gruenewald, ‘‘aims to evaluate the appropriateness of our
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relationships to each other, and to our socio-ecological places. . . [and] to
pursue the kind of social action that improves the social and ecological life
of places, near and far, now and in the future’’ (italics in original).12 He
advocates taking children and teachers out of the limited space of class-
rooms and immersing them in the spaces where they live. By creating a
connection to a place (and, I argue, the historical events that are the life-
blood of a place), a commitment to the welfare of those who inhabit the
place is created.

While an increasing number of teacher education programs today use
the terms social justice, diversity, and even critical pedagogy of place in their
descriptions of themselves and the courses they offer, too often (as has also
been true with the terms reflection and reflective13) they are add-ons without
the requisite deep-structure transformation necessary not just in a program
curriculum, but in teacher educators themselves.

To be long-lasting, such learning requires personal transformation.
Cochran-Smith, Linda Darling-Hammond, and others14 have noted that
becoming a teacher or teacher educator committed to social change re-
quires a fundamental shift in the way one views the world, one’s place in it,
and one’s relationship to others. This is not accomplished in a course, or
even in a year, but over a lifetime of conscious, mindful, inquiring, reflective
teaching, not just alone, but in the company of committed others. To make a
difference, teachers must care from the inside out—rather than because
they should—about social justice issues. To educate teachers to care is the
job that Putney took on. How they accomplished that is the story I tell.

If today’s programs take a lesson from the Putney Graduate School, it is
that such learning is not limited to the classroom; it takes place in the real
places and events of history. And commitment to issues of justice comes
about not through persuasion or distanced study, but through personal,
direct encounters with people and situations that both embody the ills of
society and bring into relief one’s assumptions and the limitations of one’s
experiences, and the very human attempts of others to overcome them.
The Graduate School was an early example of a teacher education program
that acknowledged the political nature of teaching and learning. Its pro-
gressive contemporaries, Bank Street College (under the leadership of Lucy
Sprague Mitchell) and the Shady Hill Apprenticeship Program (under the
direction of Katharine Taylor), for example, stopped short of a politically
critical stance. Their focus was on the learner and the learning, within the
context of their own communities, but not necessarily as agents of change.15

The ways in which learning happened at PGS offered a view of learning
that reflects the constructivist, transformative modes advocated by Cochran-
Smith today. These encounters often transported students beyond them-
selves to a place where they became willingly accountable for changing the
world. Accountability became a personal matter rather than a matter of
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policy. Their learning awakened a passion and vision within themselves,
which are at the heart of good teaching—where souls are turned.

STRUCTURE OF THE ARTICLE

I begin with a brief portrait of Morris Mitchell and the Graduate School
program. I then offer an analysis of the teaching and learning that occurred
there, followed by an account of students’ experiences on the study tour. As
a way of exploring the question of how students changed over the course of
the program, I will focus on this piece of the Graduate School curriculum
that embodied its learning and political commitments. Although the Grad-
uate School curriculum took a number of forms (seminars, short field trips,
visiting lecturers, and apprenticeships), the most powerful was the study
tour. The object was to insert students into the midst of social problems—
from racism to strip-mining—and to introduce them to contemporary in-
stitutions and public responses like Myles Horton’s Highlander School; the
Montgomery bus boycott; Citizenship Schools on the Sea Islands off the
coast of Georgia; Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) projects; and cooper-
ative communities. I conclude with thoughts on what today’s teacher ed-
ucation programs might take away from the Putney Graduate School
experiment.

MORRIS MITCHELL

Morris Mitchell’s philosophy of education and his ideas for its implemen-
tation were shaped by his family and his experiences as a young student, as
a soldier in World War I, and as a new teacher in Ellerbe, South Carolina.
These experiences were then given theoretical shape by contact with, both
directly and through their writings, John Dewey, William Heard Kilpatrick,
and Theodore Brameld.

Born in 1895, Mitchell grew up in a family of educators. His father,
Samuel Chiles Mitchell (1864–1948), was a professor of history, first at the
University of Richmond (1895–1908) and then at Brown University (1908–
1909). He later became president of the University of South Carolina
(1908–1913), and the University of Delaware (1914–1920). He was also a
longtime trustee of the Negro Rural School Fund of the Anna T. Jeanes
Foundation (1908–1937).16 He made his three sons and daughter aware of
how their privilege—financially modest as it was—contrasted with those less
fortunate than they, especially black people in the South. Their father’s
conviction that it was the moral duty of educated whites to play an instru-
mental part in changing the lot of the Southern poor became their
own. Morris Mitchell and his two brothers, both of whom became active in
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education and civil rights in the South, committed themselves to making a
difference.

Young Mitchell was not a strong student. He had difficulty doing the
prescribed tasks, sitting still, and paying attention. In a diary entry, his
mother tells the story of nine-year-old Mitchell’s tale of his own misbehav-
ior: ‘‘Today at school’’ [Mitchell said], ‘‘they were all making more fuss! And
Miss Kate kept ringing the bell and trying to get order, and trying to get
order; and you ought to’ve heard her calling, ‘Morris!’ And they wouldn’t
stop!’’17

He deeply resented ‘‘forced’’ education18 and was asked to leave two
different schools, one public, and one private. Mitchell finally graduated
from high school in 1912, after which he attended the University of South
Carolina, the University of Virginia, and Delaware College. In April 1917,
he entered the army and trained for service in World War I, returning after
the war to graduate from Delaware in June 1919.

Mitchell’s time in the army shaped him profoundly. ‘‘The only thing I
know,’’ he would pronounce after his return from the front, ‘‘is that I will
NEVER have anything to do with war.’’19 While in France as a lieutenant,
he saw many of his men killed and wounded. Mitchell himself nearly per-
ished from gas poisoning and serious wounds. He was sent to Pangues les
Eaux and St. Armand20 to recover, and although he begged his command-
ing officers to send him back to the front and believed strongly in the
‘‘priceless cause’’ of World War I, the experience transformed Mitchell into
an ardent pacifist.

Mitchell returned to the States after the war and settled in the small town
of Ellerbe, North Carolina, where he accepted his first teaching job. It was
in Ellerbe that he first made efforts to blur the lines between community
and school. Rather than teach ‘‘subjects,’’ Mitchell asked his students to find
out what their small town needed. Their curriculum arose from the needs
of the town.21 This included constructing their own school. He and the
town, including his students, raised money to buy the land and the ma-
terials for the school. They used shrubs from the surrounding forest for the
school’s landscaping. ‘‘Even the derricks by which they erected great scissor
rafters, weighing a ton each, were of [the students] own contriving,’’ re-
called Mitchell.22 He gradually built the population of the school from a
mere dozen students to enough to require three teachers in his first year
there. According to his own account, about half of the graduates of Ellerbe
School went on to become teachers. Mitchell felt that this was due to the fact
that the learning that they had experienced there was laced with the pur-
pose of improving the community. The method proved durable. A Reader’s
Digest article written in 1937 describes how, nearly 20 years later, the
school’s learning experiences and community’s development still meshed.
‘‘They learn by doing,’’ wrote the author, who had visited Ellerbe.
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The curriculum wanders over into life, eats big chunks of it, and
comes back into the classroom permanently enriched. I saw a class
spending one of its periods giving blood tests to a neighbor’s chickens,
and another which went outdoors to study Caesar and fight battles
with the Helvetians in North Carolina’s sand. I saw an arithmetic
teacher’s classroom, in which the children were about to start a bank
with money printed by the school press [which also served as the
town’s source of printed material.]23

Such synergistic relationships between schools and communities, where-
by the development of the community was the job of the school and its
students, and the development of students the job of the community, re-
mained themes throughout Mitchell’s career.

Mitchell earned a doctorate at George Peabody College for Teachers at
Vanderbilt University in Nashville in 1926. During this time, he also studied
for a year under John Dewey at Columbia Teachers College. It was his
exposure to Dewey and Dewey’s ideas, and those of William Kilpatrick, that
first gave Mitchell the confidence that the kind of learning he had facilitated
in Ellerbe was not only legitimate but also was articulated and endorsed by
the nation’s leading educational philosophers.24 In particular, he drew up-
on Dewey’s belief that education was the reconstruction of experience
through a process of reflection and upon Kilpatrick’s application of Dewey’s
theory in the project method. The project method placed the ‘‘purposeful
act,’’ an activity in line with a child’s own goals, in a ‘‘social environment’’
that looked toward the welfare of the group. Such views saw the world not
as static, with a fixed set of facts to memorize, but as changing, whereby
knowledge was constantly being reconstructed.

Later, Mitchell would meet Theodore Brameld, dean of education at
Boston University and a social reconstructionist, who also inspired him.
Brameld was one of the principal authors of post–World War II reformu-
lations of progressive education.25 Reconstructionism was based on Dewey’s
progressive ideals, addressed social questions, and embraced the ideal of
creating a better society and worldwide democracy.26 In a philosophy that
foreshadowed Freire’s, Brameld held that only through education could the
common person empower himself or herself to understand, question, and
ultimately challenge the power structures that decided his or her fate. It was
the job of schools, he believed, to structure themselves so that such learning
would come about.

Before finally coming to the Graduate School in 1950, Mitchell also
taught at Florence Teachers College in Florence, Alabama; was principal of
the Park School in Buffalo, New York; traveled to Europe, where he studied
at the Institute of International Studies in Geneva; and participated in two
intentional communities in Americus and Macedonia, Georgia. All these
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experiences and his contact with the leading progressive thinkers of his
time helped shape the school that the Graduate School would become.27

THE PUTNEY GRADUATE SCHOOL

The Putney Graduate School of Teacher Education, also known as Glen
Maples,28 was founded in 1950 by Carmelita Hinton, then director of the
Putney School, a private, progressive college preparatory school in Putney,
Vermont. Hinton conceived the Graduate School along the lines of the
Shady Hill Teacher Apprentice Program in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
where she had taught. Shady Hill operated under the direction of
Katharine Taylor, who came to Shady Hill from a teaching position at the
Francis W. Parker School in Chicago. Shady Hill’s model for teacher ed-
ucation placed student teachers in the midst of the life of the school. As a
progressive program, discussion focused largely on children and their
learning. As Taylor put it, they asked not ‘‘What did I teach today?’’ but
‘‘What did students learn?’’ and heeded the difference between the two
questions.

Mitchell came to Glen Maples on the recommendation of Edward Yeo-
mans, a Shady Hill colleague and friend of Hinton, who had met Mitchell at
the Macedonia Cooperative Community in Georgia. To the surprise and
often the chagrin of both Hinton and the board, however, once Mitchell
started, he took the Graduate School in a different direction from what
Hinton and her faculty had expected. This underlying tension between
Mitchell and the Putney School undoubtedly added to the other tensions
that the Graduate School students experienced during their time at Glen
Maples. Mitchell sought to immerse students in experiences that would
provoke them to reflect on themselves and their beliefs, schools, school
systems, and, most important, society and its problems. It promoted self-
knowledge, learning with others in community, working toward social
change with a global perspective, and reflection on experience as a means of
developing an awareness that lifted them beyond the boundaries of self and
the comfort of the familiar. Hinton and the board were progressive but
were looking for something more conventional and closer to home—a
program that would prepare teachers to teach their students.

Mitchell recruited students from countries as diverse as India, Pakistan,
Sweden, Kenya, Jamaica, and Haiti. Every class was multiracial and inter-
national, and included men and women, students from the inner city and
rural areas, students from the Deep South, families and single students, and
students from working-class and middle-class backgrounds. When students
were unable to pay tuition, Mitchell found benefactors, arranged no-
interest loans, or simply allowed students to attend for free.29
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Mitchell designed the program so that the curriculum was determined in
large part by the students themselves and guided by their personal inter-
ests. But it was also determined by Mitchell and his vision of what the world
needed. This remained one of the essential tensions in the program. He
believed in a student-generated curriculum that adhered to the needs and
interests of students, and yet he was passionately attached to changing the
world according to his values. Broadly, he believed that the world was ‘‘in
crisis’’: nuclear weapons were multiplying, wealth was unevenly distributed,
exploitation of the land was rampant, and most important, people of color
were oppressed. With the intensification of the civil rights movement in the
1950s and 1960s, Glen Maples students had the opportunity not only to
study racial prejudice and social change but also to live in the midst of both.
Students were pulled into this curriculum and changed by it. At the same
time, it often appeared to subsume their own desire to learn the ‘‘how’’ of
teaching.

Mitchell believed that skillful teaching began with self-knowledge. To
teach children in a ‘‘crisis world’’ demanded the traditional teacher skills
and interests but also

new concerns and abilities: a wide knowledge of the world and its
peoples, an involvement in human problems, and the skill to lead
others to knowledge and involvement; a deep sense of the funda-
mental unity of mankind and at the same time of its vitalizing diversity,
and the need and ability to communicate that sense; an informed
understanding of the active nature of learning and of ways to en-
courage that activity; least tangibly but most importantly, such self-
knowledge and awareness as will furnish a constant and secure base
for the interaction of one human being with others such that they, too,
will gain awareness and the security of deep self-knowledge.30

Mitchell often said to his students that ‘‘a teacher teaches who a teacher is
. . . . To know what he is purveying, [a teacher] must know himself as deeply
and honestly as he can.’’31 To this end, he required students to ‘‘test their
purposes by working to carry them out,’’ documenting these activities in an
ongoing portfolio called the Cumulative File and meeting regularly with
both him and their classmates for ‘‘counseling sessions’’ focused on their
work.32

To prepare his students in the basic skills of schoolteaching alone was
clearly too limited a goal for Mitchell. A degree from Putney, he wrote,
‘‘demonstrated [a graduate’s] preparation and readiness for leadership in a
school, a community project, a social agency, an industrial organization, or
some other place where education can aid in the reconstruction of human
society.’’33
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Mitchell believed that adults, unlike children, needed to be reminded
that their actions could have an effect on the world. ‘‘Most children,’’ he
wrote, ‘‘can face and welcome the fact that they can change their environ-
ment, that their own actions can be those of social reconstruction. On the
other hand, many adults find it almost impossible to accept the potential for
change that lives within them.’’34 He felt strongly that the way to educate
teachers for such a role was to immerse them in experiences that would
move them emotionally, compel them to understand deeply, and ultimately
act to change the contexts in which they lived and worked.

The program, which generally ran from September to June,35 included
seminars in which students examined progressive, ‘‘reconstructionist,’’ and
traditional approaches to education, and big ideas like urban decay
and renewal, environmental sustainability, and civil rights.36 In addition,
there were short and long trips to what Mitchell called ‘‘places of
quiet revolution’’—progressive schools, rural Vermont sustainable wood
lots, and settlement houses in New York City. There were also apprentice-
ships of the students’ choice. These took place in progressive elementary
and high schools, like the Putney School; in nontraditional schools for
adults like the Penn Community Center in the Sea Islands or the High-
lander School; in social agencies like the settlement houses in New York;
and other places where social change through education was a priority. The
year ended with a summation of the students’ learning through the writing
of a master’s thesis. The final days of the program consisted of in-depth
group-generated evaluations of the program and suggestions for the fol-
lowing year.37

Not surprisingly, there were no grades at Glen Maples. Instead, students
kept portfolios that included autobiographies, outlines of short- and long-
range plans, seminar papers, journal accounts of trips, and reflections on
daily living and learning. Mitchell saw these Cumulative Files as the place
where structured reflection on experience would happen. The following
description mirrors closely Dewey’s own description of the reflective proc-
ess:38

The cumulative file is of great importance. It documents for each
student his own learning: the encountering of obstacles and their
preliminary analysis; the choice of the most promising possibilities; the
testing of one or several of those possible solutions; the eventual an-
swer arrived at and the progress which that answer makes possible. As
a reconstruction of such experiences, the writing of the cumulative file
constitutes a vital learning activity in itself.39

The file also provided a starting place from which to explore and articulate
one’s philosophy of education. Most important for Mitchell, it served as the
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foundation from which students would take action to change society.40 Mi-
tchell wrote,

In arriving at his own philosophy, [the student] is expected to study
and evaluate the philosophies of others, always in the light of his
growing awareness of himself, of the world around him and its prob-
lems, of the potentialities of education to aid or lead in the recon-
struction of society.41

While the curriculum was student-generated, Mitchell did have a meth-
od. It grew out of his understanding of Dewey and Dewey’s concept of
reconstructing experience through systematic reflection.42 So while the
experiences would shift according to the year and the group, the method of
learning from them remained consistent.

Mitchell felt that all these learning experiences—the seminars, short and
long trips, apprenticeships, meetings with him, and the cumulative files that
documented them—constituted a foundation from which students would
learn how to teach. He believed that ‘‘the method of teaching [was] in the
learning.’’ He assumed that immersing his students in such learning ex-
periences would naturally translate into an understanding of and skill in
teaching, an assumption that seems shortsighted. His sights, it appears,
were not set on preparing teachers as much as they were focused on pre-
paring human beings. While it can be argued (as Mitchell did, persuasively)
that there is no difference—that we teach who we are—there are elements
of pedagogy that must be learned and not just absorbed through osmosis.
The rudiments of teaching and an understanding of learning can be found
in the phenomena of learning, but they do not announce themselves; they
must be teased out with the guidance of those who have reflected on the
teaching–learning relationship and see it clearly. There is ample evidence
that Mitchell did see the relationship clearly, but his priority was that his
students understand social issues rather than pedagogy. Given the emphasis
of the curriculum on social issues, how can we understand the teaching and
learning that did happen at PGS? I explore this question next.

WHERE WAS THE TEACHING AND WHAT WAS THE LEARNING?

As a way of trying to unravel the learning and teaching that occurred in the
Putney Graduate School, I will explore the various explicit (contemporary
social issues) and implicit (learning and teaching) dimensions of subject
matter that were present at the Graduate School, Mitchell’s role, and what
and how students say they learned.43
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SUBJECT MATTER

There were three dimensions to the Graduate School’s subject matter. The
first was explicit, and the other two more implicit. The first dimension
comprised racism, civil rights, nonviolence, sustainable development, and
literacy education—in short, the subject matter grew out of the contempo-
rary social context. Subject matter also consisted of more process-oriented
content: living as a small community, living as a group of mixed race and
nationality, thinking reflectively about experience, and examining one’s
personal history and beliefs. These areas are all clearly outlined in the
school catalog and reflected in Mitchell’s papers, students’ documents, tape
recordings of student autobiographies, and graduate interviews.

The second and third dimensions of subject matter, common to all pro-
grams of teacher education, were understanding how people learn, and
learning how to teach. These two levels were part and parcel of the first
dimension and yet remained largely unarticulated in the catalog, Mitchell’s
papers, existing curricular documents, or students’ work. Understanding
how people learn was to come about by being learners; understanding how
to teach was, equally, supposedly embedded in students’ learning experi-
ences.

Students at the Graduate School were, first of all, learners—that is,
learners of the first dimension of subject matter: social issues. Because, as
Mitchell said, ‘‘the adult learns by the same process as the child,’’44 Grad-
uate School students were learning in the same ways that Mitchell thought
all students should learn: through direct experience with social problems
that needed solutions. These experiences were profound confrontations
with society, self, and one another that forced engagement at the deepest
levels, both intellectual and emotional. The assumption was that to under-
stand how people learn, one need only reflect upon one’s own experiences
as learners. Also implicit in these experiences were notions of teaching.
‘‘The methods of teaching are in the teaching itself ’’ Mitchell wrote.45 In
other words, one need only examine the teaching that one experienced as a
learner at the Graduate School to discern the proper methods of teaching to
employ. Thus, what to learn and teach, how to go about learning it, and how
to organize teaching it were all bound up in the experiences that Glen
Maples students had.

It is clear from both written and interview accounts that what mattered
most to Mitchell was the first layer of subject matter—those contemporary
problems and their solutions. He also cared deeply about a particular way of
learning that was informed by his own experiences as a learner and teacher,
and by his mentors, including his father, John Dewey, Theodore Brameld,
Myles Horton, William Heard Kirkpatrick, and other progressive/recon-
structionist thinkers. His ideas about education existed in service to larger
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ideals: namely, the transformation of society. Significantly, he also cared
deeply about his students. Many of them recounted to me the ‘‘great love’’
that he showed them.46

For the students at Glen Maples, the aims were generally more modest.
Most wanted a teaching credential47 and some skills to be able to teach
effectively within the existing system—something in which Mitchell frankly
had little interest. So for them, the subject matter they came for existed in
the more tacit layers of Mitchell’s more explicit curriculum. Herein lay an
essential tension. What Mitchell foregrounded (social issues) was, to many
students, a vehicle, albeit an important one, by which to get at what mat-
tered most to them: knowledge about teaching and learning. And what they
valued most (knowledge of and skill in teaching) was, to Mitchell, a vehicle,
albeit an important one, by which to accomplish societal change. Mitchell
was frustrated at times that his students did not fully share his priorities.
This is evident in a letter that he wrote to two graduates:

I have hoped for too much readiness on [graduates’] part to sense the
importance of these emerging concepts that I am so confident should
be latched onto by those who will help bring about the world we must
have if we are to have an inhabited world at all.48

While students acknowledged the importance of the issues that Mitchell
cared so deeply about (and, frankly, a few came to PSG without intentions of
teaching), most wanted to learn how to teach. The potential for such learn-
ing was tremendous because it was embedded in their experiences at Put-
ney. Their experiences as learners on the study tour and in seminars, as well
as their observations of classes at the Putney School and other progressive
institutions, provided ample data for reflection upon learning and teaching.
The might have explored with Mitchell and each other questions important
to teachers that arose directly from their experiences: How do different
people in our group learn? What is the process of learning experientially,
outside the four walls of the classroom? How is it different from other kinds
of learning? What is gained and what is lost with such learning? What is the
structure and role of reflection in learning? And then, moving from learn-
ing to teaching: What are the implications of the answers to these questions
for teaching? How does a teacher structure a successful experience? How
can reflective thinking be taught effectively? Could such teaching happen in
existing schools? If not, what kinds of conditions are necessary? What is the
role of the teacher in this kind of education? Howmight the teacher-student
relationship be changed? How does one go about working in tandem with
the community? While there is evidence of learning about different ap-
proaches to teaching (namely Brameld’s books, some Dewey readings, and
conversations with William Heard Kirkpatrick, as well as a psychology
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course), there is less evidence of applying this knowledge to their own
experiences as learners, making the implicit explicit.

These questions represent missed opportunities. While evidence of an
integrated understanding of the issues exists, there is limited evidence of an
organized and connected understanding among the issues, learning, and
teaching. Students’ experiences as learners lay scattered like so many bits of
colorful cloth that too often were never sorted, organized, analyzed, or put
together into any explicit pedagogical design.

AN EDUCATOR OF CONVICTION AND A CURRICULUM OF CHOICE

Mitchell struggled with two conflicting desires: that students take respon-
sibility for their own learning and that they adopt his passion for changing
the world. While students were certainly swayed by Mitchell’s convictions
and changed by their experiences, few ever explicitly took up the banner of
reconstructionism once they left PGS, which ultimately left Mitchell disap-
pointed even though commitment to social justice issues remained implicit
in their career choices.49 While he structured a curriculum that allowed
students a great deal of freedom, he was as bound to achieving his own
grand vision of a just and equitable world as he was to supporting students
whose plans did not necessarily mesh with his own, perhaps because he
seemed unable or unwilling to step back from his own practice and to reflect
on that practice. He was less able to help students step back and reflect on
the learning and teaching inherent in their own experiences at the Grad-
uate School. He appeared at times to lack the clarity to allow students to
reject what he believed in so passionately, understanding that that was part
of what it means to take responsibility for your own learning. He needed to
be able to hold simultaneously his commitment to change and his commit-
ment to his students’ learning. By committing himself to his students’
learning, he risked never getting to the change he so desired. Yet, ironically,
by holding too tightly to that desire, he risked its never being achieved.

This left students in the strange position of being both empowered and
overwhelmed. Mitchell’s niece, Ellen Mitchell, describes his ability to go
right to the heart of her own learning and at the same time to drive her
away:

He put you right at the edge of knowing. He taught you what you
didn’t know by asking the question that forced you into yourself to
seek [the answers] . . . ‘‘What do I know about that? Nothing! How do
I feel about that?’’ And then if you couldn’t answer it you spent the
next five years of your life trying to figure out how you would answer
that question. . . . [And yet] I couldn’t [go to his school] and I know it
always disappointed him. He took it very personally. . . . But I knew
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that he would just bowl me over; I would become a Morris carbon
copy, and then have an even harder time finding myself.50

If we return to Mitchell’s axiom that ‘‘ultimately every teacher teaches who
he is,’’ we are left with a paradox. He passionately believed in a student’s
freedom of choice and the importance of self-knowledge, but also insisted
that they choose what he chose and seemed unaware of the impact that the
force of his personality had on those choices. Still, there is ample evidence
that Mitchell was no tyrant. He acted always from a place of love. One
student put it this way:

He was a dominating person. He was very, very determined, [but] very
gentle [too]. I would say that it’s sort of like the iron fists with the
velvet gloves. He wasn’t that flexible. He knew what he wanted to do
and he went ahead and did it. But he was an extraordinary person.
There was [his] obvious love for humanity.51

WHAT STUDENTS LEARNED

Despite the tension described above, and also as a result of it, students
indicated that they learned a great deal at the Graduate School. The ev-
idence lies less in the work they did during that year than it does in their
later reflections on the year and the sense that they made of its impact over
subsequent years. Students indicated that their perspective on education
and the world changed as a result of being at the school. Ironically, it seems
that Mitchell, in many ways, got what he wanted in the end. This letter from
one graduate is representative of many graduates’ experiences.

The PGS experience was the most significant and most worthwhile
[and] useful of all my formal education. The interdisciplinary, inte-
grated program stressing sociological explorations and the freedom to
follow my own interests . . . made my work at Putney part of my way of
life. I apply my experiences constantly. . . . I am constantly challenged
by the Putney concept of education as a tool for the definition and
solution of the crises of the world.52

In addition, students learned how to think for themselves and to take
steps to answer their own questions. In the beginning of his first term at
PGS, Arthur Meyer, a teacher on leave from the Park School in Buffalo,
describes adjusting to the idea that he was master of his own learning. In
the following Cumulative File entry, he clearly describes the adjustment he
was making from responding to someone else’s ‘‘assignments,’’ ‘‘deadlines’’
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and ‘‘standards’’ to working for his own sake:

[In discussion with Mitchell] it was decided that by tomorrow I should
have written up an autobiography, self-analysis, long term plan and
short term plan. . . when I went up to my room to work after dinner, I
was still thinking of the above written work as an assignment rather
than as a part of my own thinking or what I myself wished to do. I was
also still thinking in terms of a ‘‘deadline’’ for this work as the seminar
tomorrow morning. In addition, I was looking at the other guidance
folders as the standard I had to achieve immediately rather than just
starting with where I was at this point and having it actually reflect my
growth. . . I read several folders, and then began thinking of my own
position and analyzing the reasons why I was here and what I really
hoped to accomplish. . . . I soon found I was able to begin organizing
my thoughts and felt completely free to let out my true feelings about
myself and this work.53

Another alumnus, John Stevens, went on to teach engineering at a uni-
versity in Florida. In an interview nearly 50 years later, he described his
learning and how he passed it on to his own students.

There was a confidence that came out of having that one year—read-
ing, and realizing that I could learn on my own. That confidence of
learning what I wanted to learn at Glen Maples and having the free-
dom [to do so] . . . gave me confidence that it would be a worthwhile
experience for [my] students to share learning with me. I was prima-
rily interested not in the facts and figures, as much as I was in their
learning to think and to understand bigger pictures . . . to be able to
integrate information.54

Alumni also consistently commented upon the link between education and
life, and Mitchell’s philosophy of reconstructionism. Mary Guftason, who
spent part of her apprenticeship in a Tennessee jail after an encounter with
the local Ku Klux Klan, emphasized her appreciation of the distinction be-
tween Glen Maples’s brand of education and the more traditional accumu-
lation of techniques. She confesses to having become a ‘‘reconstructionist:’’

PGS helped break down many walls in my thinking to focus directly
on education rather than techniques and methods as Lesley College
had as a four-year curriculum. Thus I was able to integrate much of
my life into an educational focus. . . . PGS changed me into a recon-
structionist! It was the most important educational experience I’ve
had, basically shaping my total perspective.55
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The following section explores students’ experiences in one aspect of the
PGS curriculum, the study tour, which illustrates the kind of learning and
teaching experience that happened outside the walls of the classroom.

THE STUDY TOUR

For this study, I interviewed eleven Glen Maples alumni from the first
(1951) to the last (1965) class, and many classes in between.56 Which alumni
I interviewed was largely determined by whom I could locate after nearly
fifty years. However, I believe that the group I interviewed is broadly rep-
resentative of those who attended Glen Maples. The group consisted of
men and women, U.S. citizens and foreign students, black and white, those
who loved the program and those who had a harder time with it, although I
usually could find both in the same person.

The study tour brought together all aspects of the program. It forced
students to live and travel and make decisions together as a community, and
it brought them face to face with social problems like racism and environ-
mental devastation, but also quiet yet powerful efforts at social change.
Inevitably, it put students in contact with themselves—their beliefs and as-
sumptions, both noble and disturbing.

The study tour usually headed to the Deep South. While no two trips
were the same, they shared the theme of social change through education.
In the pages that follow, I give a brief overview of the fall term and prep-
aration for the tour and then patch together episodes from several different
trips, drawing on Mitchell’s records and material from students’ Cumulative
Files and interview accounts.

The study tour served as a testing ground for the ideas introduced in the
fall (namely, an introduction to reconstructionist education—Brameld,
Dewey, and Kilpatrick—and an overview of current social concerns) both in
terms of the social movements the tour explored and the educational
structure that the tour represented.

Cynthia Parsons, a member of the sixth Graduate School class, and her
cohort traveled south in the spring of 1956, not quite two years after the
Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision had been rendered
(May 17, 1954). She and her twelve classmates57 loaded into two Volkswa-
gen vans to see what that decision meant for the South.

According to Parsons, before setting out on the trip, the group, along
with Mitchell, had agreed to several things: any place that they ate or slept
would have to accept the whole group; they would always eat inside a place
rather than settle for a takeout meal; and they would encounter any racial
aggression with nonviolence.58 In this group’s case, they did not wait long
for an opportunity to put their resolutions to the test. The chef in their first
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restaurant in Maryland, according to Parsons, burst from the kitchen and
headed toward John F., the African American member of the group. Wav-
ing a long butcher knife in John F.’s face, he yelled, ‘‘Get your f- - - - black ass
out of here!’’59 Rather than risk putting John F. and themselves in danger,
they left the restaurant.

Later, in a separate incident in Georgia, white men driving a truck full of
manure followed Parsons and John F. The men threw manure at the couple
by the shovelful as they drove by John F. and Parsons, clinging to their
promise of nonviolence, kept on walking.

Parsons said that Mitchell used these incidents and others like them to
‘‘push the borders’’ of the group’s understanding. He constantly asked
probing questions: What would make a man do something like that? What
are the forces of the community that may have influenced his behavior?
How did it make you feel? What are the different ways we might have
responded? 60 Questions like these put students ‘‘at the edge of their
knowing,’’ drawing from the emotional depths of their recent experience.
There was, in the words of one, ‘‘a felt need’’ to put meaning to such
experiences.

On that second day of the trip, the group covered 240 miles, from Ber-
gen, New Jersey, to Washington, DC. They started at 7:30 in the morning
and ended at 9:30 that night, with visits to four separate towns. The pre-
vious day, the group drove to New York City from Putney, visited the
United Nations, attended a briefing there, met with William Heard Kirk-
patrick in his home on Morningside Drive, dined at Teachers College, and
met with a gentleman named Mike Giles in Englewood, New Jersey, to talk
about ‘‘conflict episode analysis with reference to present racial tensions in
the South.’’ They finally arrived, exhilarated but exhausted, in Bergen.

Two regular study tour destinations were Myles Horton’s Highlander
Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee, and the Citizenship Schools along the
coast of South Carolina. Mitchell admired Horton’s approach to education.
It represented to him the best kind of marriage between education and
social change—a reconstructionist ideal. Myles Horton was a man of prin-
ciple combined with action. Horton’s most significant work was with labor
unions in the 1930s and 1940s and with the civil rights movement in the
1950s and 1960s.

Study tour groups met with Horton, sat in on his seminars, and listened
to tapes of seminars. One was one of Rosa Parks, who was trained at High-
lander, ‘‘telling how, being tired and disgusted, she took that first step which
resulted in the Montgomery bus boycott.’’61

Highlander was also responsible for helping to found the Citizenship
Schools of the 1950s and 1960s. Citizenship Schools were started so that
adults, primarily Southern blacks, would have a place where they could
come to learn to read so that they might be able to vote.62 Bernice
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Robinson, a beautician63 and participant at Highlander and the niece of
Septima Clark,64 was the first teacher in the first of these schools. Building
on Clark’s pedagogy that sought to ‘‘teach [children] the words that they
used every day,’’ 65 she single-handedly developed an approach to literacy
instruction that is still considered innovative today, though never attributed
to her. Horton wrote of her work:

Bernice and the students developed the curriculum day by day. They
learned to write letters, order catalogs and fill out money orders. They
made up stories about the vegetables they grew and the tools they
used.

‘‘They tell me a story,’’ Mrs. Robinson told us [at Highlander], ‘‘a story
which I write down, then they learn to read the story. It’s their story in
their words, and they are interested because it’s theirs.’’66

Graduate School students visited one of these schools in Frogmore, on St.
Helena Island, off the north Georgia coast. Peter Terry, a member of the
class of 1963, wrote enthusiastically of his experience at the school in Frog-
more, sponsored by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), explicitly making his own connection between what he experi-
enced there and the ideas he got from his studies at the Graduate School:

Classes of the SCLC Teacher Training program were such thrilling
exhibitions of the real dynamics of teaching that I could scarcely believe
my eyes and ears. This is exactly what we have been talking about at
Putney: This is the reconstruction of education. A purposeful, direct
approach to the educational problem at hand with forceful, clean, step-
by-step procedures toward getting the job done with no deviation and
no claptrap. The intriguing technique of teaching by asking, not telling,
is beautifully demonstrated by Dorothy Cotton. She said, ‘‘Teachers do
not tell but ask; this is the art of teaching. Let students agonize over it,
with the teacher to only guide them to stay on the point; let them testify
and teach themselves. Then they will never forget.’’67

It is not difficult to understand that participation in such a historically and
personally significant event, whose purpose reached beyond those involved
to the very shaping of society, would make an impact strong enough to
radicalize participants. Being there mattered. Terry was able, in Woodhouse
and Knapp’s (2000) words, to ‘‘connect place with self and community.’’68

Another regular stop on the tour was Ducktown, Georgia. Ducktown was
a ruined copper mining town. By all accounts, the devastation of Ducktown,
by then abandoned and bleeding from the erosion of its red clay soils, was
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horrifying. ‘‘Caverns of hell!’’ wrote Hugh Corbin, a student in the class of
1956. No vegetation, little life of any kind, and terrific poverty. The injustice
of the plight of those living in Ducktown compared with those who had
come, mined, and grown rich, leaving little of the wealth behind, made
Corbin’s group intensely angry. ‘‘No amount of reading,’’ they wrote,
‘‘could leave such an impression . . . . If a picture is really worth a thousand
words, then an experience is worth a thousand books.’’69 They continued,

As we drove over the red and dry plains of Georgia, we saw the dark
faces of intimidated Negroes who lived in poor unpainted sheds, the
sun shining through the rotten boards. But less than a hundred feet
from these miserable dwellings we saw the beautiful brick house of the
landlord.70

This experience was countered by visits to the Guntersville Dam of the
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). The access to electricity that resulted
from a sustainable use of natural resources, as well as the natural beauty of
the area, contrasted with the ecological devastation and economic disparity
of Ducktown. However, there is evidence in the record and in interviews
that his students did not always share Mitchell’s passion for the TVA.
‘‘Those damn dams,’’ as one alumna put it. Environmental issues resonated
less with students than did civil rights, perhaps because civil rights were
more obviously human in dimension and directly applicable to their own
experience, whereas dams and strip-mining seemed too big and too far
from their own lived experience.

One of the most powerful of the group’s experiences with civil rights was
their impromptu trip to Montgomery, Alabama, in December 1956 to par-
ticipate in the one-year anniversary of the bus boycott there. Apparently,
one member of the group took off to visit Montgomery on his own.71 In-
spired by the interracial workshops on nonviolent protest that he had wit-
nessed at Highlander, the student felt moved to see the results of such work
up close. He not only witnessed the bus boycott, but he also had the chance
to talk directly with Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ralph Abernathy. He was
so excited by this contact and by what he found happening in Montgomery
that he came back and asked the group to return with him. In their group
Cumulative File, students wrote of the group process by which they decided
to go to Montgomery and the experience itself. The process of democratic
group decision making and student-generation of curriculum represented
two other aspects of the experience of the study tour, as the group noted in
their collaborative account of the trip:

When this message was brought back to the group, a situation devel-
oped that is indicative of the kind of education that is offered at Glen
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Maples. . . . The group sat down and weighed [reasons for not going]
against the reality of the opportunity to study concretely how a cre-
ative principle, the principle of non-violent resistance, was being ap-
plied in a constructive way and how it was being effective in bringing
about social change. . . . We felt very strongly at that moment the value
of an education where students and teachers in a given and very real
. . . situation together take on responsibility for the formulation of the
program. The curriculum is ‘‘emerging,’’ it evolves out of circum-
stances and is adaptable to the needs of the student group. This par-
ticular instance is only an example of what happens fairly often within
the general structure of the Graduate School’s program. Thus it was
that Dr. Martin Luther King became the teacher of this school for a
few days.72

This is compelling evidence of students assuming agency first for their
learning, second, for the curriculum, and third, for effecting change in the
place and times that they inhabited. And yet, as powerful as this experience
surely was, whether the decision-making process was truly democratic was
called into question by at least one graduate. Corbin confides that when it
came to ‘‘decisions,’’ the word should always be put in quotes. ‘‘Morris made
the decisions and then spent sometimes hours or even days trying to get the
one or two dissenters to agree. We quickly learned to go along and save the
time.’’73 This could be evidence of Mitchell’s strong will, or it could also be
Corbin’s misinterpretation of a consensus method that grew out of Mitc-
hell’s grounding in Quaker practices and beliefs.

Still, this appears to have been a moment in which students felt that the
mission of the school and reality merged. The following quote from the
Group File contains King’s words, but they have the ring of Mitchell (and
therefore perhaps of this time in history) to them:

[Dr. King’s] understanding of history and his interpretation of the
present situation were surprisingly in line with this school. ‘‘Those of
us who live in the Twentieth Century are privileged to live in one of
the most momentous periods of human history. This is an exciting age
filled with hope. It is an age in which a new social order is being born.
We stand today between two worlds—the dying old and the emerging
new.’’74

Clearly, there was an evangelical language and spirit of the time not
unique to Mitchell. To his credit, as powerful as an encounter with King
was, Mitchell was careful that his students talk with proponents of opposing
views, or perhaps it was a way of underscoring the importance of King’s
work. To this end, he arranged a meeting with Sam Englehardt, Alabama
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state senator and executive secretary of the state’s White Citizens’ Council,
which was formed to oppose integration of schools after Brown v. Board of
Education. Students found the meeting ‘‘more than overwhelming.’’ They
characterized the senator as ‘‘arrogant, ignorant, suspicious and extremely
defensive’’ and found the visit ‘‘disconcerting and pathetic.’’75 It appears
that, rather than rounding out their understanding, the encounter seems to
have drawn a stark portrait of good and evil. Although no one would argue
about who was on the right side, the complexities of the issues—fear, eco-
nomic threats, threatened social order, or unwitting complicity—apparently
went unexplored. Yet the emotional impact of the visit is undeniable.

Mitchell followed up these visits with discussions with two local scholars,
one a sociologist who was studying the effect of nonviolent protest on the
people of the civil rights movement, and the other a professor of religion
who discussed the role that Christianity played in the movement.76 In ad-
dition, the group was housed with ‘‘prominent Negro families’’ in the city.
Discussion with these men and women, all involved with the civil rights
movement, added yet another layer to students’ understanding. They left
Montgomery with the feeling that the success of the civil rights movement
depended not on any particular group but ‘‘with the masses of the people
who have found new dignity and unity in their constructive protest against
injustice. The buses run empty through the streets of Montgomery, and
only the masses can keep them empty.’’77

For one member of the group, Anne Fines, the trip to Montgomery was
the most significant visit of the study tour but still took second place to her
experience traveling through the South in a van in a mixed-race group. As
a Southerner herself, the ‘‘laboratory of human relations’’ that the ‘‘race
relations’’ part of the trip represented held special meaning. It related to
her personal past, to her present sense of herself, and to her future teach-
ing. (Fines taught for 40 years in a southern Vermont elementary school.)
The depth of the emotional content of the experience caused her to ‘‘re-
construct’’ her past as a Southerner, and in essence, to change her rela-
tionship to that old self. In the passage that follows, she makes sense of that
past and her own reactions. She states the importance of bringing long-held
assumptions to light, stressing the role that emotion and genuine interracial
interaction played in her transformation.

[The racial situation] was, for me, a truly educational experience. By
racial situation, I do not mean just Montgomery. Montgomery, as an
isolated experience, would have had much less meaning. My ‘‘edu-
cation’’ came from experiencing Montgomery in the context of our
entire experience as an interracial group. Growing up as a Southern-
er, I absorbed as a child the Southern view toward the Negro. How-
ever, a change such as [I have experienced] seems to involve the
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emotions far more than the mind. . . . When [growing up], I lived
within a group for whom discrimination was a basic assumption. I had
never been able to know or even meet the Southern Negro in a social
situation.

She goes on to describe how she was brought out of herself and the sphere
of her past experience by having to live and work closely with people dif-
ferent from herself. In addition, she was able to connect the ‘‘stultification of
the Negro’’ with the social context—segregation and racism—that caused it.

This trip introduced me, for the first time, to a direct experience of
the tragedy and stultification of the Negroes caused by [segregation
and racism]. For the first time I have an emotional understanding of
the effect of segregation on a human being’s view of himself. This
came through both the experience of living and traveling as a Negro
[lives and travels] and through coming to know some of the members
of the Negro community of Montgomery, and discussing their own
experiences with them. Such experiences could not help but bring
about a personal change.

Finally, she links her awareness with the imperative to act.

I think that the average person will resist any threat to the status quo.
He will not change his attitudes unless forced to by some type of pres-
sure. An unbelievably immoral situation is now existing, which must be
corrected. It is not only right to do so, it is a grave responsibility.78

On the trip Fines not only encountered the realities of the situation, but
she also encountered herself. She told me the story of being asked to cut the
hair of her African American classmate, Corbin. ‘‘I caught myself feeling
revolted, and I was so ashamed,’’ she recounts. She and Corbin were close
friends, and yet this old and deep response, learned from years of listening
to other voices, put her in undeniable contact with the truth of her own
prejudice. But what mattered was not so much the fact of the prejudice as
her acknowledgment of it, and her pushing through and beyond it, with the
love and respect she felt for him. This, it seems to me, speaks of the real
work of turning the soul: putting students in relationship with others dif-
ferent from themselves, within the context of compelling places and events
(outside the classroom), and ultimately with themselves. Clearly, Fines, as a
result of her experiences, felt accountable from within rather than because
of externally imposed standards of accountability.

In a concluding section of the group Cumulative File on the fall 1956
study tour, students listed the ways in which the trip had been valuable.
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Among a list of 22 items were the following: (1) the comprehension of the
imperative need of conserving our natural resources as a responsibility to
future generations; (2) the awareness of the glaring discrepancy in side-by-
side wealth and poverty; (3) the realization that education is as broad as life
and an ever-continuing process; (4) the belief that school and community
are interacting [and that] each should build the other.79

The group concluded their evaluation of the trip by noting that it had
been transformative. Not only did they have knowledge that they did not
have before, but they were also changed as people and as learners by the
knowledge they gained and the ways in which they gained it:

Our whole beings have reacted in this intensive learning experience.
We have strengthened our belief in considering both sides of ques-
tions, and in working out solutions through understanding and co-
operation. The effect on us is so complex and profound that it is
impossible to convey it completely by the written word.80

CONCLUSION: LESSONS FOR TEACHER EDUCATION TODAY

To educate a teacher is an enormous and always incomplete endeavor. The
Putney Graduate School of Teacher Education did not provide a solution to
the problem of how to educate teachers for social justice, but it gives us
insight into how teacher education might teach teachers to care about
teaching for social justice.

While many teacher education programs today advocate a critical stance,
insisting that their teacher-students be committed to looking at the ‘‘social
and political consequences of [his or her] teaching,’’ 81 how teacher-students
come to hold these commitments remains a question. What if teachers don’t
care? Is in-depth consideration of such issues enough to awaken a dormant
social consciousness or create one where none existed? The Graduate
School experiment suggests that commitment to issues of social justice
comes not from program requirements but from a place of internal au-
thority that is the outgrowth of personal transformation, and that such
transformation is the result of personal encounters with issues of the time
through direct contact with the people and places that embody those issues.

For change to be lasting, for souls to be turned, teacher-students must
have direct experience with compelling contemporary issues, engage in
internal and communal reflection, articulate their own needs and plans, and
be guided by teacher educators and mentors who are doing the same—all of
which will give them insight into themselves, the society in which they live,
and institutions in which they work, and ground them in the authority of
their own experience.
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Notes

1 Theodore Brameld, Toward a Reconstructed Philosophy of Education (New York: Hugh Holt
& Co., 1955). Reconstructionist education was Brameld’s term for his educational philosophy.
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