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About Risinghill

MARTIN SMALL

IT 1S IN THE COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL—in the contrast and disparity
between its theory and its practice—that the democratic nature of the
culture which we inhabit in England today is tried, tested and found
wanting. This is the conflict Leila Berg has endeavoured to describe in
her Risinghill: Death of a Comprehensive School (Penguin Books, 6s.),
but which she has unfortunately mixed up with an attack upon the
officials of the Inner London Education Authority and an unnecessarily
melodramatic picture of Michael Duane as a prince of light against a
legion of darkness. Darkness and light are not in two separate and easily
distinguishable sets of men, but all around us—our whole culture
displays the conflict between the principles of mutual aid and of hostility
which is the conflict within all of us, perhaps more clearly than any
previous culture: to identify this conflict within ourselves and others,
and to endeavour to transcend it and to help others to do so, is the
task before him who would reform society—not to identify the conflict
as between ourselves and others: for that there is such a conflict is the
myth which enslaves human society. ‘“A story of a courageous
headmaster, Michael Duane, and the story of the closure of his school,
it is a blistering indictment of educational bureaucracy and bureaucrats,
of intolerance and stupidity.” (Ronald Deadman in The New Statesman,
26th April, 1968.) By giving a licence to this sort of trite comment
which ignores the real tragedy of Risinghill, Leila Berg has failed to take
adequate precautions to prevent the subsequent controversy over her
book from obscuring the issues which the story of Risinghill should
bring into prominence and debate. Leila Berg’s horror stories of her
encounters with the officials of the ILEA do not add to our under-
standing of officials and officialdom: her patronising division of the
teachers on the staff at Risinghill—*“Some were very good, generous and
imaginative. . . . [Others] had long ago surrendered their personality,
the wishes and beliefs of their own personal life. . . . A third section
had first been bewildered, and then, under the influence of Michael
Duane’s personality, decided of their own accord to do what he
wanted . . .”—does not enable us to understand better the particular
neuroses of the teaching profession. But they have encouraged the
subsequent controversy around her book to concentrate on the rudeness
and inconsiderateness (or the absence of it) in Duane’s attitude to the
ILEA or to his staff or on the obviously unresolvable dispute about
whether Duane was or was not ordered to use corporal punishment by
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the ILEA. And the wider social context of what Duane tried to do—

of what he did achieve—and of wherein he failed—has become lost in a
trivial desert of mutual personal denigration.

The problem of understanding presented by Risinghill is two-edged.
It is necessary to understand what Duane was setting out to do, and
next what were the methods he used: and these separate but overlapping
studies must be related to an appreciation of both what ought to
have been done and what could be done. Perhaps the conclusion
will be that it was necessary and desirable to do more or less what
Duane does in fact seem to have done: honestly tried to implement
what he thought was the official policy of the ILEA (the education
department of the LCC it was, throughout most of the history of
Risinghill) in its most logical and completest form—simply in order
to demonstrate that such an uncompromising logicality could not succeed
while the political system was what it was—and as it still remains.
Whatever else he did—and however arrogant and hamfisted he may have
been—there seems no doubt that the progress of Risinghill under
Duane’s headmastership exposed a very real gulf between the theory
and practice, not merely of the local education authorities of London,
but even more fundamentally, of the democracy of a whole society.

The object of education is order. Order is conceived and striven
for in very different ways. There are two different main lines of
approach. Order may be sought, as an already received truth or
system, to be imposed upon a situation to the exclusion of all its
irrelevant or inadmissible details: this is the object of the rigid school
—the rigid teacher—the rigid child. (Vid. Penelope Leach, “The Rigid
Child” in ANARCHY 64, June 1966.) This is the function and nature
of authoritarianism. Alternatively, order may be sought as an organi-
sation of the environment and co-ordination of one’s reactions to it,
which is continually changing even while using earlier observations
and experiences: this is the mode of the flexible school—the flexible
teacher—the flexible child. This is the function and nature of
anarchism. This schematic division of attitudes does not of course
—at least not usually—ever describe a real situation, which usually
has a balance of the two components: as each individual is in a state
of conflict and competition between the two tendencies in his attitudes.
It is a question of which tendency predominates—both on a given
occasion and over a longer period of time—and this will be determined
by the individual’s underlying world picture: whether he sees the
world as, although strange and even dangerous, not actively hostile to
his personal identity—or whether he sees it and himself as in a
perpetual state of war in which each seeks domination and mastery,
in which one must either destroy or be destroyed. It is again the
adult stage of the conflict which Erikson describes as originating in child-
hood: the conflict between the desperate search for the false autonomy
of an impossible “Independence’”, and the mature acceptance of the real
autonomy of mutual regulation. The rigid, authoritarian school is the
work camp which allows the adventure playground, if it does allow
it at all, merely as a diversion or a distraction—perhaps even a useful,
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recreative distraction—from the main business of school: the flexible,
anarchic school is both adventure playground and work camp—but
in which the economic necessity of the work camp is clearly recognised
as a function of the existential reality that life and learning are in
themselves an adventure.

That the child may learn that order must be continually recreated
—that he may be able to find rest in the assurance that order will
be recreated, and that it will be recreated not simply by the repetition
of old reactions but by experimenting in freedom in himself and with
others, not discarding old formulas but critically re-examining and
refashioning them: this is the comprehensive education our children
need. Towards the end of Risinghill’s short career Michael Duane
was once asked, ‘“What are you really aiming at here?”” and he
replied: “To remove fear from children in schools”. And on the
evidence assembled in Leila Berg’s book—which, although highly
partisan, has not been disputed in its main showings—it seems clear
that he was beginning to do it. ‘“One thing Risinghill has done for
these children, even those who have been there a short time. It has
made it possible for them to: think about what they are doing and
what they are feeling, and what other people think and feel. This is
no small piece of education. Risinghill children can express them-
selves.” The very publicity the school received formed for the children
an important part of the education they received. “If we really
wanted schoolchildren to understand about history we would set them
to find out the truth behind some contemporary event. I think by
the time the school was closed, Risinghill children understood history
more than any other children. I do not think for them history can
ever be again an arbitrary string of events like a string of beads, or
something inhuman and unchangeable like the seasons. They may
be cynical—and some of them are—but they know that history has
something to do with the planning of people, people with problems
and power. That is why history is not normally taught in this way,
in State schools.”

In order to understand what Duane was trying to do—and the
conflict which ensued between him and the authority which super-
ficially shared his aims and intentions—it is perhaps useful to go back
to consider the conflicting and divided purposes of the early reformers
who first conceived the idea of ‘“‘the education of the people”. (Vid.
the review of Harold Silver’s The Concept of Popular Education in
ANARCHY 73, March 1967.) The education of the people is not
necessarily a democratic idea, either in concept or in execution. The

great humanitarian educationalist Pestalozzi conceived of the education

of the lower classes as an. initiation into a fixed and inferior social
role: and initiation to be achieved, without cynicism, by emphasising
the parity of esteem of all social roles before God. ‘““The child of
the soil and the whole class of landless agricultural labourers must
learn in their language lessons to express themselves accurately about
everything that has to do with their calling. . . . But laborious toil
1s their lot in life, and their language lessons must not set up interests
















































