A Conversation with Dee Coulter about
Adolescence, Learning and Schools

D Pree dov Conelter & nelionally recagrized edentional consultans wiho (5 noted
Jor R ability so atake conplex tdeas seem siogple terauph er pee of humor, siory eil-
ing. e clear explanaiions of ofter difienl cenrcepis, Abond twelve years ago Dee
begin working eltosely withh masic edweators ax o clinicion aed leciwrer, Her weiting s
appeired i past issues of The O Echn, and she presented af the AQEA conferenice

Treld in Beaver in November of TR0

Lawst Swiw, I spode with e abowt sidale scloo! sicdears and what we invelved in
(0 Scheboerk cowld bring fo them muisically ard personally. Following are excerpis of

.'IIJI'H ITJ|'I1'1'.|'|||'J”.|:J.|[

i “IF wee looked at it [adolescence in
the Uniled States] from o broad perspec-
tive: if we panned back and looked an our-
selvies us g species, then one of the mose
glarng phenomena is that the onset of
wdolescence is huppening sooner — prob-
ably twer years sooner, mayhe even three
vears sooner im the inner city than it did
fufty o7 sixly vears ago. Coznitively, that
somne real significance because it's the
delay in the onset and the completion of
alolescence that exponds the learning po-
lential ol a creature, 5o when we look at
Just the primates, these that have the lang-
esl delay belone maturation are the ones
It hiver the greatest leaming capacity.
Onee vou cap it off and become adult,
there™s some aspect of cognition that also
cips all, and posiponing the onset and
culmaniion of adolescence, in sexunl ma-
tunty, {which s really o critical piece be-
cimse onee you're sexually mature and
sertive then vou become adult, essentially)
wnd the body chemistry shifts arpund. IF
you can postpone the onset of adoles-
cence, then vou have a longer time with
formal reasening before it becomes a
for disiraction.

“If the child goes inte adolescence be-
fiare he goes into formd thinking, then we
bave some pretty dead behavior in the
micddle school years. We're seeing thai
now,we ' re seeing kids becoming adoles-
cent an filth prude, In that case thew've
short-cirewited a1 time that was supposcd
tor b ther beain's turm and we're essentially
missing i lurm — i eognitive urn — by
hiwwing the adolescence huppen first We're
precipitating that with all the media and
the advertising thats aimed o1 these kids.
The clothing we're asking them 1o wear.
the music — all of that i= aceelerating
acdolescence,
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“We could, as n society expand child-
I, 10w weantendd o, The body-mind con-
nection is veally migor, Amd it is threugh
1k wrts thaat this can best be done. Waldorf
education 15 the prime example of this be-
cause i 15 an ans and o soul-touching ap-
proach e edlucation, (Incidental Iy, Waldort
School siedents experience the onset of
puberty an averige of o yvear lnter than their
counlerparts i the public schools.) Thar
kind of relationship e children can expand
their childbood wmd pive them a cognitive
grovwth spust of greater magnitude than they
are getting. [ remember o student [ had
wheis I san may sehool For drop-outs, whe.
when we ware lking abtout the plight of
kids it the immer city, told me dhat if you
could get the 13- amd 4-year olds, for
whorn bt wias alvescdy too lite 1o escope the
quagmire of the mner cily, o wn around
and haelp tharr vounper siblings, 10-12 vears
ald — 1o |'||':|ir[|'||.'||:| lix r'igh: the good fight to
getoul -~ there"d be some hope for the next
generation, For the teen-npers, the Fork in
the road had come and they hod tiken the
oaly one available toothem, That's really a
poignant statement. As long ns early mar-
rigges. early !K'DCIII:“II!_:.. wnal early sexunl ac-
tiviey go o, we're foreshorening the mind.

W iyt brang o Kids inte oo much
form, even cognitively, When [ first came
back o weching in the middle school o
few years ago [ fel like Rip Van Winkle
becawse | ran that sclool for dropouts somse
scvenieen years apo. D was struck by twvo
things: firss, that the kids in this regular
middle selool seemed mone burned-oog
than the kids in my drop-out school did,
and secoad, hat their auditory processing
was really shot, Dwould sy ene out of three
noemal students had auditory processing
problems. The other Fclor in addition o
their being auditorslly inpaired was that
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they were bumed out — they were jaded. 1
couldn’t fathom that because we temd 1o
think that it"s the middle sehool thal bums
the kKid out, but what was real ofwiogs o

e was that they were eaming in like that,

“They re doing sometling real sirungpe
al the gT:IdL‘ school level., We lave the same
Tunmy nalion aboul precociousness — we
egquitke it with giftedness. Mostof the time,
they ' re not related. We move our expecti-
tions earlier and carlier. Inorder o cram in
all these expoctations we bave o ke away
all the time For moving aind dancimg and
the physical activity that prepares the child
lor learning. Then we have students in the
fourth and ffth grade who we expect 1o be
able 1o sit sl and leam, oaly they can't
because they missed the crucial prepar-
tion of maving when they needed o, Ex-
tranrdinary prodigics are, 1 think, @ cise
wpitrt freem the general notion of “doas ear-
Tier men brighter.” It docsn't, and in Tel
voucan look at many of our finest thinkers
amel see they were quite slow. Forexample,
Einstein didn’t do any math unil he was
thirteen, und he eredits the fact that he ook
iton so lote and with such depth of cunos-
ity when he finally tovehed it wath why he
weml 50 for in it. He brought grester matu-
rily o thee questions he began acking. So,
wer neerd to break some of our associations,
which are counter-intuitive. You wonld
think that earlicr means beighter, bl s
ned s IF vou want 0 look within a spe-
cies, the more advanced members are naot
2oang to be the early maturers; they're go-
gzt b the late maturers.
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