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It started out as a fairly nor mal day for me. The usual stuff—al most sleep ing
through my alarm, mom nag ging me about pick ing up the dirty clothes that
I wore at An drea's gar den yes ter day and dumped by the door way, and hav -
ing to pump my bi cy cle tires so I could make it to school on time. Oh yeah,
and dread ing hav ing to show up at class once again with out my home work.

I got to class just bef ore the tardy bell rang and sat down in one of the chairs
in the cir cle of our class room. I looked up at our three- week cal en dar to see
what we were go ing to do to day and dis cov ered that we were go ing to be
dis cuss ing the elec tion ini tia tives.

We started our day with stu dents mak ing an nounce ments and or gan iz ing
de tails for com ing events—fund rais ing ac tivi ties, trans por ta tion for field
trips, and in for ma tion on speak ers in the com mu nity. Andy, in charge of the 
Mexi cali serv ice proj ect fund raiser, an nounced that we had to raise $200
more bef ore we reached our goal of $2000. Kris tie said it would cost $450
to use a school bus for the San Fran cisco modern- art field trip; she won -
dered whether we might be able to in vite some par ents to drive. Adri enne
an nounced a one- man show at Fort Ma son per formed by Ron Jones; she
won dered if we wanted to go as a group Fri day night. Paki an nounced a
book- reading by Liz Dana, the daugh ter of Eliza beth Du ve nek, a lo cal ac -
tiv ist and founder of Pen in sula School (which he and Kris tie had at tended)
and Hid den Villa (where Joe vol un teered in the gar den). It was or gan iza -
tional stuff that usu ally punc tu ates the be gin ning of our day. But, as it
turned out, to day was n't go ing to be a typi cal day.

Wendy in ter rupted the an nounce ments by blurt ing out, “I'm really up set
about some thing that hap pened yes ter day.” She started to cry, but she
pushed on, “Some peo ple in the group have been out of com mit ment and I
think that they should speak for them selves about it.”

I could tell by the look on her face and the trem bling in her voice that some -
thing was really both er ing her. I was n't really in the mood for emo tional dis -
cus sions to day, so I got a bit an noyed and won dered, “Now what the hell is
eat ing her to day!”
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Things got si lent in the room; I looked around. Evan and An drea were look -
ing down at the floor. Some of the stu dents were look ing at me. A cold feel -
ing came over me as I thought, “Oh, oh! Now I know what's up.” I folded
my arms as if to pro tect my self and set tled back into the chair."No one is
gonna get me," I de cided, as I glanced over my shoul ders as if to pro tect my
flanks. Then I pre tended to stare off into a poster at the far end of the room.

My mind flashed back to the group's gar den proj ect. Over the past few Sat -
ur days, some of our group mem bers—Greg, Janna, Jo anna, and An -
drea—had taken or ganic gar den ing classes at a lo cal ecol ogy cen ter. The
group taught the rest of us some of the tech niques dur ing class. Our group's
goal was to learn how to grow vege ta bles in a way that had the least im pact
on the Earth. Af ter we un der stood what we needed to do, we as signed the
group to five gar den sites at stu dents' houses so we could ex peri ment with
the farm ing meth ods.

Yes ter day, my group was to pre pare the soil at An drea's house. That was the
plan any way; but we hap pened to pick a mis era bly hot day. To make mat ters 
worse, the soil was really packed at An drea's and it had n't been worked for
years.

I did n't feel like work ing too hard in the heat, but I dug in and worked up a
pretty good sweat. Evan and An drea were part of my gar den group. They
felt pretty much the same way I did, and it was n't too long bef ore we were
stand ing around shar ing our mis ery. Evan sug gested that it might be eas ier
to work if we took a break and smoked some weed to ease the pain. An drea
agreed and went in side the house in search of her pri vate stash. When she re -
turned, we sat down in the shade and smoked a joint.

I had n't given our ac tions a sec ond thought yes ter day. Now, I was sit ting in
class and Wendy is pissed!

I main tained my si lent, de fen sive pos ture—arms folded, eyes straight
ahead. As other stu dents be gan to speak up, I re al ized that the word was out, 
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but it seemed that no one was go ing to point the fin ger at me. “They bet ter
not.” I thought, “No body bet ter mess with me!”

I quickly checked my op tions. My natu ral in stinct was to put up my guard,
qui etly at first, then if some one ac cused me, to deny any in volve ment loudly
and in dig nantly. If they pressed me, I would say, “It's none of your god -
damn busi ness what I do off cam pus.” Then if peo ple per sisted, I'd just walk
out. “No body's go ing to mess with me,” I thought as I re newed my vow of
si lent de fi ance.

Fi nally, An drea spoke up, “Well, I smoked a lit tle mari juana at my house
while we were work ing on the gar den yes ter day. It was my fault, you guys.”

“DAMN!” I thought, “She did n't have to say any thing. Wendy was n't go ing 
to rat on us and now An drea is ad mit ting it.”

About that time, Evan said, “Well, I did it, too.”

“Now, we are really in trou ble,” I thought, “ The class knows, Gary knows,
and we are really go ing to get it.”

So I tried to dis count it, “OK. So I did it too; but we were n't in school and it
was n't even enough to get high on.” That cre ated quite a stir.

Janna re minded me, “You gave your word to be drug- free bef ore and dur -
ing all class ac tivi ties, just like the rest of us did. You know you were in -
volved in an LC proj ect.”

Wendy got really choked up again and said, “Shawn, when I gave my word
to the group at he be gin ning of the year, I meant it, and I trusted eve ry one to 
keep their word, too. Now, I can't trust the group any more.”

Greg jumped in and pointed out, “We need to ad dress spe cific peo ple. The
group is made up of twenty- five dif fer ent peo ple.” He made it clear what his
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in ten tions were, “I'm still go ing to keep my com mit ments. Could we please
talk di rectly to each other, in stead of talk ing at the group?”

Kris tie looked right at me, so di rectly that I could n't look away and stated,
“Do you re al ize what you have done? You've bro ken your word to us.”

I wanted to blow her off. Ac tu ally, I wanted to fight some one (not her) or
run (I was n't sure where). But the way she talked to me was so di rect that I
could n't blow her off, I wanted to, I just could n't. Here she was ask ing me
why I had n't kept my word to my self—and to the group. I needed to think
about this one. I fi nally blurted out “I just was n't think ing.” It was the truth,
I had n't thought about it. I just acted in the mo ment, did what I felt like at
the time, and now the whole dammed group was on my case. “Be sides,” I
added, “a lit tle pot was no big deal.” I was still fight ing for my po si tion in
the group.

An drea looked over at me as if she had re al ized some thing really im por tant.
This was her sec ond year in the pro gram. The first year she had had a lot of
prob lems with drugs. She said that the group had really helped her a lot.
When she came into the group she had been do ing drugs every day and had
claimed that it did n't af fect her men tal state, so she did n't think it mat tered if
she did them. Some how in that first year she had turned around. “No
Shawn,” she said, “there is more to it than that. I was n't think ing ei ther, but
I know it was wrong. We gave our word in the be gin ning of the year, and we 
broke it. That does mean a lot to me!” Then she started cry ing—some thing
that I had never seen her do bef ore.

Evan, the new est mem ber of our group, looked up and shared his thoughts,
“All right, we broke a com mit ment. I'm sorry. But, what do you want us to
do? It al ready hap pened.” His sar cas tic tone gave away his im pa tience. I
thought he might get up and leave. I just might have joined him, too.

“What do you want to do about it?” Adri enne coun tered. Then the group
got si lent again.
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The dis cus sion lasted for over an hour. I was chal lenged when I got re ac tive,
or de fen sive, or started to sound like a vic tim. I was sup ported when I was
vul ner able, pain fully hon est, or took re spon si bil ity for my self. I looked
around at the class; many of the stu dents had con fronted dif fi cult is sues in
their lives dur ing the school year. The group mem bers asked them to be re -
spon si ble for them selves; they be came stronger and our group be came
stronger. I be gan to re al ize that my smok ing dope at the gar den some how
had af fected the whole group. I re al ized that my eve ry day be hav ior did n't
nec es sar ily lead me to things that were best for me, ei ther, be cause I liked
these peo ple and I wanted to be part of this group. Some how, my stand ing
up and be ing re spon si ble for my ac tions and liv ing up to my word helped
make the group to be what it was.

“Wow, this is new stuff for me,” I thought to my self. It was n't easy to be
fully hon est—es pe cially with my self. It was weird to have my class mates call
me on my ac tions and it was weird not to re act, not to get de fen sive, not to
want to fight, or not to want to bail.

Some where in the dis cus sion Jenny said, “I care about you and I want you to 
care about your self.” She must have got ten to me. I really wanted to be here. 
I did n't want to with draw, fight, or run.

And then when Kris tie re peated Adri enne's ques tion, “What do you want to
do about it?” I was really taken off guard. I was both sur prised and lost.
Through out my life, when ever things had got ten heated, I had al ways tried
to get out of the trou ble that I was in. I never took re spon si bil ity for what I
did, never set up con se quences for my ac tions, and never learned from the
situa tions.

The group's per sis tence, and now its si lence, caused me to re flect. Then
Evan, An drea, and I joined in a three- way con ver sa tion in the group. I was
con fused, so I asked them what we could do. An drea looked for some kind
of author ity, “There must be some school rule that ap plies,” she said. She
turned to Gary and asked, “What are you re quired to do as the teacher?”
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He seemed fairly neu tral. It was ob vi ous, ear lier in the group con fron ta tion,
that he was n't happy about what we had done, but he had n't pressed any -
thing and he seemed con tent to let us fig ure it out. He re plied, “Well, if I had 
caught you with drugs or caught you smok ing pot, I would have been
bound by my re spon si bil ity as a teacher to turn you over to the ad mini stra -
tion, im me di ate ly. I might have been moved to take fur ther ac tion that
would have jeop ard ized your po si tion in the group, since you broke your
com mit ment to the group. But, since mem bers of the group brought this is -
sue out in the open, I think that you need to re solve it as a group.”

I looked back at Evan and An drea and said, “So, I guess the three of us are
go ing to have to work this one out our selves.” A sense of sad ness came over
me. I said, “I really feel shitty! God, I'm really sorry that I let you guys
down.”

Gary re plied, “I, for one, don't want you to feel guilty. I want you to be re -
spon si ble.” He added, “Guilt can be comes its own re ward, if you feel badly
with out chang ing any thing.”

Evan, An drea, and I talked to each other while the group lis tened. We talked 
about con se quences. Maybe we should have to put in more time work ing in
the gar den, maybe we could dig other groups' plots for them this week end.
We ex plored other ideas, but found it hard to shake the feel ing of hav ing
done some thing to the group.

Fi nally, Evan said he had been think ing of leav ing the group. An drea picked
up on this idea im me di ate ly, “Maybe we don't de serve to be in the group
any more. Maybe we should all leave the group.”

Wendy, who had been si lent since her emo tional plea ear lier, came alive. She 
leaned for ward on the edge of her chair and pointed at each of us. “If you
guys leave, I'd really be pissed! I want you in our group, not out. Think
about what we've been through, what we've cre ated to gether, and what
we've planned to do this year.” Oth ers quickly added their agree ment to
Wendy's state ment. The will of our group was cer tainly against our leav ing.
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“God, it's so hard,” I thought, “A few months ago, it would have been so
much eas ier. I would have just got ten up, told eve ry one to `go to hell' and
walked out. I think that Evan and An drea would have walked out too. And
now, that does n't even feel like an op tion.”

Fi nally, af ter a lot of soul search ing and much dis cus sion, we came up with a
so lu tion that seemed right for us, and one that the group sup ported as well.
We de cided to do three things. First, we would re- commit to our group's
agree ments. Sec ond, we would do our part to make the group work for the
re main der of the year. The fi nal step in our so lu tion seemed real dif fer ent:
the three of us would get up, walk to the vice prin ci pal's of fice, ex plain what
we had done, and will ingly ac cept the school's con se quences. The en tire so -
lu tion was our idea and we chose to do it of our own free will.

Vari ous mem bers of the group coun seled us on which vice prin ci pal we
should go to—we chose Mrs. Ham mel. Then we walked to her of fice and
sat down. One by one, each of us told her what we had done. She was as ton -
ished. As we com pleted our ex pla na tion by say ing that we were ready to ac -
cept the con se quences, she was even more sur prised. She said that she had
never had a stu dent come to her ask ing to be pun ished bef ore. She told us
that she ad mired us for what we had done and would like to send us back to
class with out fur ther con se quence, con fi dent that we had learned a valu able
les son with out any co er cion from the in sti tu tion. “But,” she said, “the
school board pol icy re quires that stu dents who use drugs dur ing school ac -
tivi ties must be sus pended for three days. It is my com mit ment to the school 
to fol low its rules.”

She did sof ten our pun ish ment by say ing, “To day will count as one day, to -
mor row as the sec ond day and, if you will re port to my of fice at 7 a.m. on the 
morn ing of the third day, you will not have to miss class that morn ing.”

As I walked off cam pus to be gin my sus pen sion, I thought about the per son
that I had been—the guy look ing for a place in which to be long, the hold-
 back kid, the playing- it- safe guy, the prize fighter who al ways kept an eye on 
the ex its, the guy that never quite fit in. This really was n't the per son that I
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wanted to be. I had felt more strength, per sonal power, and sense of be long -
ing to day than I had ever felt in my life. I could be open and hon est, I could
lis ten to oth ers in the group, and I could feel that I was part of the mo ment
that we all built to gether. As for ex its, the only door that I was in ter ested in
was the one the whole group would pass through, and that was the one that
led us all into the fu ture to gether.

It was n't easy though. Even though our group had shared spe cial mo ments
and pulled to gether to work our way through ob sta cles, for me—and for
some of the oth ers—the ex pe ri ence still felt in com plete. We knew that we
could n't feel fully in charge un til we got our per sonal stud ies un der con trol.
But con trol was some thing that I had fought so hard against most of my
life—es pe cially in school.

I did n't want to be some where if I thought I was be ing con trolled. My style
was to play a game of Cat- and- Mouse with the teacher and the class. The
chal lenge for me was to find the easi est way out, to dis cover how to get
around the teacher's rules, or to join the class reb els and find ways to sabo -
tage the teacher's les sons or teacher's author ity. It was n't so much that I
wanted to be de struc tive; it was just that I did n't like to be con trolled. When
I don't have con trol over my cir cum stance, the game is to find ways not to
be com pli ant, not to co op er ate.

When I first came into LC, I did n't really be lieve that Gary meant it when he
said we were go ing to co- create the course; ac tu ally I did n't really un der -
stand it be cause I had never done it bef ore. But when I be gan to un der stand
what we were up to, I hon estly saw an op por tu nity to do noth ing. When
Gary sug gested that we had an op por tu nity to cre ate any thing we wanted,
my in ner con ver sa tion was, “Good, I don't like school, so I won't do any -
thing.”

As I heard other stu dents com ing up with ideas of what we cold do, I found
some of their ideas in trigu ing and took part in some of their dis cus sions, but 
I still held back, did n't ini ti ate, and did n't do any re search out side of school.
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I tested Gary's phi loso phy. “If we are in charge and we can do what ever we
want, then why can't I do noth ing or just hang out with my friends and lis -
ten to mu sic and stuff,” I thought. Well, that's what I did for quite a while.
Gary did n't get mad at me; I was n't pun ished or be lit tled in class. The only
prob lem was that, the way the class was struc tured, I was n't get ting the
courses and cred its that I needed to gradu ate. I wrote a con tract, but I had n't 
turned in any course work, and when Gary and I met every other week for
our thirty- minute evalua tion con fer ence, I did n't have any work to show
him. We would just talk about me or my in ter ests out side of school. Some -
times we talked about my plans for the fu ture. But, as glo ri ous as my dreams
were, they were n't work ing. I could n't lie. I could n't fab ri cate things or fill in 
work sheets the last minute—I just had n't done the work. Gary did n't push
me to do it; I know that he wanted me to work, but he said that it would n't
help if he wanted it more than I did. Still, he saw my lack of prog ress and
some how I wanted him to see some thing dif fer ent from me.

It was hard to rebel against my self. The mes sage I was get ting from Gary
was: “This is your life. What do you want to do with it?” It took quite a
while for this mes sage to sink in. Yes, it was my life, but I had been run ning
away for so long that I did n't know what I wanted to run to ward. I could set
up per sonal goals for my self, but I had to think this one through. What did I
really want? If it was high school gradua tion that I wanted, the school had
ex ter nal stan dards for me. If it was col lege that I wanted, col leges had en -
trance re quire ments. But I needed some thing much more rele vant to my life 
to build my goals around. The best I could do for now was to fo cus on who I 
was and what the world was all about.

In the end, it was up to me. I had the choice to de ter mine what I would do
and how I would do it. The group had the same op por tu nity. It took a long
time to re al ize that that seemed to be the pur pose of our pro gram: to dis -
cover our own way, then do it. But it was hard to shed old ways. Af ter all, I
had had ten years to de velop my cur rent at ti tude about school and old hab its 
fall hard. I no ticed some change as I went through the school year, and I
knew that I wanted to have a good life. So I be gan to seek my way, and not
just hang out.
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My stub born ness and lazi ness slowly gave way to just go ing along with the
pro gram and lis ten ing to oth ers. As the year pro gressed, I found that I
started to make sug ges tions dur ing our plan ning ses sions and peo ple lis -
tened to my ideas. I even started get ting in ter ested in what was go ing on in
the world and dis cuss ing it. It was cool to find out about things and to see
what prin ci ples my opin ions were based on. I be gan to un der stand how
other peo ple made choices and why they did the things they did; I be gan to
see my own ac tions as prod ucts of my own choices. I started to feel like this
world was my world, that I had some stake in the it, and that I could, in
some small way, change it. These were star tling dis cov er ies for the class
“prize fighter with his eyes on the ex its.”

Our four- hour- per- day class gave us enough time to know each other per -
son ally and to care about each other. It also gave us the time to have in-
 depth dis cus sions and really find out what peo ple be lieved and cared about.
We re spected each other so we spent the time to un der stand each other. Dis -
cus sions ended when we had shared all the points of view of a topic, not
when some body won and some body else lost. The em pha sis was on un der -
stand ing the is sue, un der stand ing our val ues, chal leng ing our as sump tions,
and seek ing the truth. I liked that; it gave me a dif fer ent view of school, not
be cause those same class room goals did n't ex ist else where, but be cause we
dis cov ered and cre ated them for our selves.

We did get some help. Gary con ducted a four hour Psy cho logi cal Sys tems
semi nar each week. In the be gin ning of the year he helped us to get to know
and trust each other. Af ter we be gan to work to gether more ef fec tively, he
had us look deeper into who we were. We learned how to take greater in ter -
per sonal risks and chal lenge each other to keep our word. We looked at our
val ues and how we made choices in life. One of the sys tems that he pre -
sented, Kohl berg's Sys tem of Moral Rea son ing, be came a model for us dur -
ing the year in evalu at ing and mak ing our choices. We learned that peo ple
make de ci sions based on how they see the world. We ex plored the kind of
decision- making that re sults from self- indulgence, re wards and pun ish -
ment, back- scratching, ap proval, duty, con tract, and prin ci ple. Since we
had started our year by agree ing to a set of com mit ments, our chal lenge was
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to base our de ci sions on our group con tract. Then, as we in ves ti gated our
per sonal val ues, we be gan to ap ply our prin ci ples to our de ci sion- mak ing.
We ap plied these les sons as we worked out our is sues as An drea, Evan, and I
did with the gar den is sue or as we dis cussed global is sues.

Cir cum stances in the group helped me see that I could make more out of my 
life. I re al ized that the game of Cat- and- Mouse that I had played could be re -
placed by real learn ing with real peo ple who cared about each other. Work -
ing to gether to make a dif fer ence in the world was far more en ter tain ing and 
mean ing ful than just hang ing out and do ing noth ing. With each new ex pe -
ri ence, our class be came more like real life, rather that school. I had learned a 
new way to gain ac cep tance. Now I really felt like I be longed in a way that I
had never felt bef ore. De fi ance and re bel lion had been re placed by a
stronger bond. I had found a place where I could stand: I had cho sen to
stand on prin ci ple. As I took my stand, I found that I was not alone. Our
group had found a com mon strength, one that was based on prin ci ple and
one that we could de velop to gether.
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