THROUGH TEAMWORK, TRUST, LEARNING AND LOVE … 
 
Remarks of Michael Frome, Ph.D.
At the dedication of the Michael Frome Academy, a new “green” public charter elementary school in Woodbury, Minnesota, September 19, 2008
 
 This is a joyous day, a day of celebration, the celebration of a new beginning, of a different type of elementary school, a pioneering “green” charter school. And so we are joined together at this site in hope and joy. By “we” I mean our young students at the outset of their adventure in education, and their parents, and their teachers and the administrators and the members of the board of this school, all joined with daring dreams. Now we can safely say we have taken the first major step to realization and fulfillment of those dreams. 
 
I am pleased and honored that you should choose to name this school for me. That clearly reflects the influence and interests of the founders of the school, Jim and Laurel Tangen-Foster. They have been close friends of mine since we were together at the University of Idaho in the 1980s. 
 
We could hardly have imagined that we would meet at Woodbury, Minnesota, in 2008. However, I believe that we recognized then that the most precious gift of all in life is life itself, and the greatest challenge is to use life fully, and to recognize and appreciate the great use of a life is to create something that outlasts it.
 
It is often said that today's students cannot spell, don't know history or geography, and are driven by the desire for self-gratification. That isn't the way I saw it in students who came to my classes over the years, or in young people I met elsewhere. I don't have to tell you that students, at all ages and stages, are real people, struggling to meet everyday challenges, in classrooms and in their lives outside of school, striving to define goals and individual identity. My students cared about the world they will inherit and the world they will leave. They learned to dream lovely daring dreams, and to live them out, too. 
 
It isn't easy in modern, assembly-line American education. The emphasis in education is on facts and saleable skills, with secondary attention at best to looking within or developing the whole person. Education for the most part is about careers, jobs and making it in a structured society, but my priority was – and remains -- on cultivating the inner spirit as an essential ingredient in the development of professional skills. I tried to open the hearts of students to look inside themselves, believing that individuals can and do make the difference and bring positive change. 
 
Through good fortune in 1987 I was invited to speak at the commencement exercise at Sterling College, then an alternative two-year college, and now a four-year college, tucked away in Craftsbury Common, an old New England village in northern Vermont. As an anachronism in an age of academic bigness, Sterling encourages students to challenge and analyze prevailing assumptions. In the course of daily field chores, students get cold, wet and weary, but they acquire conservation skills and appreciation for the life of farmer and logger. 
 
At the commencement exercise, I heard two student speakers open their insides -- that was a treat.
 
"Two years ago I would never have spoken in front of this many people," Lexie, a young woman, confessed. "I wouldn't even have introduced myself. I never spoke out unless I had to. I was comfortable keeping all my thoughts to myself. Sterling made me uncomfortable."
 
The other student, Michael, talked about the Bounder experience, a program of physical challenges. He said it was like digging down deep into himself and finding something in his heart, mind and body that he did not know was there. It was working as part of a team, asking for help and helping others, solving problems and overcoming obstacles larger than he could ever imagine. It was, he said: "Teamwork, trust, learning about yourself and others, and love."
 
When the graduates, about forty of them, came to the platform for their diplomas each one in turn hugged the college president, and several of them cried. I haven't seen that elsewhere. At most commencements graduates accept their diplomas and politely shake the dean's hand, many for the first time. 
 
"Teamwork, trust, learning about yourself and others, and love." I can't think of a better way of defining goals in teaching or learning, especially about the natural environment that is our particular concern.  Of all forces in human life, emotion is the most powerful, and of all emotions love is the most powerful. Love is the measure. 
 
I'm for education that illuminates the human condition and defines it in subjective values, essential to personal transformation as the key to transformation of global society. The "subjective" embodies power, the wisdom of knowing the essence of life and caring enough about it to deal with critical issues of survival. 
 
Ralph Waldo Emerson taught that the one thing of value in the world, above all else, is the active soul, and that each person contains within him or her the active soul, although almost always "obstructed, and as yet unborn." I see education as an enriching and elevating pathway that frees the active soul, that engenders love of inner self, that explores the unity and wholeness of creation, the immorality of abusing and exploiting nature for immediate gain, and the benefits of intimate, personal communion with God's earth and sky. The active soul helps to feel the power in one's life. 
 
I don't want to knock the system -- that is the easiest thing to do. I feel privileged to have been part of it. That I was free to teach as I chose proves that the system works. I told that to students, too. There is plenty of room for criticism, but far more room to be positive and to give hope. Once, following a lecture to an assembly of high school students, one of them in the audience said he had no quarrel with my theme, "But,” he asked, "don't you think you sound idealistic?" The best I could say in response was, "I certainly hope so."
 
The most important legacy our generation can leave is not a world of bigotry, homelessness, hunger and war, but a viewpoint of human distress, concern and love. It all begins within the individual, inside oneself, with one's own ecosystem, finding the unity of body, mind and spirit, and reaching out to others to do the same. I believe students at the Michael Frome Academy will benefit from its alternative approach and will build for themselves a sound foundation of self-responsibility and self-esteem.
 
I hope the experience of the Academy will encourage them to choose priorities of service and sharing. Believe me, there is no limit to the distance a person can travel. "After a few thousand words from her, the world took a new turn," an editor wrote in tribute to Rachel Carson and her classic work, Silent Spring. One lone woman, committed to her research and to clear, courageous expression, made a difference in world thinking. 
 
Our students will have their chance to make a difference. I ask them to remember that the journey toward fulfillment begins inside the whole person. So make the most of it through teamwork, trust, learning and love. That goes for us all.
 
MICHAEL FROME, Ph.D. 
mfrome@aol.com http://members2.authorsguild.net/mfrome/
Read it all in Heal the Earth, Heal the Soul: Collected Essays on Wilderness, Politics and the Media, with profiles of old heroes and a lot more. Order your copy from Amazon.com
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"Michael Frome is the pioneer conservation journalist, a premier environmental muckraker. His memoir is a reflection on years spent teaching himself and others to write subjectively, live purposefully, and age gracefully." 
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