
John Taylor Gatto’s “Against School” Considerations 

 

In small groups, please respond in writing to the following questions: 

 

1. Gatto begins his argument with the construct of “boredom.”  To what level do you feel 

“bored” with your schooling?  When specifically do you experience this phenomenon, 

and what strategies do you employ, whether they are positive or negative, to deal with 

it? 

 

2. Gatto’s grandfather instructs him that “[t]he obligation to amuse and instruct myself 

was entirely my own, and people who didn’t know that were childish people, to be 

avoided if possible” (115).  We would assume that Gatto’s grandfather said this many 

years ago.  How do you believe that statement would apply to our society today?  

 

   

3. The author begins the fourth paragraph with a specific description of a work-related 

problem.  Why does he include this, and is it rhetorically effective?  

 

4. Gatto writes, “If we wanted to, we could easily and inexpensively jettison the old, stupid 

structures and help kids take an education rather than merely receive a schooling” 

(115).  What does Gatto imply with his use of italics in this sentence? 

 

 

5. Gatto uses the examples of “George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, 

Abraham Lincoln” (116) as individuals who did not take part in formal schooling.  He 

gives additional examples across multiple disciplines, including “Edison […] Melville 

and Twain and Conrad” (116).  Assess in detail the rhetorical effectiveness of these 

examples. 

 

6. Review H.L. Mencken’s block quote on page 117.  Respond directly to his assertion. 

 

7. Gatto highlights the work of Alexander Inglis, specifically his Priniciples of Secondary 

Education.  In it, Inglis forwards six “basic functions” (118) of modern schooling.  

Choose one of those functions (119) and respond to it.  Agree or disagree, and be 

specific as to your position. 

 

8. Gatto extends his focus on the perpetuation of childishness via education to the 

construct of commercialism: 

 

Maturity by now has been banished from nearly every aspect of our lives.  Easy 

divorce laws have removed the need to work at relationships; easy credit has 

removed the need for fiscal self-control; easy entertainment has removed the 

need to entertain oneself; easy answers have removed the need to ask questions.  

We have become a nation of children, happy to surrender our judgements and 

our wills to political exhortations and commercial blandishments that would 

insult actual adults. (121) 

Considering these are sentiments many of us might very well share, to what degree do 

you believe education perpetuates this social phenomenon? 



9. Gatto uses his final two paragraphs to suggest a different approach.  Are these 

suggestions realistic?  Are they rhetorically effective? 

 

10. The boldfaced introduction to the essay begins by suggesting the following: “The official 

mission statements of most American schools brim with good intentions” (Colombo et al 

114).  The mission statement of Plainfield South High School is as follows: 

 

To empower all learners to contribute and succeed in a changing world. 

To what degree do you believe from your experience this ideal is actually achieved?  

Explain. 

 

           

  

 

 


