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BIOS:

Elizabeth Knafo is an inter-disciplinary artist who works with book and publication design, video, as well as various food justice and farming projects. She lives and works in Brooklyn NY.

Cassie Thornton is currently on the fast track to a Social Practice MFA at California College of the Arts in San Francisco.  She co-founded School of the Future-- an amorphous free school in Brooklyn, NY.  She loves bikes and free food.

CAPTIONS: 

Real/Not Real Continuum, and Yes/No/Maybe Continuum

A prism, a matrix, a continuum refuse dependency on definitives. Refracted thoughts like refracted light reveal diffusion, angle and highlight perception. Contrary to linear teaching and authoritarian models of relationship, Prismatic textbooks, like the School of the Future*, are out to upend, mind-bend and suspend our fixed notions of learning, teaching, power, identity and politics. Egging on the drama surrounding who is in charge and why. . .  

The textbook project was inspired by this past years decision on the part of the Texas Board of Education  to approve a revision in their curriculum which “will put a conservative stamp on history and economics textbooks, stressing the superiority of American capitalism, questioning the Founding Fathers’ commitment to a purely secular government and presenting Republican political philosophies in a more positive light.” ( The New York Times, “Texas Conservatives Win Curriculum Change”, March 12, 2010 ) The battle over curricula and just what text will appear in textbooks has a long—even violent—history (See: The Kanawha County textbook controversy, or the Scope Trials for more juicy details.) Conventional textbooks and curricula are disputed territory because they perform a definitive act of drawing in the parameters of social experience and narrowing students ideas of what is possible. For school children and adults alike, they carry an authoritative power that all too often is left unchallenged.

The removal of distinction between student and teacher is a key component to most free skools—and should be for free books—making them platforms seeking open mediation of shared information as well as opening up the dynamics of the exchange to mediation and examination. With this in mind I created a series of collective textbook making events--textbooks-- for similar reasons that folks create unschooling events, free skools, and other experiments with radical pedagogy and education liberation: to draw attention to the possibility to intervene in the production of knowledge and culture. The aim is to revive buried pasts, defy categorization, increase community engagement in the telling of their own history and lore and procure a little bit of Utopia-Now. In doing so, we hope this practice will spread to create volumes of curiosity and life that resist the neat boxes of narrow depictions and the flatness of bigotry and commodification. Building these volumes together, we seek to generate a library that resembles a community prism in place of the one way-projection booth epitomized in the books and classrooms of conventional education.

As facilitators at School of the Future, Cassie and I ask a group of seven year olds to help us make a book together. What do you want to learn about? We look to a found volume of books from 1939, “The Book of Knowledge.” Today we have volume 3 with us: We read some of the chapter headings out loud because they are truly peculiar, usually in the best of ways. The kids get busy creating pages about dogs, fake crying and trips to the waterpark. At some point Cassie overhears a debate about whether or not something is Real. She asks them if Micky Mouse is real. This is what happened next:

Let's call the boy Jeremy.

Jeremy: "Don't draw Mickey Mouse ears in the book of knowledge!"

Fac: "Is Mickey Mouse real?"

Patrick: "No!"

Fac:"What is the most real thing?"

Jeremy: "You!"

Fac: "What is the most, most real thing?"

Jeremy: "God!"

Fac: "What else is real?"

Other kid: "Nothing is real."

Fac: What is in the middle of Mickey Mouse and God?

Jeremy: Consumer Electronics!

Fac: Let's put this on paper.  What else is real? 

Jeremy: Heaven!

Fac: Where is it on the scale of real to not real?

Other kid: It's not on the line, because it is in the sky. 

Jeremy: But it is with god, so it is also placed by the most real.

Fac: Now you put it closer to real than god.  Does that mean that it is more real than god?

Jeremy: Sometimes.

Fac: What else is real?

Jeremy: People. 

Fac: What is not real?

Other kid: Scienctists.

The continuum exercise was created that day and revisited at the next workshop. The continuum, like the prism, offers out the premise that simultaneity and contradictions are inherent in all we observe and learn about--learning to perceive complexity, shifts in meaning, incongrous moments, and other complex notions of reality invoke the poetics and powerful curiosity that eduction should aim to provoke. perceive our environements: emotional, ecological and structureal, to question authority, and to hear our stories as loudly as those broadcasted on the TV radio internet news.

>>>>> A Quick Exercise for the General Public:

Let's make a value scale of socially constructed opposites so you can have an argument and realize that you care.  Choose an idea, and define its 'opposite'--if you can stand it.  Start with something basic.  Time/Space.  Explore your own logic of data. More fun with more players of course.

Time<---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------->Space

Now choose a page from a history book.  Have an argument about a battle.  Was it more rooted in time or space? Now choose another war. Install many concepts on the continuum.  Use pencil or chalk, because as more content is added, you might want to change the locations of the ideas so that they relate to each other. You might also want to display the same thing in different places and show how different points in space create a much different time. Other continuums to consider:

Science<-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------->Macho-ism

Masculine<----------------------------------------------------------------------------------->Feminine

Not <------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------>Real

This collaborative book making took place in Baltimore, MD in April 2010 (vol: Textbooks for Texas) and will happen again in July 2010 as part of School of the Future in Greenpoint, Brooklyn (vol: Prismatic Textbooks of the Future).
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