The Magnetism of Children’s Education
By Roxane Leopold

Admittedly, I simply adore children. As a parent, educator, mentor, fundraiser and administrator, supporting and embracing children have been the focus of my life’s work. My birth children are grown, my foster children have been launched, and my King Street children – hundreds of them - have been molded, guided and cherished over these past two decades. One might consider that my nest is empty.  In truth, since my retirement from the King Street Youth Center in 2007, I have been fulfilled with work in varied community endeavors.  I have been teaching, fundraising and volunteering in other ways. Just when I thought that life had a new focus, the proverbial tug brought me back – just like a magnet – to the passion that has always been so strong and meaningful.

I have recently been asked to write about the two magnet schools proposed for a 2009 opening in Burlington’s Old North End. Before doing that work, I needed to learn more about the concept, the structure, the politics and the plan. My knowledge, as I now realize, was limited and naïve. I embarked on a visit to these two schools and discovered a renewed enthusiasm for teaching, optimism, excitement and devotion to the well being of all children. 

The Academy for the Integrated Arts at H.O. Wheeler School and the Academy for Sustainability at Lawrence Barnes School will provide and represent a great deal more than a name change. During my recent visits, I was impressed with the commitment of the teachers and other adults and absolutely charmed by the children. While my visits were unannounced, I was warmly welcomed and found myself attracted to the energy of the classrooms as I bent down to face many children at their level. They had something to teach me and I wanted to learn.

During the fifth grade class on “Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities” at Lawrence Barnes, I heard about several features identified by 10 year olds that are critical to a sustainable community. These included a “Livable Wage”, “Healthy Food and Exercise”, “Safe Spaces”, “Renewable Energy” and “Acceptance of Ethnic Diversity.” Were these the ideas of children? Indeed they were – with both informed commentary and practical explanations. This group of children had been working with their counterparts at Champlain Elementary School and had constructed this foundation for a continued classroom project.  I learned that “sustainability” was far broader than my initial limited definition.

While touring H.O. Wheeler, I saw children using the arts – not just the traditional forms - but theater, music and foreign languages as part of their daily lessons. For those children with limited English (at least for now), they could learn words in other ways – utilizing the research on multiple intelligences and the benefits of experiential learning. 

The children in these neighborhood communities are as varied as you can imagine. Their names and faces reflect an incredible mixture of culture, language, customs, interests and abilities. When I saw them, however, they were just children. We laughed together, spelled together and worked on their ideas for how to create a better community. Two boys in one classroom had attended King Street as three year olds. We recognized each other and felt a shared pride. I was so happy to see them thriving. 

I also recognized teachers and other classroom professionals from my years in the not for profit community. We, too, recognized each other and felt a shared pride. A job well done – or at least a job worth doing. I confess that I learned a great deal from my visits and I am now a more informed and enthusiastic cheerleader for these magnet schools. By our family choice in the mid-1980’s, my own children were educated in a parent cooperative with the children of farmers, doctors, carpenters and accountants. The curriculum focus was the environment, diversity and the arts.  We never called it a magnet school, but it was. It just seemed like the right thing to do at the time and I would do it all over again. 

 For parents who are curious about this unique educational opportunity in Burlington, I would encourage you to ask questions, visit the schools and feel the tug of learning in a different way. The boundaries of our world are very fluid now and we are so fortunate to be able to see this through the eyes of children who know no boundaries.         

