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Joy and Opportunity  

Several years ago, I had the privilege of attending the Independent Education Fair at OMSI with Mr. 

Warton. I spoke with many parents and met families of widely varied backgrounds. One woman 

caught my attention with a question. She said, “I heard you talking about the kindergarten room, and 

you said that students there engage in a lot of play. I want my student to enjoy their day, but I also 

want them to learn how to read, and write, and do simple math. Do you do that?”  
 

 “Play” is a dirty word when talking about education. Families want to hear about academic learning, 

they want to hear about developing skills, and building skills, and growing capacities. They don’t want 

to hear about “play” because they’re concerned about what “play” means for the opportunities their 

children will have in later life. “If they play now, what will they do when they’re older?” To an adult, 

play and work, are antonyms. You’d find them that way on a standardized exam. Malignant is to 

harmless, as work is to….  

But you can’t get far into a definition of play, without 

coming around to “joy” or a synonym of it. If work is 

filled with joy, the line between work and play starts 

to get very fuzzy, very quickly. If I’m having to add 20 

different combinations of numbers in my head, 

because it’s “number work” and I hate it, it’s almost 

certainly work. But if I’m playing “the big number 

game” in Mr. Peters’ room, and I think it’s a game, 

and I’m having a great time, am I playing or working?  
 

You can’t blame parents for thinking of play as a dirty 

word, however. You see, we’ve been sold the idea 

that opportunity is the same as joy. Every one of us has bought it, at least a little. Please don’t get me 

wrong, opportunity is a great thing. But, you see, opportunity is always somewhere else. It’s always 

over there, just beyond your ken. If I sell you on the idea that joy and opportunity are the same, that 

choice tomorrow is the same as joy today, then I can ignore how miserable you are right now. Sure, 

you’re hating math, but just imagine your future.  
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Today, we have so bought the idea that opportunity obviates joy, that when we want to know how 

well a teacher is teaching we ask ourselves, “Well, how much have their students learned?” We devise 

tests of facts and figures, we build and calibrate for demographics and population, control for 

socioeconomic status, and compare them with their peers. Not once in that whole process do we ask 

the student, “Are you happy?” Because happiness is irrelevant when I believe it’s synonymous with 

opportunity. “100% of students who apply are accepted to college,” touts your local alternative 

school. Opportunity awaits. But do we demand statistics on student satisfaction? Are our colleges 

ranked by how satisfied graduates are with their lives?  
 

No. As a society, we have been taken in by the seller’s pitch. We have traded our children’s joy in 

learning for the promise of a future “success” we can’t meaningfully define.   
 

At Venn Academy we have students who excel in every academic area. We have students whose 

mathematics advance at 2 or more grades per year, whose writing goes from simplistic and repetitive 

to elegant and evocative in a single year. We have students who master their multiplication tables, 

who learn to add, subtract, divide, and to solve real world problems. But more importantly, we have 

students who want to come to school each day. Who experience the joy in learning that spawns an 

empowered learner.  
 

When Sally’s mom stops you and asks you about Venn Academy; when she asks if your student learns 

to read and write and do basic math; when she asks if Venn is academically rigorous, whether it 

provides the opportunities that everyone needs; when she uses those buzz words: skill building, 

growing capacities…  
 

I beg you, don’t join in that game.  Ask her whether her child plays each day in class. Ask her, is her 

child excited for math? Ask Sally’s mom, “How happy are the kids in Sally’s class?” Don’t let anyone 

get away with the subtle implication that play and work, or worse, play and learning are antithetical.   
 

We sell ourselves short with opportunity because we can get it for cheap. We can leave out art and 

music, and keep P.E. to half an hour a week. We can pin our hopes on measurement and data, and 

hide behind the guise of providing future benefits that won’t be realized for years. It takes a stronger 

belief in our children as natural learners, a greater willingness to accept the failures of our past, and a 

dedication to education as it should be, to say: 
 

“Let us build, for the benefit of ourselves and our children, a system of education which succeeds in 

each child who is joyful to have learned.”  
 

David Ley 

Executive Director/Educator     
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Art class with Melinda Mallek 

Mondays at 10:30 has become an anticipated time at Venn Academy with Melinda (Brendan’s mom) 

teaching the art class.  We have had several projects so far, from decorating mason jars for the 

Halloween Party to Zentangles to full size body tracing transformations, and these have been 

engaging, with the kiddos creating some great art.  Below are a few snaps of the body tracing 

transformations.  Thank you Melinda! 

 

 
 

 



vennacademypdx.org                         971-279-5255                     4525 SE Stark St., Portland, OR 

 

           
 

                             



vennacademypdx.org                         971-279-5255                     4525 SE Stark St., Portland, OR 

 

 
 

Classroom Corner:  Willamette Room (K-4th Grade) 

We’ve been following the yellow brick road of our imaginations in the Willamette Room! Over the 

past three weeks we’ve been reading L. Frank Baum’s classic, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and you 

can see the results everywhere in our classroom!  

 

In Writer’s Workshop, the students authored their own sequels to the original; sharing what they think 

happened to the main characters after the story ended. We had a lot of fun listening to the continuing 

adventures of our friends Dorothy, the Lion, the Scarecrow, the Tin Woodman, and Toto! 

 

In blocks, students extended their learning by re-creating different scenes and settings from the story 

in Blockland. When students were building the Emerald City, for example, they stopped to talk about 

different elements of the city and how the book described each piece. Keeping the academic 

opportunities centered around the rich narrative allows for students to examine and explore the 

characters and settings as individuals and a community.  
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Classroom Corner:  Rogue Room (5th-8th Grade) 

This month the Rogue Room students are listening to arguments by Ta-Nehisi Coates regarding 

reparations for the descendants of enslaved Americans. They have worked to improve their 

multiplication fluency, and started toward their goal of completing 1-2 grade levels on Khan Academy 

this year. They have worked diligently on their Venn Academy News, which we hope to publish 

digitally. They have also learned how to describe liars as consummate, glib, inveterate, congenital, and 

many other ways.  
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Where can you find Venn Academy? 
Check us out online at: 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/VennAcademy/ 

Website: https://www.vennacademypdx.org/ 

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/vennacademypdx/ 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/VennAcademyPDX 

PDX Parent School Guide: https://www.pdxparent.com/vef/venn-academy/ 

 

Word of mouth is our best marketing tool! Share these links with your Facebook friends and family. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/VennAcademy/
https://www.vennacademypdx.org/
https://www.instagram.com/vennacademypdx/
https://twitter.com/VennAcademyPDX
https://www.pdxparent.com/vef/venn-academy/
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 Upcoming Calendar Items 

 

Date Day Time Event Notes 

12/15 Friday All day Last day of Fall Term Winter Break begins 

1/2 Tuesday All day First day of Spring Term  

1/11 Thursday 6:30-7:30 Parent Forum Focus on Open House 

1/15 Monday No school Martin Luther King Jr. Day  

1/17 Wednesday 10:30 start Late Opening  

1/27 Saturday 10am-1pm Open House Parent volunteers 

 

 

 

Parent To-Do List 

By popular request, reminders of your action items. 

 

• Parent Forum 1/11/18 from 6:30-7:30 

• Send in an emergency backpack for your child (details in Mr. Warton’s email of 9/22) 

• Remember to dress your child for the weather.  We go out every day!  You are encouraged to 

send in an extra change of clothes. 

• Stay tuned for what you can do at the Open House January 27th. 

 

 
 

 


