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Mike Curtis Director ofthe Philadelphia Henry  George Schooi who 
has been teaching Georgist political economy for some twenyfive years in 
Arden, Delaware, and in the Delaware state prison ystem, decided thicyear 
to take his classes to the Wharton Center, a community center in one of the 
most ravaged neighborhoods ofNorth Philadelphia. Response was enthusi-
astic Lindy Davies had the following conversation with Mike about his 
philosopby of teaching Fundamental Economics to such diverse groups. 

LD: How do you tailor your presentations to your various audiences? 

MC: Of course, it's good to know your audience. I don't focus on 
the same problems in Philadelphia as I do in Arden. But in North 
Philly the focus is essentially the same as in the prisons - I'm talking 
to people in cities, people who are unemployed, or likely to be. When 
we talk about homelessness or poverty, it's something out of their 
daily reality. In Arden, the possibility of becoming homeless - or 
being stabbed on the street - is not seriously thought of. 

I sold several books for this class in the fall [in North 
Philadelphia]. But I have no idea whether anyone did any reading. 
Of course, lucky for me that I wasn't dependent upon anybody 
reading - and that started back when I was teaching the prison classes. 

LD:It sounds like theprison classes were an importantformative experience. 

MC: They really were. It's an interesting process. Over the years at 
the prison, I thought I was learning to present the courses this way 
because the students lacked the skills, or they lacked the peace of 
mind, in a prison environment, to do lots of reading. But I noticed 
that as I got to be a better teacher, my students in every setting did 
less and less reading. This got to be a pattern, over twenty years of 
teaching, until when I came to these urban classes I didn't even try 
to emphasize the book. But it's really no different from people in the 
suburbs who are busy and don't have time to read. 
LD: So, basically out of necessity, you've evolved a way of teaching that 
doesn't depend on the book. What are some ofthefeatures of that method? 

MC: Well, one thing I realized, when I started trying to find a way 
to teach P&P in a way that didn't depend on 560 pages, was that it 
is very hard for 
people to think con- 	If I could teach them the root cause - the 
ceptually. Not be- 	reason why there are slums, and why 
cause they lack the 	they're getting worse, they might start 
ability, but simply 	advocatingfora change in the tax system 

because it takes 
practice. Most people who don't have a lot of experience with a 
formal classroom setting, tend to "think hands-on." They don't 
make abstract mental pictures; they think about the problems of 
everyday life. So it seemed to me that role-playing exercises would 
help them to understand the concepts without having to think 
abstractly. As often as possible I try to set up a situation in which they 
have to make a choice: "What would you do?" I do this, as much as 
I can, just in the general flow of the discussion - and if you can get 
two or three students involved in role-playing, so much the better. 

When I first started teaching the class, I wasn't confident about 
the subject. I had the manual, with the answer to each question. 
Looking back, I realize that in those days there was a high percentage 
of people who did their homework. But as I became more confident 
and effective as a teacher, I noticed less and less willingness to do the 
homework. I don't think it's a coincidence, because Ken Ford, who 
has just taught the basic class once at the Philly school, had just about 
all of his students do their reading and answer the questions each 
week! I think that if the teacher sets it up so that the group has to 
depend on the book and lessons for their learning, they will be much 
more likely to do the work. It can work both ways. 

Of course, we're always on the lookout for new teachers, and 
new teachers can't just jump in with years of experience and the 

Page Seven 

whole course in their heads. 
LD: But as thy become better teach- 
ers? What makes a good teacher? 	 CORNER 
MC: Many people have told me  
was a good teacher. But there's no 
way to know for sure. If the student 
doesn't learn, of course, the teacher 
hasn't taught. But if the student 
does learn, it doesn't necessarily 
mean you're a good teacher - it 
could be that you attract good 
students. And when a student 
says you are a really good teacher, 
does it mean that you really are, 
or just that they found the class 
entertaining.  

I've never had any formal 
trainingas a teacher. But someone told me very early on in my 
teaching years that rather extensive research had shown that there are 
two paramount things that correlate with effective-learning: that the 
student believes the teacher likes him or her, and that the teacher 
sincerely desires the student to learn. All the other factors - the 
environment, the teaching aids, computers -were minor compared 
to those two things. 

Years ago, the famous Grand Prix driver Graham Hill was 
interviewed after winning a major race, and was asked what his 
formula for success was. "Well, here's how I do it," he said. "I get in 
the car and I drive as fast as I can." 
LD: You were not successful in school and have always struggled with 
dyslexia. Have those things madeyou particularly sensitive to the different 
learning styles ofyour students? 

Even today Jam a lousy student.! think those difficulties have 
given me more patience, which has been a real asset as a teacher. Also, 
my memory is bad. I have always been forced to really know the 
material I'm presenting, to be so conversant with it that I will never 
lose my place. I think this lack of confidence has given me an 
advantage - inadvertently, it has helped me to develop this impro-
visational teaching style that I have now. 

Another funny thing, though, is that! had thought prisoners 
would be at a decided disadvantage because of their lack of formal 
education, but that didn't prove to be the case at all. Many students 
in Arden or Philadelphia with Ph.D.'s had worse trouble with the 
concepts of fundamental economics than the prisoners did! And I 
think that was because they had agendas - they were often just unable 
to let go of what they "absolutely knew." 
LD: Why,  didyou choose the North Philadelphia venue? 

MC: The same reason I had for holding classes in the prisons. For 
so manyyears I taught middle-class students, most ofwhom certainly 
were in favor of a land value tax, but weren't willing to devote any 
effort to propagating or implementing the idea, because they saw no 
chance of it ever coming into effect. But now that they knew how to 
play the game, they had the money to invest, and they started to 
invest in real estate. But the prisoners don't have any money to invest, 
and I thought maybe they would be willing to put some time and 
effort into the enlightenment process, or into legislation. 

They certainly are a more receptive audience. They have no ego 
invested in the ownership of land, and they don't try tell you that 
poverty is not so bad. But I do notice that a fair percentage of 
them say, "When I get out of here, I'm gonna buy me some real 
estate." But I still think it's a better - or every bit as good a group - 
as well-educated middle-class people. (continued on back page) 
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Teachers' Corner... 	 (ntinuedfrom page seven) 

LD: It sounds like you believe that the school's educational work is especially valuable for 
a disadvantaged audienc& 

MC: My students in North Philadelphia can't just leave the slums. Maybe if I could 
teach them the root cause - the reason why there are slums, and why they're getting worse, 
they might start advocating for a change in the tax system. It might empower them to 
go ahead and make some changes in their 
neighborhood. 

I 	

Many students with Ph.D.'s had worse 
-  My classes in North Philadelphia trouble with the concepts offundamental 
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economics than the prisoners did/Ithink 
were just a delight, n that there were so that they were often just unable to let go 
many people there who were willing take of what they absolutely knew.' 
an interest in their community. I got a 
great variety of students; I'd say they ranged in ages from 25 to 70. I never asked them 
who they were or where they came from.Just all kinds of people, men and women, some 
coming from work, some obviously unemployed - but they all live in that area I had 
no idea what kind of reception I would get —what kind of suspicions I would have to 
overcome, -but there-was-very-little of-that. I felt really fortunate—. -  

My hope is that there will be enough people who have talçen those classes in North 
Philadelphia that someone running for office who wants their vote will hear, "Now what 
about the land value tax? We saw a slide show, we know the principles of it. And you 
could force this city to redevelop the ghetto, starting tomorrow morning, if you would 
pass this reform - now why aren't you supporting it? Why don't you know about it?" 


