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WELCOME TO REACH SUD BURY SCHOOL  

OF TORONTO  

 

Whether you are new to Reach Sudbury School, new to 

Sudbury-style schooling, or exploring alternatives to traditional 

schooling, we hope this booklet will help you in your journey to 

finding the right kind of education for your child. 

At Reach, students discover their own life paths and how to 

follow them into adult society.  We are part of an internationally 

growing community of democratic schools, with a 90-year old 

tradition. Reach is based on the original Sudbury Valley School 

in Framingham, Massachusetts, which has been running since 

1968.  Its graduates have gone onto post-secondary education 

and professional careers, and inspired over 30 schools around 

the world who are graduating similarly successful 

individuals.  At these schools, education is student-directed; 

students decide what they will learn, as well as when, how and 

with whom.  Curriculum is individualized,  and students 

assume full responsibility for their education.  The schools run 

as a participatory democracy -- students and staff each have 

one vote on all matters of the day-to-day running of the school. 
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Why Choose Reach? 

 

- Students retain that 'spark'ðtheir creativity, their confidence, 

their own unique way of seeing the world and their love of 

learning. 

- Students learn at a pace thatôs just right for them. 

- Students follow their own interests. 

- Students learn both to speak up for themselves and to work 

with other people. 

- Students can learn in ways that match their particular learning 

styles. 

- Students are empowered by a democratic disciplinary system. 

- Students help make and enforce the rules. 

- Students can follow an 'unschooling' philosophy while 

building community on a daily basis.  
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THE SIX BASIC TENETS  

The program at Reach is based on six basic tenets: rigour, trust, 

rights and responsibilities, respect, age-mixing and participatory 

democracy.  

RIGOUR 

The institutions and processes of this school offer a rigorous 

education.  Not everyone is cut out for this kind of rigour.  

Students are held to a high standard of trust and responsibility 

for themselves and for their education. 

At our school, students are entrusted with their education, and 

they are expected to uphold that trust at all times.  This requires 

being mindful of themselves, their interests, plans, goals, and 

assuming the responsibility 

for achieving their goals.  

Only they can determine 

what they want to learn and 

how they will go about 

doing this.  In so doing, 

students develop a 

rigourous personal 

curriculum that puts 

attitude before academics.  

Of course, members of the school community are always there 

to help and encourage them, but the decisions are theirs and the 

responsibility for the outcomes of those decisions is theirs.  
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Observations of students at other Sudbury schools reveal that 

students do not take the easy way out.   They choose to do things 

that are difficult for them.  They struggle, but they do not give 

up.  What may appear as ñgiving upò may 

simply be a break from the struggle until 

they feel ready to tackle the task again.  

What appears to be ñwasting timeò may be 

an alternative way of tackling a problem 

that works for that individual child.  Ideas 

sometimes need incubation, and students 

may indeed be incubating a problem while 

doing something else.  Since no one can 

see inside anotherôs mind, who is to judge 

what is difficult and what is easy?  Only the student can make 

this judgment. 

When students decide to tackle traditionally academic tasks, 

their way of going about it may look quite different from what is 

seen in typical schools.  Sometimes, students ask for classes.  

Sometimes, they ask another person to teach them something 

specific, such as long division, or how to read an analogue 

clock.  Sometimes, such interactions lead to other questions that 

lead to a long-term relationship between two individuals with 

respect to a particular subject matter.  Sometimes, a student 

decides to study something on his or her own.  Sometimes, a 

student ends up learning a traditional academic task on the way 

to learning something else. 
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What we do know is that a self-motivated learner is a quick and 

powerful learner.  What takes six years to master in typical 

schools may only take four months at a Sudbury school. 

As one former student said, ñIf you can do Sudbury, you can do 

anything!ò  

 

TRUST 

Our students are entrusted with their education. At our school, 

this begins with placing trust in the individuals and institutions 

of the school community. Trust is not blind; it must be earned. 

Trust can be lost, but it can also be regained, and can always be 

deepened. 

At our school, we place a 

high value on trust.  We ask 

parents to trust their 

children to make 

educational decisions for 

themselves.  Seems like a 

tall order for a four-year 

old, or a 10-year old, or 

even a 16-year old.  We ask 

everyone to trust in the 

institutions and processes of 

the school community, 

particularly those of the 

School Meeting and Judicial 

He comes home every day, 

saying ñToday I learnedé..ò 

or ñGuess what we did 

today?ò  He is excited by all 

that he is learning, even 

though it is unconventional.  

And why should I be 

surprised?  As he put it, 

ñYouôve just got to accept the 

fact that Iôm unorthodox.  I just 

donôt think the way you do.ò   

- a paremtôs journal  
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Committee.  We ask parents to trust the safety and well-being of 

their children to the staff. We ask the staff to trust the children to 

behave in a trustworthy manner, even when they are not directly 

supervised.   

Thatôs a lot of trust. 

However, it is critically important to understand that the trust we 

practice is not blind trust. Rather, students are initially given the 

gift of trust and then continue 

to renew this trust as they learn 

and grow within the school 

community. Students learn that 

there are consequences to their 

actions and decisions. A 

fundamental principle of a 

Sudbury education is that 

students are entrusted with 

their education. 

When students want to 

undertake activities that have 

an element of danger to them 

(cutting with sharp knives, 

going off campus without adult 

supervision, surfing the 

internet, watching videos with violence or sexual content), they 

must convince the School Meeting that they are ready to handle 

the potential dangers, and that they are trustworthy enough to 

behave in a responsible and ethical manner.  Much conversation 

ensues, until the school community is satisfied that the 
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individual can be trusted to handle the situations or information 

they are likely to encounter responsibly. 

What happens when they break that trust? 

The Judicial Committee is the body that enforces the Laws and 

arbitrates disputes.  Breaking trust typically results in a 

restriction of freedoms, since the individual did not behave in a 

responsible and trustworthy manner.  Trust must be regained 

before additional freedoms are granted. 

Parents who can trust their children to direct their education will 

be delighted, and often pleasantly surprised, at what their 

children are learning.  The success of Sudbury education 

depends on parental trust, as students look to their parents for 

cues about their own abilities.  Students who do not trust 

themselves will not take the intellectual and emotional risks that 

a Sudbury education requires.   

 

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES  

 Rights are balanced with responsibilities. The right to choose 

oneôs method and content of education is the foundation of our 

school. All school members are responsible for maintaining an 

environment in which individualsô rights are protected. 

The right to choose oneôs method and content of education is the 

foundation of our school.  This right is balanced by the 

responsibility to contribute oneôs time to the running of the 

school and building the school community.  
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Whereas each student has the right to choose activities and 

materials, those rights end when they bump into the next 

studentôs right to do this.  For example, if two people want to 

use the computer at the same time, each  might each argue that 

they have the right to use the computer (and for unlimited 

amounts of time).  However, it is obvious that they will have to 

work out a solution so that both will be able to use the computer, 

and clearly, for a limited amount of time.  Each person is 

responsible for being part of that solution.  

School rules have been worked out so that some guidance is 

given for problem solving.  For example, in the above computer 

situation, one person might argue that s/he needs to use the 

computer to update the school meeting budget (a benefit to 

everyone), whereas the other might want to do research on 

YouTube (a personal benefit).  The school meeting might have a 

rule that says that priority goes to the activity that benefits the 

entire school, and therefore, the person who is working on the 

budget will have priority for 30 minutes.  Another possible 

solution might be for a sign-up schedule to be posted so that 

people can sign up for slots of time, and manage their activities 

around that time slot.  In this way, individualsô rights are 

protected, but the expectation that individuals are also 

responsible for the well-being of the school is upheld. 

School members are responsible for speaking up to defend not 

only their own rights, but also the rights of others.  In this way, 

problems associated with bullying are eliminated, as no 

individual can be a ñbystander.ò   Being able to balance personal 

and social responsibility are hallmarks of a mature person.  
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Students are supported and nurtured into this responsibility by 

the very nature of the social environment of the school. 

 

RESPECT 

Self-respect, respect for others and respect for the institutions of 

the school are expected of all members of the school 

community. Like trust, respect must be earned, and it can be lost 

(but re-gained and deepened). 

Children learn self-respect by 

being given respect ï not 

because they are older or 

bigger or wiser than another, 

but because they are individual 

beings.  We all, children and 

adults, expect to be listened to, 

and expect our opinions to 

matter.  In a democratic environment, no self-respecting person 

will waste either time or energy on matters that are not important 

to them.  It is, therefore, only when members of the community 

are respected that they can be effective members of both the 

School Meeting and the Judicial Committee (see below). 

It is expected that everyone in this community will have and 

exhibit respect for others.  One can respect others while 

disagreeing with them.  When one knows that one is respected 

by others in the community, the fear of being ridiculed, bullied, 
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or otherwise disrespected goes away because the power plays 

that accompany bullying go away. 

It is important that all members of this community respect the 

institutions of the school: the School Meeting, the Judicial 

Committee, and the rule of law.  In this democratic community, 

the one-person-one-vote rule ensures that all opinions are both 

heard and respected.  While we encourage consensus where 

possible, we believe that consensus decision making forces 

people who disagree to swallow dissenting opinions for fear of 

rocking the boat.  This expectation dis-empowers those with a 

minority opinion, and effectively disrespects their right to 

express their opinion.  

 

AGE-MIXING  

Because exposure to a variety of experiences and viewpoints 

enhances opportunities for teaching and learning, students are 

not separated into grades or classes by age. School members of 

all ages have the opportunity to both teach and learn. Age-

mixing promotes an appreciation of each personôs unique talents 

and abilities. 

Children naturally are attracted to other children with similar 

interests.  To some extent, they will tend to play with other 

children of similar age.   However, not only can younger 

children learn from older children, but older children can also 

learn from younger children.  An all-ages environment reduces 

peer pressure and teasing. It is very clear that students of vastly 
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different ages cannot be 

compared with each other 

and this in turn helps show 

that each community 

member has unique skills 

and is working on unique 

challenges.  Therefore, 

children all learn that they 

are worthy of respect 

because everyone has something to offer.   

An all-ages environment allows every student to be both a leader 

and a follower.  Younger children tend to look to older children 

as role models.  Young students learn many skills when they are 

challenged to keep up with their slightly more advanced 

schoolmates. In addition, shy students who may be reluctant to 

take on leadership roles in a group of peers their own age can 

confidently mentor younger students.  

Therefore, it is incumbent on the older children and adults to set 

good examples of responsibility, trust, and self -direction. 

Through learning to take the point of view of others, students 

develop empathy for other members of the community.   

 Because of the democratic structure of the school (one vote per 

person), it is possible for younger members to out-vote older 

members on any particular issue, even against the ñbetter 

judgmentò of the older members.  If the outcome of such a vote 

proves to be untenable (as the older members might have 

predicted), it is the responsibility of anyone for whom it is 

untenable to revisit the issue.  The younger members may come 
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to this conclusion on their own.  The older members do not, 

simply because of their age, have the right to force any issue on 

the younger members.  

 

PARTICIPATORY DEMOCR ACY 

While casual conversations and consensus decision-making play 

a large role in the daily life of the school, ultimately decisions 

are made on a one-person, one-vote basis. Each person who is at 

school regularly (students and staff) may vote on any issue 

affecting the daily life at the school. Being part of a functioning 

democracy from an early age prepares citizens to be actively 

engaged in our democratic society. 

Involvement in a participatory democracy demands that the 

members be informed of the issues pertaining to that 

community.  As such, the only people who can truly participate 

at the School Meeting 

level are those who 

attend school on a 

regular basis: the 

students and staff.  As 

a result, rules and 

procedures have the 

authority of everyone-- 

all the students and all 

the staff -- rather than 

authority resting in the 

hands of only a few adults.  Students who have difficulty with 
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authority figures are 

more willing to listen 

to authority when 

they participate in that 

authority. 

 One might wonder 

how young children 

can be informed 

adequately enough to 

make budgetary or 

staffing decisions.  Yet, students at all other Sudbury schools 

have been doing this successfully, including for 40 years at the 

original Sudbury Valley School.  Are these children particularly 

bright, gifted, or precocious?  A few might be, but all know how 

their schools work, they have strong relationships with their staff, 

and they are able to listen and make well-reasoned arguments 

for what they need to succeed at school. 

 During the course of a typical school day, discussions abound 

about everything from rules and procedures to conflict-

resolution, to figuring out how to accomplish something.  Issues 

and underlying principles are often brought to light.  The work 

which both staff and students do to understand issues serves to 

develop communication skills in many different ways. 

 Children will participate to the extent that issues interest 

them.  Discussions about computer games often draw a wide 

swath of the school population; buying a new refrigerator tends 




















































































