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T
ucked away in the woods is an enchanted fairytale
school that seems to have been transplanted from the
English countryside and, in many ways, it was.

Tallahassee’s Grassroots Free School is modeled
on the educational philosophies of A. S. Neill who
founded a school in Suffolk called Summerhill. Neil’s

methods were child-centered and he adhered to the maxim of
“freedom, not license.” 

“Grassroots Free School is a democracy. The teachers are
not the end-all authority figures like most schools. We work
with the students,” explained theater and music teacher Rob-
in Jackson. “They create and vote on rules and decide how
the school is run. The students have freedom of choice.”

Through regular meetings, teachers, students, parents,
and siblings can offer solutions to challenges, sort out logis-
tics, set guidelines, share announcements, celebrate suc-
cesses, and offer support. At Grassroots, each individual’s
needs are considered and students are encouraged to make
their own decisions, including which classes to attend. Jack-
son is one of seven faculty members serving 25 students ages
5 to 14 and her theater class is generally full. 

“I’m a huge believer of education through the arts, I’ve
done it for over a decade now,” said Jackson. She’s taught
English through performance with an international chil-
dren’s theater company, she’s produced plays based on his-
torical figures, and she’s currently working with students on
an environmental musical for the school’s upcoming Pollina-

Grassroots theater students with instructor Robin Jackson. AMANDA THOMPSON

CREATIVITY RUNS FREE 
Children

have
choices at

Grassroots
school

“I grew up doing theater

and if I hadn’t of had that

outlet, I would have been a

very unhappy child and I

would not have learned

the communication skills

and teamwork and the

work ethic. After working

with a student, doing

drama regularly, their

social skills, their skills as

a human being advance,

it’s leaps and bounds.” 
ROBIN JACKSON
THEATER AND MUSIC TEACHER AT TALLAHASSEE’S

GRASSROOTS FREE SCHOOL 
See Grassroots, Page 7C
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Adolescents & Geriatrics

The Behavioral Health Unit
at Donalsonville Hospital
offers a full scope of
psychiatric services in a
safe, caring environment for
Adolescents and Geriatrics.

We’re here
to make
life better!

For more information call

1-844-991-0916
Our staff is available 24 hours a day.

All information is completely confidential.

TREATMENT SERVICES
• 24-hour Behavioral Health Monitoring
and Supervision

• Medication Stabilization
and Management

• Individual and Group Therapy
• Activity Therapy
• Family Therapy
• Patient and Family Education
• Discharge and Aftercare Planning

DONALSONVILLE HOSPITAL

BEHAVIORAL
HEALTH UNIT
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Movies

SOCIAL MEDIA MENACE: When an outcast
student (Liesl Ahlers) commits suicide online
after she is rejected by a popular college girl
(Alycia Debnam-Carey), a deadly curse spreads
on Facebook in the horror movie “Friend
Request.” It’s rated R and opens Friday at
AMC 20.

THANK TO THE YANKS: In this action-pic
sequel, a British secret agent (Taron Egerton)
teams up with an American spy organization
known as The Statesman to help save the
world from an evil plot in “Kingsman: The
Golden Circle.” It’s rated R and opens Friday
at AMC 20 and Governor’s Square.

SEND IN THE NINJAS: An evil warlord out to
conquer the world is confronted by his son, a
secret superhero and high-school student
known as The Green Ninja, in the animated
action-comedy “The LEGO Ninjago Movie.”

It’s rated PG and opens Friday at AMC 20 and
Governor’s Square.

HERE ABOUT THE CAR: In Northern France
and Switzerland, a mourning, mentally fragile
mother (Emmanuelle Devos) tracks down the
owners of a light-brown Mercedes who may
have been involved in a deadly hit-and-run
accident when The Tallahassee Film Society
presents “Moka” on Friday and Sunday at All
Saints Cinema, in the Amtrak station off Rail-
road Avenue. It’s not rated and subtitled. Visit
www.tallahasseefilms.com.

Comedy

TITUS VISITS ‘AMERIGEDDON’: Caustic
comic Christopher Titus takes on the Trump
Era and much more with his latest one-man
act called “Amerigeddon” at 8 p.m. Thursday
at The Moon, 1105 E. Lafayette St. Ticket prices
range from $20 to $45. The show will contain
profanity and humor. You must be 18 or older
to enter. Visit www.tallahassee.moonevent-
s.com.

LAUGH IT UP: Stand-up comics Philly Plow-

den and Juanita Lolita share the stage start-
ing at 8 p.m. Thursday at The Comedy Zone in
The Junction @ Monroe, 2011 S. Monroe St.
Tickets are $10 general admission and $15 for
reserved seats. Visit
www.junctionatmonroe.com.

GET ON THE LIST: Whether he’s telling stories
about spending Thanksgiving with strippers or
talking about his battles with anxiety, come-
dian Joe List will dissect his life during a live
show at 9:30 p.m. Thursday at the Club Down-
under, in The Florida State Student Union.
Tickets are $10 general public and free for FSU
students. The show will contain profanity and
sexual humor. You must be 18 or older to
enter.

Dance

BACK ON POINTE: Whether it’s classical ballet
or contemporary dance, there is something for
all tastes when The Tallahassee Ballet presents
“An Evening of Music & Dance” at 7:30
p.m. Thursday and Friday in Opperman Music 

LIMELIGHT EXTRA

DANCE AWAY WITH TALLAHASSEE BALLET
CD DAVIDSON-HIERS 
AND MARK HINSON
DEMOCRAT WRITER AND SENIOR WRITER

Tallahassee Ballet dancers Hope Eltomi and
Jorge Arceo strike a pose for “An Evening of
Music & Dance” on Thursday and Friday in
Opperman Music Hall. The show is back on
this week after Hurricane Irma interrupted
the proceedings earlier this month. ANTHONY

IVORY/SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRATSee BALLET, Page C2
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S C H O O L  &  FA M I LY

When I was in college, my mother
died during my junior year following a
two-year struggle with cancer. As diffi-
cult as it was for me to lose her, my dad
was in his early 50s and had to face
changes in his life that were well be-
yond my comprehension as a 21-year-
old.

My parents had been married 31
years when my mom died, and they had
been together since the eighth grade.
It’s hard to believe anyone could recov-
er from something like that. And the
truth is, not everyone fully adjusts to
widowhood. So, why do some do better
than others?

If we get married and manage to
stay married into old age, we can and
should expect to become widowed.
Only about one in 10 older men report
being widowed. This is because they
tend to marry women who are younger,
they have a lower average life expec-
tancy, and, they are more likely to re-
marry following widowhood. Even
though widowhood is more common
among women — over 1/3 of older wom-
en report being widowed — men, on
average, tend not to adjust as well as
women. 

To better understand why some
people fare better than others, it is
helpful to consider the factors that
make widowhood especially difficult.
Perhaps most obvious, widowhood is
hard because it makes us feel sad – we
miss our spouses after they die, and we
feel sad because someone who has been
in our lives for a long time is no longer
with us. But, the deep sadness that
comes with new widowhood can be
short-lived. So, we have to consider the
range of factors that have a long-term
impact. 

When we lose our spouse, we have to
take on all household chores without
the help of another person, we no long-
er have someone to help care for us,
and we might lose an important source
of income, leaving us without the abil-

ity to get help from others if we need it.
However, perhaps the most concerning
problem relates to social interactions.

When a spouse dies, we no longer
have someone available to talk with, to
share our intimate experiences with on
a daily basis. For older people, this is
accentuated by the fact that most peo-
ple over age 65 are retired and do not
have a work environment in which to
interact with others on a regular basis.

As a result, it is common for widows
to be fairly socially isolated and, sub-

sequently, to become lonely. Persistent
loneliness is not only unpleasant, re-
search shows that it has significant
effects on our health; in fact, it has as
similar an effect on mortality risk as
smoking! 

When it comes to aging well, or ag-
ing “successfully,” research suggests
that those who enjoy the best health
and wellbeing in old age avoid getting
chronic illnesses, maintain high cogni-
tive and physical functioning, and stay
engaged in life. One reason that staying

actively engaged, such as in activities
like volunteering, is beneficial is that
these sorts of activities usually involve
interacting with others in ways that are
meaningful and productive, which cre-
ates a sense of social connectedness.

But, even though feeling lonely
means that we feel disconnected from
others, can engaging in activities that
help build a strong sense of connected-
ness with others be the antidote when it
comes to a time when loneliness per-
sists?

In a recently published research
study, my colleagues and I explored
whether volunteering affects how well
people adjust to widowhood. We found
that individuals who started volun-
teering after they became widowed,
and engaged in at least two hours per
week, experienced no greater loneli-
ness than their continuously married
counterparts.

In other words, volunteering did
seem to provide an antidote for persis-
tent loneliness following widowhood,
but only for those who committed to
regular engagement.

Dawn Carr, Ph.D., is a faculty asso-
ciate at FSU's Pepper Institute on Ag-
ing and Public Policy and Faculty Affili-
ate at the Institute for Successful Lon-
gevity. The Institute for Successful Lon-
gevity conducts research into how to
live longer, stay active and be fully en-
gaged in life. Learn more at www.isl.fsu.

Volunteering can soften the blow of widowhood
Dawn
Carr
SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT

Volunteering is one way people
who have lost a spouse can have
social interactions and stay
engaged. BILL EDMONDS

Institute for Successful Longevity FSU

There are certain aspects of the test-
ing regimen that children are put
through that need a closer look to see
what the results actually mean. On the
surface a lot seems perfectly simple: if
a student flunks a science test, it implies
that they don’t know science very well.
If a student bombs a history test, they
obviously need to hit their textbooks
harder. The same goes for a rotten score
on a math test. But, what if that is not
what the test scores mean?

What if the student, no matter the
age, can’t read very well? Hitting the
textbooks harder will not solve the prob-
lem if the student can’t decipher many

of the words or fully understand the
content of the book. Most of science and
social studies materials are gleaned
through reading as is the obvious com-
petence in English, literature and writ-
ing. Math may at first seem to stand
alone, but most real-life math problems
are given in the form of word problems.

What it all boils down to is that a child
who is struggling in many subjects as
reflected by low test scores may have a
much larger problem than the ability to
retain certain subject matter. They may
have a serious reading disability that
needs to be addressed.

The plus and minus of reading ability
are that almost everything in the field of
learning hinges on it. If you can read
well, you have a very good chance of
grasping subject matter in any field. If
you read poorly, you will struggle
mightily in almost any subject. 

The bottom line is that poor reading
skills need to be addressed early, as

soon as a child begins to show the ef-
fects of it in any subject.

Poor reading skills don’t necessarily
come from a reading disability, which is
possible, but often come lack of good
reading experience when they are very
young. They simply need lots of good,
guided, reading experiences to catch up.
Either way, something needs to be done
to help the child, because if reading
problems aren’t attended to, they will
simply snowball out of control as the
child gets older and the reading materi-
al gets harder. 

If reading problems aren’t remedied,
the student will experience more and
more struggle and less and less joy
when trying to read. To pile on further
negative experiences in the form of bad
grades and teacher and parental disap-
proval ensures further avoidance of
anything to do with the written word. 

If reading becomes a painful experi-
ence, a school is building a drop-out, not

a student. The jails are full of young
people with poor reading skills.

For the sake of children everywhere,
close attention needs to be paid to their
reading ability. If it is lagging, schools
need to bring to that child a battery of
tools, including teacher’s aides for indi-
vidual instruction, extra reading class-
es, slower pace, different levels, etc.

All of this should be pleasant, enjoy-
able and fun. A child that is enjoying the
reading experience will learn at their
optimum learning speed and will even-
tually catch up. As they catch up, the
ability to excel in different subjects will
also catch up. Now a school is building a
real student – one who may later on
invent something that will benefit us all.

Reading is the bedrock that educa-
tion is built on. Let’s make it solid. 

Bill Hoatson has been an educator in
the Big Bend area for 30 years. Reach
him at billhoatson@yahoo.com, or visit
childachievement.com.

Reading and testing outcomes entwined
Bill
Hoatson
GUEST COLUMNIST

The Tallahassee Garden Club is
having its monthly plant exchange
on Thursday.

The club, located in the Rutgers
House at 507 N. Calhoun St., has over
500 members in 24 circles. In April,
Secretary of State Ken Detzner was
present for the unveiling of a histor-
ic marker for the Rutgers House,
making it a Florida Heritage Site.
Members maintain the beautiful
gardens and contribute to the main-
tenance of the home. The club is a
Certified Florida Friendly Grounds.

The Garden Club offers a plant
exchange each month and a horticul-
tural program — both are free and
open to the public. If you come to the
plant exchange, you may bring a
plant to share and then when the
plant exchange starts at 9:30 a.m.
you can select plants that you would
like. Come early and park at the rear
of the building so you can see the
plants. Come inside the Rutgers
House immediately afterward and
get some refreshments while we seat
ourselves for the horticultural pro-
gram.

The first horticultural program is
Thursday and will be on Plants of
Africa by Lana Arnold, a former
President of the TGC, who visited
Africa and its gardens two years
ago.

The plant exchanges are at 9:30
a.m. and the Horticultural Program
at 10:15 a.m. Other upcoming topics
include: Protecting your plants from
the cold with Anne Parramore on
Oct. 20 and plants and flowers for
holidays on Nov. 20. 

Garden Club
offers free
plant exchange
SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT 

tor Festival. 
“Theater can be applied to math, to

reading, to history. Those same crea-
tures they’re learning about in science,
students are going to then become, so it
really puts it into their body.” Jackson
points out that while many schools incor-
porate the arts throughout the curricu-
lum, “they’re just tied down to these sta-
tistics and to the testing, and because we
don’t have that, we have a lot more free-
dom.” 

Freedom is integral to the students’
experience and, for many, the ability to
focus on developing skills like self-reg-
ulation, creative problem solving, and
collaboration is what draws them and
their families to Grassroots. Not coinci-
dentally, these are skills that can be
honed most effectively through educa-
tion in the arts, especially when children
are encouraged to provide their input
and lead the process. 

Gilani Assadi, 11, finds that “socially,
Grassroots is better for me because I get
to meet other people who like acting and
music. Then we get to work together to
create something good. When you’re per-
forming, you get to see that people like
different parts of the play and more than
likely it’s something that you added. You
think, ‘OK, I’m doing good so I should
keep on working and making mistakes to
get better’.” 

Lydia Bates, 9, agrees that “mistake
making helps.” She also shared that “at
my old school, I got scared about the test-
ing and I was a slow worker so that didn’t
help.” Lydia finds her new environment
less restrictive and she especially loves
Jackson’s theater class. “You get to per-
form and you get to make props and de-
sign shows and costumes. I like design-
ing and building stuff.”

Emma Rodman, 12, is thrilled by the

fact that her ideas are taken seriously.
“In different schools, you don’t really get
a choice. I like to express my joy of I just
created this and people like it. I get to
show everyone what a group of little kids
can make and turn into something really
great.” 

This is Jackson’s ultimate goal, to
work collaboratively with the students
in the development of something unique.
“The kids create with me and the shows
are so different when you include their
thoughts and their creativity. It’s OK if
it’s not perfect, we’re doing this for the
journey and for the learning and for the
character work. It’s amazing the differ-
ence when the kids take ownership and
are excited for the show.” 

Jackson has seen an increase in her
students’ confidence and the develop-
ment of deep connections with their
peers. “There’s still drama,” she admits,
“they’re kids, so there can be tears but
they work through it. They figure it out
by saying ‘I didn’t handle that well, how
can I talk to her another way?’ When I
ask them to direct themselves or each

other, they learn how to work together
without the negativity.” 

“I grew up doing theater and if I
hadn’t of had that outlet, I would have
been a very unhappy child and I would
not have learned the communication
skills and teamwork and the work ethic.
After working with a student, doing dra-
ma regularly, their social skills, their
skills as a human being advance, it’s
leaps and bounds.” 

The Pollinator Festival is free and
open to the public and will be held on
Sept. 23 from 10 a.m.-noon at Grassroots
Free School (2458 Grassroots Way). The
event will include the musical produc-
tion and a sing-along, as well as a plant
sale and tour of the Grassroots garden.
All proceeds from the plant sale will go
towards the Grassroots garden and the
cultivation of native plants that attract
pollinators.

Amanda Karioth Thompson is the As-
sistant Director for the Council on Cul-
ture & Arts. COCA is the capital area’s
umbrella agency for arts and culture
(www.tallahasseearts.org).

Grassroots
Continued from Page 1C

Robin Jackson jots down her students' ideas for the Pollinator Festival. AMANDA THOMPSON
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