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Foreword

This is not a typical book about education. It is not a theoretical,

“ivory tower” discourse on esoteric points, nor is it a how-to manual

that fits into tidy categories like “curriculum and instruction” or

“assessment” or “literacy methods.” This book is not much like many

of the “pop” assessments of the American Education Condition

written by journalists and educators either.

So what precisely is this book? It is an exploration of challenges

and potential solutions to what ails much of American education

today. It is an integrated, holistic view of the good, bad, and ugly of

what we call schooling.

The book offers an overview of why I believe we have many of

the difficulties we have today in providing a successful, meaning-

ful education to many American youth. The book also devotes a

significant amount of space to potential solutions.

So, who do I hope reads this book? Lots and lots of people...

First, although this is not a typical textbook, I hope students in

teacher training programs read it. I believe a short-coming of most

teacher education programs is a structure which implies to teacher

trainees that there are few universal truths about good education

across grade levels and subjects; that kindergarten teachers and

high school math teachers are as different as plumbers and electri-

cians. Certainly there are differences, but there is more in

common with great teaching in kindergarten and graduate

school than there are differences (more on this later).

Moreover, I’m concerned that teacher trainees often don’t

realize that most schools are the way they are because

they are institutions of convenience and tradition. They

are not the result of thoughtful, rational planning on how

to provide children with optimal learning environments. Sec-

ond, I would like practicing teachers, both those who agree
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with this book and those who don’t, to read it. For those

whose practice is reflective of the beliefs and positions in

this book, I believe reading it may affirm innovative, pro-

fessional choices that are often not widely respected, even

within educational circles. For those educators who dis-

agree with the beliefs and positions in this book, my hope

is that reading it (despite the great sacrifice involved) may

offer at least a point of departure for examining one’s own

teaching and for participating in a broader dialogue on solv-

ing education’s problems.

A criticism I received of the first edition from some teachers

who read it was that my ideas make a lot of sense, but “I can’t do

that in my classroom.” In fact, one teacher  called me at home from

another state and literally cried she was so frustrated. I told her

that although I could have written a “survival manual” for class-

room teachers that might have been more immediately helpful, I

purposely chose to address systemic challenges in our schools

because the reason our system is slow to change, despite its many

serious problems, is that too many teachers manage to succeed

despite the system. Hence, policy makers are let “off the hook.”

They don’t have to take the risk of significant, systemic change,

because too many teachers are keeping the system afloat. While I

deeply respect classroom teachers, and was one myself, I frankly

don’t want to play a part in perpetuating a dysfunctional system.

Third, I hope that school administrators—those in schools and

central offices read this book too. Sometimes it is easy to become

so caught up in the day-to-day demands of administration, that

school administrators lose sight of important realities.

Finally, I believe that this book may be helpful for non-educa-

tors such as parents, business people, policy makers, community

leaders and others who recognize the significance of the challenges

facing education today, and who may appreciate a fairly atypical

discussion of issues that ultimately impact all of us.
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Note on the Millennium Edition: This edition of The Lights Are

On, Is Anybody Home? Education In America, is an abridged ver-

sion. The first edition contained an additional six chapters which I

edited, but were not written by me. This edition is a revision of the

first nine chapters, written by me, and includes the addition of a

new, 10th chapter, on schools of the future.
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Introduction

One of the problems in education, perpetuated by educators, is

the tendency to divorce the tangible, human, obvious day-to-day

realities from the problem solving process. A good example is the

fact that an entire content discipline (not to mention a small in-

dustry) has arisen and thrived called “classroom management.”

Certainly, managing classrooms is an ability we would like teach-

ers to have. We want drivers of automobiles to be able to steer too,

but we don’t have a two credit section of driver’s training called

“Steering Methodology.” This is because we see driving as an inte-

grated set of skills. Likewise, we discourage drunk driving, not just

because it impacts one’s ability to steer, but because it breaks down

the entire process, skill by skill, of driving safely. In the classroom,

students who are “well-behaved,” or “on task” to use a frighteningly

misapplied term, are focused and behaved because, generally speak-

ing, they want to do what they are doing. Well managed classrooms,

in which great learning occurs, are successful by and large because

teachers meet students’ needs, not because they have sophisticated

mechanisms for manipulating student behavior. I will discuss this

issue in greater detail later.1 Similarly, I believe that successful

schools are those that truly put kids first. There is no “one size fits

all” model for this, but a commonality among the great schools I

have worked in or observed in is that the educators in them de-

velop and implement rational procedures and structures. In other

words, what they do is designed to achieve the goals they have for

the children they serve. And importantly, those goals are, in fact,

1 If you want to read a really worthwhile book on the subject, have a look at
Beyond Discipline: From Compliance to Community by Alfie Kohn (1996). Be-
yond Discipline  explores the most fundamental notions of “classroom manage-
ment” and raises important questions about our assumptions about people in
general and kids in particular.



Wallace K. Pond

xiv

for the students.

The approach I advocate for “classroom management” above is

the approach I’ve tried to take in this book. For example, much of

today’s teacher training, as well as practice in schools, suggests

that classroom management is a discreet set of teacher skills and

classroom policies for manipulating student behavior and learn-

ing, and that they are somehow disconnected from curriculum and

pedagogy (what is taught and how it is taught). This is absurd. True

“classroom management” is a holistic approach to meeting student

needs in terms of curriculum, pedagogy, learning climate, and other

non “academic” issues as well, which I will discuss in detail in sev-

eral of the chapters ahead.

My hope is that this book takes a similar holistic view of sys-

temic issues described in reader-friendly terms. While I will

address aspects of theory which are essential to good prac-

tice, it is my hope to not lose sight of the big picture—the

human endeavor of teaching and learning and the often

common sense insights that make the enterprise more re-

warding and successful.
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Chapter I

Common Sense
Or

The “Duh” Factor In Education

The business of education is not to prepare students for
life. Education is life itself.

John Dewey

In the next 25 years or so we will look back on education of the

20th century as barbaric, somewhat akin to comparing medicine

of the 20th century to that of the 19th, when barbers were cutting

open “patients” with no anesthesia, no antiseptic, and little idea of

what the surgery would produce. Part of the problem is a failure to

apply what we know about teaching and learning to the practice

of teaching and learning. New brain research in particular may begin

to change this. Another problem is a failure to use common sense.

We already know, for example, that most adolescents do not func-

tion optimally (I’m being kind) early in the morning. Most of us

actually were adolescents at one time or another, and a lot of us

have taught or raised them. We know from experience that most

adolescents struggle early in the morning. Moreover, there is now

also a convincing body of empirical research which explains why

this is so (Weiss, 1997). Young people in the throes of puberty are
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biochemically (hormonally) different from children and adults. This

impacts them in significant ways, one of which has to do with

internal, or biological clocks. Specifically, most adolescent brains

release melatonin, a “sleep” hormone, later in the evening than do

children and adults. Yet despite our common sense and empirical

data, we continue to schedule junior and senior high school classes

as early as 7:00 am in many schools, which requires many students

to actually begin their days at 6:00 am, or even earlier. Then we fret

and complain because the ingrates are falling asleep in class.

Another classic example of the disconnect between what we

know and what we do is the current academic calendar. There is

not one shred of evidence to suggest that a nine month school

year with short winter and spring breaks, and a long summer hia-

tus, is in any way appropriate for optimal learning. As many of us

are aware, the current school calendar is over a century old and

based on an agrarian model of society that now applies to roughly

3% of American students. Despite popular opinion, spring break

was not designed for trips to the beach. It was put into the school

calendar so that students could help their families sow the fields.

With few exceptions, the entire American educational system fol-

lows a calendar that schedules breaks and disrupts students’

learning for three months of every year, in the interest of a societal

model that doesn’t exist.

A related “duh” is the segmented, fragmented approach to cur-

riculum in all grades and the equally segmented, fragmented

approach to time, particularly in secondary schools. How many of

us in the “real world” consciously separate subject matter, resources,

ideas and people when we solve problems? Can you imagine if

engineers solving problems in the work place could only address

mathematical questions from 8:00 to 9:00 am, then not only were

forced to switch to physics problems from 9:00 to 10:00 am, but

also had to completely change the group of colleagues with whom

they were working and were not allowed to refer back to previous

work or other colleagues? Then at 11:00 am were switched to yet

another discipline? Of course not, because “real world” thinking

and problem solving is naturally integrated. That is how our brains
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function. This analogy could be applied to any “real world” task in

any problem solving situation, but amazingly, is painfully rare in

our schools. As management “guru” Peter Drucker (1989) says point-

edly, “Nothing in our educational system at present prepares us for

the reality in which we live and work. Our schools scorn the real

world of work” (p.19). While I’m not sure schools actually “scorn

the real world of work,” I don’t believe there is any question that

as institutions, schools have managed to create a system in which

institutional imperatives, e.g., curriculum development processes,

state mandates, teacher contracts, funding issues, etc. rule the day,

often not only to the detriment of students, and thus society, but

even in the face of overwhelming evidence that much of what

we’re doing doesn’t make sense.

Some school policies not only don’t make sense, but are funda-

mentally punitive. The practice of retaining or “failing” students,

and relegating them to the same classroom for a second year is not

supported by empirical data or common sense. Statistically, when

a student is “held back” just one year, his or her chances of making

it to graduation are reduced by 50%. When students are retained

twice, their chance of graduating is near zero (Barr & Parrett, 1995).

In fact, school “drop outs” are five times more likely to have been

retained than their peers who stay in school, and a study of 9,000

youth in the journal Pediatrics found that nearly 1 in 5 children

who fails a grade develops serious behavioral problems as a teen-

ager (Rusch, 2000). In a review of 63 empirical studies on retention,

Thomas Holmes, an education professor at the University of Geor-

gia, found that “retention harmed students’  achievement,

attendance record,  personal adjustment in school, and attitude

toward school” (Kelly, 1999, p. 2). And worse, the majority of stu-

dents who are retained remain behind their peers academically

for as long as they are in school.

Retention would be analogous to physicians prescribing aspi-

rin for bacterial infections despite overwhelming evidence that

aspirin doesn’t fight infections, then continuing to do it over and

over again. Why would we think that subjecting a student to an

experience that clearly didn’t work the first time will magically
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work the second time? Even if a child learns most of the material

the second time around, it is still old material! With rare exception,

usually for emotionally immature students, retention simply subju-

gates students to an approach that didn’t meet their needs to begin

with. More often than not, the result is a further decrease in self-

confidence and an increase in alienation. When kids “fail” a grade,

they don’t need a repeat of a manifestly ineffective educational

experience; they need educators to try a new approach.

The fact is that much of what goes on in schools today is not

rational. In other words, what we say we want to achieve cannot

be achieved with the methods we use. Interestingly, this irrational-

ity is not lost on students. I firmly believe it is part of the cynicism

and despair that many students feel. They can clearly see that often

times what they are being asked to do and how they are told to do

it are not helpful, meaningful, or practical. There is empirical sup-

port for this contention. One of America’s foremost educational

researchers, John Goodlad (1984), found that his “data... point to a

potentially volatile disjuncture between the youth culture and the

daily conduct of [their] schools...(p. 81).” I believe that this “dis-

juncture” has grown ominously in the decade since he reported

his findings. The current explosion of “at-risk” youth may be a par-

tial manifestation of the irrationality in schools I mentioned above.

A practical example of the disconnect between students and

the schools that ostensibly serve them is the concept of “critical

thinking.” For years now, students have heard teachers and even

the media extol the necessity and virtue of critical thinking. They

see it referred to in the margins of their textbooks. Yet most of

them are still sitting in rows, limited to two way communication

between themselves and teachers (with teachers controlling the

vast majority of dialogue), reading text and answering questions

created by the publisher—in general, following a “connect the dots”

curriculum. Occasionally, students get the luxury of essay or “short

answer” questions, and in some cases, even “group work,” yet rarely

are students invited to be active participants in the planning or

execution of their own learning. Rarely are they allowed to diverge

from the carefully orchestrated plans of curriculum designers and
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teachers. And rarely are students allowed to ask the questions that

direct classroom inquiry. Ironically, it is precisely the things stu-

dents don’t get to do that engender critical thinking. I’m not

suggesting, by the way, that students should run schools (at least

not unilaterally). Educators still have primary responsibility for

providing optimal learning opportunities. I am suggesting, how-

ever, that if we truly want students to be “critical thinkers,” to be

“independent, life-long learners,” to be “innovative problem solv-

ers,” then we have to bring some rationality to the educational

process. We have to create learning contexts (whether or not they

are in traditional classrooms) that will actually lead to the outcomes

we say we want. For example, it is ridiculous to assume that all real

learning must take place in schools. As Will Nixon, a freelance writer

astutely notes, “Using the real world is the way learning has hap-

pened for 99.9 percent of human existence. Only in the last hundred

years have we put it in a little box called a classroom” (Nixon,

1997, p. 34). Whether learning takes place in the classroom or in

the real world, what we ask students to do, and how we have them

do it, at the very least must make sense relative to how people

learn and what we want to accomplish. I will explore this concept

more in chapter seven.

An important question at this point might be: How did we end

up with an educational system in which means don’t match de-

sired ends?

I believe the answer is simply because the modern educational

system was and is designed by adults for adults. It is a system of

convenience that allows adults to institutionally mold the lives of

young people to suit societal ends. Certainly, we all want good things

for our children, and as it relates to school, literacy and numeracy

are not only laudable goals, but school is a reasonable place to achieve

those goals. Moreover, the process of schooling can reasonably be

expected to fulfill some societal goals of acculturation. However, if

we are honest about the evolution of modern mainstays of school

structure such as the nine month school year, fragmentation of the

curriculum by subject, and the fifty minute class period (at the sec-

ondary level), we must acknowledge that they exist not because
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they serve students as learners, but because they serve adults as

employers, teachers, parents, taxpayers, etc. It is widely known, for

example, that the present public schools are, in great part, based on

an industrial model. The short class periods, bell system, rows of

desks, transmission model of pedagogy (teacher transmitting finite

points of knowledge to passive students), etc. are all based on a fac-

tory model of schooling. Even the buildings are based on factory

architecture.  Robert Reich, Secretary of Labor in the first Clinton

presidency describes the typical 20th century school experience in

his book The Work of Nations with stinging clarity:

Children [move] from grade to grade through a preplanned

sequence of standard subjects, as if on factory conveyor belts.

At each stage, certain facts [are] poured into their heads.

Children with the greatest capacity to absorb the facts, and

with the most submissive demeanor, [are] placed on a rapid

track through the sequence; those with the least capacity for

fact retention and self-discipline, on the slowest. Most children

[end] up on a conveyor belt of medium speed. Standardized

tests [are] routinely administered at certain checkpoints in

order to measure how many of the facts [have] stuck in the

small heads, and product defects [are] taken off the line and

returned for retooling. As in the mass-production system,

discipline and order [are] emphasized above all else. (cited

in Cushner, Mclelland, and Safford, 2000, p. 15)

To be fair, the transmission model of pedagogy described in this

chapter has its roots at least as far back as the monastic schools of

the 7th or 8th century A.D. (Knowles, 1980), but there is a striking

similarity between the nature of monastic schools (indoctrination)

and the factory model of 20th century schools (compliance). The

point, simply, is that American public schools were designed, both

structurally and functionally, as a means to societal ends, not as

student centered institutions.

It is important to note here the distinction between education

and schooling. Schooling is a process, a system, in some cases a
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control mechanism. Schooling is done to and occasionally for stu-

dents. Or as Neil Postman (1996) suggests in The End of Education,

schooling is a process of engineering. It can also be a unifying and

productive experience, but it is not “learning” and it often does

not educate students, at least not in the ways intended.

Another example of how schools have been designed by adults

for adults has to do with what is taught (curriculum). The curricu-

lum that ends up in the average classroom is the result of a complex

process of collusion between publishers, politicians, educators, state

agencies, unions, and parents among others. Many teachers prefer

textbooks to other curriculum resources because they are self-con-

tained resources that often include course content (information

about the subject), activities, and assessment (testing) in one pack-

age. States and school districts enjoy the ease of procurement—one

stop shopping. Politicians, parents and special interest groups gen-

erally prefer textbooks because the content can be easily reviewed

and controlled. Even unions indirectly impact this process by “pro-

tecting” members (teachers) from the “extra duty” that would be

necessary in a thorough and complex curriculum development or

adoption process based on student needs.2 And of course, neither

schools nor taxpayers want to pay for a more thoughtful, time-con-

suming process. The one constituency which is conspicuously left

out of this procedure is the population for whom the curriculum is

ostensibly chosen: students. Frankly, their needs are of only cursory

importance, and the thought of having students actually participate

in such a process is almost unheard of.

Governance is another school phenomenon which is sold as

something for students, but in reality is usually done to students

by adults in order to protect the comfort level of the same adults.

In other words, teachers and administrators usually impose rigid

structures on children in an effort to limit the day-to-day contin-

gencies they (the adults) have to deal with. Alfie Kohn (1996) makes

2 It is important to note that the inclination of unions to “protect” teachers
from extra duty is a rational response to a history of poor pay and working
conditions. The answer is simply to pay teachers like “real” professionals so
there is no need for collective bargaining.
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a profound point when he suggests that much of school gover-

nance (in the form of classroom management) is a manifestation

of adult needs to control student behavior. Even “student govern-

ment” generally constitutes a group of select students implementing

institutional policies within guidelines prescribed by adults. Rarely

are school rules or enforcement policies truly designed to facili-

tate student learning and growth. If they were, students would have

to play a direct role so as to “learn” from the process and build

skills for self-regulation. In reality, students are usually manipulatives

in highly controlled systems. They are not asked nor allowed to

participate at any meaningful level in the establishment or preser-

vation of collectively agreed upon norms of behavior for protecting

learning environments. These systems are simply imposed on stu-

dents. Then, not surprisingly, when students run afoul of school

governance, educators, politicians, and parents complain that stu-

dents are incapable of monitoring their own behavior. No kidding.

They’ve been effectively trained to have others monitor their be-

havior for them.

When all the above structures, e.g., the budget, the curriculum,

the schedules, the teaching, and governance, don’t meet or serve

the students where they are, this exacerbates problems for stu-

dents. As a result, they naturally detach themselves from their own

schooling. Then adults claim “the students don’t care.” The reality

is that adults frequently require youth to function under condi-

tions they would never tolerate themselves.  Imagine if the

sanitation department picked up our garbage at 4:00 am, prohib-

ited us from putting it out before 3:00 am, required that the trash

be placed exactly six inches from the curb in navy blue, plastic

polymer cans, then failed to pick up the trash and cited us if we

violated the protocol in any way. As silly as this scenario may sound,

it is not far from the perception many students have about how

the schools treat them. And in a sense, they are right. Students en-

dure all kinds of indignities every day. Young adults with jobs, cars,

bills, etc. must request “hall passes” to go to the bathroom. Chil-

dren of all ages are constantly being asked to put their magazines

and books away because it is “time for reading,” or letters away
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because it is “time for writing.” Subjects and ideas that truly invigo-

rate and inspire students are often off limits because “it’s not in

the curriculum” or “we don’t do that on Mondays.” When students

have opportunities to travel, or accompany their parents to work,

or attend community events during the school day, they are often

hassled by schools for missing “instructional time.” Fortunately, what

they experience on these adventures outside of school is often as

important or more important than what they “missed.”

 The problem is that until the structures that support the school

system are changed to meet student needs rather than adult needs,

the disconnect between what we say we want to achieve and what

we do to achieve it will widen, and student cynicism will increase

as a result.

Fortunately, the status quo is not universal. There are classrooms

and schools around the country that are challenging the status quo

and creating tremendous outcomes for students. Realms of Inquiry

in Salt Lake City, the Key Learning Community in Indianapolis, Ca-

thedral High School in El Paso, and Central Park East in Harlem,

among many others are examples. Importantly, they demonstrate

that just as the “one size fits all” model of education does not serve

all students, neither is there a one size fits all model of reform.

Moreover, they show that when schools develop rational structures

to support their goals and when the educators in them truly be-

lieve that their mission is to serve students, then even widely

divergent schools can achieve great things.

Having said that, I nonetheless believe that there are some is-

sues that apply to education reform across the board. To start, the

process requires that we ask some basic questions. The first ques-

tion should be: What does it mean to learn? As fundamental as this

sounds, it is a question that is rarely asked, even among educators.

Of course, I have some ideas...
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Chapter 2

What Is Learning?

Insofar as a man gives himself up to the pursuit of
wisdom, to that extent he enjoys already some portion
of true happiness.

St. Augustine

The question that heads this chapter is a little slippery. It’s one of

those things that is hard to define, but you know it when you see

it—or when you experience it. Technically speaking, most research-

ers agree that learning occurs in at least three distinct domains:

cognitive, affective and physiological. Basically, this means people

learn by thinking, feeling, and doing. Not only do we learn “things”

in the process, for example what 2 + 2 is, what an insult feels like,

or how to jump rope, but we also get better at thinking, feeling,

and doing in general the more we practice them. Regardless of

whether learning is a cognitive, affective or physiological process,

we might say that learning has occurred when, as a result of expe-

rience with one’s environment, there is an internal change that

results in the formation of new associations and new understand-

ing about the world around us. Or as Woolfolk (1987) says, the

learner becomes cognizant of new relationships, perspectives, and

possesses new capabilities. Modified behavior suggests learning

has taken place as well. For example, most of us don’t have to stick
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our finger in a light socket or on a hot stove more than once.

Ideally, learning happens in personally relevant ways. As Peter

Senge suggests, “Learning is about enhancing the capacity to pro-

duce results that really matter to you” (italics mine, cited in Jensen,

1996, p. 278).  Importantly, many factors, both internal and extra-

neous, such as stress, fear, hunger, stimulation, encouragement,

expectations, etc. can affect the learning process. This is one rea-

son why the “one size fits all” concept of education is flawed. There

are simply too many factors impacting the learning of each stu-

dent, particularly with the diversity in contemporary classrooms,

to believe that what works for one student will work for others—

or even the same student in different settings.

In the last decade or so, we have become increasingly aware

of the biological processes of learning as well. Until recently, the

process of learning could only be inferred. In other words, we

could observe people who are learning and see their capabilities

or understanding change, but we couldn’t see them learning “on

the inside.” However, new technologies such as Positron Emis-

sion Tomography (PET) scans, Multiple Resonance Imagery (MRI)

and others, allow us to watch the brain “learn” and function. At a

cellular level, learning involves the growth of connections (den-

drites) between brain cells and the transfer of electrical and

chemical impulses across the connections (synapses) (Caine &

Caine, 1994; Sylwester, 1995). The more intense the learning, the

more “hardwired” the cells involved in the learning become. The

importance of this fact for the way learning is planned and imple-

mented in classrooms cannot be overstated. We now know that

“what it means to learn” is a far more rich and complex phenom-

enon than we previously understood. As a result, the quantity and

quality of learning opportunities, particularly in the early grades,

can literally impact the kinds of brains our youth will take with

them into adulthood (Brain Facts, 2000; Caine & Caine, 1994).

Some examples of more effective learning opportunities are de-

tailed later in this chapter, and in chapters four through seven. In

the meantime, I would like to expand on the definition of what it

means to learn.
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Postman (1996), says that to learn is to “appropriate an insight,

a concept, a vision, so that your world is altered” (p. 3). One might

add that learning results in an improved ability to successfully ne-

gotiate challenges that were insurmountable before the learning

occurred. Sounds nice. However, most of us would say, based on

our experience in school, that learning is something like “studying

and memorizing information that allows us to answer questions or

solve problems posed by the teacher.” This is because our modern

school system is based, for the most part, on an operant condition-

ing model of learning, i.e., positive or negative feedback for the

successful (or unsuccessful) memorization of lots of discreet facts

and figures, which ideally are recapitulated in the format asked for

on the test. Brain research tells us that “learning” this way uses

what is called “taxon memory” (Okeefe and Nadel, cited in Caine &

Caine, 1994). Some characteristics of taxon memory are that infor-

mation is memorized through practice and rehearsal, that

motivation for doing so is extrinsic, that memories are rigid or nar-

row in focus, and that most information in taxon memory is not

initially meaningful when first memorized. An example might be

the fifty state capitals memorized in fourth grade. Although taxon

memories can be important—for example, life can be hell if you

forget the PIN number to your ATM card or the password to your

email account—the limitations of taxon memory by itself as a sys-

tem for learning are obvious.

We know from brain research that optimal learning is a very

dynamic, highly contextualized and active process—of which taxon

memory is a part. Another crucial part is what Okeefe and Nadel

(cited in Caine & Caine, 1994) call “locale” memory. Unlike taxon

memory, information in locale memory is highly contextualized

and represents a “big picture.” It is flexible and adapts to new stimuli

readily. We use locale memory to create blueprints or maps that

give meaning to our environment and our actions. For example,

when you engage in an activity for the first time, say skiing or scuba

diving, or even taking a college class, you develop a rich mental

picture of nearly unlimited sensory stimuli. You begin to under-

stand what skiing or scuba diving or being in class is. You catalogue
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huge amounts of information about your environment, e.g., tem-

perature, light, physical surroundings, relationships between objects

and people, etc. You become aware of your thoughts and feelings.

You begin to make connections between your behavior and the

results: If I cross my ski tips, I fall on my face. If I experience an “ah

ha” effect in class, I feel relieved or even elated. Your brain also

literally begins to create new, physical connections between neu-

rons (brain cells). The point is that this kind of learning is significant

because it results in knowledge and skills that are applicable over

time and in different contexts. In the skiing example, an individual

“learns” a great deal about the act of skiing, but also about the

effect of temperature on the characteristics of snow; the effect of

friction and slope on velocity; even the impact of attitude on suc-

cess. The skier may not even realize what has been learned in terms

of temperature, friction, velocity, etc., but the experience becomes

part of a highly contextualized and meaningful locale memory that

will have applications in multiple other contexts, also potentially

without the learner’s conscious awareness.  This explains what we

intuitively know about “hands on” activity—that  it generally re-

sults in more significant learning.

One key to good learning is to combine taxon and locale sys-

tems of cataloging information, so that strong, meaningful

connections are made between information and context; so that

information learned one hour or one day can be used to solve new

problems and meet new challenges the next day. Caine and Caine

(1994) refer to this as “brain-based learning.” They add that “...brain-

based learning takes a holistic approach, looking at teaching

developmentally, socioculturally, and in other broad ways” (Caine

& Caine, 1995, p. 44).

For example, the fifty state capitals can be memorized from flash

cards, a purely taxonic phenomenon. If it’s done well, a student can

even demonstrate “mastery” on a test by matching capitals and states.

Unfortunately, such a test represents just about the maximum appli-

cation of the student’s knowledge concerning state capitals.

In a much more rich learning experience, the same student, how-

ever, could work with another student or pair of students to research
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something meaningful about the state capitals while learning what

state they are in. For example, students in Santa Fe, New Mexico

could investigate what the official languages are, if any, of the other

49 state capitals (Santa Fe is officially bilingual, Spanish-English) and

how language plays a part in schools in different cities. Or they could

compare demographics from capital to capital. Students could cor-

respond with other students in all fifty capitals (by mail or email)

and discuss life comparatively in different places. The point is that

in structuring the learning experience in this way, students benefit

from both taxonic memory, i.e., a list of the fifty state capitals as

discreet bits of information, and locale memory, a contextualized

treasure trove of information about the state capitals that can be

applied to future learning tasks. Moreover, in the process, students

develop other important skills such as researching, writing, synthe-

sizing, collaboration, etc., not to mention the rich sum of

contextualized information they acquire. Equally as important, by

structuring the learning activity so that it involves contextualized

and meaningful tasks,  the learner can access and use the stored or

learned information more easily, consistently and productively than

if it were simply memorized. As Caine and Caine (1994) articulate

this concept, “A preliminary definition of meaningful learning...refers

to storage of items that have so many connections, and are of such

quality, that they can be accessed appropriately in unexpected con-

texts” (p. 47). That, briefly, is what a more innovative approach to

education can offer students—not just isolated facts and figures, but

information and skills that can be effectively accessed in a variety of

subsequent learning endeavors.

It is important to remember, however, that the examples of

“meaningful learning” offered above are the tip of the iceberg. The

example of learning about the state capitals is still constrained by

the limitations inherent in the typical classroom. For the majority

of us, our most profound learning takes place outside the class-

room. If you think about the knowledge or skills most important

to you personally and professionally, chances are they were de-

rived wholly outside of a formal classroom, or what you learned in

school served as a point of departure for much more meaningful
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learning in the real world. Even highly trained professionals such

as doctors and lawyers will acknowledge that their most impor-

tant skills and knowledge have been learned after they finished

school in the process of doing their jobs through observation, dis-

cussion, practice, etc. Moreover, often our most significant learning

experiences are those which involve topics or skills that intrigue

us, that we enjoy, or that we need to learn.

The same is generally true for kids too. To learn is not simply to

accumulate information. We really learn when we meaningfully con-

nect ourselves with the world around us; we truly learn when, as a

result of our experiences and our thoughts and feelings about those

experiences, we see the world in new ways, we see new possibili-

ties, and we become new people.
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Chapter 3

How Do We Know What Students Know?
And

Testing: How Dumb Can We Be?

Be patient...with the type of mind that cuts a  poor
figure in examinations. It may, in the long examination
which life sets us, come out in the end in better shape
than the glib and ready reproducer, its passions being
deeper, its purposes more worthy, its combining power
less  commonplace, and its  total mental output
consequently more important.

William James3

Understanding how students learn is a critical piece of the educa-

tional puzzle. However, another significant factor has to do with

knowing whether or not students are in fact learning. And like many

other educational issues discussed in this book, we aren’t doing

this part very well.

Assessment

In education, we tend to use the term “assessment” to describe the

evaluation of learning. It is a catch-all word that is often misused

3 Cited in Awakening Your Child’s Natural Genius, by Thomas Armstrong
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and misunderstood, even within educational circles. The primary

problem with assessment in education today is that, like the educa-

tional process in general, it is frequently not rational. In other words,

the tools we use to measure “xyz” either don’t measure “xyz” at all,

or they measure one manifestation of “xyz,” but we draw other con-

clusions far beyond the scope of the assessment. A conceptual

analogy might be using a thermometer to determine the likelihood

of snow. A thermometer cannot, in fact, tell us if it will snow. At best,

it can only tell us if one required factor, temperature, is favorable

for snow. It will tell us nothing about humidity, barometric pres-

sure, or other criteria necessary for snowfall. In education, we

frequently use a thermometer to predict rain and snow.

Standardized Tests
The most widely applied and politicized examples of this are “stan-

dardized tests” such as those used to measure achievement and

intelligence. A common achievement test is the Iowa Test of Basic

Skills, given to a zillion kids a year. A common example of an intel-

ligence test is the Stanford-Binet.

The basic problem is not that these tests are inherently flawed

(or evil as some of my colleagues believe), but that they are consis-

tently misunderstood and misapplied. First, they are “standardized,”

also known as “norm-referenced.” This means that when a person

takes the test, he or she can be compared to other people who

have taken the same test, theoretically under the same conditions.

These tests can tell us roughly what a person knows based upon a

isolated set of questions, e.g., at what temperature does water freeze,

what is the proper punctuation at the end of an interrogative sen-

tence, etc. However, even this basic concept assumes that the test

taker understands the questions and is familiar with the format of

the test. This is a BIG assumption. Standardized tests assume a cer-

tain level of what E.D. Hirsch (1987) calls “cultural literacy” on the

part of test takers. For example, if a test has a word problem de-

signed to assess the test taker’s knowledge of fractions, but uses

American currency as the numerical basis of the problem, the test

taker must have solid knowledge of American currency in addi-
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tion to mathematical skill with fractions. The degree to which

such tests rely on cultural literacy cannot be overstated. Even this

wouldn’t be as significant a problem as it is if we used standard-

ized tests properly. For example, if we used them to compare a

student’s understanding of basic information to that of the larger

group (or norming sample), then adapted that student’s learning

experience to build the skills that he or she seemed to be weak in,

then there would be value in the test. This, of course, also assumes

that the skills and information tested are important to have in the

first place—another big assumption.

One of the worst misuses or abuses of standardized tests, how-

ever, is the attempt to measure the quality of teachers and schools

based upon student test scores. Doing so is a blatantly invalid use

of standardized tests for at least three reasons (Popham, 1999).4

First, although there is some general similarity in curriculum from

state to state, there are often differences in what is taught between

school districts and huge differences between individual class-

rooms. Therefore, what national standardized tests evaluate, by

definition, is not closely correlated with what individual teachers

teach. Second, because the folks who construct standardized tests

want a broad distribution of test scores (a bell curve), they pur-

posely throw out questions that too many students answer correctly.

As a result, the things that teachers teach most effectively are re-

moved from the tests! Finally, standardized test scores are strongly

influenced by at least two factors besides what students  learn in

school: innate intelligence and “out of school” learning. In other

words, two out of the three major influences on test scores are

beyond the control of teachers and schools! The combination of

the three factors stated above clearly show that using standard-

ized test scores to measure the quality of schools or the teachers

in them is at best invalid and at worst negligent.

4 The article cited here by James Popham in the March, 1999 issue of Edu-
cational Leadership, is an excellent and eloquent explanation of why stan-
dardized tests are not valid instruments for assessing educational quality. I
highly recommend reading the entire article. At press time it was available via
the internet at: http://www.ascd.org/readingroom/edlead/9903/extpopham.html
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As an aside, there is a statistical correlation between achieve-

ment tests and IQ tests. In other words, most people tend to score

similarly on both kinds of tests. In some cases, there is also a corre-

lation between test scores and success in school. However, this

does not mean that people who do better on standardized tests

are smarter, therefore more likely to succeed in school. What it

means is that the kinds of skills, knowledge, and experiences nec-

essary to do well on standardized tests are similar to the kinds of

skills, knowledge, and experiences that have traditionally fostered

success in school. As Howard Gardner (1983) says in his seminal

book about multiple intelligences, Frames of Mind, “IQ tests have

predictive power for success in schooling, but little predictive

power outside the schooling process” (p. 16). This is partly because

the same traditional assumptions about intelligence testing have

found their way into assumptions about intelligence in students.

As such, the schooling process validates students with traditional

skills and knowledge and penalizes children without them. Gardner

adds, “The IQ movement is blindly empirical... There is no view of

process, of how one goes about solving a problem” (pp. 17, 18).

The same can be said of standardized tests in general.

“High Stakes” Testing
Unfortunately, in addition to misusing standardized tests to measure

educational quality, at least two other applications of such tests fre-

quently happen that are bad for students and bad for the schools.

The first is that these tests are used to include and exclude students

in/from a myriad of educational offerings from Special Education to

Honors English to college admissions. This is becoming more com-

mon and is often referred to as “high stakes” testing. In other words,

students who do well on such tests are often provided what would

be considered desirable learning opportunities such as honors

classes, enriched curriculum, promotion to higher grade levels, ad-

mission to exclusive colleges, and others because the high test scores

“qualify” students for these opportunities. Similarly, students who

do poorly are not only often denied the “good stuff,” but are “tracked”

into lower level classes and curricula such as special education, “re-
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source” programs, remedial classes, etc. This would potentially be

harmless if these lower level programs actually helped students at-

tain the skills that standardized tests say they lack. Generally, they

don’t. And unfortunately, once tracked, students rarely get out (Gay,

1993). This reality tends to disproportionately favor middle and up-

per class, white students, while disfavoring lower income students

of color. This dynamic is a cultural phenomenon. Advantaged stu-

dents are acculturated in many ways that make them “better matches”

for norm-referenced tests. In other words, many of the values and

experiences that advantaged students have are precisely the same

values and experiences that the tests are based on. The erroneous

assumption is that the standardized test is a measure of a student’s

intellectual abilities. It is not. It simply measures a person’s ability to

answer a discreet, isolated set of questions in the context and for-

mat generated by the test.

The second, and much more political application of norm-refer-

enced tests has to do with the comparisons and competition that

arise between schools, districts, states, public vs. private, etc. This

is a built-in feature of such tests. Because they are “standardized,”

the results of one individual or group can be compared against

other individuals or groups who’ve taken the test. The fundamen-

tal problem with such comparisons, despite the fact that they are

invalid for comparing the efficacy of different schools, is that they

do nothing to improve the educational opportunities of the stu-

dents who score lower than others! As cynical as it sounds, the

fact is that improving student learning isn’t the objective of stan-

dardized tests, and usually is far from the minds of those who require

students to take them. And the manifestations of such competition

can be insidious. In the last few years there has been a constant

supply of news stories about teachers, principals and superinten-

dents who’ve been caught doing everything from changing answer

sheets to stealing copies of tests in an effort to improve their

school’s or district’s scores. A more common scenario, discussed

earlier in this chapter, is simply “teaching to the test, ” or even to

specific test problems, which robs children of time that should be

spent learning the curriculum. Such testing is often seen as “high



The Lights Are On, Is Anybody Home?

2 1

stakes” for educators as well as for children. Not only are “poor

performing” students often penalized, but educators can lose pro-

motions or pay increases, or even their jobs, and school districts

can see funding and other resources cut as a result of “poor” test

scores (Armstrong, 1991; Kantrowitz & McGinn, 2000). A Newsweek

expose on cheating by school officials describes the dilemma suc-

cinctly: “The problem is that high scores—not high standards—have

become the holy grail” (Kantrowitz & McGinn, 2000, p, 48). In ef-

fect, a political effort to manufacture accountability for school

performance has resulted in the pervasive use of standardized tests

in ways for which they were never designed nor intended.

One might legitimately argue that poor performing educators

and schools should be “penalized,” but, remember, standardized test

scores are totally invalid for measuring the quality of education in

schools! So, if we want to hold educators accountable, fine, but we

can’t use standardized test scores to do it.

At the classroom level, teachers are often coerced into “teach-

ing to the test” so that the standardized test scores of their students

will rise. Again, this wouldn’t be a problem if there were a solid

relationship between the curriculum that most teachers are asked

to follow and the tests they are asked to teach to, but this isn’t

even possible without a nationally controlled curriculum—an idea

that is fraught with its own nasty problems. If such a relationship

existed, everyone would win with higher test scores and “teaching

to the test” would be a natural, rational policy. Because of the in-

sidious results of the competitive use of standardized tests, however,

teachers are often required to devote precious instructional time

to material (the test) that doesn’t match what they’re supposed to

be teaching (the curriculum). And this has nothing to do with

student learning. It is a way of responding to political pressure to

increase test scores.

In terms of comparing students to each other via test scores,

Eric Jensen, a leader in brain-based education theory, doesn’t pull

any punches when he succinctly says, “Comparing one learner to

another is one of the most irrelevant and damaging assessment

strategies ever devised” (Jensen, 1996, p. 280). Whether one agrees
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with such an extreme position or not, the bottom line is that stan-

dardized tests are consistently misused and misunderstood, and

young learners often bare the brunt of this practice.

Unfortunately, as irksome as “high stakes” standardized testing

can be for teachers, it can be debilitating for students. There are

several reasons for this. First, for the youngest test takers, these

tests are a confusing and utterly foreign intrusion into the class-

room. Many children in the early elementary grades do not have

the fine motor or spatial skills to fill in the bubbles on answer

sheets, nor do many of them understand the relationship between

the question and possible answers in the test booklet and the

corresponding bubbles on an answer sheet, even if it is located

in the same booklet on the same page.

Moreover, neither the format of the tests, nor, in many cases the

content, has anything whatsoever in common with a “normal” day

in class. Anyone who has observed students in kindergarten through

second or third grade in the midst of a standardized achievement

test knows, that even if all the challenges I’ve just described above

didn’t cause problems for the students, the test results are still

worthless for many children. These are little kids who, very shortly

after a testing session begins, are spending far more time staring

out the window, looking at their friend’s test, doodling on their

desks, making designs with the bubbles on the answer sheet, etc.

than they are concentrating on the test. A parent commenting at a

recent community forum on educational issues at which I was a

panelist confided that when he was in elementary school, he used

the bubble sheets for “bead work!”

For many small children, these testing sessions are confusing,

frustrating, and demeaning. For these reasons, and others, organi-

zations such as the National Commission on Testing and Public

Policy, the National Association of the Education of Young Chil-

dren, and the Association for Childhood Education International

have taken a strong position against any such testing of young chil-

dren (Association for Childhood Education International & Perrone,

1991). I would take such a position a step further and suggest that

any standardized testing for children before third grade is unethi-
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cal. Not only does it create a hostile, disconcerting environment

for such students, but there is no defensible rationale for putting

kids through this stress because the test results aren’t appropri-

ately used anyway. Even if they were, the nature of such instruments

isolates the child from any meaningful context for the assessment.

With older students, standardized tests can also be debilitating

because the very nature of these instruments excludes varied or

creative ways of establishing competence. Moreover, on such tests,

how fast a student can answer a question is as important or more

important than his or her knowledge. As a result, otherwise intelli-

gent and creative students find themselves “incompetent” to do well

on such tests and have weak test scores to “prove” their inability.

Older students go into these tests knowing that their validity as in-

telligent students is on the line. They know that placement decisions

are often made on the basis of their scores. They know the scores go

in their student files and that their “rank” among students is based

on their performance on these tests. All of these factors combine to

create incredible stress and anxiety for many students. As a result,

their performance is often further compromised.

One might argue that, “Well, if it’s the same for all students, then

it should all come out in the wash.” There are a couple of problems

with this argument. The first is that it isn’t the same for all stu-

dents. Some students, primarily white, economically stable, and from

educated homes, tend to do better on standardized tests, because,

as I stated previously, they are acculturated toward such instru-

ments. As a result, students who are already “advantaged” get their

status cemented by their test scores, and the gap between educa-

tional haves and have-nots widens. Secondly, students who do not

have highly formalized skills in language and mathematics, but who

may have exceptional intellectual capabilities nonetheless, simply

cannot manifest their abilities meaningfully on typical standard-

ized tests. As such, their lower scores are interpreted as lack of

intelligence or ability relative to the norm, when in fact, what the

test has measured is the students’ ability (or inability) to negotiate

the test. As an example, imagine if you were required to cook what

you believe is your best meal. However, you have to cook it in some-
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one else’s kitchen, with their utensils, spices, etc. You prefer fresh

pressed garlic, they have powdered garlic salt; you normally use a

glass baking dish, they have cast iron. Not only that, but while you

usually take about an hour and a half to prepare and cook your

favorite dish, in this case you must do it in 45 minutes. Rules are

rules. How would it feel to have someone judge your cooking un-

der these conditions? This is analogous to what students must do

on standardized tests.

I’m not suggesting that there aren’t, in fact, distinctions in abil-

ity between students. Nor am I suggesting that there are no

appropriate uses for standardized tests. What I am saying is that

relying on standardized testing to tell us what students know and

can do because it is fast and cheap (compared to more authentic

assessment that is discussed below) is a mistake that illserves ev-

eryone—students, educators, parents, politicians, etc. It is a mistake

because, like the analogy used early in this chapter, it creates the

illusion that a thermometer can predict snow.

Standardized tests make sense if we acknowledge several things.

One, they do not determine intelligence or ability beyond the lim-

ited contexts of the tests. Two, they provide only limited information

about what someone knows or doesn’t know relative to the iso-

lated questions on the test. Three, for the test to be valid on any

level, the test taker must understand the questions and the format

of the test. Four, they can only be used as one small piece of the

puzzle in educational decision making. Five, unless we actually use

the testing appropriately, we shouldn’t do it at all. In other words,

standardized tests should be used sparingly, if at all. Testing shouldn’t

drive curriculum (unless the tests actually measure what we want

students to learn), and testing should never be a political weapon.

Other Kinds of Assessment

Ironically, high stakes political issues aside, the trouble with stan-

dardized testing described above is actually of less importance

when trying to determine what kids know than other assessment

problems, because it is usually a seasonal phenomenon that directly

impacts classrooms for a couple of weeks a year. Of much greater
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concern on a day-to-day basis, is the “criterion-referenced” assess-

ment that dominates most classrooms.

Criterion-Referenced Tests
Criterion-referenced evaluation is a model for evaluating students

that rates them based on how many questions they can answer or

problems they can solve out of a total number of items on an as-

signment or test. Unlike norm-referenced or standardized tests,

criterion-referenced tests compare students to themselves, usually

with a percentage of “correct” answers as a bench mark, i.e., 90%

and up is an “A,” 80% to 90% is a “B” etc. So what’s the problem?

To begin with, this system usually has a minimally acceptable

passing rate of 60%, which is a “D.” What this means is that a stu-

dent can have barely more than 50% mastery, and still “pass.” There

is no provision for improving the level of mastery, because, tech-

nically, everything above 60% passes. Students who miss over a

third of what they are supposed to learn are simply carried along,

doing very poor, but “passing” work, until the cumulative defi-

ciencies become too  great and many fail outright. The second

significant problem is that it doesn’t recognize the improvement

an individual might achieve relative to him or herself. For example,

if a student is f lunking a class for the first eight weeks of a term

with a 20% average, then improves in the second eight weeks to

a 50% average, such a student would have realized a personal

improvement of 250% and still fail the class. A third problem is

that it doesn’t take long before many students are far more con-

cerned about their grade than what they learned. Most of us are

familiar with this phenomenon. I’ve seen second graders and

graduate students who are so concerned about what grade they

are going to get, the fact that the point was to learn something

becomes completely lost. This obsession with grades can also

produce quite a bit of anxiety, and that kind of stress doesn’t

help most of us learn.

Another, more “systemic” problem with criterion-referenced as-

sessment is that the criteria are almost exclusively generated by

teachers or publishers (in the form of chapter and unit tests,
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worksheets, etc.), which, of course, leaves students out of the loop.

This is a problem because students cannot learn to critically ana-

lyze information; cannot learn to distinguish significance from trivia

if they don’t participate in the process of determining what ques-

tions should drive inquiry and assessment, and how meaningful

questions differ from inconsequential ones.

Developmental and Authentic Assessment
So what kinds of assessment make more sense? Within education,

two widely used labels are “developmental” and “authentic” assess-

ment. They are not widely practiced, however, because they take

more time and effort than standardized or criterion referenced

assessment. Moreover, many teachers working today simply don’t

know how to use such evaluation techniques.

At a fundamental level, both developmental and authentic as-

sessment are challenging because they require teachers to be

cognizant of where students are and what they need in the learn-

ing context. They both require that teachers have a more broad

understanding and knowledge of students than is typically required

with conventional assessment methods. They also require teach-

ers to be much more aware of how the lessons they teach are related

to assessment and vice versa before they actually teach them. This

is because in both types of assessment, the learning process itself

is integral to evaluation.

In the case of developmental assessment, the teacher must evalu-

ate students individually or “developmentally.” What this means is

that students are not compared to a norm (standardized test) nor

to the same criteria that everyone else is. Instead, the teacher must

be aware of where each student’s learning is at any given time. The

teacher, student, and often parents agree on goals for learning, then

the student is evaluated based upon his or her performance rela-

tive to those goals. In this way, students of varying abilities can be

assessed relative to their own development. This is, of course, much

more meaningful. Developmental assessment is not new. It is com-

mon in kindergarten and has been the basis of individual education

plans or “IEPs” in special education for years.
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One typical mechanism for developmental assessment is the use

of portfolios. Very briefly, portfolios are collections of student work

over time that demonstrate the developmental improvement of in-

dividual students as their own work progresses. For example, a

first or second grader would have multiple entries in the category

of literacy or writing. One might see that in September, the child

was writing simple, two or three sentence responses in a journal.

The sentences may reflect a problem with syntax and limited cre-

ativity. Entries in December may show eight or ten sentence

responses with some contractions and more creativity of thought.

By May, the student might be writing an entire page for each jour-

nal entry with more complex grammatical structures and improved

fluidity of thought. Such a portfolio would show graphic, develop-

mental improvement in that child’s writing over a school year. Such

information is far more valuable than spelling test scores or letter

grades to teachers, students, and parents.

As anyone who has any experience in the classroom can imag-

ine, evaluating students developmentally, and thus individually, is

not easy in large classrooms. But, huge class sizes are at the heart

of many problems in our schools today. If real education reform is

to be successful, efforts must be integrated and holistic, i.e., they

must involve curriculum, assessment, class size, governance, teacher

training, funding, etc. All must be addressed together. All of these

issues are discussed in subsequent chapters.

Authentic assessment is a broad based term which essentially

means evaluation of realistic, meaningful tasks in the contexts in

which they occur. Developmental assessment can be authentic. Stan-

dardized tests, however, are not “authentic” because they actually

isolate the test taker from the skill or knowledge being assessed.

Conversely, performance based tasks in which a certain product or

end result is indicative of successful learning is “authentic” because

the student cannot achieve the desired product or performance

without the skills and information necessary to do so.

Most professionals experience relatively authentic assessment on

the job. For example, a sales manager might be assessed on a sales

quota, customer satisfaction or other criteria that are realities of the
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job. It would be ridiculous to base such a person’s job performance

on his or her ability to answer esoteric questions about his or her

sales techniques. The proof is in the pudding of sales. In an educa-

tional context, it makes sense to employ equally authentic evaluation

strategies. In a real-life example, a group of at-risk high school stu-

dents and their teacher, Bruce Kaiper, from Northern New Mexico,

recently traveled to India to compete in an international robotics

competition. These are kids who’ve been identified as “flunkies,” as

real problem kids. They took second place in the world and won 14

classifications outright—more than any other team. Their work was

the manifestation of their skills. There were certain criteria for effec-

tive robotics and the students were assessed on the products they

created. This is authentic. A more typical classroom example might

be something like a social studies lesson in which rather than stu-

dents simply reading about the separation of powers in American

government and taking a test on the material (typical assessment),

the students might read, research, and discuss the separation of pow-

ers in the context of an actual political issue such as the development

of educational policy. By the way, this kind of lesson can happen at

both the elementary and secondary levels, but the way the lesson is

taught and evaluated would vary depending on the developmental

level of the students. In this example, after carefully exploring what

the separation of powers are, students might create a mock process

involving a real-life issue in their own school such as whether to

have open or closed campus. A “law” concerning the issue could be

proposed (legislative bill) and acted on by all three branches of gov-

ernment in the mock process. In such a scenario, there is ample

opportunity for “authentic” assessment, and it can be a combination

of more traditional methods such as essays, and more innovative

performance based evaluation. For example, the instructor could

have students define the separation of powers, either in writing or

in small group presentations. The small group presentations allow

for dialogue and clarification at the time the students are present-

ing. It facilitates far more meaningful assessment because both

students and the instructor can address questions in detail as they

arise. And for those of you who may be uncomfortable with such
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“open ended” assessment, keep in mind that it is always the

instructor’s prerogative to structure student presentations such that

they address points that the instructor feels are critical. In the present

example, the instructor can require that as part of the presentation,

students specifically address any issues related to separation of pow-

ers that the instructor feels are important.

As the lesson unfolds further, more opportunities for authentic

assessment avail themselves. For example, as students take the open

campus bill through the legislative process, then the executive and

judicial branches of government, the teacher can evaluate the stu-

dents’ understanding of each branch of government as they enact

the mock process. The teacher can clearly see to what extent stu-

dents correctly understand the process and can intervene as

mistakes or questions arise. And, the teacher can devise evaluation

criteria as generally or specifically as he or she chooses.

It is important to note two important things at this point. One,

is that authentic assessment changes the nature of assessment it-

self, and two, that such evaluation techniques cannot be separated

from the teaching techniques that go with them. Authentic assess-

ment changes the nature of evaluation because the focus shifts

from what a student can recapitulate to what a student has learned.

There are practical implications for this. For example, quantitative

grades become less significant. Letter grades and GPA become sec-

ondary to the bigger issue of what students are learning. In our

example above, the primary issue becomes whether or not stu-

dents understand the separation of powers well enough to

effectively implement a mock governmental process, not what

percentage they score on the test.

Admittedly, this is a stretch for some of us. And when evalua-

tions are narrative instead of quantitative, it occasionally impacts

other systemic realities such as transfers between schools and col-

lege admissions. “The system” likes numbers and letter grades

because they are clean, and in theory, allow comparisons between

students. Having said that, colleges and universities in particular,

are beginning to give far more credence to such authentic assess-

ment in their applicants because they are finding that some of their
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best prospects come from innovative high schools that don’t use

grade point averages, or have been home schooled. For the tradi-

tional thinkers in our midst, however, there are ways around the

qualitative-quantitative conundrum such as rubrics which will be

discussed briefly later in this chapter.

The second significant implication of authentic assessment is

the degree to which it requires close connection to instruction.

With traditional kinds of assessment, cookie cutter assignments

and tests accompany cookie cutter curricula. Because these kinds

of evaluation tend to assess recall of facts and figures, they do not

need to be as carefully integrated into instruction. With authentic

assessment, however, teaching and evaluation are integrated. In the

American government example above, the activities that make up

the lesson have assessment built into them. As the students present

their findings, the teacher evaluates their learning as part of their

presentations. In a traditional model, the assessment would be a

separate activity that is isolated from instruction and learning such

as reading followed by a test on the reading.

Although assessment could be a book of its own (and is for some

authors), the constraints of this chapter don’t allow for a more in-

depth discussion of how developmental and authentic assessment

are applied on a daily basis in the classroom. I would like to ad-

dress one other issue of importance, however. Regardless of the

specific modality of assessment, e.g., written, verbal, performance,

etc., teachers must provide clear expectations of what is being

assessed and how. Amazingly, teachers rarely communicate to stu-

dents what criteria comprise the basis of the grades students receive

from assignment to assignment. For example, most of us have had

papers returned from instructors with a grade on them that seems

totally arbitrary, because “we didn’t know what the teacher wanted.”

There might even have been detailed comments about what was

missing or what was wrong, but these comments come from a se-

cret, unwritten set of expectations that only the teacher knows.

What happens, frankly, is that teachers typically give guidelines for

assignments, but do not provide a corresponding guideline for how

they are evaluated.
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One way this can be fixed is through rubrics. Rubrics are frame-

works for assessment that contain two components: 1) a list of

criteria, or what has to be done, and 2) gradations of quality

(Andrade, 2000). See figure 3.1 as an example.5  Rubrics, then let

students know what is expected of them and how it will be evalu-

ated. They can be qualitative or quantitative . What this means is

that the teacher or peers can respond to each point on the rubric

with a narrative about perceived strengths and weaknesses in stu-

dent work, or can ascribe a numerical value to each criterion that

total a certain amount. In figure 3.1 there are multiple criteria which

happen to be worth between 1 and 5 points. Notice that this ru-

bric is also qualitative which provides the learner specific feedback.

More importantly, students know exactly what is being evaluated.

Rubrics can be individualized for students of disparate needs and

they can evolve as student abilities evolve. Additionally, as men-

tioned above, instructors can quantify rubrics to provide numerical

grades if they are required.

In general, developmental and authentic assessment are more

meaningful ways of determining what students know and what

they can do. They are also more time consuming and require greater

knowledge of students on the part of teachers. However, as the

diversity of student populations increases, the traditional cookie

cutter evaluation techniques referred to earlier will become less

effective for an increasing percentage of students. If we hope to

successfully evaluate student learning under the circumstances we

now have and will have in American schools, we really don’t have

a choice but to work with children as individuals.

A Final Note on Assessment

I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that a primary prob-

lem with typical assessment in schools today is that we aren’t

measuring what we say we are measuring. Although, for the ease

of discussion, I have repeatedly referred to the assessment of “learn-

5 This rubric was designed by Dr. Jackie Gerstein. It is used in a graduate
course at the College of Santa Fe.
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Figure 3.1
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ing,” a secondary, but fundamental problem with contemporary

assessment is that it is based on the flawed assumption, that we

can, in fact, truly or fully assess what people have learned (Gardner,

1993; Jensen, 1996). To some extent we can evaluate whether or

not someone has memorized information; likewise, we can evalu-

ate an individual’s ability to manipulate symbols within a prescribed

framework. For example, a teacher can ask a student to read a chap-

ter in a book about the American Revolution, then have the student

answer a set of questions that demonstrate recall of information,

or even that demonstrate the ability to make an abstract connec-

tion. Or a teacher can present an algebraic formula, then ask a

student to solve a related algebraic equation. If the student has

“learned” the formula, he or she should be able to solve the prob-

lem. Generally, that is how we assess learning. A student answers

the questions or doesn’t; solves the problems or doesn’t. In this

typical model, the number of questions answered or problems

solved “correctly” reflects the level of learning; in some cases there

is a slightly more sophisticated interpretation of student work, but

the premise is fundamentally the same. In either case, for the most

part, we are not assessing learning; we are assessing task comple-

tion. Even with developmental and authentic assessment, which

provide a much more meaningful and contextualized picture of

student progress, we have only scratched the surface in terms of

determining what students are truly learning.

In the example above, one might argue that we have also as-

sessed: the ability to think linearly, the ability to follow directions,

and the capacity to negotiate the overt and hidden requirements

of the learning environment. We may even be able to infer an im-

proved understanding of a given subject matter. But we don’t have

a clue what the student truly knows or thinks or feels about the

American Revolution or the particular algebraic equation—or a

thousand other things that the lessons may be related to in this

learner’s mind. We don’t know what meaningful connections might

have been made that can’t possibly be reflected in the assessment.

Likewise, we don’t know what connections weren’t made. We don’t

know what metacognitive (thinking about thinking) tools or pro-
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cesses the student used, and we don’t know how else the student

can apply what has been “learned.”

We don’t know these things for two primary reasons. First, learn-

ing is an intensely personal and unique phenomenon. It is

biologically and psychologically different from person to person

and from setting to setting (Caine & Caine, 1994; Gardner, 1983;

Jensen, 1996). Although we can “observe” learning in limited ways

in terms of brain function (see chapter 2), we cannot, at the time it

is happening, determine how a given learning experience will af-

fect or change a given learner in terms of belief systems,

self-concept, long-term problem solving, or even spirituality. And

this leads to the second reason we don’t truly know what students

(or any of us) is learning at any given time. Simply put, learning

takes time. It is longitudinal. As Jensen explains it, “Biologically, the

best, most valuable and deepest learning does not produce any

tangible results for a considerable time” (1996, p. 115).

The connections that a learning experience creates in an indi-

vidual may not have application for hours or days or years. One

learning experience may interact with another (from the past, or

in the future) in ways that are unimaginable. And ultimately, we

simply don’t know what we know or what we can do until a rel-

evant challenge arises that requires us to apply our knowledge and

skills.

Having stated, rather unequivocally, that we can’t fully assess

learning, let me suggest that we must, nonetheless, strive to assess

the learning process. We can evaluate longitudinal progress, and

we can, in limited ways, assess what knowledge students possess

relative to specific contexts. And, if we work with students to cre-

ate relevant, reasonable objectives for the learning process, while

working closely with them to evaluate their progress toward those

goals, then assessment, despite its limitations, will serve both teach-

ers and students well. We can then at least infer learning is taking

place.
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Chapter 4

The Status Quo
Or

The Lights Are On, Is Anybody Home?

A Horse Story6

Common advice from knowledgeable horse trainers includes the

adage, “If the horse you’re riding dies, get off.” Seems simple enough,

yet in education we don’t always follow that advice. Instead, we

often choose from an array of other alternatives which include:

1. Buying a stronger whip.

2. Returning to the basics of horse riding.

3. Switching riders.

4. Moving the horse to a new location.

5. Riding the horse for longer periods of time.

6. Saying things like, “This is the way we’ve always ridden

horses.”

7. Appointing a committee to study the horse.

8. Arranging to visit other sites where they ride dead horses

more efficiently.

9. Increasing the standards for riding dead horses.

10. Creating a better test for measuring our riding ability.

6 This entertaining piece was given to me by a colleague, Bonnie Bostrom.
She didn’t write it (although she could have). The author remains unknown.
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11. Comparing how we’re riding now with how we did ten

years ago.

12. Complaining about the state of horses these days.

13. Coming up with new styles of riding.

14. Blaming the horse’s parents.

15. Blaming the horse’s peers.

16. Blaming liberal horse trainers.

For those readers who have been in the American Educational

System for long, the horse story will sound painfully familiar. For

those of you who have not worked closely with the schools, trust

me, the story applies.

Unfortunately, our educational system rides a lot dead horses, a

few of which I will discuss in this chapter. I don’t want to create a

fatalistic tone, however. There is a lot to worry about, but I firmly

believe that we can identify our most pressing problems and cre-

ate viable solutions. We can create the kinds of structures and

learning environments that facilitate the rich learning students

deserve.

As an example, earlier I discussed how and why most curricu-

lum ends up in the classroom. If administrators, publishers, state

departments of education, teachers, parents, etc. commit to choos-

ing curriculum objectives and teaching methods that serve students

rather than expediency or the “status quo,” major improvements in

learning can take place. Obviously, we may want students to know

the fifty state capitals, the multiplication tables through 12 and

other discreet points of knowledge. Who among us would con-

sciously limit the depth of knowledge and experience our children

gain in the process of learning “basic” information? Yet we per-

petuate an educational system that does just that every day.

The status quo is perpetuated in reports such as A Nation at

Risk from the early 1980s and others that suggest that doing more

of what works for 10 percent of the population will somehow

trickle down to the other 90 percent. The reality today is that most

American schools are plowing ahead with models for curriculum

and teaching that are variations of ones nearly a century old. This
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is why the average high school calculus class has seven students

(white and mostly male) while “consumer math” has three sections

of 35 students (everybody else). Although well intentioned, the

curriculum and teaching in many of America’s schools simply does

not reach many of our students. And as student populations grow

more diverse and more needy, the discontinuity between them,

and the schools that ostensibly serve them, worsens.

So, does this mean we turn our backs on “standards” or high

expectations? Of course not, but we must connect standards and

expectations to reality. A favorite analogy of mine comes from

track and field. If a high jumper cannot clear six feet, and the

coach responds to this by doing nothing more than raising the

bar to six feet, six inches, both the athlete and coach will soon be

more disappointed than they already are. However, if the coach

carefully assesses why his athlete can’t clear the bar at six feet

and then devises an appropriate training regimen, over time, the

athlete will become a better high jumper, and may even clear six

feet six inches. The same type of approach is necessary in our

schools, but not just for students. Teachers are in desperate need

of high quality, ongoing professional development so that they

are capable of helping their students achieve high academic stan-

dards. Simply raising standards for students (and in some cases

educators) who cannot meet the present requirements is an ex-

ercise in futility. However, carefully assessing what student needs

and abilities are, then providing the “training regimen” or “scaf-

folding” as it is often called, to support student achievement, will

not only facilitate the attainment of higher standards, but it will

create more capable students as well. It is really unconscionable

to make students and educators accountable for new standards

before the support systems for achieving them are in place. As a

recent report from the National Drop Out Prevention Center

notes, “Individuals who are denied educational opportunities that

prepare them to pass assessments of standards have been dis-

criminated against as surely as any disenfranchised group in the

past” (Duttweiler & McEvoy, 1999, p. 8). The point is that while

the movement toward increasing standards for achievement may
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be a very good thing, it will only produce desired outcomes if

teachers and students are given the tools to succeed. Many folks

believe that going “back to the basics” is a means to achieving

such success. Unfortunately for the individuals in that camp, it

won’t work.

The call for “back to basics,” on its surface, seems to be a call for

reasonable expectations for our schools. However, there are a

couple of serious flaws in this approach. First, the “basic curricu-

lum” doesn’t exist anymore. Only a couple of generations ago, the

“three R’s” constituted the bulk of what was taught in schools. Now,

the curriculum (in all grades) is full of content that didn’t even

exist two generations ago. An example is the proliferation of courses

in the computer and environmental sciences. So, in a six hour day,

what qualifies as “basic?” Secondly, and much more importantly,

the primary weakness of “back to the basics” is the implicit sugges-

tion that the curriculum can be finite; that there is a fixed set of

information that must be learned. According to whom? Why? After

you’ve learned the fifty state capitals and the multiplication tables

through 12, then what? As Howard Gardner astutely points out,

It once may have been true that a dedicated individual could

master the world’s extant knowledge or at least some

significant part of it. So long as this was a tenable goal, it

made some sense to offer a uniform curriculum. Now,

however, no individual can master even a single body of

knowledge completely, let alone the range of disciplines and

competencies. (Gardner, 1993, pp. 171-172)

In a recent satellite broadcast from Columbia University entitled

Teaching for Intelligence, Rueven Feuerstein separated the wheat

from the chaff with a more basic question. He asked, “Should we

provide children information and skills that will soon be obsolete,

or endow them with new modalities of thinking that will transcend

the problems they will face” (Feuerstein, 1998)?

As a practical matter, it has been said that information is dou-

bling every two years. How can all of this raw information possibly
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be injected into the curriculum? The simple reality is that there is

too much content, too much information to determine that “xyz”

belongs and “abc” doesn’t. I’m not suggesting that there can’t or

shouldn’t be a “core” curriculum. That is different than back to ba-

sics, particularly when the core curriculum focuses as much on

skills as on content.

I realize this is a bit of a slippery slope. E. D. Hirsch (1987) slid

around on it in his book Cultural Literacy: What Americans Need

to Know, in which he argued (rather convincingly) that the viabil-

ity of our democracy rests on a common “cultural literacy.” There is

some truth in his argument. Moreover, there are things that are

dear to the hearts of many Americans that, in fact, deserve a place

in the curriculum, such as social studies, the natural sciences, and

strong literacy and numeracy (math skills) instruction. The prob-

lem is that most advocates of back to basics advocate discreet pieces

of information as the centerpiece of what should be learned. This

would be fine if we were living several centuries ago when the

average human life span was longer than the life-span of major

social or technological change. If that were the case, the “basic”

information and skills we learned as youth would serve us for our

entire lives. We presently don’t have that luxury. Moreover, most

people who advocate “back to the basics,” are under the spell of a

nostalgic myth about how schools “used to be.” The fact is that in

the 1950s, the “Golden Age” of American education, barely half of

Americans even finished high school. And those that did were per-

ceived to be woefully inadequate academically at the time. In a

wonderful book by Mortimer Smith called The Diminished Mind:

A Study of Mediocrity in our Public Schools, a college professor

remarks of his undergraduate students:

In a class of thirty, at least fifteen will dread what they call

“essay exams.” The reason for this is clear in their contorted

faces as they put pen to paper. They can’t write... They cannot

spell, punctuation is quite beyond them, the mere formation

of a written word troubles them.” (p. 12)
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This professor was quoted in 1954! The author also makes ref-

erence to a large scale study of personnel managers conducted in

New York City in 1953 who claimed that their new hires “cannot

do mental arithmetic and simple fractions and cannot use a dictio-

nary because they are not sufficiently familiar with the order of

the letters in the alphabet” (Smith, 1954, p. 12). Remember, the

author is referring to the exclusive half of Americans who actually

finished 12 grades of school during the period of time in which

we were receiving the “basic education” many now say we should

return to. I have provided two small examples from the book. There

are dozens more. The point, very simply, is that nostalgia is not

always a very good path to the future.

So, how do we get to the future? I think we must find a balance

between process at one extreme and content at the other extreme.

Two authors previously mentioned in this book, have been fight-

ing this battle for several years. Ted Sizer tends to favor process,

while E. D. Hirsch tends to advocate content.7 What does this actu-

ally mean? Roughly speaking, process refers to the way students

learn (and teachers teach) and content refers to what they learn.

This is a fairly significant debate because the end result is very

different for students depending on which philosophy drives the

schooling they receive.

Anyone who has taken courses in both the humanities and the

hard sciences, for example, knows intimately (if not painfully) the

difference between process and content. Education and art courses,

for example, tend to be very process heavy. Students are taught

ways of doing things. There is a lot of application. There is a focus

on how students think and feel. There is a great deal of subjectivity.

Such a focus not only has merits, it is central to effective brain-

based teaching and learning. It should play a pivotal role in

education. Unfortunately, in the extreme, process driven teaching

often leads to students who, after hours or days or weeks in the

classroom, have difficulty articulating what they have learned. The

opposite extreme is typical of education in the natural sciences.

7 For an interesting look at this debate see the October 7, 1996 issue of
U.S. News & World Report.
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Students in cell biology, for example, are presented with a ton of

information about cell anatomy and physiology (cytology). Courses

generally consist of three components: lecture, lab, and tests. (A

joke I’ve heard about science teachers is that they don’t need to

know how to “teach,” all they have to be able to do is read aloud

while standing. No offense to my colleagues in the sciences—It’s

a joke!). Importantly, in such a class, a test on passive and active

transport of molecules and ions across selectively permeable mem-

branes might have fifty questions with “objective” answers. And

the fifty questions might just scratch the surface of the objective

information to be learned about the subject. This is a content-heavy

approach.

It is precisely such a content driven approach that has gener-

ated many of the “problems” I’ve identified so far in the book, e.g.,

standardized testing, cookie-cutter curriculum, factory model

schools, etc. As a result, in K—12 education, there has been an op-

posing trend, and to some extent an “over correction,” toward

process at the expense of content. One manifestation might be the

phenomenon of students who graduate from high school but can’t

read or do basic arithmetic computations. The reason for this shift

is that, in general, growing numbers of students are less and less

capable of succeeding in a traditional, content-heavy model of edu-

cation, so teachers, in the interest of survival, have altered their

objectives. In essence, teachers in average public schools today

must focus as much time and energy on maintaining classrooms as

functional social units as they do on pure academic outcomes. By

the way, I am not suggesting that students are not cognitively ca-

pable of learning content (cell anatomy for example). Students are

as intelligent today as ever. What I’m suggesting is that many stu-

dents today begin elementary school without the basic skills or

study ethic that used to be inculcated in the home, then proceed

through school without those skills and without support systems

necessary for success. It is a cumulative deficit that intensifies as

students progress through the grade levels.

The solution to this problem is, in part, fortifying content

throughout the curriculum, so that as students progress, they learn
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tangible things like what whole numbers are and how they func-

tion, or why subjects and verbs agree in grammatically correct

speech. The key is to fortify content requirements while providing

the support system or scaffolding that good process instruction

creates. Teachers have to commit to this in the earliest grades, and

continue this commitment through senior high school. This doesn’t

mean that we go “back to the basics.” It doesn’t mean we throw

process out the window. On the contrary, it means we strike a good

balance between the process that recognizes students as individu-

als with individual needs and teachers as creative professionals,

while also recognizing that when kids leave school, they should

not only be able to articulate what they have learned, but know

how to learn.

To make matters more challenging, educators—teachers and ad-

ministrators—must strike this balance between process and content

in a highly politicized environment in which the public is not very

clear on what it wants.

John Goodlad (1984) found that despite what we say publicly

via media sound bites, we want our schools to do it all, i.e., a lot

more than just the basics. Parents in particular want before and

after school care, top notch arts, music, and sports programs, gifted

and special education programs, nutritious breakfast and lunch

programs, etc. Having been an educator in public and private

schools, at the elementary and secondary levels, my experience

affirms Goodlad’s findings. It is only natural that parents want

schools to provide every service that could benefit their children.

The dilemma is that other institutions that used to pick up the

slack such as churches and extended families are presently not

viable to the extent they once were. So, in many cases, if the schools

don’t do it, it won’t get done.

When asked to define the gravest problems in schools, teachers

report lack of student and parent interest, and both parents and stu-

dents report drug and alcohol use and poor student discipline as

their greatest concerns (Goodlad, 1984). My work as an education

professor, consultant and charter school board member confirm that

these not only remain public concerns, but that worries about drugs
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and discipline, particularly as it relates to violence in schools, may

even be more acute now than when Goodlad originally conducted

his research. This is significant because even if we “fix” curriculum

and teaching as many of us advocate, the public wants schools to

“fix” drugs, discipline, and a myriad of other things as well. While all

the stated concerns are valid, and schools would be foolish not to

prioritize these issues in the context of overall reform, the reason

most students are disconnected from their studies is not because of

drugs, violence or other “high profile” issues, but because their stud-

ies are disconnected from them. This is not a new argument.

More than a quarter century ago, Postman and Weingartner

(1969) in their book Teaching as a Subversive Activity, argued

vociferously that children in American schools were not only not

receiving a quality education, but that they were being lied to and

cheated by a system based on false assumptions. They eloquently

described the American educational system as a game of “Let’s Pre-

tend.” Their description is as follows:

The game is based on a series of pretenses which include:

Let’s pretend that you are not what you are and that this sort

of work makes a difference to your lives; let’s pretend that

what bores you is important, and that the more you are bored,

the more important it is; let’s pretend that there are certain

things everyone must know, and that both the questions and

the answers about them have been fixed for all time; let’s

pretend that your intellectual competence can be judged on

the basis of how well you can play Let’s Pretend. (p. 49)

While there is clearly a bit of sarcasm in their argument, the fact

is that despite a move toward process from content, mainstream

American education has not changed fundamentally since 1969,

and their central premise, that education revolves around educa-

tors rather than learners, is still, for the most part, valid.

Another problem that is becoming serious is the sheer volume

of “stuff” that has found its way into the curriculum of American

schools. We now have an educational experience that is a mile
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wide and an inch deep. One manifestation of this phenomenon

may be the apparent inequity politicians and the media are fond

of pointing out between the academic achievement of American

students and students from other countries. I am not going to go

into detail about the validity of this supposed gap in this book,

but to the extent that there are differences in achievement be-

tween American kids and kids from other countries, one reason

may very well be that we cover far too much information and do

so in ultimately superficial ways. Moreover, as I discussed earlier

in chapter three, there is often little correlation between the cur-

riculum that students study and the tests that measure their

achievement. This is not the case in many foreign countries against

which American students are compared. As Cynthia Levinson of

the Texas Education Agency notes, “ In most other

countries...teaching to the test means teaching the curriculum,

because the same agency that develops the test also develops

the curriculum” (Levinson, 2000, p. 59).

In terms of the time spent studying subjects, we know that Japa-

nese students spend more time on fewer mathematical concepts

year to year than do American students. Regardless of whether or

not this difference in math instruction causes the supposed differ-

ence in achievement between Japanese and American students, it

is clearly problematic for American students in its own right. Why?

Because whether the subject is math or social studies or a natural

science, there is too much material for teachers to cover effec-

tively and for students to learn meaningfully in the time periods

typically devoted to the subject matter. In general, in American

schools, time is the constant and learning is the variable. This is

nuts. As Caine and Caine (1995) astutely note, “schedules should

be tied to the actual time it takes a student to explore a point of

view or to master a task” (p. 44). Revolutionary! And this is a prob-

lem from kindergarten through 12th grade and beyond. Learning

takes time. And the type of learning that results in strong, multifac-

eted connections in the brain requires not only time, but diversity

in learning experiences, i.e., multiple ways of exploring and ma-

nipulating problems.
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The typical American classroom does not provide either ad-

equate time or diversity in learning experiences. There are many

reasons for this, but four in particular are: 1) teachers (particularly

in public schools) are mandated to cover a large “scope and se-

quence” of curriculum objectives 2) students are grouped together

solely because of chronological age, 3) teachers are asked to work

with unreasonably large groups of students, and 4) most schools

are far too large for the job they do.

Scope and Sequence
The first problem is the scope and sequence of curriculum. These

are documents of “scope” (the big categories) and “sequence” (the

details and sequence of study) that teachers and students must

follow, usually prepared by folks “downtown” or at the state level,

and imposed on classrooms. They often include political agendas

used to control the content of what is taught (or not taught) in

classrooms. Classic examples are evolution vs. creationism and so-

cial studies issues such as the Civil Rights movement in the 60s

and African American history. Interestingly, the scope and sequence

in most curricula are remarkably similar to the topics covered in

the textbooks states approve and school districts buy.8 In effect,

publishers try to please as many people in the middle as possible,

and that motivation is the basis for much of the curriculum taught

in schools today! Another significant difficulty is the sheer volume

of information teachers are supposed to cover in these scopes and

sequences. It doesn’t allow for depth of study and it doesn’t allow

teachers to spend the time necessary to work with students who

need extra attention, or to design lessons that use multiple ap-

proaches to learning. There is simply too much to do in too little

time, particularly when teachers also must cover the “social” cur-

riculum. This includes, but is not limited to anti-drug education,

sexual abuse and harassment prevention, conflict mediation edu-

cation, anti-gang education, self-esteem building, etc., etc.

8 Ironically, this similarity between the scope and sequence of curriculum
and the subject matter addressed in texts does not produce consistent in-
struction across classrooms and schools.
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Grouping by Age
A second, related problem is the way students are typically

grouped in American schools. Students are in third grade only

because they are eight years old. Similarly, they are on chapter

two in the math book because it is Tuesday. There are two signifi-

cant problems with this plan. One, is that students the same age

can be years apart developmentally, but still be completely “nor-

mal” developmentally. As a result, we have classrooms full of kids

who are all being taught, for example, to write in cursive, not

because they are all ready to learn cursive (or need to write in

cursive for that matter), but because they are all eight years old

and the third grade curriculum requires that the teacher teach

cursive writing. There are perfectly bright, happy, normal eight

year olds who do not have the fine motor skills or the spatial

perception (or simply the perceived need) to write effectively in

cursive, but it doesn’t matter because they are in third grade! It’s

in the curriculum!

I once had a seventh grade student who was exceptionally bright,

but who had been “shut down” in his learning for three years be-

tween fourth and sixth grades because he didn’t learn to write in

cursive in the third grade. When he ended up in my seventh grade

English and math classes, he could only write in block letters. Be-

cause of this, and the apparent disdain some teachers had for his

inadequacy with handwriting, he was literally afraid to express him-

self in writing. It took months to get him to communicate openly

in writing. He eventually learned to word process everything, so

cursive has become irrelevant, but he is a living example of the

human flotsam our educational system sometimes creates.

The other issue that makes “cookie cutter” curriculum a serious

problem is that the needs of different communities and even dif-

ferent schools or classrooms within communities can sometimes

be profoundly disparate. And situationally there are always chal-

lenges that arise that make it difficult on a given day or week to

“do what’s in the book.” My wife recently taught elementary school

in an urban district in the Rocky Mountain West. Her district re-

quired all teachers to be literally on the same pages in their
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textbooks week to week in order to facilitate smooth transfers if

and when students changed schools within the district. My wife

happened to teach in one of the poorest schools in one of the

poorest neighborhoods in the school district. Her students were

culturally diverse from the rest of the district and many came from

a socioeconomically disadvantaged background. Many were below

grade level academically. Despite the profoundly unique needs of

her students, she was required to be on “chapter two because it

was Tuesday.” The textbooks themselves may not have been appro-

priate for her students in any context at any time, but to mandate

that her students be at a given point at a given time regardless of

whether it made any sense for student learning was a decision

made “downtown” purely for the convenience of bureaucrats. Of

course, the curriculum policy I’ve just described is somewhat un-

usual in its rigidity and foolishness, but the point remains: much of

what teachers are required to do by people who are not in their

classrooms is based on many things, but student needs are usually

not one of them.

Large Class Size
The third reason that teachers often cannot provide adequate time

or diversity in student learning opportunities has to with the num-

ber of students they must serve at one time. There is, of course,

solid research to support the relationship between small class size

and improved student performance, satisfaction on the part of both

teachers and students, attendance, decreased disciplinary problems

and other benefits (Achilles, Finn, & Bain, 1997-8), but this is an-

other flash of the obvious. There is not a parent, baby-sitter, teacher,

camp counselor, or day care provider alive who doesn’t know that

the lower the adult-child ratio is, the better care children get, and

the more productive adults can be with each child. The problem is

not that we don’t know this. We know. The problem is far more

insidious. We know and we choose to do nothing about it.

We have extensive empirical data from multiple studies, the most

compelling of which tracked over 11,000 students for more than a

decade in Tennessee from 1985 to 1997 that “showed clearly that
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small classes [not more than 15 students] provided higher student

outcomes and better student behaviors than either regular or regu-

lar-with-aide classes” (Achilles et al., 1997-8, p. 40). Smaller classes

reduce retention: (fewer students “failing” grade levels), increase

test scores, increase graduation rates, and improve behavior among

other benefits. And significantly, students who are economically

disadvantaged or come from ethnic minorities that are typically

not well served by American schools, enjoy twice the improve-

ment in academic achievement that white students do in smaller

classes (Finn & Achilles, 1990). In other words, all students benefit

from smaller classes, but the most needy students benefit the most!

But what practical difficulties do large classes actually cause?

Let me offer a couple of illustrations. Let’s assume that we have a

class with 25 students (a number that is relatively small by many

public school standards). In a 50 minute lesson, at any grade level,

if the teacher actually has the full 50 minutes; if all students have

all their supplies, are on time, and are focused; if there are no inter-

ruptions, and the teacher manages to introduce the lesson, answer

all questions, and handle all group concerns within 10 minutes,

the teacher now has a whopping 96 seconds per student to work

with them individually. While you’re contemplating that, let me offer

a second illustration. If a junior or senior high school English teacher

has six classes of 25 students, he or she teaches 150 students per

day. If this teacher assigns an essay, then spends only 5 minutes (a

fraction of the real time involved) per paper evaluating them, he

or she would spend 12.5 hours—more than a day and a half of

work—grading one assignment. No wonder students do so many

worksheets. The point is obvious. Even with the examples above,

which are based on unrealistically positive criteria, it becomes clear

what the real life impact of large groups of students is on overall

educational outcomes.

Large Schools
As Gregory and Smith (1987) note in their book High Schools as

Communities, The Small School Revisited, schools today are of-

ten asked to work with numbers of students so large that the
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majority of a school’s energy and resources are spent in a con-

torted effort just to “keep the lid on” the building, rather than on

something productive and worthwhile such as educating kids.

Many contemporary schools at both the elementary and second-

ary levels are so large that teachers are institutionally separated from

one another by building wings (or buildings), academic departments,

staggered schedules, grade levels, and other bureaucratic structures

put in place in an attempt to maintain some sense of order. Of course,

students endure the same kinds of separations and anonymity. Natu-

rally, under these circumstances schools become bureaucracies rather

than communities, and students inevitably fall through the cracks.

They fall through the cracks because they aren’t connected in mean-

ingful ways to the adults who serve them (or to many other students

for that matter). They are “numbers” or computer entries on atten-

dance lists and grade sheets. They are not human beings connected

to other human beings in significant relationships. They are “obliga-

tions” to be shuttled through the system. I believe that huge schools

(and large classes as mentioned above) are primarily responsible for

the despicable national school drop-out rates mentioned in chapter

five. And a mountain of growing research supports this belief. We

know this because of what the research tells us small schools are

accomplishing.

For starters, students “learn more math, reading, history, and sci-

ence in small schools than in large ones—especially disadvantaged

students” (Lee & Smith, cited in Raywid, 1997-8, p. 35). And far more

students graduate from small high schools and go on to college

than from large ones. At least as importantly, Raywid (1997-8) found

through the analysis of over 100 studies involving tens of thou-

sands of students nationwide that in small schools: 1) students learn

more, 2) at-risk and non-English speaking students are much more

likely to succeed, 3) success is not nearly as stratified along socio-

economic lines, 4) there is less violence, and 5) the bonds created

in small schools have significant impact on students’ behavior and

attitudes outside of and after school. This is not surprising since, as

Raywid notes, “Smallness permits the sort of human connections

that result in strong student-school bonds, enabling the school to
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affect youngsters’ personal habits... and their aspirations...” (p. 35).

Small schools are also, generally speaking, more effective and

innovative in day-to-day operations.

“Smallness permits and invites a number of practices and

arrangements that have independently been found desirable.

In other words, small schools comfortably accommodate

much from the lessons we ’ve learned about school

effectiveness.” (Raywid, 1997-8, pp. 36-37)

This last point about the ability of small schools to operate more

effectively and innovatively should not be taken lightly. In this book

I identify many problems in contemporary education and posit,

what I hope, are thoughtful alternatives. Nonetheless, none of the

most challenging problems we face today, e.g., poor curriculum,

ineffective assessment, weak pedagogy, subpar student achieve-

ment, etc. can be solved unless we provide educators with a setting

and an infrastructure that allows them to do their jobs well. As

Jonathon Kozol, a vocal advocate for equity in education eloquently

states, “Slogans, standards, and exams do not teach reading. Only

well-paid and proficient teachers do, and only if they work under

conditions that do not degrade their spirits and demean their

students”(Kozol, 1997).

I would suggest that limiting schools to a size that is manage-

able, in which people actually know each other, in which a sense

of community, rather than bureaucratic rules, drives attitudes and

behaviors, would be a place to start.

We did not get here by chance. The status quo is the product of

societal choices.

The president of the Colorado Business Commission on Child

Care, Douglas Price, put the problem very succinctly in a presenta-

tion aired on C-SPAN in January of 1997 (Price, 1997). He was

referring to child care rather than primary or secondary schools,

but he said that until we stop looking at child care as “mainte-

nance” and start seeing it as an “investment,” we will continue to

fail to make the kinds of decisions that would lead to high quality
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child care for all families across the board. The same can be said

for education. Of course smaller class sizes are more expensive, at

least on the front end, but to borrow from a bumper sticker, so is

ignorance. Ironically, in some cases, smaller classes are more cost

effective because the need for expensive ancillary services (spe-

cial education, ESL, “Title I”) are diminished, sometimes dramatically

(Achilles et al., 1997-8).

Regardless, until we, as a society, choose to truly prioritize edu-

cation highly, we will continue to fail to make decisions that would

lead to high quality education for all students. And frankly, the

argument that we “can’t afford” to reduce the teacher-student

ratios and/or class sizes in America’s public schools is unmiti-

gated bull. America has a multi-trillion dollar economy. As a nation,

we have collective wealth that borders on obscene. Moreover,

the argument that the “public pie is limited” is also disingenuous

at best. In the late 1980s we spent over $300,000,000 of taxpayer

money to bail out the savings and loan industry, which in many

cases was criminally mismanaged. In the 1990s, increases in prison

spending outstripped increases in education spending by over

two to one. The federal government has spent over 100 billion

dollars since 1997 “keeping the peace” in the former Yugoslavia.

In 1998, the federal congress passed legislation to spend

$215,000,000,000 on roads and bridges. We have the money when

we choose to spend it.

On a final note that relates to money, it is time we stopped pay-

ing lip service to the value of educators, particularly teachers on

the front lines. We wouldn’t dare expect architects or engineers or

computer programmers to work for the “non-monetary rewards”

of their professions. The fact that in many school districts average

teacher salaries cannot support average lives is bad enough as a

practical matter, but on another level it is nothing short of shame-

ful that as a society we make a conscious choice, year in and year

out, to relegate teachers to one of the poorest paid professions in

America. Teachers are responsible for the education, health, happi-

ness, personal growth, and well-being of our children. And they

work with quantities of children that would drive most profes-
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sionals to a nervous breakdown, yet we pay bartenders and plumb-

ers as much or more than we do classroom teachers (no offense to

bartenders and plumbers, but the human stakes of a poorly mixed

drink or clogged drain are significantly less). In a letter to the edi-

tor of the Santa Fe New Mexican newspaper, a writer said it well.

“Teachers... are the consummate professionals, for without their

efforts, there are no other professionals.”

The economic argument that teachers cost society money un-

like professionals in the real world who produce value added

products, and thus generate revenue for employers, is simply not

defensible. What is of greater value to our society, now and in the

future, than an educated, well-adjusted populace? Even if we don’t,

in fact, value an educated public for its own sake, our economy

depends on it. By the way, the same arguments can be made for the

social service sector in general from child care workers to cops to

social workers; it’s just that this particular soap box is reserved for

the plight of educators.

So, we know, then, many of the things that don’t work well in

schools today. Fortunately, however, there are classrooms and

schools that provide exceptional educational opportunities. What

do they look like? I propose some examples in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

What Makes A Good School?

The question is not, Is it possible to educate all children
well, but rather, Do we want to do it badly enough?

Deborah Meier in The Power of Their Ideas

As I’ve discussed in previous chapters, there are many factors that

conspire to create mediocrity in far too many of America’s schools.

Assuming there is some validity to my arguments, it makes sense

then to pursue the question: What makes a good school? After all, it

is relatively easy for me or anyone else to complain about the state

of affairs in American education. It is another issue all together to

offer some workable alternatives.

Good Schools

First, I believe that a good school is a sophisticated entity that, at

its core, recognizes that children are complex beings. We live in a

time in which approaching schooling as a process that simply edu-

cates kids in certain academic subjects from 8:00 am to 3:00 pm is

no longer viable for a myriad of reasons. Kids come to school in a

different place psychologically, sociologically, and cognitively than

they did in the past. They have needs that were unthinkable just a

couple of generations ago. Some are malnourished; many are psy-

chologically scarred; some have learning disabilities; others are
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mentally or behaviorally disabled. Some are just emotionally and

physically exhausted. The list is long. The point is that the most

needy of these youth didn’t attend school just a couple of genera-

tions ago. They either stayed home, were institutionalized, or, if

their skills were high enough, ultimately found employment as la-

borers. Many students today are otherwise “normal” kids who come

from such dysfunctional environments that they cannot easily cope

in the average school setting.

We have undergone dramatic social change as well. The disinte-

gration of the American nuclear family is probably the greatest

single challenge to schools today. U.S. Census data reveal that in

1940, nearly 70% of all American families consisted of two parents

raising their own biological children with one parent working and

one in the home (what I call the “Leave it to Beaver” family). Today,

less than 10% of American families meet this definition.  In 1950,

only 12% of mothers worked outside the home. Today the figure is

over 65% (Hofferth, 1999).9

Another crucial challenge faced by schools and society is the

impoverishment, neglect and abuse of a growing percentage of

children. As the book Human Diversity in Education notes with

stunning statistics,

In the United States, the number of children living in poverty

has risen 43% since 1970, and more than 12 million American

youngsters live below the poverty level... Most disturbing is

the fact that every nine seconds a child drops out of school,

every ten seconds a child is reported abused or neglected, every

two hours a child is killed by firearms, every four hours a child

commits suicide, and every five hours a child dies from neglect

and abuse. (Cushner, Mclelland, & Safford, 2000, p. 9)

9 The disintegration of the nuclear family in less than three generations,
though very problematic, may not be inherently bad. Many disparate family
units manage to function quite well and the nuclear family unit was not com-
mon until the 19th century itself. The problem, at least as it relates to schools,
is that the contemporary school system is predicated upon a family model
that no longer exists.
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Clearly the state of the American family has changed dramati-

cally and the conditions many children find themselves in are

appalling. We can complain about this, we can wax nostalgically

about how kids and families “used to be,” but until society changes,

we can’t alter the reality of the students who arrive every morning

at the front steps of our schools. Therefore, if we want to effec-

tively educate kids, we need to work with the “whole” child, and

that may require paying attention to a lot more than the “three Rs.”

So what does a good school look like in this context?

A good school exhibits several interrelated factors. At the very

least, a good school must effectively address curriculum (what is

taught), pedagogy (how it is taught), and learning climate (what

the learning environment looks and feels like). And a good school

must have good leadership. All of these issues should support one

another in a school’s daily business. And as school communities

plan their efforts, all stakeholders should be conscious of the ways

in which pursuing daily activities furthers or hinders the school’s

goals. As obvious as this sounds, it never ceases to amaze me how

frequently schools profess certain goals, yet engage in practices

and build organizational structures that not only don’t support the

goals, but often compromise them. In chapter seven I will propose

a tool for matching planning with action. It is a matrix of sorts,

that serves to guide the efforts of those in a school community,

and also helps to make such efforts more cohesive. In the mean-

time, I will specifically address the four facets of school success I

mentioned above. Keep in mind, as you read, regardless of what

schools hope to achieve, good schools involve parents in the pro-

cess. I will discuss this in detail in chapter eight.

Curriculum
One of the biggest challenges for teachers in American schools

today is that so many kids don’t care about what is being taught.

Part of this, of course, is that many contemporary students simply

don’t possess the same ethic about schoolwork that previous gen-

erations did. Few of us truly enjoyed diagramming sentences, but

most of us did it anyway because it didn’t occur to us that we had
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a choice. In fact, most of us never assumed that what we thought

as students much mattered in the classroom at all. However, the

problem today is more than just work ethic. The world is different.

Mass media (particularly television, video games and computers)

have acculturated students toward a different kind of thinking;

thinking that is far more visually stimulated than in the past. Fami-

lies, churches and other institutions do not share the same kind of

functionality or continuity of purpose with schools that they once

did. Therefore, students today receive far more “mixed messages.”

They learn to adhere to the most profitable or practical message at

a given moment. Consequently, contemporary students are much

more utilitarian than in the past. They connect with things that are

of immediate service or value to them.

Once again, we can bemoan this fact or we can acknowledge it

and respond to it. The first place to start is with curriculum. What

we teach has to be interesting and relevant (this concept is no big

revelation, but knowing it doesn’t make it happen). We can create

more enticing curriculum two ways. The first is to recognize that

some things we teach really don’t matter. If they don’t matter, don’t

torture students with them and don’t waste teachers’ time. A gen-

eral example is our penchant for forcing facts and figures down kids’

throats. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, we are firmly en-

trenched in the information age. The sheer volume of raw information

being thrust upon us is overwhelming. It is folly to believe that we

can teach it all to students today. As such, we should follow the ad-

vice of Howard Gardner (1995) and focus on key concepts, essential

questions, and generative ideas (see figure 5.1) to guide the curricu-

lum. In particular, Gardner states, “I am convinced that schools

attempt to cover far too much material and that superficial under-

standings (or non understandings) are the inevitable result” (p. 208).

My experience in the classroom has been that if the key con-

cepts, essential questions, and generative ideas are well chosen (by

instructors and/or students), the details generally fall into place.

Not only do students end up covering most of the material I would

have chosen anyway, but they also tend to naturally pursue issues

that make for a much richer and meaningful discourse because
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Figure 5.1
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they have a role in the process. In other words, we need to move

away from the present practice of scope and sequence which is “a

mile wide and an inch deep,” and pursue curriculum that is nar-

rower and deeper (see chapter four for an in-depth discussion of

scope and sequence). Such a move will not only make learning

more interesting, it is more likely to engender the critical thinking

in students that educators, parents, and policy makers claim we

want students to develop.

The second way to make the curriculum more interesting and

relevant is to directly connect it to applications that are sensible

for students rather than for educators. As an illustration, lets return

to the example in chapter three of a social studies lesson about

the separation of powers in American government. Most students

today would find the content of a typical lesson on American gov-

ernance BORING. However, in my example, I suggested that

teaching the concept around an issue that is near and dear to stu-

dents’ hearts, i.e., school policy regarding open or closed campus,

changes the whole tone of the lesson. In the example, students

research the concept of separation of powers so that they can use

the same mechanism to address the issue of open vs. closed cam-

pus in their school. Students then collectively present their findings

so that the teacher (or even other students) can evaluate the accu-

racy of their understanding before proceeding further. Finally,

students enact a mock process involving all three “branches of

government” as a “bill,” written to legislate open or closed campus,

works its way through the system. Students should even be en-

couraged to pursue their position within the governance system

in the school. When curriculum is devised this way, concepts that

adults, for good reason, believe are important, but that students at

first fail to see as relevant, can actually enjoy great success in the

classroom. This approach is effective at all levels. I’ve seen kinder-

garten students explore fractions with cupcake batter and second

graders learn about proportion and scale by building incredible

scale models of the buildings in their community.

Some other issues related to curriculum in a good school are

the degree to which curriculum matches students’ developmental
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levels and how it is integrated across subjects. As I mentioned in

chapter four, a significant problem with curriculum in many Ameri-

can schools today is that it is not developmentally appropriate for

many of the students who are receiving it. I used the example of

teaching cursive writing in third grade, but there are many other

examples. What this essentially means is that after about first or

second grade, curriculum is presented to children almost exclu-

sively because of their chronological age, and ignores many other

important factors. Conversely, most kindergarten classrooms these

days are essentially developmental. This is good for most students,

because teachers tend to work with kids where they are, rather

than cramming square pegs in round holes. By the third grade,

however, most teaching is inextricably linked to the grade level

curriculum objectives, so kids who are behind or ahead of the ob-

jectives for eight year olds are left on the margins of the bulk of

instruction. Moreover, by this time, the curriculum has become very

literacy based with the introduction of the first basal textbooks.

One might argue that this is a good thing, that students should

have to read to succeed. The problem with this position is that

many very intelligent, very motivated children do not enter the

third grade with what are deemed third grade literacy skills—for a

variety of reasons, such as familial educational background, socio-

economic status, the quality of their early elementary education,

or simply natural developmental differences. Then, because of lim-

ited reading and writing skills, not because of a lack of intelligence

or desire, children are disconnected from the curriculum.

Interestingly, there is some compelling evidence that we begin

literacy instruction in American schools too early, rather than too

late. As David Elkind (1988) noted in The Hurried Child, in many

other countries, e.g., Russia, Sweden, and others, and in some U.S.

schools, literacy instruction begins as much as two or three years

later than it does in typical American schools, yet the students in

the “delayed” schools often have superior reading and writing skills

by the late elementary grades! Elkind believes this is because many

young children are not only not ready for formal, structured lit-

eracy instruction, but that such instruction actually hurts what
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would otherwise be a relatively easy and natural process if we only

waited a couple of years.

In a good school, curriculum objectives apply to all students,

but it doesn’t matter how old chronologically a student is when

he or she masters the objectives. As long as individual students are

consistently growing and learning, it doesn’t matter if they learn

cursive when they are seven or ten. As an aside, with the prolifera-

tion of word processors, email and the like, it may not matter if

students in today’s world ever learn cursive.

One structural way to create more developmentally appropri-

ate classrooms is to group students of multiple ages. The most

common example at the elementary level is simply combining two

or three grade levels in one classroom. A related concept involves

keeping teachers with the same group of students for more than

one year. In other words, as students move from one grade to the

next, the teacher moves with them. This is frequently called “loop-

ing.” At the secondary level, multi-age classrooms are fairly common

when courses have open registration. Such a practice gives teach-

ers and students the freedom to focus on learning objectives, rather

than student ages. By the way, multi-age classrooms are not new.

The old one room school house had first through eighth grades,

and some times more, in the same room.

The other way good schools apply curriculum is through inte-

gration of subject matter. As I mentioned in chapter two, we know

clearly now from brain research that learning is optimal when the

learning process involves the integrated exploration of related

concepts. Our brains do not function in isolation, so we shouldn’t

teach an isolated curriculum either. Subjects should be taught to-

gether so that “big picture” learning can occur; so that connections,

both literal and metaphorical, can strengthen the depth of learn-

ing. Common examples are teaching history, language, art, music,

and literature together. Many natural themes occur with such com-

binations. Reading Shakespeare while studying Elizabethan England

simply makes sense, and both can be a segue for studying the tran-

sition from alchemy to modern science. At the elementary level,

“thematic” instruction allows teachers and students to explore a
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theme across subjects, and if it’s done well, themes can be the

vehicle for effective integration. It creates much more meaningful

learning for students, because it is closer to how our brains learn

biologically.

Pedagogy
Now that we’ve addressed some criteria for good curriculum, it is

important to have a look at how curriculum is taught. The best

curriculum in the world can’t f ly unless the person teaching it can

bring it to life and make it stimulating and accessible to students.

Pedagogy literally means “the study of children.” Sometimes I

think the literal translation from the Greek would serve us better

than the contemporary definition (teaching methods or styles),

because, as with curriculum, a lot of teaching today doesn’t have

much to do with what we know about kids. In a good school, the

first thing we see in pedagogy is that it is well grounded in theory—

theory about how people learn, how the brain functions, human

development, psychology, and sociology. In other words, in a good

school, teachers clearly understand what they are doing and why

they are doing it. Can you imagine if the engineer that designed

the bridge you commute over “winged it” when designing the

bridge? How about your physician? How comfortable would we

be in our doctors’ offices if medical school were based on “intu-

ition?” This is not to suggest that schooling for our youth should be

a purely technical or scientific phenomenon with teachers ap-

proaching students as “subjects.” Heaven forbid. One of the things

great teachers have in common is intuition. However, a significant

weakness in the practice of many teachers is simply that there is

little or no empirical basis for the way they teach. We know a tre-

mendous amount about how kids learn, but we often fail to apply

that knowledge to teaching. As Peter Senge, author of The Fifth

Discipline would say, many of us don’t have good “mental models”

to inform the decisions we make (Senge, 1990).

A good example is literacy instruction. We have wasted a great

deal of time and energy of late on the false debate between “phon-

ics” and “whole language.” We have some teachers exclusively
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drilling kids with arcane phonics exercises and others exposing

students to the world’s great literature as if the literature itself were

somehow a literacy program. The fact is, we have known, at least

since the 1960s, that the vast majority of “normal” kids will learn

to read regardless of the mode of instruction, given enough expo-

sure to the written word (Adams, 1990; Chall, 1967). However, most

kids learn to read faster with some structured phonics instruction,

and some kids benefit greatly from early, systematic phonics in-

struction (Adams, 1990). More importantly, we have a good idea

who these kids are because extensive research shows a strong re-

lationship between poor phoneme awareness (understanding the

sounds that form words) and difficulty in reading (Collins, 1997).

However, no children, regardless of how well they can sound out

words, can make meaning of text unless they have the internalized

vocabulary to understand the words and the context to make in-

ferences from the reading. This is true for adults as well. If you are

reading this book, then you have at least basic literacy skills. How-

ever, if you were to pick up a technical book on quantum physics

or cellular immunology, you could sound out words perfectly until

the cows come home, yet still flunk a comprehension test on ei-

ther subject if you lacked the necessary vocabulary or context to

make meaning of the text.

Astoundingly, this fundamental research on literacy is ignored

by most educators, and certainly policy makers, when formulating

literacy curriculum and instruction. Decisions about phonics or

whole language are frequently based on politics or gut feelings. It

is absurd to suggest that any literacy curriculum can be based solely

on phonics or solely on literature. Good teachers provide solid

literacy scaffolding in the form of instruction that covers literacy

skills, e.g., decoding of sounds (phonics), word structures (mor-

phemes) and context. And they use good, quality literature in a

language rich environment to do it. More importantly, they are

cognizant of why they teach literacy the way they do. Students

with poor phoneme awareness need greater phonics instruction.

Children with limited understanding of the conventions of the

written word, or who are culturally marginalized need extensive
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exposure to language via oral and written stories. They need to be

immersed in literature that has context, from grocery lists to short

stories and books.

Another, even more disturbing example of the disconnect be-

tween what we know about learning on the one hand and how we

educate kids on the other hand, is the inane curriculum plan that

denies most American children foreign language instruction until

they are in junior or senior high school. We know unequivocally

from brain research (and common sense) that children have a

greater biological facility for language acquisition when they are

young than when they reach puberty and adulthood, yet most

schools don’t provide any formalized opportunities to engage for-

eign languages until kids have “past their prime.” This disconnect

has a perverse element to it when one considers that ultimately

English speaking students are encouraged or even required to study

a second language (albeit at the wrong time in their school career)

while non English speaking students are often ostracized in schools

for already speaking another language (Pond, 1996).

Another facet of good pedagogy is flexibility. As with literacy, what

works for one kid may not only not work for others, but may not

even work for the same child in different settings or on different

days. So many factors affect students’ learning from day to day that

good teachers must be able to recognize, situationally, what ap-

proaches work at given times. This doesn’t mean that there aren’t

pedagogical practices that are universally sound. There are, and they

will be discussed in the next chapter. But I am suggesting that part

of good, consistent teaching is the ability to be both flexible and

diverse—the capacity to change one’s approach when necessary.

A corollary to diverse or flexible teaching is teaching that is not

only student centered, but student driven. Just about every educa-

tional program in America from kindergarten to graduate school

now claims to be “student centered.” Even if this were true, which

it is not, I believe that optimal learning requires teaching that is

beyond “student centered”—it must exist for students.

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, most school structures—

from budgets, to union contracts to class schedules to the
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curriculum—are designed to meet the needs of educators, both

teachers and administrators, and other adults, not students. This is

often also the case with teaching as well. Before any practicing

teachers, particularly those in unions, revolt, let me add that I am

not suggesting that union contracts are evil entities designed to

rob children of an education. When I was a secondary teacher, I

was a union member. Nor am I suggesting that teachers don’t sin-

cerely care about their students. That’s beyond question. As for the

union movement, it has very sound, historical rationale. Nonethe-

less, when was the last time union negotiators went to the mat for

textbooks or counseling for students? How often have unions gone

on strike for “improved testing.” It’s about money, working condi-

tions (lunch and recess duty and when teachers can come and go)

and job security. These are important issues, and when they are

dealt with well, services to students improve because teachers are

less frustrated and they stay in the profession longer. The fact re-

mains, however, that in this context student issues are secondary.

Teaching itself also often serves the system rather than students,

but I think teachers are victims here too. The system, particularly

in public schools, has evolved (or devolved) to the point that teach-

ers are forced to pre-package education and human relationships

into compartmentalized, isolated, brief encounters designed to

reach as many kids in the middle as possible, with as little variance

and disruption as possible. Often the most innovative teachers—

those who try to serve kids rather than the system—are penalized.

Some even lose their jobs.

Such a reality compromises the pedagogy of teachers and the

learning of students. When teachers are required to teach to groups

of 25, 30 or even 40 students with widely divergent needs, using

one generic curriculum, developed and chosen by someone else,

the natural tendency is to teach in a way that gets as many people

as possible from point a to point b with the fewest problems pos-

sible, and with the teacher’s sanity intact. Many teachers end up

using a preponderance of worksheets and other pre-packaged as-

signments that are easily and quickly evaluated. They resort to

learning activities that are predictable and easily controlled. Open
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ended, student driven activities are rare, despite their great value,

because the logistics of such learning in the average classroom are

too daunting.

Beyond the systemic challenges such as inadequate funding, in-

effective administration, politicized policy making, etc. that often

make innovative pedagogy difficult, teachers themselves are often

limited by their own experiences in education. Many of us teach

the way we were taught, even when those methods were difficult

or ineffective for us. Many teachers are also the product of very

unimaginative teacher training. And because teachers are rarely

given the freedom to fail by administrators, risk taking tends to be

limited.

In order to experience across the board improvements in peda-

gogy in American schools at least three things must happen. The

first is that we absolutely must change the structure of typical

schools and classrooms. Class size must be radically reduced, and

teachers must have a much larger role in developing the curricu-

lum they use. Secondly, many teachers need to carefully reevaluate

their own assumptions about teaching and learning, and honestly

acknowledge the routines and behaviors that serve them rather

than their students. And third, as a component of the first two ef-

forts, teachers must establish a clear relationship between learning

objectives on one hand and the way they teach on the other. This

is another example of what my father would call a “brilliant flash

of the obvious,” but like other obvious things in education, it fre-

quently doesn’t happen. Teachers sometimes get so caught up in

the day-to-day and minute-to-minute realities of survival in the class-

room, that we end up relying on teaching methods that are workable

in the sense that the classroom functions, but that don’t necessar-

ily facilitate a great deal of learning. Some specific examples and

possible solutions are addressed in the next chapter.

Learning Climate
A facet of successful classrooms and good schools that is at least

as critical as curriculum and pedagogy is learning climate. Learn-

ing climate is the sum total of all the components that make a
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learning environment look and feel the way it looks and feels—

the way a room is  decorated, rules, teacher demeanor,

psychological issues, furniture, lighting, etc. Learning climate has

a lot to do with things like how long students can stay focused

on a given task, how they feel about themselves when they’re

learning, and how comfortable they are physically and emotion-

ally, among others. Many of us have not-so-fond memories related

to learning climate: the scowling teacher, the bullet proof chairs

and desks locked together in straight rows, the fear of tests and/

or grades, even the threat of corporal punishment for some of us.

Of course, many of us had very positive experiences with learn-

ing climate as do many students today. A significant difference

from a couple of generations ago is that now there is far less

continuity between the home and school for most children. I

would venture to guess that most Americans who went to school

up until the 1960s would say that parents were more supportive

of teachers, and that the values taught in home and school were

much closer to one another than they are today. This discontinu-

ity exacerbates the debilitating effects of negative learning

climates that many children suffer. These can be problems of physi-

cal comfort, psychological safety (with the teacher or other

students), or a simple disconnection between the way a class-

room is physically set-up relative to the things students are

supposed to learn.

If you doubt this, imagine for a minute that you had to do your

job under the conditions found in many classrooms. Suppose you

had to sit in a hard, straight backed chair, in some cases physically

attached to your desk. Imagine that you couldn’t move from that

chair for long periods of time. Imagine that dialogue between you

and your colleagues was severely limited, and that you could only

direct your attention in one direction—toward your supervisor.

Imagine if you had to request permission to move within your of-

fice, or to the bathroom. And finally, imagine that you were

constantly tested—not on your job performance—but on your

ability to follow arcane rules, to recapitulate everything your su-

pervisor said, the way he or she said it, in some narrow, rigid format



The Lights Are On, Is Anybody Home?

6 7

determined by the supervisor’s supervisor. Fortunately, most pro-

fessionals do not work under conditions even remotely similar to

those described above. Unfortunately, many students still do. And

not surprisingly, so do their teachers!

In a good school, learning areas are physically comfortable. Stu-

dents can sit around tables and work collaboratively. They can

move freely. There are areas for reading or thinking which allow

kids to spread out. The physical environment is pleasing to the

senses, with stimulating visual components including artwork,

plants, and other things that soften the room. Live fish or small

animals help students get a broader understanding of their place

in the world and often have a calming effect. At different times,

classical and jazz or other music set appropriate tones for activi-

ties. There is a lot of natural light, with unobstructed views of the

outside world, and a good deal of learning time is spent in the

outside world. A wide variety of books and supplies are always in

easy reach of students, and students generally have the freedom

to use them as they please.

In a positive learning environment, the teacher models empa-

thy, compassion, and understanding, and clearly communicates fair

expectations to students. Individuality is prized and diversity is

seen as a natural, inevitable reality that has great value for learning

and relationships. Children are encouraged to pursue creative and

innovative problem solving strategies, and to share them with each

other. Similarly, knowledge and skills are valuable resources to be

openly shared, not hoarded. Most importantly, a good learning en-

vironment is one in which learners feel safe to explore and to take

risks. And the teacher is responsible for creating this psychologi-

cal safety.

Such safety and sharing facilitate a sense of community. A com-

monality amongst successful schools is that the stakeholders in

the educational process, e.g., students, teachers, parents, staff,

etc., feel a sense of belonging and shared mission. They work

together to reach common objectives and often, with good lead-

ership, realize synergy, where the whole is greater than the sum

of its parts.
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Leadership
Although good teachers can create pockets of excellence within

schools, excellent schools must have strong, effective leadership.

What does leadership look like in exceptional schools? First we

must take a look at who leaders are and what they ostensibly do.

In most schools, leadership is the responsibility of the principal.

Principals today are almost exclusively administrators. They do little

if any actual teaching of students. In the past, school leaders were

“principal teachers,” hence the present title, and they spent a sig-

nificant portion of each day actually teaching. Today, the demands

of most schools, and particularly most school districts, make it dif-

ficult, if not impossible, for contemporary principals to spend any

time teaching. This is unfortunate, because, as a result, many prin-

cipals have forgotten what their primary responsibility is. The most

important job principals have is to help teachers be effective. In

doing so, they create better experiences for students, and every-

body wins.

Unfortunately, most principals today, particularly in public

schools, are managers. They haggle over very limited discretionary

funds, they make schedules, they manage and supervise human re-

sources, they try to address discipline problems teachers can’t or

won’t handle in the classroom, they do a mountain of paperwork,

and they spend an immense amount of time on the minutiae of

daily business. Most principals do all of this autocratically. They are

autocratic because they perceive such a management style to be

less complicated and faster than collaborative decision making, and

because public school districts are hierarchical systems that encour-

age autocratic management. Often, principals are given tasks by the

central office with so little advance notice, that they feel compelled

to make decisions without seeking the input of their staff.

Additionally, because public education is so highly politicized, a

culture has developed in typical school districts in which autoc-

racy and arcane policy serve as protection mechanisms. From the

superintendent, who is a lightening rod for all constituencies, down

through principals and teachers, individuals are not only protected

by arcane policy, but often rewarded for “staying in the lines.” For
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example, in this culture, it doesn’t matter whether or not a par-

ticular program “succeeds.” What matters is whether or not everyone

follows the rules while implementing it. The status quo is perpetu-

ated by each successive level of administration, e.g., principal,

district, state, and federal government.

The principal as manager described earlier is fairly common, but

is not indicative of leadership in exceptional schools. To some ex-

tent, as is the case with teachers and pedagogy, principals are victims

of the system as well. They must deal with curriculum coordinators

and assistant superintendents, and comptrollers “downtown” who

make policy that often gets in the way of their ability to serve teach-

ers and students. Similarly, the folks downtown are being pressured

by the school board and the state, which is being pressured by the

feds. But unlike teachers, principals generally have the positional

authority, at least within their buildings, to make innovative, local

policy decisions. Likewise effective principals interpret directives

from the central office in ways that serve their schools.

In good schools principals are focused. They know what they

want to accomplish and why, and they implement structures that

facilitate their goals. They are insightful. They understand students,

teachers, parents, and the community. They are not managers, they

are leaders. They are very knowledgeable. They understand the sys-

tem and negotiate it well, but are not held prisoner to its

idiosyncrasies. They know curriculum and pedagogy. Principals of

good schools work with teachers to serve students. They under-

stand that their primary mission is to serve teachers so that teachers

can serve students. They get out of their offices. They marshal re-

sources and encourage innovation. They understand that

collaboration leads to synergy which leads to dynamic learning

opportunities for students. They respect all stakeholders (students,

parents, teachers, and community members) and ensure they all

have voice. They treat teachers as professionals. And exceptional

school leaders are visionaries. They see possibilities and opportu-

nities where others see roadblocks or the status quo.

I’ve known a couple of exceptional educational leaders and they

both have a few things in common. They both honestly believe
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that students come first, they are willing to take hits in pursuit of

what they believe students need, and they allow those who work

for them the freedom to innovate by giving them the freedom to

fail. One once said to me after a bruising school board meeting in

which he had requested significant increases in student services,

“I could be a bean counter and be professionally successful and

eventually leave this business unscarred, or I can advocate for kids

and get beat up. At the end of the day, if I do my job, students will

be better off and I can live with the wounds.”

Obviously, the administrator I quoted above is indicative of the

kind of passionate commitment that does make a difference. When

such leadership is combined with exceptional curriculum, peda-

gogy, and learning climate, we have great schools, and kids get a

great educational experience—they have a place in their own learn-

ing and both process and product are reflections of their skills,

aspirations, and identity. We should strive for no less, because even

if we fail to pursue excellence out of altruism, we cannot afford to

accept the status quo if our democracy is to survive. This is not

hyperbole or Chicken Little extremism. In some urban areas, roughly

50% of students do not finish high school. Nationally, the drop out

rate for minorities represents a major crisis. A recent report com-

missioned by the Clinton Whitehouse via Education Secretary

Richard Riley, entitled No More Excuses, found that nationally, the

drop-out rate for Hispanic students is 3.5 times greater than for

Anglo students, and 2.5 times greater than for African Americans

(Soto & Toppo, 1998). Another Department of Education report

released in December, 1997, found that even including students

who eventually earn high school diplomas through night school

or other alternative means, nearly 10% of Anglos never graduate

from high school, while 27% of Blacks and 37% of Hispanics never

earn a high school diploma.

Many of those who do finish have such marginal skills that they

are neither employable nor prepared for college. If we don’t fix

this problem, early in this century we will encounter unprec-

edented social problems resulting from tens of millions of

uneducated, unemployable, disenfranchised people who will be,
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understandably, very unruly. Our democracy can only sustain itself

if the citizenry is capable of participating in the system, and such

participation requires education. As No More Excuses notes “If our

country stays on its current path... a large segment of the country’s

[population] will be underprepared for employment, for making

personal choices, and for engagement in civic life” (cited in Soto &

Toppo, 1998). Educating our children, then, is more than a philo-

sophical or political issue; it is a survival issue.
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Chapter 6

Meaningful Learning
vs. Going Through The Motions

And
What Things Work From Kindergarten

To Graduate School

To educate a person in mind but not in morals is to
create a menace to society.

Theodore Roosevelt

Many of the factors that lead to critical thinking and meaningful

learning are universal across grade level and subject. This critical

fact has unfortunately been lost in much of teacher training. This

is, to a great extent, the result of the inferiority complex that edu-

cation has had as an academic discipline. Like psychology and

sociology earlier in this century, education has struggled to estab-

lish itself as a legitimate social science. As part of this struggle,

educators have sometimes failed to see the forest for the trees be-

cause we have been so obsessed with legitimizing our discipline

with empirical research, that we overlook the obvious. We have

specialized and compartmentalized to the point that we miss uni-

versal truths. For example, whether a learner is a four year old
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preschooler or a 44 year old graduate student, he or she needs

psychological safety to excel. Clearly there are developmental and

experiential differences between the two ages, but many of their

needs as learners are similar. They both need physical comfort and

a stimulating environment. They both need to be respected as indi-

viduals and encouraged to innovate. They both would benefit from

collaboration with peers and social transmission (learning by ob-

serving others) in general. They both have what is called a “proximal

zone of development,” which means that their abilities and their

experiences combine to create a window of potential learning.

This window or zone of development can either be maximized or

limited by the learning environment—this includes curriculum,

pedagogy, and learning climate.

Figure 6.1
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So what teachers teach and how they teach it is of similar con-

cern to both the four year old and the 44 year old. Instruction

needs to fit the proximal zone of development for each individual,

but the factors that make a good school discussed in chapter five

are essentially the same for most all learners, even across gender

and culture. I am not suggesting that students are all the same. In

fact, I’ve spent most of this book intimating otherwise. What I am

saying is that certain core facets of good education are essentially

universal—from kindergarten to graduate school. For example, to

excel, all learners need interesting, relevant, developmentally ap-

propriate, and integrated curriculum. They all need instruction that

is knowledgeable, focused, flexible, student driven and based on

clear objectives. And they all need a learning climate that is physi-

cally comfortable, psychologically safe, responsive to diverse

student needs, and designed to facilitate learning objectives. To

quote an oft used phrase, “this is not rocket science.” Of course,

that is part of the problem. Many educators wish it were. Good

teaching is, however, extremely challenging and requires commit-

ted (if not passionate), insightful and capable practitioners.

I also believe good teaching and meaningful learning involve more

than academic subjects. To paraphrase Teddy Roosevelt, society can

ill afford brilliant youth with empty moral bank accounts. I’m not

going to preach about the moral decline of the nation’s schools and

school children, the need for prayer in schools, or some other moral

cause du jour. Former Secretary of Education, William Bennett, and

others already make a good living doing that. I will argue, however,

that one of the central failings of schools today is the move toward

value-neutral education. This is not to say that it is the job of educa-

tors to indoctrinate America’s school children with some narrowly

prescribed moral or ethical code. Nonetheless, most of us would

agree that there are some universal “values,” (honesty, compassion,

etc.) that make for better human beings. Moreover, these are values

that I believe can be modeled in schools. (Whether or not they can

be taught is another issue).

As an example, cheating, stealing, lying, bigotry, violence and

other undesirable behaviors are frightfully common in American
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schools, in American elementary schools. In fact, in many cases,

such behavior is so common, and so intimidating, that many teach-

ers choose to ignore it or run from it, rather than challenge it. This

sends a very dangerous message to young people who are experi-

menting with who they want to be as individuals, and ultimately,

as adults. It is also very problematic because many children spend

more time with a teacher or teachers than with any other adult in

their lives. If we don’t use the time kids spend in school modeling

honesty, compassion, and tolerance, then many kids will never be

honest, compassionate, tolerant people because so many of them

won’t have these values modeled anywhere else in their lives.

I’m not suggesting, by the way, that we scrap math and history

in favor of “Character Counts.” As I mentioned in chapter four, the

social curriculum is already squeezing out precious time from the

academic curriculum. What I am suggesting is that educators con-

sider how every lesson in history or math or reading can

incorporate, in context, questions about beliefs and values. I’m

suggesting that educators model, without fail, exactly the behav-

iors and attitudes we want students to take with them. And when a

2nd grader calls a classmate a “fag” in anger, or when a 10th grader

says to a friend in conversation how he’s going to “fuck someone

up with a baseball bat,”10 teachers absolutely must not ignore these

exchanges. Thankfully, there are teachers who will not permit such

language, and who work with students to explore more appropri-

ate ways of expressing themselves. Unfortunately,  for those readers

who do not spend time in schools, I can assure you that the major-

ity of such exchanges, particularly at the secondary level, are not

pursued by teachers.

As profoundly difficult as it is—and having been a junior high

and high school teacher I know just how tough it can be to man-

age the courage to address such issues—if we, as adults, don’t

address these negative situations, then kids will see it as tacit

10 I apologize to anyone I may have offended with such vulgar language, but
for those readers who are not in schools, I can assure you such language is
common. The examples above were actual cases, but unfortunately the vul-
garity heard in schools is sometimes much worse.
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approval of their behavior. We must not only communicate to stu-

dents when language or behavior is inappropriate or ugly (and

why), but we must model things such as tolerance and non-vio-

lent conf lict resolution in our daily practice. Such instances,

although uncomfortable, present educators with “teachable mo-

ments,” that our youth desperately need.

We must also use teachable moments to help students critically

analyze the work they do in school. I challenge the currently vogue

notion in education that all perspectives, all ideas, all literature,

etc. are equally valid just because they exist. As a student of mine

once said, there is a place for both Shakespeare and Judy Bloom,

but they are not literary equals. Similar analogies can be made for

any medium in any culture. There are high quality and low quality

products in all cultures. I believe we do students a serious disser-

vice when we take a relativist approach to such extremes that we

fail to challenge them to identify quality.

For example, many well meaning teachers misinterpret

multicultural education to mean “validate everything at any cost.”

Such an approach is transparent even to most students, so the ar-

gument that “honoring all perspectives is central to student

self-concept” is tenuous. Obviously, it is essential to foster self-es-

teem in students by creating a learning environment that validates

diverse learning styles and varied acculturation. But, I think it also

makes sense to be honest with students in helping them to differ-

entiate quality from superficiality in their own work. Make what

they do important and interesting (to them and others), but don’t

accept anything as valid just because they did it. The rubrics dis-

cussed in chapter three represent one way to do help students

establish the criteria that can serve as a framework for judging

quality. This is particularly critical when dealing with cross-cultural

products. One of the initial reviewers of this book, Kim Getgood,

made the point that standards for quality are ultimately culturally

based. As a result, it is not possible to state unequivocally that

Beowolf is superior to El Cid or that either is superior to the

Kennings of Tlingit or other oratory. It is, however, possible and

desirable to instill in students the capacity to establish a meaning-
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ful framework for distinguishing quality from superficiality. Such

frameworks can be designed within the context of specific cul-

tural values, thus maintaining integrity while protecting cultural

belief systems.

Within school curricula, a related problem is a general failure to

require intellectual or critical thinking, i.e., the ability to figure things

out, to make sense of things we don’t understand by positing con-

nections to things we do understand. This is ironic, since most

educators extol the virtues of critical thinking. We see the results of

“poor cognition skills” (thinking) across society. Everyone from kin-

dergarten teachers to personnel directors complain about students

and employees who can’t “think.” Richard Paul, the director of the

Center for Critical Thinking and Moral Reasoning at Sonoma State

University puts it this way.

We live in an age of rampant subjectivity, in which people

think they have a natural right to believe whatever they want,

irrespective of evidence, knowledge, or quality of reasoning...

People often say and believe just what they want to say and

believe, whatever feels good, strokes their ego, or is commonly

accepted. (Paul, 1996, p. 30)

Unfortunately, the other extreme—requiring students to com-

plete mountains of work for its own sake, not because it is relevant

or even necessary—is probably more common. As I’ve mentioned

previously, many educators forget the simple reality that they are

in schools for students, not the other way around. As a result, it is

common to find curriculum in schools that is thoughtful, broad

in scope and depth, the product of a great deal of work on the

part of educators, and completely ineffective for a majority of

students. Likewise, there are far too many teachers who pursue

pedagogical practices that produce phenomenal results for a small

percentage of the student population, while leaving much of the

rest frustrated, disenfranchised, and ultimately alienated from the

educational process. A large piece of the student population sim-

ply “survives” only to graduate from high school with a fraction
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of the knowledge and skills that twelve years of education should

provide.

If we want real learning to take place, if we want children to

exercise their cognitive potential, both educators and students need

to engage intellectuality, theory, and the abstract in the educational

process. Postman and Weingartner (1969) cite Ernest Hemingway,

who, in his more earthy style, once said, the most important skill a

writer can have is a good built-in, shock-proof crap detector. The

same goes for students. Developing good crap detectors requires

that we demand more of students than we commonly do—not in

volume, but in depth. Unfortunately, in most of America’s class-

rooms, good crap detectors are not in vogue. This is partly because

engendering critical thinking in students takes time. It also requires

that educators surrender sacred turf. It requires that they have a

fairly high tolerance for ambiguity in terms of “who’s in charge” of

the learning.

Real critical thinking requires that students ask many of the ques-

tions that direct learning, and that they be allowed to “take the ball

and run with it,” as they make connections and hypotheses that

teachers never dream of. It also requires a much higher level of

preparation and understanding on the part of educators because

in order to facilitate deep thinking in students, teachers have to be

able to deeply analyze both the subject and student thinking about

the subject.

Fortunately, despite the perilous state of education in America,

there are schools, public schools, that are overcoming great obstacles

in creating exceptional educational opportunities for students. One,

in particular, that merits discussion is Central Park East Secondary

School (CPESS) in Harlem.11 In the early 1970s, Deborah Meier and

colleagues began a bold experiment that has become legendary in

many educational circles. They began in one wing of New York City

Public School #171 with an “alternative” approach to education in

the form of Central Park East Elementary School. The secondary

school was later founded in the mid 1980s. Today they both serve

11 For more information, see The Power of Their Ideas by Deborah Meier,
founder of Central Park East and Central Park East Secondary School.
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students in a common complex in East Harlem. I focus on the sec-

ondary school because although both are important examples of

successful public education, it is our nation’s secondary schools

where students are most disenfranchised.

At CPESS, roughly 95% of students graduate, and roughly the

same percentage go on to college. This would be remarkable in

any public American high school, but for one surrounded on three

sides by housing projects in East Harlem, it is truly exceptional. It

is exceptional not because of the kind of students within the school,

nor because of the neighborhood, but because the systemic chal-

lenges faced by such poor, urban schools put them at far greater

risk than their suburban counterparts.  Why does CPESS succeed? I

spent two days there in February, 1997, in an effort to find out.

The first thing I noticed about CPESS is that specific structures

facilitate the goals the school has for itself and its students. For

example, unlike most urban public schools, CPESS strives to create

a sense of community within the school, so it is small (about 400

students).12 It strives to include students. Therefore, there are no

“closed” or “exclusive” areas in the school. Students, administra-

tors, teachers, and support staff move freely throughout the

building. The administrators are out of their offices and in the

trenches, working directly with students and teachers. Everyone

in the school addresses everyone else by first name. There is an

informal ambiance and total lack of pretense.

One of the most striking aspects of CPESS is how genuinely

friendly everyone seemed to be with everyone else. These inter-

personal interactions are highly valued by staff and students, and

consciously modeled by the adults in the building. I suspect this

is at least partially why students conduct themselves in ways—

12 In discussing the size of the school with one of the co-directors, Paul
Schwarz, he told me that if they could change something, they would have
capped the student population at even less than 400. His belief was that al-
though they had achieved an effective sense of community, that with 400 it
was still difficult at times to have a relationship with every single student.
Since my observation, Paul Schwarz accepted the position of Principal in
Residence at the U.S. Department of Education. David Smith is now the sole
administrator.
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polite, respectful, articulate—that serve themselves and their

school so well. I was particularly encouraged to see that several

hundred inner city adolescents could so thoroughly dispel the

negative stereotypes that have been attributed to them, and do

so by choice rather than by force of rule.

The academic curriculum at CPESS is presented in block sched-

ules (fewer, longer class periods each day) and students graduate

based on demonstrations of proficiency called “exhibitions” rather

than by isolated grades from transcripts. As a result, three key fac-

tors: time, class size, and assessment, work together to facilitate

meaningful learning. The exhibitions (and other learning activities)

are based on five “habits of mind,” a sort of overarching rubric or

framework that guides inquiry at CPESS. They are:

1) Connections How is it connected to other things?

2) Perspective What is the viewpoint?

3) Evidence How do we know what we know?

4) Speculation How else may it be considered?

5) Significance What difference does it make?

In addition to academic requirements, eighth, ninth, and tenth

graders must participate in the Community Service Learning Pro-

gram, and seniors participate in a 100 hour internship in a

professional setting. The first program connects students to the needs

of their local community via volunteer efforts. The second program

connects older students to the professional world to provide them

direct exposure to different professional fields, as well as to increase

awareness about what post-secondary education will be necessary

to pursue their professional goals. Both the community service and

internship programs seem to be critical components to the overall

educational experience students enjoy at CPESS. Students I spoke

with suggested that these “non-academic” requirements were im-

portant and beneficial because they helped forge a connection with

their own community they otherwise likely wouldn’t have.

As part of the school’s academic requirements, the exhibitions

struck me as a combination of comprehensive portfolio assessment
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and oral defense. In any event, they provide much more challenge

to students and much more detail to teachers and parents than

grades on a transcript. Students I spoke with said that intense work

on exhibitions generally begins in 10th grade and increases in in-

tensity as graduation approaches. Of the nine students I interviewed,

all nine said the work was much harder than in “regular” high school,

but that they made the commitment because it made them feel

better about themselves, it pleased their parents, and it prepared

them for the future. In other words, they are experiencing mean-

ingful learning and significant challenge, not “just going through

the motions.”

I mentioned to the same students that the sense of decorum,

collaboration, and civility was remarkable in their school, and asked

them candidly why this was so. The consensus was that it had noth-

ing to do with rules or rule enforcers. In fact, several students didn’t

know what the rules were, if any. The consensus was that students

respected each other, the teachers, the co-directors, and the school

because it was all valuable to them and they wanted to protect

what they had. Even more significant, the students said they took

this ethic with them to their jobs, homes, and interactions “on the

street.” I asked how a new student would know what to do, and a

female senior who had been fairly quiet said, “It’s just a vibe. People

walk in the school and they know.”

I can’t imagine a greater compliment to Deborah Meier and

her colleagues. What this student was saying was that the values,

the ethos of the school, had become so ingrained in the school

culture that they were part of the fabric of daily existence, a “vibe.”

I also spent time with teachers. I attended a faculty meeting in

which teachers actually talked about students. In the meeting I

attended, two main agenda items were: 1) finding a way to pay

for college applications for students (they did) and 2) improving

the math curriculum. As part of this process, all of the teachers in

the meeting, of which only two were math teachers, worked on

actual math problems that were given as examples of possible

changes in the curriculum. They openly discussed their own needs,

weaknesses, strengths, etc. as they worked the problems, and
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shared collective insights about how CPESS students might be

better served with the proposed changes. In short, teachers were

focusing on students, not on parking spaces or priority for the

photocopy machine, or any of the other drivel that typically oc-

cupies faculty meetings. It is important to note that the “focus on

students” in the faculty meeting at CPESS is at least as much a

result of a conducive school climate, fostered by administration,

as it is a testament to the priorities of CPESS teachers. Most teach-

ers in most schools care deeply about students. Unfortunately,

they are often driven by bureaucratic, top-heavy systems to be-

have in ways that belie their beliefs and values.

My sense is that much of what I observed at Central Park East

Secondary School reflects the factors I discussed in chapter five as

indicative of successful schools. Curriculum, pedagogy, learning cli-

mate, and leadership all contribute to meaningful learning at CPESS.

The founder of CPESS, Deborah Meier (1996), also has some

thoughts about why the school succeeds. In her book The

Power of Their Ideas, she suggests several elements that she

believes undergird the success of CPESS. Although she doesn’t

list them exactly this way in her book, I’ve extrapolated eleven

factors.

1) high expectations for students coupled with a lot of

responsibility

2) passionate teachers

3) rich and stimulating curriculum with corresponding

assessment

4) structures that facilitate the school’s goals such as use of

time, class size, student placement, etc.

5) political will (this probably can’t be underestimated in the

NYC public schools—see The Power of Their Ideas for

more information)

6) collaboration between stakeholders, e.g., students,

educators, parents and local community members.

7) autonomy

8) voice (for students and educators)
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9) “smallness”13

10)  school-family relationships

11)  mutual respect

My observations suggest that the collaborative leadership pro-

vided by the administration at CPESS is an essential factor in the

school’s success. My sense is that it permeates and facilitates the

11 elements enumerated above.

Of course the success of any innovative school cannot simply

be distilled into 11 or any other number of factors, but I believe

through the above components, Deborah Meier provides us a point

of departure for exploration of how Central Park East Secondary

School has excelled where so many other schools, with far fewer

challenges, have languished.

Deborah Meier requests that reformers not look at her school

as a model, but rather an example of what is possible. Clearly, the

growing diversity in American schools require that local problems

be solved with solutions that meet local needs. Having said that,

there are some overriding principles that seem to be conducive

not only to meaningful learning in successful K-12 schools, but in

learning institutions in general. Hedrick Smith (1998) found four

principles of success in three very disparate schools across America:

a middle school in Texas, a high school in Oakland, California, and

a Midwestern community college serving mostly older “return” stu-

dents.14 Despite the diversity in mission and student population,

all three schools had at least four things in common:

1) high expectations for all students

2) demanding academic work and career training linked to

the marketplace

3) autonomy for teachers

13 For an in depth look at the benefits of “smallness” particularly in second-
ary schools, see chapter four and High Schools as Communities: The Small
School Revisited by Gregory and Smith.

14 Smith’s work was broadcast in a four hour video series entitled Surviving
the Bottom Line on PBS.
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4) close relationships in a “family-like” atmosphere, with close

collaboration between parents, teachers, business, and

education

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, somewhat tongue in cheek,

this formula for success is not rocket science. Although the imple-

mentation varies widely from locale to locale, successful schools,

schools that provide meaningful learning, are effective because they

don’t find “going through the motions” an acceptable way to edu-

cate children. In such cases, teachers, administrators, parents,

students—entire school communities—aspire to greatness, and they

commit themselves to the challenges inherent in such a task, even

though the approaches they use may vary widely from other suc-

cessful schools. At least as importantly, they recognize the basics

of such a challenge. They understand that respect, high expecta-

tions and relevance for students, and nurturing relationships are

essential. And they realize that professional educators must have

the freedom to use their talents innovatively.
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Chapter 7

Children In Their Natural Habitat
And

Rational Planning
For Meaningful Instruction

One of the truly amazing things about the average American school

is that it requires children to “learn” in an environment that they

would never be caught dead in under natural circumstances. That

single fact probably explains more about the struggles that many

children face in school than any other. As I mentioned earlier in

this book, the phenomenon of the modern classroom as we know

it is relatively new in the scope of human history. The vast majority

of all the things all children (and adults) have ever learned as long

as we have been on earth have been learned in the absence of or

outside of the classroom.

Human beings are born to be voracious learners. At birth, we

possess over a trillion brain cells—a hundred billion neurons and

a trillion support cells called “glial” cells. In the first year of life the

brain doubles in size! We are designed this way in the interest of

survival, both as individuals and as a species. And those of us who

have had the pleasure of watching infants grow into toddlers who

grow into children know that intense curiosity and a deep capac-

ity for learning is not only innate in little human beings, it is
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powerful. Most children begin formal schooling with this curiosity

and drive for learning intact. Within only a few years, however, the

flame that burned so brightly in many of these natural learners has

been snuffed out by a system that requires young children to per-

form tasks they wouldn’t naturally pursue under conditions they

would never naturally find themselves in.

Imagine, if you can, a five or six year old child who would choose

to sit for extended periods of time in a hardbacked chair, filling

out a worksheet or some other abstract assignment, with a pencil

he or she can barely manipulate, copying isolated letters or num-

bers, with no idea why he or she was doing it, surrounded by his

or her peers, but prohibited from engaging them in normal social

interactions. Ugh. The fact is that most children would never choose

to be in such a situation, yet millions of them are required to at-

tend school under those circumstances every day. It is not that

educators and parents want to torture kids. It’s that in order to

shepherd millions of kids through the school system on a daily

basis, at the least expense possible, we, as a society, have chosen to

make children participate in a system that is “economical,” but to-

tally unnatural. The fact that so many children survive the system

says much less about the efficacy of the system than it does about

the incredible resilience of children. Moreover, I have often won-

dered how it is that children “behave” as well as they do under the

circumstances. One doesn’t have to be a human development ex-

pert to know that the natural state of being for a six year old is one

of high energy, intense activity, and, frankly, unpredictability.15

As classrooms become more diverse and, as I mentioned in the

previous chapter, the needs of students more intense and severe,

the ability of teachers to allow children to behave like children di-

minishes. Likewise, as the demands on parents increase, and the time

they have to spend with their children decreases, their ability to

allow their own children to behave like children also diminishes. I

suspect this reality has a lot to do with the recent explosion in the

prescription of psychotropic drugs for children. A recent study in-

15 While both young girls and boys tend to be “active,” boys are the target of
far more disciplinary actions in schools than are girls.
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volving pediatricians and 21,000 patients, ages 5 to 14, found that

problems including Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD),

depression, and learning disabilities more than doubled between

1979 and 1996 (Associated Press 2, 2000). This increase pales, how-

ever,  in comparison to growth in the prescription of some drugs. To

understand the magnitude of the increase in prescription of the most

prominent psychotropic drug, Ritalin, lets look at the last quarter

century. In 1975 approximately 150,000 children were taking Ritalin.

By 1988, the number had increased to roughly one million children.

In the year 2000 approximately six million children will consume

Ritalin (Sax, 2000). This is an increase of 4,000 percent in 25 years.

In practical terms, over 12 percent of all American children now

take Ritalin. In 1998, two percent were also taking antidepressants

such as Prozac and Zoloft and 30% of those students were taking

both an antidepressant and Ritalin (Reuters Health, 2000)!! At that

time, over 200,000 preschoolers were also taking prescription drugs!

The number is higher today. I mentioned in chapter one that I be-

lieve that 25 years from now we will look back on today’s educational

practice as “barbaric.” I suspect that the wholesale drugging of

America’s school children will be one area we do not look back on

with pride. By the way, I am not criticizing parents who choose to

medicate their hyperactive children. Many children are truly hyper-

active and benefit from medication. Ritalin has literally saved some

families. In some cases, however, parents are simply ignorant or overly

influenced by school personnel who demand interventions for un-

ruly children who “misbehave” because they are bored silly or are, in

fact, simply behaving like young children in an environment that

can’t easily accommodate  normal kid conduct.  Regardless, the re-

cent increase in the number of children who are “diagnosed” as in

need of daily medication, some barely old enough to walk, is so dra-

matic that it is not possible that all of them are suddenly ADHD.

It is possible, however,  that more children have ADHD today

than did in previous generations. It is also possible that diagnosis

is more sophisticated today and thus we are “catching” more kids

with the disorder, although recent research suggests that more ef-

fective diagnosis isn’t a likely cause of the increase (Associated
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Press 2, 2000). Even if it were, this still cannot account for the level

of increases we are seeing. I suspect that three primary factors

account for the unprecedented explosion of ADHD and otherwise

“problem” children in American schools. First, adults (teachers,

parents, daycare providers, etc.) don’t have the time or energy to

simply let kids be kids. The average American life is much more

complicated and demanding than it was just a couple of genera-

tions ago. We are working longer and harder than in the past and

the effects of 24 hour a day technology, mass media, and communi-

cations are taking their toll on many of us. As a result, we have less

patience for children. Moreover, the societal factors that cause adults

stress also cause children stress, so children need our focused,

unharried attention precisely when many of us are least capable

of giving it. Second, the combination of large classes and extremely

diverse student populations has made it difficult for educators to

allow children the kind of freedom that they would have in a more

natural habitat. When a teacher has 25 to 35 students and a third of

them don’t speak English, half a dozen are “special education” stu-

dents, two or three are behaviorally disturbed, another half a dozen

are two grade levels behind in achievement,  ten are simply emo-

tionally fragile from the stress of domestic strife, several are

impoverished, a handful are “gifted,” and the balance are along for

the ride, diagnosing and medicating several of the most “out of

control” students becomes a fairly attractive option.

The last reason I believe we are seeing a dramatic rise in diag-

nosis and medication of “hyperactive” children is more speculative

on my part, but compelling nonetheless. I am becoming convinced

that the diet most American children eat on a daily basis is a pri-

mary cause of “problem behavior.” Although my expertise is not in

the field of nutrition or biochemistry, I have spoken to experts in

microbiology, biochemistry, general chemistry, and medicine about

the impact of the modern American diet on children. All agree that

a diet high in processed foods (primarily fat and sugar), artificial

colors and flavors, preservatives,  and pesticides could easily be

responsible for some of the increase in the identification of ADHD

children. I am not the first to postulate such a connection. Empiri-
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cal research is beginning to support such a relationship as well.

The Center for Science in the Public Interest recently reviewed

23 controlled studies which investigated the impact of diet on

behavior. Seventeen of the studies “found that behavior significantly

worsened in some children after consuming synthetic food dyes

and certain foods” (Healthfacts, 1999. p. 5). Moreover, a review of

the average American child’s diet by the U.S. Department of Agri-

culture, published in the journal Pediatrics, revealed that only 1%

of American children receive the recommended  daily servings

across food groups and 16% met none of the requirements (Munoz,

Krebs-Smith, Ballard-Barbash, & Cleveland, 1997). Lastly, there are

over  2,800 food additives approved by the U.S. Food and Drug

Administration. The FDA estimates that American children today

consume between 150 and 300 milligrams of pure chemical addi-

tives (not the food itself) every day. These amounts are more than

300% greater than the amounts given to children in the clinical

trials referred to above that resulted in “worsened behavior.”

In effect, millions of children eat a diet each day that is com-

prised primarily of processed food that is chock full of synthetic

molecules that never existed in the earth’s history, could not have

spontaneously arisen, and that no living organism has ever metabo-

lized as long as there has been life on earth. In short, we have

enlisted our children in a colossal biological experiment. Adults

eat such foods as well, but they are not growing and, as a percent-

age of body weight, are less impacted by the chemicals they ingest.

It is important to realize that artificial colors and flavors, preserva-

tives, pesticides, fil lers and binders, texture “enhancers,”

hydrogenated oils, emulsifiers, and other products of highly pro-

cessed foods have been a pervasive presence in the food supply

for only the last few decades. I don’t believe the correlation be-

tween the modern American diet and the recent overwhelming

increase in problem behavior in children is a coincidence. We cer-

tainly accept the correlation between diet and other chronic

diseases such as diabetes, arthritis, cancer and heart disease. As a

chemist I spoke to said, we don’t really know for sure what the

implications of these chemicals are for behavior and health in chil-
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dren because humans have never had these things in their bodies

before.

A theme running through all three factors discussed above is that

regardless of cause, children are much more likely to be diagnosed

as ADHD in school and preschool settings than in their “natural habi-

tat.” For example, most ADHD children are far more likely to be a

“problem” during a math lesson than at summer camp. Why? Be-

cause during math, children are generally required, by an adult, to sit

still for extended periods of time engaged in abstract activities that

they wouldn’t have chosen to do themselves, and certainly wouldn’t

have chosen to do the way they are asked to in the typical class-

room. At summer camp, children are much more likely to be

physically active, engaged in activities that are play or approximate

play, that result in some sort of tangible product, and that allow for

more natural, less inhibited social interactions with peers. In other

words, at summer camp, children are closer to their natural habitat.

So, even if environmental factors are truly increasing the numbers

of ADHD children, diagnosis of such behavior is still relatively con-

text driven—the more controlling and artificial the setting, the more

likely a child is to be perceived as distracted or hyperactive.

Before going on, I would like to address a potential criticism of

one of the points I am making in this chapter. One could legitimately

argue (as my father-in-law does) that children can’t always choose

what they do or how they do it. Part of what they learn in school is

to follow directions and do things they don’t particularly enjoy. There

is probably some truth to this. However, there is no reason to sub-

ject children of five, six, or even seven years of age to regimented,

objective-driven classrooms, and there is no reason to subject chil-

dren of any age to boring, irrelevant, or even painful educational

experiences as some sort of character building exercise. It simply

doesn’t work for most students, and even those who do well in the

educational system have, in effect, wasted a great deal of prime learn-

ing time on “character building.” And remember, as I mentioned in

chapter four, in the 1950s, when the entire educational system was

based on fairly conservative views of what school should be, barely

fifty percent of children ever got to the 12th grade.
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So what do we do to help children enjoy more rewarding edu-

cational experiences while simultaneously addressing the current

crisis of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and general “mis-

behavior?” Very simply, we allow kids to behave like kids. Obviously,

this will not solve every problem behavior, but creating learning

environments that more closely resemble a child’s natural habitat

will provide a context in which natural child behavior doesn’t seem

inappropriate. Let me offer an example.

A former graduate student of mine told a story in class one time

of a very enlightening experience she had at a Tibetan wedding.

She shared how startled she was to see many children running

around, playing, making noise, and otherwise having a great time

during the wedding ceremony. She remarked that the adults at the

wedding were not bothered in the least by what my student ini-

tially saw as very inappropriate behavior for a wedding. She then

revealed that she had an epiphany of sorts when it occurred to her

that we (Americans) are the ones who’ve got it wrong. She saw

that the Tibetan adults allowed their children to behave like chil-

dren because they cared for and honored them so, and the fact

that they were at a wedding didn’t suddenly change the nature of

the children who were present. Those of us who have attended

typical, middle class American weddings, know that such events

are a subtle form of torture for children who are admonished to

not only not move, but not make a sound for the entire ceremony.

I think the wedding story shared by my former student pro-

vides a great analogy for what often happens in classrooms. While

most are not as oppressive to children as the average wedding,

they do require that children behave in ways, for extended peri-

ods of time, that are not developmentally normal. Thus, many of

the behavior problems teachers face could be eliminated if kids

were simply allowed to behave naturally. Moreover, learning would

be more powerful because it would result from activities that are

more child-centered and more contextualized. Of course, we can’t

achieve this simply by suddenly saying, “OK, kids, go for it.” As I

mentioned in chapter five, it is crucial that we reduce class size

first. Teachers must be given manageable numbers of children to



Wallace K. Pond

9 2

work with. Thirty highly diverse kids behaving like kids would not,

in fact, be workable. It is also essential that we modify curriculum

and instruction to meet the developmental needs and personal

interests of the children we are educating. Day in and day out, the

best classroom management is a good, relevant curriculum and high

interest, “hands on” learning activities. Think summer camp. Really.

Remember, for most of human history, nearly all the learning we

have ever done has happened outside of or in the absence of a

classroom. It has been relevant,  in context, and, to a great extent,

motivated by a “need to know.”

What does this transformation look like at the school level?

Rational Planning for Meaningful Instruction

First, it involves solid institutional planning—a lot more than teach-

ers preparing lessons. Schools can possess many of the factors listed

in the previous chapter, but still not be places of meaningful learn-

ing if they don’t plan institutionally to achieve their goals. In chapter

five I mentioned a planning matrix that allows schools to integrate

their goals into their long range planning and daily practice. It is

simply a chart that allows schools to juxtapose what they want to

achieve next to what they intend to do. Figure 7.1 is an example of

an actual planning matrix for school improvement developed with

a school I have consulted for in Santa Fe, New Mexico called Desert

Academy. It is not a magic bullet, but it does allow stakeholders in

a school community to graphically see the potential relationships

between what they want to achieve and the activities they engage

in in the daily operations of the school. It is effective because it

requires stakeholders to acknowledge that institutional activities

have implications for a broad range of institutional goals and vice

versa. The matrix does not do the work for school communities,

but it creates a tangible point of departure for rational planning,

particularly when schools are engaged in extensive reform.

Whether schools use a tool such as that in figure 7.1, or some

other planning mechanism, it is crucial that schools have a plan.

This may be another “brilliant flash of the obvious,” but the reality

is that most schools do not have any formalized strategies for achiev-
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ing their goals. Many don’t even have mission statements. As a re-

sult, a lot of the schools that actually have good, capable educators

and reasonable resources still end up short changing students be-

cause they don’t have a means of focusing their efforts.

On the contrary, a plan, supported by a vision and a mission,

can lead to what Peter Senge (1990) calls a “mental model.” In this

context, a mental model is a deeply ingrained understanding or

image of the world. This understanding or image is crucial because

if it is well informed, it helps individuals see the relationships and

realities that guide rational behavior; it facilitates an internaliza-

tion of the “reason for being, ” “the why are we doing this?”—for

both individuals and ultimately organizations.

Even with effective mental models, successful planning and re-

form in schools can be a fairly complicated and comprehensive

process. Change doesn’t happen in a vacuum; it needs to be facili-

tated by systems that support both people and processes. As an

example, I have developed a set of criteria that I feel provides a

helpful framework for the planning process. It has been my expe-

rience that the following factors are integral to successful planning

and reform efforts:

• Vision

• Leadership

• Rational Structures

• Evaluation

• Follow Through

Without a vision, it is nearly impossible to arrive at a meaning-

ful mental model. Likewise, without leadership, a vision tends to

remain an abstraction. Most of us have worked in organizations in

which good ideas were plentiful, but realization of those ideas was

scarce. This is usually due to a lack of leadership. Interestingly, lead-

ership doesn’t necessarily have to come from the person or people

who hold formal authority, but it has to come from somewhere.

Rational structures, which will be discussed below, are also es-

sential to effective reform. Most of us know the frustration of
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Figure 7.1
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“pounding round pegs in square holes.” Often, great educational

ideas never come to fruition simply because schools can’t support

them. For example, many schools have switched to block sched-

ules in the last few years. The idea is to create more instructional

time per subject to pursue learning in depth. It sounds great, and,

in fact, is central to brain-based learning. However, what tends to

happen is that schools simply switch to longer periods of instruc-

tion without changing curriculum or pedagogy. In other words,

what didn’t work well in a fifty minute period must be endured in

a 90 minute period—or longer. Block schedules don’t exist so teach-

ers can teach slower. In this example, the structures in place to

support the change (block schedules) don’t, in fact, support the

change. They are not rational.

In addition to vision, leadership, and rational structures, I be-

lieve that program evaluation is critical to effective planning and

reform. Evaluation is discussed in more detail below, but, in brief,

without evaluation, schools have no concrete idea of how well or

poorly they’re doing relative to identified criteria.

Lastly, schools need to get much better at follow through. Educa-

tors and the public have grown increasingly cynical because of our

inability to stick with programs and/or policies long enough to tell

if they are worthwhile. Often, even when we know they are worth-

while, we either get seduced by a new idea, or the support for the

existing program or policy disappears. Schools tend to make policy

based on the “fad of the week,” rather than on informed, thoughtful

analysis. As Achilles, Finn and Bain wryly note, “American education

is less a process than a disjointed series of projects” (Achilles et al.,

1997-8, p. 40). This is partly because, as I mentioned above, schools

also do a poor job of evaluating what it is they do. As a result, there

isn’t data to make an “informed, thoughtful analysis” to begin with.

The planning criteria mentioned above: vision, leadership, ra-

tional structures, evaluation, and follow through are all important

for effective planning and reform. Leadership is particularly im-

portant, though, because it involves cultivating and building the

vision organizationally—developing a consensus that leads to a

common mental model of what a school is and what it does. Be-



The Lights Are On, Is Anybody Home?

9 7

cause of the importance of consensus it is discussed in further

detail below. Likewise, evaluation and rational structures merit fur-

ther exploration. Finally, communication, the “glue that binds” is

discussed in depth later in the chapter.

Consensus
First, school communities must spend the time and energy neces-

sary to reach consensus about what it is they want to achieve. Many,

many schools don’t have a clue what they want to be or what they

want to accomplish. Such schools may even say things like “we want

to prepare students for the 21st century,” or “we want to create life-

long learners,” or “we want to create responsible citizens,” but usually,

such statements come out of school district PR campaigns, replete

with nifty posters, or buttons or other such paraphernalia. Unfortu-

nately, the same schools often have no stake in these platitudes—and

students aren’t fooled. The schools have no “mental model.” They

just go through the motions. Such efforts are irrational because one,

the schools’ stakeholders have not “bought into” the notion to begin

with, and two, even if they had, there is rarely any institutional plan-

ning to achieve the stated goals, so the schools don’t possess the

means to achieve the professed ends regardless.

I have previously suggested that one of the factors present in

good schools is vision. An individual may initially harbor the vi-

sion, but a school community—teachers, students, parents,

administrators—must collectively embrace that vision in order for

a school to realize its potential. So, the first task in institutional

planning is, as I mentioned, to reach consensus about the vision.

This requires that typical relationships in schools change. Teach-

ers can no longer be subservient to administrators, parents can no

longer be subservient to educators, and students can no longer be

subservient to everyone else. In general, the boundaries that typi-

cally mark schools have to dissolve. Reaching consensus also

requires that educators assume leadership roles in bringing other

stakeholders together. In short, the entire school community must

be redefined. This is no easy task, but essential for the first compo-

nent of effective planning.
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Rational Structures
The second component of institutional planning simply involves

the creation and/or adoption of mechanisms to connect the vi-

sion or mental model to school policy. Even schools that manage

to reach consensus about what they want to be and achieve, of-

ten don’t have the means—a system or structure—to achieve their

goals. Schools must not only have such structures, but they must

be rational. And, they must be flexible and adaptive (Caine & Caine,

1995). In other words, what schools do must naturally lead to

what they want to accomplish, and the structures they create

must be adaptive enough to function in an environment of rapid

change.

As basic as this sounds, it is often not the case. I noted in chap-

ter one, for example, that many schools say they want their students

to think critically, yet the structures schools use, e.g., fifty minute

periods, fragmented curriculum, pre-packaged assessment, rows of

desks, etc. don’t facilitate critical thinking. Another common ex-

ample is found in schools that claim they want students to be

responsible decision makers when it comes to their behavior, yet

the same schools impose authoritarian discipline systems in which

adults are, in fact, responsible for monitoring student behavior.

These are irrational structures.

The matrix in figure 7.1 is one example of a tool that can help

schools plan rationally, because as long as both goals and activities

or structures are included in the matrix, planning discussions must

necessarily address both. Regardless of how schools approach this

process, they must closely connect goals to activities and struc-

tures, and all stakeholders in schools must be brutally honest about

how rational their efforts really are. Again, this is not an easy pro-

cess; it may even be painful. Often, third parties are necessary to

fully facilitate this process because even the best meaning educa-

tors and parents are occasionally limited by their own biases, “blind

spots” and agendas.

Finally, good planning takes time—a lot of time. The most ratio-

nal decision schools can make on the front end of reform efforts is

to dedicate more time to planning and implementation than we
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generally allow in our thrill-a-minute society. Change is threaten-

ing in its own right, but when people are forced to “perform” within

time constraints, they tend to “downshift” or become defensive and

inflexible (Caine, Caine, & Crowell, 1994). Moreover, “buying into”

change requires a mental shift that comes from internalizing ideas—

and that takes time too.

Evaluation
Once school communities have reached consensus about their ob-

jectives and have aligned these objectives with what they believe

are rational structures, they must then commit themselves to on-

going evaluation of their efforts. Unfortunately, evaluation usually

isn’t as fun or glamorous as developing or implementing programs,

so it is frequently neglected. This is too bad because program evalu-

ation is critical (see figure 7.2 for an example of a simple, generic

evaluation construct).

Evaluation is important for several reasons. First, schools can

save a great deal of time, energy and resources if they discover

that something isn’t working. Similarly, they can redirect time, en-

ergy and resources to things that are achieving desired results.

Secondly, a good evaluation construct can help schools stick to

their plans. In the absence of a good evaluation construct, there

really is nothing to keep people accountable for what they are

doing. Often, schools find themselves knee deep in reform with

little or no consistency in the efforts of different stakeholders be-

cause there was no framework or rubric to follow. As a result, it is

impossible to know exactly what is working and what isn’t.

Third, and possibly most importantly, formal evaluation of school

efforts provides a clear record of information to all school stake-

holders so that effectiveness (or lack thereof) of school activities

and structures can be widely communicated. Of course, such can-

dor on the part of schools is not common. It requires educational

leaders who are willing to not only be forthright, but accept re-

sponsibility for their schools, warts and all. Despite the difficulty

of such honesty, it is fundamental for effective and rational school

planning and reform because without such candor, not all stake-
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Figure 7.2
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holders are equally informed. Consequently, they are not fully em-

powered, and the potential for synergy is lost.

Communications
In order for any of the three facets of successful planning mentioned

above to be optimal, good communication must support them. Schools

must make a commitment to disseminate information and encourage

feedback as common practice, as a way of doing business every day.

Ironically, schools are less vulnerable to “attacks” from disgruntled stake-

holders if all their cards are on the table. Schools are most vulnerable

when stakeholders perceive that they are “hiding” something.

There are two fundamental types of communications in schools:

one-way and two way. Both methods are appropriate at certain

times and both have strengths and weaknesses.

One way communications are “one way” in that information is

simply disseminated in one direction. It tends to be relatively easy

and quick. Examples are memos, newsletters, handbooks, etc. A

drawback is that one participant, i.e., the sender, has control over

all content and format. Two way communications are “two way” in

that both parties share information and assume the roles of sender

and receiver. Examples are phone calls, meetings, email dialogues,

etc. Two way communication is more time consuming and com-

plex, but it also allows both sides to “negotiate” meaning and address

issues and information in greater depth. Moreover, two way com-

munication is more equitable by definition.

While schools can determine some methods of communication,

students and parents should play a role in choosing methods that

they feel will be most successful. Over time, many methods should

become common. Increased communication is not necessarily risk

free. Some challenges are listed below.

Challenges
As communication begins to flow, two things are likely to happen.

One is simply that more time and energy is required of everyone.

Two is that some interactions will be “messy” as previously

marginalized stakeholders have new information and new ways to
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process it. It will occasionally take a great deal of commitment, pa-

tience, and tolerance as both individuals and institutions “learn” to

accommodate large, sometimes unfiltered, amounts of information.

When schools possess vision, leadership, rational structures, evalu-

ation and follow through, and stakeholders can achieve consensus

and good communications, the foundation is laid for meaningful

instruction. When this happens in conjunction with a commitment

to allow children to learn and behave like children, i.e., to model

learning environments after a child’s natural habitat, then tremen-

dous things can be realized for all stakeholders.
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Chapter 8

Faking Out the Public:
What Schools Can and Cannot Do

And
Involving Parents On Their Terms

Public Schools may be the only institutions in the United
States that have to confront our most serious social issues
on an everyday basis in a way that affects the lives of
our children and, therefore, the future of our society

Herb Kohl16

A central failing of public schools today is an unwillingness or

inability to openly communicate to the public what it is they do,

how they do it, and how much it costs. This is partly a political

phenomenon, and partly the result of what I referred to in chapter

six as an “inferiority complex” in the field of education. A profoundly

negative result of the professionalization of education was (and is)

the tendency for educators to close themselves off from the “lay”

public. After all, as professionals we know best. And as profession-

als with an inferiority complex, we can be quite defensive.

16 This quote is extracted from an article entitled Manchester Elementary
School: Teaching and Learning in a One Horse Town in the Fall, 1996 issue
of Mothering Magazine.
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Thus, schools, comprised of educators, tend to be awfully tight

lipped. This is unfortunate because the reality of education today

is that schools no longer have the luxury of “just teaching.” At a

time when schools need more help than ever, they tend to be less

open to outsiders. This is a tough paradox. As noted in the quote

that heads this chapter, schools “confront serious social issues on a

daily basis.” Schools are changing faster than educators can adapt,

yet educators tend to keep the public in the dark about what goes

on in the hallowed halls of our nation’s schools. No wonder the

public tends to lay many of education’s problems at the feet of

educators.

Since the depression of the 1930s, American schools have been

evolving from purely academic institutions, which, by the way, only

taught a fraction of America’s youth through the eighth grade, into

full-fledged social service agencies that serve students with every

conceivable need from preschool and kindergarten to night school.

In the early 1900s, for example, less than 10% of Americans com-

pleted high school. As I have mentioned previously in this book,

we were not able to graduate even half of Americans from high

school until the 1950s. So not only did schools have very limited

academic missions, they only had to serve a fraction of Americans.

Schools today, however,  provide counseling, meals, sports, vo-

cational and special education, occupational therapy, speech

therapy, physical therapy, bilingual education, gifted programs,

physical education, the arts, music, multimedia curriculum (tech-

nology), before and after school care, and in some cases health

care and reproductive services. Oh, and they offer a full academic

curriculum in their spare time. On top of all this, they heat and

cool buildings, maintain classrooms, libraries, cafeterias and sports

facilities, clean inside and out, decorate and landscape, update con-

tinually changing technology, provide security and administrative

services, and bus a ton of people to and from school, home, sport-

ing events, field trips, and a myriad of other places. This reality

represents a tremendous logistical challenge that also happens to

cost a lot of money. Yet, in a foolish attempt to not “scare” the pub-

lic about the rising costs of education, and possibly to avoid some
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accountability, school districts have failed to educate voters (read

school bonds and taxes) about the true expense involved in meet-

ing the needs of today’s youth. This is why, when schools ask for

more money, the public often responds with sentiments such as

“you can’t solve your problems with the money you have and you

keep asking for more. Enough already.” The fundamental problem

here is that the general public still thinks they’re paying for schools

run the way they were in the 1950s, when the business of schools,

for the most part, was just teaching academic subjects, and doing

so for a smaller percentage of Americans. This is similar to the con-

temporary family that now pays for multiple cars, cable TV, compact

discs, computers and internet access, cell phones, video games,

microwave ovens, day care, and on and on, and wonders why they

can’t pay the bills like their parents could. Forty years ago, families

did not have any of these expenses with the possible exception of

more than one car—and that was rare. Until school districts level

with the public about what it is they do and how much it costs,

schools will continue to be underfunded. They may continue to be

underfunded even after the public is educated, but at least society

will be making an honest choice to either relieve schools of non

academic tasks, or openly accept mediocrity. This is a fairly serious

issue because many schools today are severely and chronically

underfunded even in terms of basic maintenance and operational

funds. Paying for meaningful educational reform will be in addi-

tion to the expense of simply making some schools livable.17

The argument is frequently made that more money is not the

answer to America’s educational problems. This is naive. For the

most part, this position is supported by people who are not actu-

ally in the schools. And ironically, as Jonathon Kozol pointedly notes,

Money, as the rich and powerful repeatedly remind us, may

not be ‘the only way’ to upgrade education, but it seems to be

the way that they have chosen for their own kids, and if it is

17 For a disturbing look at the severity of the problems with equity in public
school funding in some communities, see Savage Inequalities: Children in
America’s Schools by Jonathon Kozol.
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good enough for them—and for the daughter of the President—

it is not clear why it is not of equal worth to children of poor

people (Kozol, 1997, p. 16).

The few educators who believe that more funding is not neces-

sary, are, with all due respect, somewhat myopic in their view of

educational reform. I am not suggesting that all reform costs more

money. In fact, many of the ideas I offer in this book for improving

student learning don’t cost a nickel more than what we’re spend-

ing now. There are, nonetheless, at least three factors that will make

an effectively reformed educational system more expensive than

the present system. These factors are class size, technology, and

social services (Kozol would argue that rebuilding crumbling in-

frastructure is a fourth expense, but I don’t see that as reform. I

see it as basic, status quo educational funding.)

The cost of reducing class size in schools is self-explanatory: more

teachers, more money. But this is an initial expense that may actu-

ally save money in the long run. For example, we know that fewer

students are retained in small classes, fewer “specialists” are required

because regular teachers can work directly with special needs stu-

dents in small classes, and teachers identify students that do need

extra interventions sooner in smaller classes. All of these factors may

combine to save money in the long run (Achilles et al., 1997-8).

Technology is often expensive in its own right, but in order for

schools to be viable as places of learning about and through tech-

nology in the 21st century, they will have to continuously invest in

new and evolving technologies. School districts will have to rede-

fine technology budgeting and spending as annual rather than

cyclical. In the old days, one IBM Selectric typewriter could last

ten years. Today, hardware and software may be viable for one third

that long.

The last factor, social services, is the most complex, and often

the most politicized. Unfortunately for educators and students,

schools have become dumping grounds for underfunded social

service programs and what I call “para” service programs—pro-

grams designed to provide one service, but tasked with others.
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Schools have also become repositories for highly dysfunctional

youth. This would not be such a problem if the public realized that

in many cases, the last things schools do is teach. Many students

today are so needy and so dysfunctional, that simply getting them

from crisis to crisis in one piece is a major victory. Again, we can

choose to fund schools for this task, or free schools from the re-

sponsibility of social services, but we will not survive the 21st

century having it both ways.

Much of the problem is that over the last few decades, families,

neighborhoods, churches, and other institutions have slowly di-

minished in their effectiveness and their reach. Schools have been

unofficially chosen to fill the void. The basic problem with this

change is that schools are still essentially funded the way they have

always been (so many dollars per head) with a few extra program-

specific dollars tossed in here and there, much of it “soft” grant or

“year-to-year” money. This is a big problem. Schools contribute to

this dilemma because, by nature, they are social service oriented

and rarely if ever say “no.” They take the position that the at-risk

students aren’t going anywhere, and some program is better than

no program. Additionally, and more dysfunctionally, in dealing with

the public, schools shoot themselves in the feet because they con-

tinue to sugar coat the realities of school life for fear of painting a

picture that somehow portrays themselves as ineffectual. This is a

vicious cycle that schools perpetuate. It is a game of sorts that

schools cannot win.

A related issue concerns the fact that schools are constantly

tinkering with what kids are taught and how they are taught, yet

consistently fail to let anybody on the outside know what is going

on. Parents and community are rarely involved in decisions about

curriculum, teaching methods, schedules, teacher training, or just

about anything else of importance for that matter. No wonder that

when schools suddenly switch to “innovative new programs” par-

ents freak out. Interestingly, educators get exasperated because the

parents or community is freaking out when “the school has been

working on this change for two years.” What’s wrong with this pic-

ture? Imagine if every time we went to the grocery store, all the
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products were restocked on different shelves, or if every time we

went to the post office, the procedure for mailing a letter had

changed. The point is that we wouldn’t stand for having other ar-

eas of our lives fundamentally changed without our consent or at

least our knowledge, yet this is basically how policy in schools is

created and implemented.

An exacerbating factor is the aging of American taxpayers. As it

is, most taxpayers do not have children in schools. In the coming

century, as baby boomers become senior citizens, even fewer tax-

payers will actually have children in schools. The combination of

schools being less than candid about costs and fewer Americans

perceiving a direct interest in the schools, will be devastating for

struggling school districts trying to expand tax bases or pass bond

issues.

One possible solution is for schools to redefine their roles. As it

is, successful schools that are well thought of in their own commu-

nities have found ways to reconnect themselves with the public they

serve. The “community school” is an idea whose time has come. Ironi-

cally, this is a recycled idea. The old, one room school house was a

center of community activity that engendered what John Abbott calls

“organic” relationships (Abbott, 1995) . In other words, “in the old

days,” schools were an integral part of the community, literally cre-

ated by the community. Although we can’t return to one room school

houses per se, we can redefine our schools. Whether they are store

front learning centers, or larger “full service” institutions, if we view

them as open to everyone, for many purposes, only one of which is

academic instruction, communities will begin to see schools as broad

based community resources. Schools today contain libraries, kitch-

ens and cafeterias, gymnasiums, computer labs, and many other

resources that often sit unused for 12 to 16 hours a day. If these

resources were redefined as community resources, the public would

feel an affinity toward such schools and would be far more likely to

support them, both philosophically and through their taxes. Besides,

the community school is just a more logical and efficient way to use

expensive public assets.
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Parental Involvement

Although the community school concept is a significant part of

reclaiming public support, the single most important action schools

can take to improve their public perception, while improving edu-

cation in the process, is to involve parents in the schooling of their

children.

This is a lengthy process that requires more than superficial

commitment, but for those schools and educators that make such

a commitment, the rewards are tremendous. They include better

attendance, grades and self-concept for students, and better, more

productive relationships between parents and educators (Jennings,

1990; Olson, 1990) . Such involvement also improves communica-

tion and decreases conflict (Snider, 1990; Willis, 1995) .

In order for parental involvement to really work, however, sev-

eral things must happen. First, schools must reexamine what “parental

involvement” means. It is far more than attendance at back-to-school

night. Then, once parental involvement is redefined, schools must

open themselves up to this new reality. In the process, schools must

be far more accommodating and creative than they have tradition-

ally been. Finally, schools must institutionalize parental roles. All of

these issues are discussed in more detail below.

Redefining Parent Involvement
For those readers who are parents, but not educators, it may be

helpful to explain how educators typically define parent involve-

ment. First of all, the definition is unfortunately narrow. Most

educators, particularly teachers, gauge parent involvement in only

a couple of ways: whether or not you show up to scheduled events

such as “back to school night” and parent-teacher conferences,

and whether or not you respond “satisfactorily” to their overtures

regarding problems with your kids. A lot of you don’t, in fact,

involve yourselves in the narrow way described above, and don’t

or can’t respond to problems the way teachers want you to. As a

result, many teachers are convinced you don’t care.

It is, of course, absurd to suggest that any parent does not care

about his or her child in general, or his or her child’s education in



Wallace K. Pond

110

particular. All parents care deeply. The only exceptions are those,

who because of a mental illness or other extreme circumstance, do

not experience a “normal” parent-child bond. This amounts to a tiny

fraction of all parents. The reality is that parents care more about

their kids than about anything else, but because of a multitude of

factors ranging from economic stress to ignorance, parents often

don’t manifest “care” in the ways that educators expect them to.

I used to administrate a program in an Idaho school district that

served primarily Mexican families, most of whom had been mi-

grant workers, but were trying to establish a more stable life for

themselves. In most of these families, both parents worked long

days. They had poor or nonexistent English skills. They often had

one vehicle between both parents, or even between multiple fami-

lies, if at all. The parents therefore could not communicate directly

with teachers or principals, meet at times that were convenient

for the schools, or get to school even if they were available. Need-

less to say, many educators in the district interpreted this “absence”

of involvement as indicative of parents who didn’t care about their

kids. It took a great deal of education to help my colleagues realize

that despite their inability to meet the schools on school terms,

these parents, nonetheless, cared deeply about their children’s

education. In some ways, such immigrant parents care more about

their children’s education than mainstream parents do because they

are more acutely aware of the relationship between education and

socioeconomic improvement in our society.

I will revisit the challenges we had to overcome to meet the

needs of these parents later in this chapter, but the point is that

educators often misconstrue parental behavior that is very natu-

ral, under given circumstances, as indicative of detachment from

their kids.

Regardless of nationality, ethnicity or socioeconomic status many

parents struggle daily with realities that mitigate their involvement

in many of the ways that schools have deemed significant. Single

parents, parents working multiple jobs, parents without transpor-

tation, or those who are simply exhausted by the demands of life

today often can’t make it to school events, or can’t make it at cer-
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tain times, not because they don’t care, but because the logistics

and energy involved are too daunting.

One might make the argument that not finding the energy to

support one’s children in school is simply a failure to effectively

prioritize one’s life. This criticism is defensible, but it fails to ac-

knowledge a critical factor. In many cases, schools are so uninviting

and inconvenient to parents, that committing to school events not

only requires scarce time and energy, but time and energy devoted

to activities that are not rewarding nor easy to do. Naturally, most

of us find it easier to engage in activities we enjoy over those that

are trying. Not surprisingly, then, when a parent is faced with the

choice of going to school for an evening meeting or watching a

Seinfeld rerun, Seinfeld often wins. Why? The average parent works

all day, then comes home to prepare dinner for children, clean the

kitchen, pay bills he or she can’t afford, etc. Then, exhausted the

parent has to drag his or her body to the school to participate in

some event designed and controlled by school officials for school

officials who have no relationship with or understanding of the

parent, only to be told what to do and when to do it, in a generally

unfriendly and unstimulating environment. No kidding many choose

to veg out in front of the TV.

In most schools, for example, just getting from the parking lot

to a classroom is like running a gauntlet. Wonderful signs like “AB-

SOLUTELY NO VISITORS ALLOWED WITHOUT GOING TO THE

OFFICE FIRST” and other such warm fuzzies adorn the front doors

of many schools. A labyrinth of rules often govern access to class-

rooms, even by parents. Asking for information about curriculum

or placement is like pulling teeth, and usually requires a scheduled

meeting. Obviously, schools have liability issues to worry about,

and they can’t allow strangers to roam the halls, but most could

still protect themselves while becoming much more parent friendly.

I’ll offer some specific suggestions in the next section. Schools can

also be a lot more convenient. The fact that parent-teacher confer-

ences are still held primarily during the school day, for example,

defies reason.

In 1940, nearly 70% of families had one breadwinner and one
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homemaker raising their own biological children. Now, less than

ten percent of families meet this “Leave it to Beaver” structure

(Berger, 1994). No wonder parent attendance in conferences or

assemblies during the school/work day is low in so many schools.

We can argue ad nauseum about whether or not the current state

of the family is good or bad, but it is what it is. When the vast

majority of families are either headed by one parent, or two par-

ents, both of whom work, the old 1940 model isn’t going to fly.

And when parents are living paycheck to paycheck in times of

downsizing, rightsizing outsourcing, and frequent changes of em-

ployment, leaving work for any reason can be risky business. It

never ceases to amaze me that schools continue to schedule events

during the school/work day, then complain about low parent par-

ticipation. Another example is events held at night or on weekends

with no child care. Of course child care is an added expense for

schools and sometimes complicated to arrange, but if educators

really want parental involvement, then they must face reality and

plan accordingly. Generally speaking, parents are willing to be flex-

ible and “pay their fair share” as long as schools meet them in the

middle.  I believe schools need to meet parents more than half way

and make it easy for parents to be involved.

Not only must schools examine when they try to engage parents,

but how. The definition of parent involvement must be broad and

creative. It might include basic things like help with their child’s

homework, or participation in a “phone tree,” or contributions of

articles or funds to school events, whether they can be there or not.

Parent involvement might include help with promotional activities

in a school, or curriculum development, or a personnel search for

teachers or administrators. It might simply be taking phone calls to

discuss their child’s well-being, or agreeing to limit television. The

point is that schools today must rethink their definitions of parent

involvement to include many more areas, big and small, that allow

parents to contribute in ways that are feasible for them.  And impor-

tantly, schools must bring parents in on the “good stuff.” One reason

some parents decline invitations to help in schools is because they

don’t want to spend their time photocopying worksheets or cutting
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out shapes for bulletin boards. They want to be meaningful partici-

pants, not cheap menial labor. Of course, some parents enjoy the

photocopying and bulletin boards, and this help can be invaluable.

However, schools must stop seeing parents as unsophisticated crea-

tures, incapable of understanding the “inside” business of schools.

A related issue is the definition of “parent” itself. In today’s world,

“caregiver” may make more sense. Grandparents, older siblings, ex-

tended family, and guardians are often more central to a child’s life

than his or her parents are.18 Schools must recognize this and also

recognize that in the case of divorce there are two parents, regard-

less of with whom the child lives. Obviously, such a status quo

requires more effort on the part of schools to seek out significant

adults in students’ lives, but if the goal is to meet student needs,

then such an effort makes sense.

Reaching Out to Parents
In the previous section, I addressed the importance of defining

parent involvement in ways that are functional in today’s society. I

also mentioned some of the ways that schools make it difficult or

inconvenient for parents to respond to school requests. In this sec-

tion, I will explore specifically how schools can successfully reach

out to parents.

The first thing schools must do is make school a place parents

want to be. Some parents are still carrying negative feelings about

school from their own experiences as students. Some parents are

culturally disconnected from the school. Some are limited by lan-

guage. And some just don’t feel comfortable in the school

environment. Regardless of the reason parents are hesitant to get

involved, schools can make some basic changes to alleviate these

problems.

A good place to start is the front door. Schools need to put up

big welcome signs. Instead of the unfriendly sign referred to ear-

18 For an in-depth look at the phenomenon of “skip generation” parents
(grandparents as parents) request a copy of  “Skip Generation” Grandpar-
ents Caring for Their Grandchildren from the author, James Garriss at P.O.
Drawer 130 Sandia Park, NM 87047  505-281-3057.
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lier in this chapter, put one up that says something like, “All Visi-

tors are Welcome, Especially Parents. For the Safety of Our Children,

Please Check in at the Office.” And put the sign up in as many

languages as parents speak. Really. Secondly, schools should plas-

ter entry areas with student work. Bright, friendly work (this goes

for high schools too). Third, schools must make sure that whoever

works the front desk and/or answers the phone likes his or her

job. A cranky secretary is deadly for parent involvement. Fourth,

everyone in a school needs to be prepared to entertain any ques-

tions and do it with a smile. This may sound a little corny, but it is

important. Those of us in education often don’t realize what a run-

around parents frequently endure in schools. Educators tend to

act as if what we’re doing is part of some sacred and secret tradi-

tion that only we can understand (or deserve to know about). We

also tend to speak in code. I’ve pointed out previously what I be-

lieve are some negative manifestations of the professionalization

of teaching. One problem is the rise of a very esoteric and often

arcane educational lexicon or vocabulary. The vocabulary itself isn’t

problematic, but we tend to speak to parents and other members

of the public using terms like “developmentally appropriate peda-

gogy,” “outcomes based education,” and “metacognition.” We need

to speak in terms that don’t exclude otherwise concerned, intelli-

gent people on the “outside.” (And let me let you in on a secret.

Half the time, educators don’t fully understand what they’re talk-

ing about either.)

Although the above list of dos and don’ts could go on for a long

time, the point is that the parent-school interface must be inviting

and in no way threatening. At the point of entry, so to speak, par-

ents should feel like they want to be in the school. Other, more

in-depth, and sometimes unorthodox, means of accommodating

parents are discussed below.

Institutionalizing Parent Involvement
As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, educators have to reexam-

ine their attitudes about parents. Once schools genuinely commit

to including parents on the parents’ terms then parental involve-
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ment must be institutionalized. This means that schools must cre-

ate activities and structures that actually support the involvement.

In my consulting work for schools, I consistently find situa-

tions in which schools profess a commitment to a set of beliefs

and objectives, but ironically create structures that either under-

mine their objectives or contradict their beliefs. This is often the

case with parental involvement. It is common for schools to claim

they want parents to be included, yet the same schools rarely

align institutional policies and structures with that sentiment. For

example, schools typically:

1) schedule events at times many parents cannot attend

2) contact parents directly only when there is a problem

3) unilaterally determine what form parental involvement can

take

4) restrict parental access to the school and classrooms to

times and circumstances determined by the school

5) close the school at nights and on weekends

6) inform parents after a new policy or program is designed

and implemented

7) communicate in a language parents don’t understand

(figuratively in terms of “educationese” and literally in terms

of failing to recognize that a newsletter in English will not

work for a parent who speaks Vietnamese)

8) have no physical place parents can comfortably congregate

in the school

There are, of course, many other ways in which school policies

and structures actually compromise what schools say they want to

achieve, but the above list constitutes some of the more obviously

irrational examples. What schools need to do is institutionalize poli-

cies and structures that actually support parental involvement.

For example, working from the above list, schools must stop

the nonsensical practice of scheduling everything from parent-

teacher conferences to assemblies only during the school-work day.

At the very least, schools must offer varied opportunities during
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the day, evening, and weekend regardless of the nature of the event.

Second, if schools want to improve their image and relationship

with parents, they must make a concerted effort to make direct

contact with parents for reasons besides disciplinary or academic

troubles with their children. Most educators have no idea the dread

with which most parents take a phone call or letter from their

children’s schools. This is simply because, as a rule, schools don’t

reach out to parents unless they want money or want them to

lower the boom at home. I have actually had parents break down

in tears in front of me as they describe getting phone calls from

their children’s schools. One very effective way to ease the ten-

sion of home-school communications is to use parents who are

already involved and acclimated to the school to communicate with

other parents. This parent-to-parent interaction is often much less

threatening.

Third, schools need to allow parents to decide what parent in-

volvement is. Some parents will never set foot in a school building.

This doesn’t mean they can’t be meaningful participants in their

children’s education. Some of the most helpful parents are those

who are well informed about what is going on in their children’s

classrooms, and who communicate with teachers, whether or not

they ever actually enter the school.

On a related note, as a matter of habit, schools need to include

parents in all stages of policy and program development. It is pri-

marily the responsibility of administrators to make this happen.

Parents have a tremendous amount of experience, insight, and ex-

pertise to offer schools. I honestly believe that many lousy decisions

would not be made by schools if parents were part of the process.

Likewise, good programs could be far more successful if they were

developed and implemented as part of a collaborative process that

included all stakeholders in the school. Of course, like many of the

ideas I have advocated in this book, this requires all participants to

redefine their roles and surrender some sacred turf.

Fourth, schools would be well served by allowing parents to

decide how, when, and why they come to school. Simply stated,

parents should have carte blanche in their children’s schools. This
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may sound radical to some educators, but the practice of “gate keep-

ing” at the front office is destructive. I’m not naive about the need

for schools to control access of “outsiders.” Clearly, issues of safety

and liability are real. However, many schools use this argument as

a means of denying parents easy access to classrooms. Another

specious argument is that if parents drop into a classroom anytime

they want, it will disrupt the learning process. This is false. The

only reason it is disruptive now is because it is so rare. It blows

students away to see a parent in the room, and it throws teachers

off balance. If parents and other family members were regular visi-

tors in classrooms, then school wouldn’t be so “mysterious,” students

wouldn’t see it as an “event,” teachers wouldn’t be disconcerted,

and everyone would have fewer problems. Some simple requests—

for example—waiting for a break in the action to approach the

teacher, or discreteness in approaching one’s own child, would be

all that is needed to protect the learning environment.

Having parents regularly spend time in classrooms would also

protect teachers. Ironically, many teachers fear having parents in

the room because they feel parents might not understand their

methods, or will disapprove of what transpires on any given day.

The reality is that parents who spend any significant amount of

time in their children’s classrooms become so deeply apprecia-

tive, if not awestruck by the work the teacher does, that virtually

all potential problems are eliminated with those parents. There are,

of course, occasional ranting and raving parents, but they will be

that way regardless.

The fifth point also addresses parental access to schools. Tradi-

tionally, schools have been open from early in the morning until

about 4:00 pm. It is not unusual for school buildings to be physi-

cally locked by four o’clock in the afternoon whether educators

are still working inside them or not. In the 21st century, schools

have to reevaluate this practice, not just as it relates to parental

involvement, but in terms of the viability of using such expen-

sive assets in such a limited way.

As with the first point above, schools must recognize that par-

ents have obligations that often preclude being physically present
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in the schools between 7:30 am and 4:00 pm. Moreover, most

schools have facilities such as libraries, gymnasiums, and computer

labs, among others that many parents would find very valuable if

they were made available. It is important to remember that schools

don’t need an agenda to invite parents to visit. Offering valuable

resources may be a way to slowly integrate parents that otherwise

would never come into a school. Likewise, it is important to re-

member that all roads of involvement don’t lead to the school

building. I recently had a graduate student whose most successful

parent relationships were cultivated in a student-parent-teacher

bowling league, and another who brought students and their par-

ents together in the evenings for computer training (provided by

the students!).

Regardless of specific plans to involve parents, when parents

are in the school, they need a comfortable place to be. As obvious

as this sounds, it is almost unheard of for schools to have a parent

lounge or room or area, etc. Although I mentioned above the value

of having parents spend time in their children’s classrooms, it can

also be very valuable to have a place in the school where parents

can congregate with or without an agenda—nothing elaborate, just

an identifiable area parents can meet in. Alvord Elementary in Santa

Fe, has one of the few dedicated parent areas I have ever seen in a

school. It has a couple of sofas, a coffee pot, reading materials, etc.

What has happened as a result of this area is that parents who

otherwise would have dropped their kids off at the curb and sped

away are coming into the school in the morning for a cup of cof-

fee and some conversation with other parents before they head to

work or back home. The same dynamic also occurs in the after-

noon. This area provides parents a nonthreatening, socially

rewarding reason to be in the school. It also provides the school a

way to engage parents and provide literature that the school feels

is important. At least as importantly, it simply creates a positive

context for being in the school.

The last point in the list above deals with communication.

Schools absolutely must institutionalize methods of communica-

tion that are accessible, nonthreatening, and user-friendly (see
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chapter seven for more detail). Toss out the educationese, or care-

fully explain what the vocabulary means. And, at least as importantly,

communicate with parents in their language of strength. I realize

that this can be a tall order, particularly in rural schools with few

resources, and urban schools with multiple languages. It is a politi-

cally loaded issue as well. Many Americans, educators among them,

believe that schools should be English-only institutions. Some

people argue that for public schools in particular tax dollars should

not be used to fund educational programs or parent communica-

tions in languages other than English. This book is not long enough

to address these arguments in detail, but I will venture one simple

response here, and expand on it briefly in the next chapter. As

with the state of the American family today, mentioned earlier in

this chapter, we can argue ad nauseum about whether or not hav-

ing a polylingual society is good or bad, but it is what it is. English

is clearly the language of primacy in the United States and will

remain so for the foreseeable future. However, many immigrant stu-

dents, and many more of their parents, cannot participate effectively

or fully in the educational system if they are excluded by virtue of

their language. And they are not going away. Therefore, if we hope

to have viable schools, let alone a viable society, parents who are

learning English must be afforded the opportunity of meaningful

involvement in the interim by way of communication in a language

they understand.

Finally, in addition to developing good communication with par-

ents, schools must demonstrate in concrete ways that they do, in

fact, value parent involvement. I mentioned earlier in this chapter

that in a previous job I struggled to serve recently arrived Mexican

families in a school district in Idaho. We worked hard to demon-

strate our desire to have them involved and it paid off. As an

example, we provided real-time interpretation of school events from

assemblies to parent-teacher conferences in Spanish. We also occa-

sionally conducted special meetings just for Spanish-speaking

parents. We did so because we knew that even with translation

and interpretation many minority parents were uncomfortable in

unfamiliar surroundings, and in the presence of monolingual En-
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glish-speaking parents. We also provided transportation. I person-

ally chauffeured parents in my Nissan station wagon to

parent-teacher conferences and other events. We simply decided

that we would not allow a lack of transportation to come between

committed parents and school involvement. Such a commitment

on our part engendered significant participation on the part of

parents, and we built strong relationships in the process.

In summary, improving parental involvement is possibly the most

significant effort schools can make on at least two fronts. As a

means of improving public relations, which schools desperately

need, parents are the most critical population to which schools

can reach out.  And secondly, in terms of improving outcomes for

students, it is absolutely essential that parents be meaningful and

consistent participants in collaboration with educators. The edu-

cational process today is too complex and loaded with too many

diverse challenges for teachers to provide optimal results by them-

selves. Similarly, even the most proactive and innovative schools

must understand that they will never get 100 percent parental

participation in all areas or all events. The goal must be to be

flexible and creative enough in engaging parents that ultimately

most parents will find their niche, their comfort zone, and thus

in some way become more active participants in their children’s

education.
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Chapter 9

Saving The 21st Century

(I can play with such hyperbole. It’s my book.)

Actually, I truly believe that the viability of the American Educa-

tional System through the 21st century, and thus America, as we

know it, is dependent upon whether or not we can solve the most

challenging systemic problems in our schools. As I mentioned at

the end of chapter five, our democracy is predicated upon an edu-

cated, participatory public. Since over 95% of all Americans receive

whatever education they get in public or private schools (the rest

are home schooled or completely unschooled), we must solve the

problems that are crippling our schools and their students if we

wish to remain viable as a democratic society. While this process

will be daunting, and, unfortunately, represents one of the most

complex challenges in American history, I nonetheless believe it is

solvable.

I say “unfortunately” because modern American society cannot

claim as one of its strengths patience for solving long term prob-

lems. We are a nation of sound bites, immediate gratification, and

oversimplification. Meeting the immense challenges of effective

schooling in America will involve not only the solutions themselves,

but a significant maturing of American society as well.

Specifically, I believe that three critical areas in American edu-

cation must be effectively addressed if we are to have any hope of
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saving the 21st century. They are brain-based learning, at-risk youth,

and multicultural education. I will explore each issue briefly.

Brain-Based Learning

I mentioned in chapter one that in the next 25 years we will

view education of the 20th century as having been barbaric.

Brain research, and brain-based learning will have a lot to do

with this perspective. We are discovering things about the biol-

ogy of learning that, if we choose to acknowledge, will inform

the practice of educators in powerful ways. I believe that what

we will soon see in education will be similar to the improve-

ments in medical care that have corresponded to advances in

biomedical research.

We are learning much about the way human brains function. In

particular we are beginning to understand what kinds of learning

experiences are “brain friendly.” The obvious task at hand is to re-

define schooling in general and teaching in particular, so that we

match instruction to the way students naturally learn.

Ironically, mothers and grandmothers have intuitively known

what brain-based education is all about for millennia. They have

known that singing and talking to children; providing affection,

and modeling, and safety; and allowing play and exploration just

make sense. Now that men in white coats with PET scans and com-

puters are scientifically documenting the biology of learning, policy

makers and mainstream professional educators may finally get on

board.

I believe that brain-based learning will be a driving force in

American education in the 21st century for at least two reasons.

First, it is supported simultaneously by solid neuroscience and

common sense—a potent combination. Second, and maybe more

importantly, brain friendly education is more rewarding and more

enjoyable for both teachers and students. I believe educators will

naturally gravitate toward brain-based learning because it will make

their jobs more meaningful. If not, we have a long 100 years ahead

of us.
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At-Risk Youth

At-Risk Youth has become a catch phrase that has moved from edu-

cational circles into the mainstream vocabulary in the last few years.

American schools, particularly public schools, have been over-

whelmed with kids who don’t fit the mold. For a variety of reasons,

these kids are statistically at higher risk for school failure, and thus

are termed “at-risk.” Barr and Parrett (1996), in their book Hope at

Last for At-Risk Youth, cite 36 discreet risk factors ranging from

the educational level of parents to drug abuse to run-ins with the

law that negatively impact children’s chances of succeeding in

school—and ultimately in life. Although some students suffer

“chronic” risk factors, all students are potentially at-risk. Some risk

factors are so powerful, that in combination they are nearly insur-

mountable. For example, we can predict with 80% accuracy that a

third grader who is poor, attends a poor school, is at least one grade

level behind in reading, and has been retained once, statistically

has an almost zero chance of graduating from high school. The

predictive validity of these variables is so high that at least one

state studies second graders to calculate future prison spending.

Despite the recent surge in at-risk youth, it is important to ac-

knowledge that there have always been at-risk students in our

schools. The difference is that before the information age, kids who

didn’t “fit the mold” had other options outside of school. Agricul-

ture and industry provided employment, and there was much less

need for high-end skills, and thus less need for extended formal

education. Second, as recently as the 1950s, just over half of Ameri-

cans finished high school regardless, so even then high school

existed for the most “functional” students. Finally, as a percentage

of all students, there are far more with the risk factors described

above today than in the past.

It is also critical to note that if we are to effectively address

the phenomenon of at-risk youth we must look at the systems

that put kids at-risk as opposed to the kids themselves. Unfortu-

nately we tend to see “problem” children and youth from a deficit

model. In other words, they are the problem. As such, we have to

“fix” them. I believe that we have to abandon this deficit model
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and commit to fixing schools, among other institutions, rather

than fixing children. Additionally, to be successful over the long

run we must focus on building resiliency—providing the skills

and support systems that have been identified as helpful in pro-

tecting youth against risk factors. They include social competency,

a sense of purpose, boundaries, meaningful relationships, and

other factors. The idea, simply, is to empower kids to survive and

even thrive in the face of negative environmental influences.

Where do schools fit in? As I mentioned in chapter one, one of

the single greatest problems in schools today is that they are based

on educational models that are roughly a century old. It is no won-

der that students who are faced with a myriad of challenges and

risk factors struggle in schools that simply are not designed for the

reality in which they operate. Interestingly, schools can become

much more effective with at-risk youth simply by implementing

brain-based and multicultural education, and by decreasing the

number of students educators have to work with at any given time.

Solving this problem is crucial for the future of American schools

and American society. The numbers of students at-risk for failure

are increasing while the risk factors themselves are becoming in-

creasingly more common as well. In short, the realities of many

students’ lives today will not change in the near future. The social

stresses inherent in the society we have created for our kids—

poverty, violence, neglect, drugs, broken homes, etc. have been

institutionalized, and are now generational. If schools cannot change

to serve students as they are, we will literally disenfranchise mil-

lions of young people from participation in everything from civic

discourse and responsibility to employment. The economic and

social costs of such a path are not only staggering, but plainly un-

sustainable in the long term. As Barr and Parrett note,

“The problem is not simply that some students are doing

poorly in school. The problems relate to all youth who are in

danger of not just failing and dropping out of school, but of

entering adulthood illiterate, dependent upon drugs and

alcohol, unemployed or underemployed, as a teenage parent,
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dependent on welfare, or adjudicated by the criminal justice

system.” (Barr & Parrett, 1996, p. 3)

Moreover, I submit that we have a moral responsibility to pro-

vide America’s youth with the scaffolding necessary to function

successfully and honorably in our society. It is unconscionable that

we systematically disenfranchise youth from the very experiences,

support, and services they desperately need in order to be the

people we say we want them to be.  Morality aside, if we expect

the American experiment in democracy to continue, we have no

choice.

Multicultural Education

Like the phenomenon of at-risk youth, the issue of multicultural

education will dominate the educational landscape in the 21st cen-

tury. This has nothing to do with political movements, or liberal

educators, or hidden agendas. It is simple demographics. U.S. Cen-

sus data and reports from the Center for Demographic Policy in

Washington, DC show that in thirty of the 35 largest school dis-

tricts in America, “minority” students are already in the majority.

Whites (Anglos) are in the minority in five American states. Within

about 45 years at the most, minorities will make up more than 50%

of the entire American population, which of course raises an inter-

esting issue—mathematically they will no longer be minorities.

The vast majority of immigrants to America today are “of color,”

and birth rates are higher among immigrants and established Ameri-

cans of color in general than among Anglos. These two factors will

inextricably change the face of American society, and of course,

American schools.

As it relates to the schools, multiculturalism or pluralism is a

reality in many places now and will be a reality everywhere soon.

Whether or not we see widespread multicultural education is an-

other issue. And this is significant, because diversity in schools will

not go away. The question then becomes, How do we effectively

educate children in such an environment? To start, if we have any

integrity, any morality, we will accept the reality, honor the reality,
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and strive to provide educational opportunities that meet the needs

of all students to the best of our ability. This may mean using lan-

guages other than English; this may mean altering curricula to be

more culturally representative of students, it may mean radically

altering teaching methods to better accommodate the socializa-

tion and acculturation that diverse students bring to school.

The realities of our diverse society may change education in

many ways. Regardless, whether or not a child speaks English, has

brown skin, is here legally, uses a wheelchair, or displays any other

“distinguishing” characteristics should have no bearing on whether

or not he or she receives a quality education. It is unconscionable

to deny an innocent child his or her potential for some perceived

difference of character or even for the actions of his or her par-

ents (immigration). Fortunately, federal law clearly prohibits such

discrimination. Hopefully, we as educators, parents and concerned

community members will choose to serve all children well, de-

spite their diversity, because it is the right thing to do.

If schools meet the needs of all students, then we will have

multicultural education. I am hopeful that we will indeed choose

to do the right thing. Nonetheless, even if we don’t raise the moral

courage to serve diverse children because it is honorable, I sus-

pect schools in America will still choose to adapt educational

practices to better serve a pluralistic student population for utili-

tarian reasons. In other words, as schools become more diverse,

the way we are teaching is becoming less effective. Schools will

have to make some accommodations for diverse learners simply

to survive.
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Chapter 10

Schools Of The Future

In the next 50 years, schools and universities will change
more and more drastically than they have since they
assumed their present form more than 300 years ago
when they organized themselves around the printed
book.

Peter Drucker
in Management Challenges for the 21st Century

It is difficult to know exactly what schools, or more accurately,

education, will look like in the next 50 years, but as Peter Drucker

says, whatever it looks like, it will be profoundly different than the

model we are accustomed to. I make a distinction here between

schools and education because one trend that is already affecting

how we learn is that much of education, much of formal educa-

tion, is no longer happening in schools. I will discuss this trend in

more detail later. Suffice it to say that how education is delivered,

where it is delivered and what we learn will all be significantly

different in the near future. In fact, I don’t believe schools as we

know them will even be recognizable in the next 25 to 50 years.

One reason schools will change is the fact that the purpose of

schools will change. Late nineteenth and 20th century schools were

schools for the industrial age. They were based on standardization,

synchronization of time, specialization of curriculum, centraliza-
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tion of control, and “bigness” (Cushner, Mclelland, & Safford, 2000).

This industrial age school system is described in detail in chapter

one. To a great extent, it is the model we still see most often in

American schools today. Twenty-first century schools, on the other

hand, must respond to the needs of the information age. Rather

than standardization, we are likely to see individualization and va-

riety; rather than viewing time as the constant and learning the

variable, this relationship will probably be reversed; diversity will

likely replace specialization, and schools will probably gravitate

toward small scale “learning communities” and away from the mono-

lithic “factory” schools of the 20th century. To borrow an analogy

from the world of commerce, we might say we are moving from

the “mega-mall” to the boutique.

Although many factors will influence the look and feel of edu-

cation in the 21st century, I will focus on what I believe are three

fundamental areas of influence in this final chapter. They are tech-

nology, economics, and demographics.

Technology

First, technology is changing schools and education in astounding

ways. In fact, in many cases technology is rendering the physical

school building as we know it obsolete. Today there are entire “vir-

tual” high schools in several states that students “attend” via computer.

In Seattle, New York and other communities, there are also hybrid

schools in which students go to “school” as we understand it for

only part of the day or week. They learn from home or from commu-

nity sites the rest of the time. At the post-secondary level, there are

hundreds of thousands of classes available online, both for credit

and non-credit, including entire degree programs. In such classes

and programs students never set foot in a physical classroom, and,

in many cases never actually see their instructors or classmates. This

“virtual” classroom is already a reality and I think it will become

pervasive in the next 25 years.

Technology is and will influence education in the 21st century

in more subtle ways as well. For example, the teacher as “content

expert” is a role that is rapidly diminishing. With the internet , CD
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ROMS, Digital Video Disks, and other storage media, students can

access more information about a given subject in minutes than a

teacher can store in his or her brain in a life time. I think it will

soon become impossible to justify supporting the kind of class-

room infrastructure we currently do so that large groups of students

can come together to listen to a “teacher” spew out information

that is of lower quality and currency than a student can get from

his bedroom PC. Significantly, this doesn’t decrease the importance

of teachers, it simply changes the way they work. As Bill Gates

(1996) comments in The Road Ahead, “The information highway

won’t replace or devalue any of the human educational talent

needed for the challenges ahead... However, technology will be

pivotal in the future role of teachers” (p. 185). I would argue that

technology will make future teachers more critical in some ways.

The internet, for example, provides such an astounding amount

and array of information, much of which is of questionable value

(I’m being kind. Much of the “content” on the internet is pure gar-

bage.), that teachers will be central to effective learning as

“consultants” and “filters” that direct students in helpful ways, de-

sign and provide structure for learning activities, and teach analysis

skills that allow learners to interpret and take advantage of the

resources at their disposal.

In short, technology will, and already is, changing the way teach-

ers teach. To date, it provides two key resources. One is information.

Lots of it. The second is electronic presentation and demonstra-

tion options. Technology allows teachers to teach in extremely

powerful ways. An example is excerpted from The Road Ahead

below:

I can imagine a middle-school science teacher a decade or so

from now, working on a lecture about the sun, explaining

not only the science but also the history of discoveries that

made it possible. When a teacher wants to select a picture,

still or video, whether it’s a piece of art or a portrait of a

great solar scientist, the highway will allow her to select from

a comprehensive catalog of images. Snippets of video and
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narrated animations from countless sources will be available.

It will only take minutes to pull together a visual show that

would now require days of work to organize. As she lectures

about the sun, she will have images and diagrams appear at

appropriate times. If a student asks her about the source of

the sun’s power, she can answer using animated graphics of

hydrogen and helium atoms, she’ll be able to show solar flares

or sunspots or other phenomena, or she might call up a brief

video on fusion energy to the white board. The teacher will

have organized links to servers on the information highway

in advance. She will make a list of links available to students,

so that during study times in the library or at home, they will

be able to review the material from as many perspectives as

they find helpful. (p. 189)

Bill Gates wrote the passage above in 1996, predicting that his

scenario would come to pass in ten years. As is often the case, it

has come true in less than half that time. There are teachers today

who are doing what Gates described. The one difference is that

putting the content together does not take “a few minutes.” It is

very time intensive. As a teacher who uses technology in traditional

face to face classes, and who teaches online, I have discovered that

finding “content” is not terribly time consuming. Putting it together

in effective ways that will facilitate meaningful learning, i.e., what

teachers have always done, is not, however, easy or fast. Fortunately,

curriculum publishers have filled this gap and now regularly pro-

vide the electronic content Gates describes. In fact, publishers are

creating multimedia packages that provide a “suite” of teaching tools

that are extremely powerful. For example, some textbooks now

include bar codes along side important pieces of text or pictures.

These bar codes correspond to audio and video (still and moving

pictures) on a DVD or laser disk that can be run through a com-

puter and/or television monitor. As a teacher (or student) reviews

a lesson in the book, he or she can read a bar code with a hand

held wand which activates the multimedia content on the disk,

which is then displayed on the television screen or projected onto
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a large wall screen via an LCD projector. In many cases these im-

ages (video, illustrations, diagrams, etc), when run through a

computer, can be manipulated by a teacher or student. For example,

a class might be studying pulmonary function in mammals. A teacher

or student could scan a bar code in a textbook that is connected

to a 3-D representation of lungs that demonstrate, with moving

pictures, oxygen and carbon dioxide transfer. If run through a com-

puter, the teacher or student might be able to “peel back” tissue or

cell layers in the lungs to see minute anatomical detail. They may

also be able to “run the program” under different conditions to see

visually how oxygen levels in the atmosphere impact molecular

transfer in the lungs. This technology is available today, and is in

use in some schools.

In summary, technology will change schools dramatically by:

1) decreasing the need for the typical school building while

increasing the need for infrastructure that connects people

and devices such as computers, projectors, DVDs, etc.,

2) providing access to unlimited information directly to

students, and

3) altering the way teachers teach and interact with students.

These factors alone will likely result in a trend away from large, cen-

tralized schools where students spend the entire day and educators

control learning. If nothing else, technology will have a profound

democratizing effect on learning. Economics, the second factor I

will discuss in this chapter will also have a significant impact.

Economics

The great conundrum of technology is that while it can “democra-

tize” education and provide tremendous learning opportunities, it

can also exacerbate the chasm between  “haves’ and “have nots,”

both in schools and in society. Technology itself is neutral in this

respect. The distribution of resources, however, is not. America runs

the risk in this century of further institutionalizing the gap be-

tween the rich and the poor by allowing wealthy schools, whatever
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they look like, to be technology havens, while poor schools be-

come technology deprived—the “digital divide.”

While there is some debate over the depth of the digital divide

across race and class in America, there is no question that some

schools are well resourced, with a lot of technology for teachers

and students, while others are woefully inadequate. And this is not

a “cosmetic” issue. As our society becomes more technology driven

and technology dependent, and as information becomes the cur-

rency of wealth and power, students who are educated in

technology rich environments will widen their advantage over

those who are not, and the social ills perpetuated by an institu-

tionally disadvantaged underclass will worsen. This is a fate we

cannot afford if we wish to continue as a democratic society.

Economics will not only influence technology, it will also influ-

ence the quality of teachers that students get, regardless of the shape

schools ultimately take. A very compelling Associated Press article

printed nationally in the early summer of 2000 (Associated Press 1,

2000) reveals that the disparity in teacher pay between some wealthy

suburban school districts and poor urban ones is growing critically

wide.19 While average teacher pay nationally is among the very low-

est of professions, there are  a few pockets of extremely high pay

which tend to be juxtaposed against nearby urban areas of poor

compensation. For example, the AP article reported that while ex-

perienced teachers in Philadelphia make about $35,000 per year,

the median teacher pay in Newton, PA, a wealthy suburb, is $85,000

per year. While this is an extreme example, it is indicative of a na-

tional trend. We already know that compared to suburban schools,

urban schools have substandard facilities, older, lower quality cur-

riculum materials, and less advanced technology. The current trend

in teacher pay will also drain the best teacher talent from urban

schools. If we aren’t very vigilant the future for many urban schools,

and the children in them, will be extremely bleak. I personally be-

19 Another real, but much less publicized crisis, is the lack of resources in
many rural schools. Many such schools are in areas with a very low tax base
and highly dispersed student populations. This combination creates unique
challenges for rural schools.
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lieve that although urban schools may be the last to undergo dra-

matic change, they will in fact change and improve. I will discuss

how I think that will happen later in the chapter.

In summary, economics will impact schools of the future simi-

larly to how economics impacts schools today. Wealthy areas with

high tax bases will be able to provide high quality facilities, tech-

nology, and teachers. Urban and other poor areas will not. And

importantly, well funded schools will have the freedom to engage

in reform on their terms whereas poor schools will likely engage

reform “under duress.” Moreover, vouchers in some form will likely

become more common, but only in urban areas. If so, this will per-

petuate a rather vicious cycle for urban schools in which they will

have already limited resources “ciphoned off” and distributed to

schools who can “cherry pick” the students they want. The weak-

est schools will then be left with the neediest and most expensive

students, while receiving fewer resources to serve them! Ultimately,

vouchers are unlikely to improve large, urban public schools, but

rather accelerate their demise. Such a scenario may not be bad in

the long run, but will initially cause a great deal of pain. And if we

are honest, the real agenda behind many advocates of vouchers is,

in fact, the demise of the current public school model. Again, this

may not be such a bad outcome.

As the demography of American schools becomes more diverse,

the ability of the current system to serve such a wide range of

students is decreasing. We may, therefore benefit from a totally new

system. I discuss the implications for changing demography in the

next section.

Demographics

The last factor I’m going to discuss that will significantly impact

schools of the future is demographics. As I mentioned in the previ-

ous chapter, America is undergoing a transformation from a society

that in the 1960s was primarily white and of European descent to

one of color from Latin and Asian descent. We are also aging dra-

matically. Both of these factors will impact schools of the future in

significant ways. First, as classrooms become more diverse, and as
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public schools, particularly urban ones, host almost exclusively

“minority” populations, the way the schools do business will have

to change if they are to survive. One option is to become so attrac-

tive that middle and upperclass students from the suburbs commute

into the city. There is a precedent for this. In Kansas City, for ex-

ample, some magnet schools are having more success integrating

because of curriculum than was achieved in 30 years of busing.

Regardless, schools will have to become much more accommodat-

ing of culturally diverse parents, families, and local communities

than they traditionally have been. This is because inner city schools,

already lacking in political or fiscal support, will have to cultivate

local advocacy in order to survive in any form in the future. And

the support they do have is dwindling as politicians jump on the

“accountability” bandwagon. Accountability per se is not a prob-

lem, of course, but as I explained in chapter three, the tools being

used most often to judge school effectiveness are simply invalid.

And inner city schools, with poor facilities, substandard materials,

low socioeconomic status children, and a transient teacher force

are being compared against suburban schools with comparatively

little of those challenges. Under the circumstances, urban schools

will have to assertively and creatively reach out to local communi-

ties for the support they need. They will need to be very inviting,

very friendly places. Even if the schools are successful in courting

local support, however, I still believe that the large inner city school

model will go the way of the dinosaurs within 25 years. I’ll explain

why in the last section of this chapter.

I will make one more point on diversity before I address the

aging of America. Cultural and linguistic diversity is not solely the

milieu of big city schools. “Middle America” has and will be im-

pacted as well. Ironically, while writing this chapter, I received an

email from my sister that had been forwarded from a close friend

of hers who teaches in a public elementary school in Boise, Idaho.

The email was a memo announcing that students speaking the fol-

lowing “foreign” languages would be attending the school in Fall,

2000: Spanish, Russian, Croatian, Laos, Vietnamese, Kurdish,

Sudanese, Indian (Hidi-Gujarati), and Tibetan. This is one elemen-
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tary school in Boise. One of the largest Hmong populations in the

country is in Wisconsin, and the only place in the world that has

more Guatemalans than Guatemala is Texas! Ethnic and cultural

diversity are here to stay, and at levels most Americans don’t fully

comprehend. As I mentioned earlier in the book, 30 of the 35 larg-

est school districts in America had majorities of “minorities” in the

previous decade. In five American states, “Whites” are already in

the minority, and within about 45 years, Whites will be in the mi-

nority nationally! Whatever the future holds for schools, a

wonderfully diverse student population is preordained.

The other significant demographic factor that will impact

schools of the future is that the “baby boomers” are growing old.

Why does this matter? Because public schools, by definition, de-

pend on public support. There are already more taxpayers without

children in schools than with children in school today. According

to the Center for Demographic Policy in Washington, DC, the popu-

lation of folks 35 to 64 will increase by over 17,000,000 people in

the next ten years alone. And in 20 years the population over 80

will double. The population of 18 to 24 year olds will actually shrink

by over a million people in the next 10 years. These are not just

“gee-whiz” statistics. They portend a crisis for public school fund-

ing in the first quarter of the 21st century. School bond issues are

already failing at an all-time high across the country. In one North-

ern New Mexico community not far from where I live, seven

consecutive bond issues in a row failed even though part of the

high school was on the verge of being condemned because it was

falling down. This scenario is being repeated across America, and

the percentage of taxpayers who have children in schools is mark-

edly higher now than it will be in the near future. The aging of

America will affect all schools, including those in suburbia, and

some communities with high rates of retirees (Florida, Arizona)

will be particularly hard hit.

As I suggested in chapter eight, and in this chapter related to

urban schools, all public schools will have to become much more

community oriented if they want to preserve any semblance of

their current funding base. Schools will have to convince local tax-
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payers that they (the schools) represent a valuable community re-

source for everyone, not just students. They will have to be much

more accessible, in ways schools have never been before.

In the last section of this chapter, and the book, I will take a stab

at predicting what schools in the future will actually look like.

Crystal Ball Stuff

First, at the K-12 level, I believe that large, centralized schools will

disappear. In their place we will see a wide variety of small, highly

unique “schools” in which children spend only part of their “learn-

ing” time. I think the big monolithic schools we are familiar with

will go away because it is becoming impossible to meet the needs

of huge numbers of profoundly diverse students under one roof.

The amount of resources (time and money) spent in large schools

purely on “management” issues (see chapters one and four) will

not be sustainable in the future. Ironically, the “super schools” that

were supposed to save money as a result of centralization of re-

sources are, in fact, costing more in some cases than small schools

because of the added expense of things like security, physical plant

overhead, parking, insurance, and utilities. Regardless of cost, big

schools simply cannot serve individual students as well as small

schools can. And as the market basket of options increase for pub-

lic school students and their parents, they will leave the large,

impersonal, and less effective schools. Students are ultimately cus-

tomers. When the product a school offers gets bad enough, the

“customers” will stop showing up, at which point the doors will

close. Vouchers may play a small role in the exodus.

While I don’t believe competition from vouchers by itself will

result in school improvement, I do think that magnet schools, char-

ter schools, specialty private schools and home schooling will all

attract their share of students. All of these educational models are

essentially a means to bring teachers, parents, and students of like

mind and interests together. It is a form of self-segregation, but,

often, it is, and will be, along ideological rather than racial lines.

We will likely also see hybrids of public-private schools and pub-

lic-corporate schools. Corporations are leaping into the education
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business and see it as a means of “molding” the future work force

and future consumers while having greater say in curriculum and

instruction. It can also make great business sense. Intel Corpora-

tion, the company that has put chips in about 80% of all the personal

computers in the world, recently built a public high school in Rio

Rancho, NM, where Intel is located. The company paid virtually

the entire bill for construction of the new school, roughly

$30,000,000 dollars, in return for many times that amount in long

term tax breaks. Intel’s investment was certainly not purely altru-

istic, but the school district needed a school and didn’t have the

money. As schools become more financially stressed, they will also

become more vulnerable to corporate “deals,” some of which will

require significant compromise on the part of public schools.

In the future we will see many partnerships in which third par-

ties, generally corporations, will pay for curriculum supplies,

hardware and software, and other necessities in return for a say in

what is purchased, and by extension, the educative process itself. A

current example is a consortium headed by the cable network CNN

that supplies televisions and satellite delivered “curriculum” to

schools in return for a promise from the schools that they will broad-

cast the shows, which contain advertising, during the school day.

Another example is a coordinated effort between the Bill and Melinda

Gates Foundation and Microsoft to provide millions of dollars of

software and technology training to cash strapped school districts

and teachers who need, but cannot afford, either. Another unique

partnership between NASA, the Georgia Chamber of Commerce, state

agencies, and a group of educators is currently planning to establish

a “high tech” secondary school in Southwest Georgia that would not

only provide state-of-the-art training in technology and a high school

diploma, but would provide students certificates in geospatial tech-

nology. Significantly, the partnership plans to design the school’s

curriculum so that students receive training specifically geared to-

ward employment with NASA and other technology employers. Such

arrangements may or may not ultimately be in the interests of schools

and students—some will certainly be better than others. But regard-

less, by definition, they will impact the way children are educated.
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Another change in schools of the future will be a significant

increase in community based learning in the form of apprentice-

ships, service learning, and other unique arrangements that provide

context for learning activities. As with technology, community based

learning will also decrease the need for the kind and scale of school

buildings we have now. We will see students spending more time

at home using computers to access information and to do basic

research, while going to school to refine it, and into the commu-

nity to apply it.

Regardless of exactly how schools look, they will be much

smaller and much more diverse, though the students in them will

share more in common than they do in today’s mega schools. Stu-

dents will still come together in central locations for certain

activities such as sports, marching band, and other activities that

can’t be offered in every small school.

Home schooling and private schools will continue to attract

greater numbers of students from the public schools, however, both

of these options have serious limitations in terms of their poten-

tial for growth. Today about 90% of American children are educated

in public schools. Approximately 5% attend private school and a

small fraction, somewhere between  600,000 to 1,000,000 chil-

dren are home schooled (Holt Associates, 2000). About 4 or 5% of

children are essentially “unschooled.” The overall numbers of chil-

dren in private school or those being home schooled will not

increase dramatically in the next 25 years because of economics

and family structure. Most of the families who want their children

to attend private school and who can afford it already have their

children in private schools. Even an aggressive voucher program, if

it could pass constitutional muster, would only reach a relatively

small number of families. There simply is not the political will to

fund a public school system and then publicly fund a parallel “pri-

vate” system. As for home schooling, most families today (see chapter

four) cannot support home schooling, at least in its typical form,

because both parents work. This will not change in the near future.

So, whatever the schools look like, they will continue to be over-

whelmingly public in the foreseeable future.
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Changes in education will not only impact the K-12 system. Re-

markable changes are also on the horizon for colleges and

universities. What will they look like? Here are some very interest-

ing predictions from the Vice President of Academic Affairs at

Northwest Nazarine College:

1) By 2025, half of today’s existing independent colleges will

be closed, merged or significantly altered in mission.

2) University degrees and programs will be available by

information technologies from all quality levels of

educational institutions.

3) Courseware producers will sell courses and award credits

directly to the end user, bypassing the institutional

middleman.

4) Two principal types of degree and certificate granting

institutions will emerge: value-added (traditional colleges)

and certification institutions.

5) The distinction between distance and local education will

be blurred. Almost all courses will be digitally enhanced. A

small group of colleges will carve out a market niche by

maintaining “live faculty instruction” in their course

delivery.

6) The big growth in adult and post-secondary education will

be in degree and certificate programs for older adults. To

be viable in the information society, the typical adult will

need to take at least 30 semester credits every 10 years.

7) The home-school movement will lead to a home-college

movement.

8) The remaining campus-based colleges and universities will

increasingly move to responsibility-centered management

and will outsource many functions now done by the

institution.

9) By 2005, there will be “killer” courseware applications

covering the 25 college courses that enroll 50% of all

credits.



Wallace K. Pond

140

10) The US government will continue to certify institutions

for access to student financial aid. By 2010, the number of

eligible institutions will jump from about 7,000 to more

than 10,000. (The Futurist, March/April 2000)

As a college professor and administrator, the above predictions

are of particular interest to me! It is interesting to note that the

two most salient influences in the predictions above are technol-

ogy and economics, two of the three factors I suggest will drive

change in K-12 education as well. Another theme in the predic-

tions for higher education is that schooling will evolve toward an

outcomes based model, i.e., what a student knows and can do will

be of much greater significance than how long he or she sits in a

classroom. This outcomes model already represents the status quo

in the business world and will likely permeate the K-12 system in

the very near future. The concept of school day and school year

will disappear. In fact, the concept of “K-12” itself will go away as

students progress through the educational system not based on

their age, but on their abilities and their desire. I think this may be

the most exciting change on the horizon. For too long, children

have been oppressed by a system that herds them through a cur-

riculum based not on their abilities, developmental level, personal

interests, or personal needs, but rather on such arcane requirements

as “seat time.” As education becomes decentralized and schools be-

come smaller, children will be treated as individuals, as human

beings, and they will be able to pursue their education in ways

that are appropriate for them rather than for the system.

So, as we come to the end of the book, there are two points I would

like to reiterate. One, is that the current educational system does

not work well for a large percentage of students. Although Ameri-

can schools, particularly public schools, do a remarkable job of

educating millions of kids under extremely challenging circum-

stances, only a small slice of the population gets the really good

stuff. This is a crisis not just on moral grounds. It portends disaster

for our democracy, which depends on an well educated, enfran-
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chised populace. Fortunately, we already have the solutions to many

of our educational problems—if we have the will to employ them.

Second, we have an unprecedented opportunity at the dawn of

the new millennium to make and mold changes in our educational

system that will optimize the American educational experience for

our children and our society. Our schools will, indeed, undergo

profound change. My hope is that we make those changes for chil-

dren—and by design, not by default.
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Epilogue

If you’re reading this, you either read the whole book, which pleases

me to no end, or for some strange reason, you went to the very

back of the book in search of something...

This project has been exceptionally rewarding, and also, far more

challenging than I ever anticipated. My hope is that it has, if noth-

ing else, provided you with a point of departure for examining

education in American schools. My intent was twofold. First I

wanted to address serious “bottom line” issues in a way that was

understandable, if not compelling. Second, I hoped to offer some

viable solutions to many of the most pressing problems.

Whether you agree with my “take” on education or not, I sus-

pect we all acknowledge that some of the things we’re doing in

American schools today don’t work well. And I would hope that

we also agree that regardless of the way we choose to educate

youth, that our children deserve the best we have to offer.

Finally, I would like to formally pay tribute the tremendous com-

mitment that millions of educators—teachers, classroom aides,

specialists, administrators—are making all across America. Some

of you may disagree with my views on the educative process, and

some of you may engage in practices I have openly questioned,

but an overarching truth is that there is not a more crucial and

honorable mission than educating our youth. Thank you.
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