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Ch. 2: “The Goals of Instruction”
I really liked this chapter.  It goes into two of the most emotionally-debated topics in education: goals, and facts vs. abstraction.  I’m guilty myself of having taken an emotionally- (not intellectually-) dictated side in these debates in the past.  I think the problem is lack of understanding, not lack of concern for the children on anyone’s part.

Many students have managed to graduate from high school still totally unprepared for college, and sometimes, for the real world.  I know, because I’ve tutored a lot of them.  I can’t count how many students walked into the Writing Center and told me they had no clue how to write their English 1301 paper because they’d never written a paper before.  In the beginning, I actually questioned them about it because I couldn’t believe it was true.  Surely, they only meant they’d never written that KIND of paper.  I finally gave up the questioning because they usually confirmed that they’d never written a narrative, an argument paper, a poem, or anything.  Many had never even taken an essay test before.  Perhaps the SAT and TASP were their only such experiences.  And, of course, we have all heard the stories of football players who graduate without being able to read, and we have heard the statistics putting the United States far down the global list of student math-science achievement.

I think most people are genuinely concerned about these problems and would like to see them rectified.  Certainly, anyone who would bother debating “best practices” is interested in a positive outcome for students.  Some of the disagreements are honest, intellectual differences of opinion.  Others, unfortunately, come from lack of understanding about education.  

Now that I am in my second education class, I am beginning to appreciate just how much goes into good teaching.  I can look back now on some of the arguments I once agreed with and realize how irrelevant they really are.  For example, just because a language arts teacher finds it appropriate to teach non-canonical texts doesn’t mean standards are being thrown out the window.  That is particularly relevant in light of what Chapter 2 has to say about abstractions versus facts.  We honestly can’t expect students to read every “great book” by the time they graduate high school.  Even if they did, they wouldn’t retain it all or ever pick one up again unless they were really interested.  That is why it is important to teach students an appreciation for (and hopefully, a love of) literature and teach them HOW to read the things and get some kind of meaning from them.  There are also things they learn from literature (such as grammar, writing style, logic, culture, broader horizons, and so forth) that apply to the rest of their lives, whether they ever pick up a copy of Moby Dick after graduation or not.  I know that my English skills have stood me in VERY good stead as a paralegal, and would enable me to be a pretty good attorney if that’s what I wanted to do with my life.  That is why it is important to understand that teaching lots of facts doesn’t always do the trick – teaching sufficient facts as a way of teaching the much-more-important abstractions, does.

That being said, the teaching must still be rigorous and challenging.  I think that is the real root of people’s fear of non-traditional curricula.  It’s a reasonable fear to have.  I can tell that it will take a lot of study, planning, and preparation in order to create good lesson plans that balance facts with abstractions, the differing goals of child, society, and academic disciplines, and psychomotor, affective, and cognitive skills.  Not only does that take a lot of effort, but it also takes a lot of intelligence, wisdom, and experience.  Teachers with those qualifications aren’t exactly mobbing the schools looking for employment.  They particularly aren’t mobbing low-income schools – after all, the most qualified teachers will usually look for the highest-paying jobs (or at least not the lowest-paying ones.)

That’s why I think it’s important to encourage teachers and offer plenty of opportunities (including mandatory staff training every year) for continuing education so they can become better at what they do.  We should also do our best to educate the public, which is admittedly difficult because most parents are busy and/or disinterested.  Regardless, we need to do the best we can, each of us, where we are.  If we improve education today, we might have larger numbers of capable teachers tomorrow, who will improve education, so there will be even larger numbers of capable teachers later, who will improve education . . .

