	Message no. 1104[Branch from no. 1097] 
Posted by Kerri Beauchesne on Tuesday, February 1, 2005 12:34am
Subject: Re: Beauchesne Session 2 Reader Response 

Donna,

. . . . . . . . 

"What's wrong with education" is usually an emotionally-charged debate.  Parents and other members of the general public are rightfully concerned for the quality of education.  They see that the quality of student performance has declined over the years and want to know why.  It is easy to say, "Student performance has declined; at the same time, teaching methods have changed.  The new teaching methods must be at fault!"  

This is particularly easy to do if they misinterpret educational jargon.  This is why I included "facts vs. abstractions" as one of those contested terms.  Teachers define "facts" and "abstractions" in specialized ways that may differ from the way an everyday person uses them.  For example, I might think "fact" means "that which is true," and "abstraction" means "that which has no connection to the real world."  Therefore, if I heard a teacher say she intended to teach more abstractions and fewer facts, I would probably be concerned that standards had just slipped another notch.

Teachers, on the other hand, are rightfully defensive when attacked as responsible for a deterioration of student outcomes.  After all, teachers are only one factor in the equation.  Many other variables have a bearing on student success: home life, friends, pop culture, ethnic background, socioeconomic background, proficiency in English, etc.  Teachers can only do so much for individual students if other factors are working against them.  Therefore, if the failure rate at an inner-city school is astronomical, there are any number of explanations.  For members of the public to assume the entire fault rests with the teachers and administrators (and, perhaps, the taxpayers) is at least premature.

It is also important to note that educators today have to worry about being prosecuted.  I'll be the first to say that teachers have no business molesting or attacking or otherwise abusing students.  However, it seems that it would be terribly easy for a disaffected student to simply accuse a teacher of inappropriate or criminal behavior and win with no more than "he said, she said" evidence.  

As a result, teachers, administrators, and school districts have to step very carefully in order to diminish the risk of lawsuits.  Some of this is a good thing, but in some respects it interferes with educational opportunity.  For example, in a school with severe behavioral problems, teachers and administrators may not be able to use the most effective management strategies, perhaps including swats.  As a result, behavior disrupts learning, and outcomes are diminished.

Taking all of this into account, it is easy for both sides to over-simplify the debate.  Parents and members of the general public may fail to recognize the diversity of factors that affect student outcomes and therefore unfairly place all the blame on teachers and teaching methods.  Teachers, rightfully frustrated by this view and the tenuous position they've been forced into by lawsuits, may become defensive and discount the valid parts of the parents' arguments.  Also, having studied the scientific research that backs their teaching methods, teachers may be frustrated that their methods are being attacked.

This is not to say that "all" parents or "all" teachers feel a certain way.  But I've heard and participated in arguments that went just this way.  I think we need to take the public seriously and try to address their concerns.  After all, sometimes the teachers ARE the problem.  I also think the public needs to educate themselves about the topic before demanding emotionally-created solutions.  

We can't educate everyone about our teaching methods, because not everyone will listen.  However, I think the best place to start is parents.  Again, many of these will not be involved, for one reason or another.  But we'll reach some of them, who can then be our advocates over coffee with a friend.  We can also teach our students the best we can so they can be the next generation of good teachers and advocates for good teaching methods.

- Kerri


	Message no. 1576[Branch from no. 1568] 
Posted by Kerri Beauchesne on Friday, February 4, 2005 10:51am
Subject: Re: Biesi Field Exp 2 

Donna,

I think you and I are on the same wavelength.  I think there's probably an "ideal" way to teach everything, but we don't have unlimited time and resources.  I think we need to choose our battles, so to speak, and decide what things are most important to teach the "ideal" way.  

After all, that was part of the point of "facts vs. abstractions" in Chapter 2 - it's physically impossible to teach students ALL the facts.  They can't possibly read every "Great Book" by the time they graduate high school, so we choose representative works and teach them *how* to read critically, *how* to write papers, etc.  So in the same way, for example, I may teach some aspects of grammar and usage constructively, but some things just aren't worth the time it would take - and I don't want to choke them on grammar.  I'd either handle these through mini-lessons or through individual learning logs.

. . . . . . . . . . . . 

- Kerri


