Tete,


I was remembering our discussion after our last class period.  By tackling these concepts as if this was an assignment for class, I am able to clarify my own thoughts for my own edification.  This is why I warn my instructors that I am the worst type of student.  What I find interesting, I study without regard for syllabus, lessen plans, or instructor’s intentions.  And, what I don’t find interesting, I only give a cursory examination.
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“Revolutionizing Education”


Last semester, my English Composition research group completed a project on enrollment and retention at Scott Community College. As part of the research, I interviewed the entire guidance counselor department at Davenport West High School. On February 23rd, I conducted an out-briefing on last semester’s project for the guidance department in conjunction with an interview for this class. One of the major themes which came out of the discussion was the fact that of the 103 surveys which were completed by seniors at West and qualified for compilation, none were completed by Black male students. Immediately, the questions rang out around the table: “Don’t we have any Black male seniors?”; “Weren’t the surveys distributed throughout the school population?” I was amazed that the members of the guidance department–I hold these educators in high esteem–were so clueless.


The first problem, I believe, is that the head of the guidance department couldn’t pull a relatively accurate estimate of the number of Black male students from memory. If I, an outsider, can readily identify a specific problem, why hadn’t they seen it first? The fact that there are groups of American youths that have fallen and/or are falling through the cracks in the system is one of many symptoms. The real problem is that our American school system is unprepared to enter the 21st century, and the solution is fairly complicated.

I envision a learning environment which promotes participation. Perhaps if students feel they have a stake in their education, they will regularly come to class and stay around long enough to learn something. Is this education through osmosis? I will examine how our education system came to be in the state that it is in and propose my version of a solution–at least a solution which I can implement with the acquiescence of my administrators.


At the turn of the century, we had a highly industrialized society. People worked in factories: raw materials went in one door; value added manufacturing was applied; and the finished product emerged from the opposite door. The American school system which developed to provide semi-skilled and semi-literate workers for these factories and was commonly known as the “factory” system was most similar. Young children entered a door, and eight to twelve years later, they emerged ready to work in the factory. The amazing thing is that schools actually began to resemble factories. Just look at Davenport Central High School. Doesn’t it look like a Ford factory from the same time period. An additional benefit of the “factory” school system was sorting of students though the use of grades both academic and deportment. The school system sorted students for the factories’ human resources departments. Poor students had been stigmatized: failure. Exceptional students, who would not necessarily fit into the worker-bee mentality of the factory, were also identified. The remaining 80% was prime material for employment. The school system had done its job.


Now, we live in an information age. Computer operators and other technologically skilled workers are rapidly replacing the assembly-line workers of even the last generation. How can we make a profound change in the American educational system to prepare our children for the new millennium? An article in US News & World Report addressed the education policies of several of America’s state governors. One sub-article about California’s Governor Grey Davis’ policy of reward and punishment was highlighted:

[The] new Democratic Gov. Grey Davis recently pledged again to make fixing California’s public-school system his ‘first, second, and third priority’. . . .The plan. . . calls for a combination of rewards and penalties designed to improve reading skills, bolster teacher training, and make educators and schools accountable. Schools that failed to improve would be sanctioned, and their principals fired. Teachers would be subject to annual peer review. Those who came up short would be reported to their schools and given training (California).


Let me see, rewards and punishment. Sounds like a fine solution: not. This program insinuates that the problems in California’s school system stem from slothful teachers and administrators. In a letter to the editor, the husband of a California teacher takes issue with Gov. Davis:

. . . a child’s learning process weighs heavily on one major factor that is being overlooked: parenting. The best teacher in the world can work with a child and send homework home, but if the if the parents do not nurture, encourage, and assist the child in the educational process, it is extremely difficult to achieve the maximum benefits of any educational system (“Letters”).


If not rewards and punishment–the “factory” system rewarded and punished students and Gov. Davis’ proposed system will reward and punish teachers and administrators–then what? How about a system that encourages learning?


I envision teaching in a school which promotes the ability to think critically and communicate effectively. Participation will be the key to success. Lessons will be designed around a central concept, who’s length is determined by the gravitas of the concept. Students will write an essay on some aspect of the lesson. These essays will be graded with checks or stars or “wow’s”. By the way, I believe that writing leads to learning. Most educators believe that tests and grades are necessary. OK. One open-book test per semester will be administered. One project, selected by the student, will be required per semester. Grades will be based on participation. And, if a student needs to participate a little extra–why, I wouldn’t know–extra credit will be available. Anyway, that’s my concept.
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