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San Diego, CA -   As someone who spent most of 20 years in submarines, I always found popular entertainment about submarines to be both amusing and disappointing.  While attempting to produce an entertaining motion picture or to write a book, the authors inevitably take broad liberties which drive the final product far into fiction, with little resemblance to what actually takes place on a submarine.

This disconnect between what actually happens and what is presented as happening is, of course, not limited to submarines.  Having spoken to several attorneys, I have found that their impression of essentially every television or motion picture treatment of their profession is also far off the mark.  I suspect that this is generally true of most professions.  It is simply too difficult to capture the real day-to-day workings of any job.

Attempts to depict education fall into this same trap.  Nearly every novel, television show, or motion picture presents a caricature of the everyday classroom.  Teachers seem to be either buffoons or saints.   The typical mix of students in these fictitious settings always consists of a very predictable cast of characters.  You can probably write the script yourself.
The problem is that those who make education policy in the U.S. on all levels appear to follow their own image of a typical classroom which is equally divorced from reality.  Our new Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, seems to be suffering from this same disconnect.  As part of the stimulus package to reverse the downturn in our national economy, Duncan is set to throw over $100 billion to public schools, universities, and early childhood education programs throughout the country.  This massive influx of money will, according to Duncan, flow to “programs which are proven to work.”  When you hear those words, think of the submarine movies.
Here in California, Secretary Duncan may have a very real problem in finding anything which works in public schools – at least in the K-12 range.   One of my younger colleagues who was teaching at a public high school in Virginia decided last year to accept a teaching position in San Diego.  He did not last one year, before he turned in his resignation and headed back to Virginia.  The classrooms were chaotic, and the curriculum had been incredibly “dumbed down.”  Still California, based on its size, will receive a large share of the $100 billion.  Most will go to pay for the salaries of teachers who have been laid off due to the fact that California has been fiscally irresponsible for at least the past 20 years.  Little, if anything, will change in the classroom.
The problem, as I have discussed previously in these columns, is that the basic premise which is driving education policy in the U.S. for the past decade is fatally flawed.  That premise is the slogan, No Child Left Behind, which has become national policy.  In order to try to reach this absolutely unattainable (and socially undesirable) goal of every child graduating from high school (and presumably heading off to at least 4 years of college), we have simultaneously lowered our standards and have slighted those students who do come to school daily and who do attempt to do their assignments.  We are focusing on our non-performers so much that we are ignoring those who have the talent, the aptitude, and the desire to do well. 
At our high school, for example, we have cut class time in order to provide additional time during the school day for students who have missed school, or not completed assignments, to make up work.  For the vast majority of students of all levels, these additional periods have become social events where very little work is being done.  The result is that the good students now have less time receiving instruction, and those students who do little or no work are still doing poorly.   Our administrative team, who generated this program, has declared it to be a success, so this model will presumably become one of those programs which are “proven to work.”

The dirty secret of education is that much of the success in the classroom begins in the home.  When students have parents who value education, the children are inevitably successful in school.   Policy makers avoid this fact, because they can, or choose to, do little to address the actual core problem.  Instead they create new slogans and associated programs, usually accompanied by further influxes of money.  
Until someone comes forward and speaks plainly and truthfully on this subject, we have little hope to serve our youth properly.
I thought you might like to know.
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