Placing the Bar
by
Eyes Right
New Orleans, LA – One of my former students teaches here.  Adair is currently in her second year in Teach for America and is assigned to an elementary school in the upper 9th Ward, one of the distinctly non-affluent parts of the city.  Her students are uniformly poor, and most live in difficult conditions, compared to most Americans.  Her boyfriend,          Chris, is also a member of Teach for America here;  his assignment is to teach 9th and 11th grade mathematics in an even poorer neighborhood.
Unlike Chris and Adair's  assignments, all of my 25 years of teaching in public schools took place in wealthier communities composed mostly of those "middle class" families politicians love to talk about.  Of course, there were plenty of my students whose families were on welfare and others whose families consisted of single parents struggling mightily to just get by.  But mostly, the vast majority of my students could expect not only regular meals, but caring parents who involved on a daily basis in their children's lives.  Due to this level of support, I found teaching high school students to be relatively easy.  Most students came to school most days, and most did much of the assigned work.
Recently, however, as a favor to a friend, I interrupted my retirement to accept a 4-week job as a substitute teacher for a young fellow who was taking paternity leave.  The school was different than my two previous experiences in that a large number of its students came from a lower socioeconomic stratum.  What I discovered was that students are students, no matter the background.  This was the good news.  The bad news was that they were being systematically exposed to low expectations from the many of their classroom teachers.
The diminished expectations began with classroom behavior.  Students were allowed to do pretty much whatever they chose during class.  Paying attention to the teacher was optional.  Most students sitting near the front of the classroom seemed to be attempting to learn, but those sitting in the back were continuously socializing or doing other activities other than paying attention to their teacher. Bringing books, writing materials, and calculators was not required.  So long as the students showed up, they had apparently met their requirements for the day.  Homework was not assigned.  Tests were given periodically, but students could then do "corrections" at home within a week after the test was returned in order to gain additional credit.  In short, there were little rigor and minimum requirements to pass the course in order to proceed to the next level in the public education food chain.
On my first day as the substitute teacher, I took steps to change the culture in the classroom.  I rearranged the tables and chairs so that all the students were facing forward.  I assigned seats, conducted lessons while walking around the room, demanded that textbooks and appropriate supplies be brought to class, assigned homework nightly, and taught from bell to bell.  There was humor, lots of participation, and academic rigor.  As expected, not every student was enthralled with the changes, but the vast majority soon arrived on time, had done most of the assignments, and actively participated in each class.  One girl, who had been extremely disruptive when I had observed the class under her regular teacher, became perhaps the most involved in learning - she evolved within a week to have her hand up for most questions and had every assignment completed.
Obviously, this is anecdotal evidence of how students can respond when appropriately challenged, but it became clear to me that our public education system is in far greater need of higher expectations than increased funding.  In view of our current economic woes, both nationally and locally, there simply is no magic source of increased money for schools, but what is free is the will, and determination, to demand more from our students.  They will respond when given leadership, direction, and love within the classroom.  Academic success will not magically appear if we do not task our students to do better.
I do not fault the young teacher in this scenario nearly as much as his administrative team who allows this situation to continue.  Although he is in only his second year of teaching, his classroom was not being routinely observed or mentored.  He was being left adrift with essentially no guidance.  We do not do this with professional athletes at any level; even the top professionals have coaches who are continually trying to find new techniques to improve their performance.
If we as a nation hope to compete with other countries, it is imperative that we immediately demand more of our public school systems.  We are squandering a precious resource, the intellectual capital of our future, by allowing an entire generation to be defrauded in their education.  It does no good to "create jobs" [as every politician is now proclaiming], if we are not simultaneously producing graduates of our educational system who have the skills and knowledge to fill those positions.
I have not had the opportunity to watch Adair or Chris teach here in New Orleans.  I am hoping that both are demanding more of each of their students.  Our national future depends on this generation of teachers. 
I thought that you might like to know.
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