Wrong Reforms, Part 1  
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Washington, DC – Each week seems to bring a new “summit” on education in the United States.  NBC News recently held a week-long gathering in New York City called, “Education Nation.   This past week President Obama held his own education summit.  Coming up in a few weeks, the College Board (the outfit that runs the famous/infamous S.A.T. examinations and the Advance Placement courses program) will be holding its “Forum 2010” here in Washington, DC –“a national discussion on education reform.”
What each of these summits has in common is a total aversion to the facts concerning education in America today.  Instead, each, in its own way, is yet another opportunity to declare a “crisis” and to then develop programs to throw money at this non-existent problem.  Of course, the money being thrown at the problem is always someone else’s cash.

The driving force for every one of these summits is typically based on someone’s ranking of American students being far behind students in other countries in terms of math or science or  ___________ (fill in the blank) scores, and that, as a result, we are collectively going to hell in a handbasket.  
Here is what I see from the educational trenches of a large suburban high school.  Students who come to school and who do assigned work are excelling.  I have two classes of students, all seniors, who are performing across a broad range of subjects at a far higher level than the vast majority of students when I was in high school in the 1950’s.  Most are taking Calculus and 3-4 other university level courses, and doing very well in them.  They have far better books than any generation of American students, and enormous amounts of technological devices. All are headed off to college – in some cases, to the top universities in the country.  And there is a wide range of ethnic backgrounds in these classes; they are indeed the current face of America.
I also teach 3 sections of students who are low performers.  Many do not come to school on a regular basis, and most do little, if any, assignments.  Some will be attending the local community college upon high school graduation; others will attempt to join the work force or the Armed Services.  Many will simply live at home and do what they are currently doing, that is, next to nothing.  I have no idea what these individuals will do when others stop feeding them.  They have no skills and less ambition.  My assumption is that the rest of society will be supporting them, one way or other.  This group also comes from a variety of ethnic, and socioeconomic, backgrounds.
Please note that the school has very little, if anything, in the way of control over these decisions of students to attend school and to do assignments.  The dirty little secret, which NO politician, or professional educator type, will discuss, is that the primary determinant of success of our youngsters is the family.  If parents value education and want their children to succeed, then those children will thrive in essentially any public, or private, school in America, even in the worst sections of the worst cities.  The educational opportunities are in every school, IF the clients, that is, the parents and their students, choose to take advantage of what is being offered.  But if parents do not insist on their children coming to school, if they allow their children to ignore assignments, if they do not parent, then, almost always, that child is lost.
Just this week, I have had a conference about a student who is not attending school on a regular basis and who is failing.  His father routinely smokes dope with him.    I have another student whom I have not seen in over 3 weeks; his parents say that he has “school phobia.”  As I walked home from school today, I saw several of my failing students hanging out in front of a strip mall with questionable characters. Most were smoking and cursing as they spent the hours after school waiting for trouble.  Exactly what does anything happening in the educational component of our school have to do with these actions?  

If we are going to have national summits, or conferences to reform anything, it should not be directed at schools, but at families.  Success or failure of children begins in the family.  Politicians avoid this fact because they know that each of these “loser” parents will resent being labeled the problem.  Instead of possibly offending potential voters, our political leaders prefer the easy out of blaming institutions, that is, our schools.  Education leaders gladly accept the blame because it inevitably results in more funding.  “Give us more money and we can decrease class size, pay our staff more, obtain more technology, blah, blah, blah.”  Some of the least successful school districts in our country receive the greatest amount of funding.  Reforming education has been a growth industry in America for the past five decades.
 In a subsequent article, I will articulate some measures which might assist.
I thought you might like to know.
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