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Springfield, VA – One of my former teaching colleagues stopped by recently for a visit.  Inevitably the conversation turned to our work experiences in high school classrooms.  My friend, Dave, is still teaching Physics in a local public high school.  I retired from public schools ten years ago, but remain active by teaching Physics to small groups of home-schooled students.  Currently I have nine students with classes and labs held in Sunday School classrooms in a local church.
Whereas I am free to establish high expectations for my students, Dave is constrained by school system policies which limit his ability to cover challenging material and to hold his students to traditional standards.  In fact, Dave’s hands are totally tied, mostly by rules concerning grading, pass/fail, and course content.  Each of these constraints is driven by my new least favorite word:  equity.
Equity is defined as “the quality of being fair and impartial,” but, in practice, at least in many public school systems, it has become a synonym for equal outcomes.  It is not sufficient for students to have equal opportunity to succeed, now they should not have to worry about passing a course.  Failure is literally not an option in that the responsibility for a student’s academic success has tilted to exclusively the teacher.  The student, by definition, deserves to pass the course.  If there are low grades due to lack of effort (skipping class, doing little to no work), it is the fault of the teacher who has obviously failed to sufficiently inspire the student to come to school and even to do assignments.   I am not making this up.
The results for our nation have been predictable and sad, bordering on tragic.  As I have discussed previously, children are the most precious asset for the future of any country.  Some are blessed with superior intelligence, others with innate entrepreneurship, some with world class athletic skills, and others have the potential to become amazing artists and performers.   None are the same.   Yet, this simple biological fact is not only ignored by many of our leaders, both within education and government, but mocked as elitist and evil.  Instead, equity must now be our guiding principle and the major driver of policies.   The notable exception remains in sports, where we do recognize that certain individuals have uniquely superior talent, regardless of race, creed, background, whatever.  For these youngsters, we do everything possible to nurture that talent to try to become the best in the world.   But in terms of academic skill, everyone is assumed to be potentially equal,  and school policies reflect this dogma.
We are now, in many school districts nationwide, doing everything in our power to suppress academic talent.  Here in Fairfax County, Virginia, advanced mathematics courses have been curtailed for middle school students and are no longer offered until 11th grade.  Our mathematically gifted youngsters must now sit through the same math classes as the least capable - all, again, inspired at the altar of equity.  Although Advanced Placement (AP) courses are still offered in most high schools, students in some schools are being actively encouraged not to take the end-of-year national exams because the results are graded on a scale of 1 to 5, meaning, of course,  that some students will score higher than others.   Schools can avoid this embarrassment when a large number of students do not take the exams.  The result of this nonsense is that the skills and future contributions of an entire generation of young Americans are being intentionally thwarted by policies whose whole goal is equity.
Not only are we subverting the talents of our gifted youngsters, we are also short-changing every student.   During my now over 35 years of teaching, I have found that nearly every student will strive to succeed wherever the teacher places the bar.   I have always intentionally set high goals - some say unrealistically high - for my students.   The greater the talent, the higher the bar.   But what has been interesting is that there are many youngsters who discover that when subjected to high standards and lofty goals, they have talent and skills of which they were previously unaware.  Nearly every one of my students soars over their higher bar.   
Obviously, there are a few students who do not meet these expectations.  Generally the cause has been failing to come to class, or some dysfunction within the family that has created an environment leading to academic failure.   But what is certain is that low bars help no one.   In contrast, the teen whose education in Tanzania I assist, has significantly more challenging academic courses than most American youngsters.  The equity disease has not yet traveled to that nation.  
If we do not fix this educational travesty immediately, America’s future is in serious trouble.
I thought you might like to know.
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