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Montgomery County, MD - I recognize that there is a lot of learning which can take place during the high school years outside the traditional classroom.   When I was teaching Physics in Fairfax County (VA) Public Schools, I took 20 students each year on a field trip during the four days between the end of the first semester of classes and the beginning of the second.  I did this as the faculty advisor to the Science Honor Society and would bring along at least three other adults to chaperone and provide assistance (such as driving rental cars).   We alternated destinations between Arizona and Puerto Rico on successive years.  In Arizona we spent time in the area at the radiocarbon dating lab at the University of Arizona, at Kitt Peak National Observatory, at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum (an outdoor museum), and at the Grand Canyon.  In Puerto Rico we visited the radio telescopes at Arecibo Observatory, the El Yunque National Forest, and did nighttime kayaking in several bioluminescent bays.  The students always loved each of these events, and several said that it was the defining experience of their high school years.  Of course, I always took these comments with a grain of salt, but, in general, most of the students seemed to not only really enjoy the trips, but also were exposed to many new ideas and places.  I know for certain that I always got a lot of satisfaction from these adventures…and the students were always well-behaved, and great ambassadors for our school system.
I relate my positive personal experience with learning outside the classroom before commenting on a recent proposal by the Montgomery County, Maryland School Board to approve public high school students there to take up to three days of excused absences a year to participate in political protests and other forms of “civic engagement” instead of being in their classrooms.  The impetus for the proposal came from many directions because of a lack of a uniform policy for the various high schools in the county.  Some Principals allowed students to skip classes for protests, while others considered the absence to be unexcused (which may, or may not, have had any negative consequences for students).  For example, if a student missed a test while protesting, she may have received a zero on the test if the absence was unexcused; students at other high schools may have had no consequences.  Presumably, the School Board will provide a uniform policy, but, judging by initial comments, both by residents and School Board members, the decision is a done deal allowing the excused absences.
Patricia O’Neill, who has been on the all-Democrat Board for many years, is one of the supporters of the policy. Her position is that the new policy “reflects the atmosphere of intense student engagement in political issues, especially during the past year.”   She went on to say that she wants students to be “active citizens” and that “learning doesn’t just occur in the classroom, it occurs in life experiences.”   I might add that Ms. O’Neill is a life-long Democrat and that one cannot help but presuming that she would love each of these children to march out of class in opposition to every national policy put forth by the current Republican administration.  This is exactly what took place a few months ago at many of the high schools in Montgomery County during the confirmation hearings for Judge Brett Kavanaugh    To me, it certainly smacks of a mini-Hitler Youth Movement.
The original proposal would have required Principals to give specific permission for such walkouts, but an amendment deleted that step such that students (not parents) simply have to notify the school that they are leaving (or not showing up) to engage in a protest, join marches, lobby political leaders, or “otherwise partake in civic action”(whatever that means!).  The student does not even have to explain what the protest is….they can just take a day off whenever they feel like it.
I have several problems with this proposed policy, not the least of which is that it totally devalues what takes place in classrooms on a daily basis.  As a classroom teacher I always said, “I cannot teach an empty seat.”  This is why each of the field trips which I led always took place on days on which there were no classes.  In contrast, the Montgomery County School Board is, in effect, declaring that classroom time is unimportant when compared to allowing students to protest…for whatever reason.  And what a great way for the “civic-minded student” to avoid a big test, or a lab, or a presentation, or all the other challenges which occur in classrooms!  Obviously, learning does not take place every minute of every class day – in some classrooms, unfortunately, little to no learning takes place on a frequent basis, but this you can skip anytime you feel like it proposal assumes that this is the case in all classrooms all the time.  What an insult to teachers who are working daily to educate students!
Shame on this School Board.  If I were a taxpayer in Montgomery County, I would start a movement to deduct from my taxes an amount equal to 3 days each year….in protest, of course!  We live in an increasingly crazy world, my friends.   
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