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      Prologue

      
      
      This book didn’t start out as a book. It began as a conversation, a long conversation—although
         exactly how long depends on when we start counting. The true beginning was in September
         1967, when we both walked into an English classroom in the A wing of Syosset High
         School, a sprawling building in a North Shore suburb on Long Island, about thirty
         miles east of Times Square.
      

      
      One of us, starting her junior year, sat at a student desk, the kind with a large
         flat arm that swings up when you have to write. The other, just three years out of
         college and beginning his second year at Syosset High, took his place at the teacher’s
         desk and passed out a lengthy syllabus. Eleventh-grade English was devoted to American
         literature. 
      

      
      Over the next nine months, in a classroom we can both still visualize, we, along with
         about twenty-five other students, read dozens of novels, plays, poems, and short stories.
         We argued about these works—about plot and characterization, about the authors’ themes
         and intentions, about what symbolism meant and whether it even existed. We analyzed
         structure and referenced historical contexts and uncovered broad cultural implications
         in the commonalities shared by individual works. One of us, along with her classmates,
         wrote papers long and short—exposition, narratives, and creative pieces—which the
         other returned richly annotated, comments scrawled in hard-to-decipher green ink.
         But mostly what we did was argue. 
      

      
       At the end of senior year, Roberta asked George to sign her yearbook. “Keep in touch,”
         his inscription read. “I’d like to see who you become.”
      

      
      That turned out to be our last communication for more than four decades. And it probably
         would have ended there, if not for Facebook.
      

      
      Yes, Facebook. A few years ago, we began another conversation—or perhaps just resumed
         the original—when we found ourselves agreeing with articles people were posting about
         education. We both deplored the way teachers were being blamed—scapegoated, we believed—for
         failures in the educational system. We picked up where we’d left off, talking to each
         other via email in the same familiar way we had years earlier, building on each other’s
         stories, ideas, analyses. We’d both been involved in education through the decades,
         though in different capacities, and quickly discovered that we’d reached many of the
         same conclusions about the issues dominating educational conversations: high-stakes
         testing, school choice, vouchers and charter schools, academic standards, the Common
         Core, accountability, tenure, class size, the length of the school day, and the length
         of the school year. 
      

      
      We agreed that the American education system was at an inflection point, generating
         controversy and disagreement across the social and political spectrum. The only issue
         people seemed to agree on was that the schools weren’t working. Or, at best, that
         they weren’t working as well as we wanted and needed them to work if they were to
         be, as Diane Ravitch has called them, an “engine of democracy.”
      

      
      At times, the problems seemed insurmountable. To take a long view was to see pendulum
         swings from one extreme to the other, every innovation igniting a dramatic reversal—but
         just for a short time until the pendulum swung back again. 
      

      
      Yet we knew there have been times when American schools did work—and places where they worked well. We met during one of those times, in one of those places. 
      

      
      Things were different in the late 1960s, of course. Government policies like the GI
         Bill that had sparked the postwar boom were still helping veterans as they bought
         homes and began families, creating the stable middle class powering America’s growth.
         This support included funding for education—witness the huge injection of funds for
         education after the Sputnik launch in 1957. And there was a sense that schools and
         learning were valued as ends in themselves, not merely as means to economic advantage.
         Teachers were still respected as leading members of the community, and very smart
         young people still entered the profession—some leaving other jobs, even Wall Street
         careers, to become teachers.
      

      
      Other societal factors were not so different. Funding was just as inequitable as it
         is today, and schools serving the students who had the most trouble learning, the
         ones who needed the most support, were just as likely to be strapped for resources.
         Many communities—especially most on Long Island—were rigidly segregated. Teachers
         were underpaid compared to other professionals, especially those involved in finance,
         by perhaps an even wider margin than today. Students were just as likely to feel pressured
         to succeed, and just as likely to choose instead to tune in, turn on, and drop out.
         Outside pressure groups, mostly non-educators, were just as likely to interfere with
         what was happening in the classrooms—protesting, banning books, even demanding curriculum
         changes.
      

      
      But two aspects of the educational climate we remembered stood out: In Syosset, in
         1967, the majority of the community trusted the teachers to know how to teach. And
         the community was committed to providing the resources to help the teachers do their
         jobs. Those were the differences, we agreed, that made the crucial difference. 
      

      
      “Maybe we should write a book together,” Roberta wrote one day, half in jest and somewhat
         nervously. It seemed a bold suggestion, verging on the presumptuous. She regretted
         it almost immediately after pressing the “send” button. 
      

      
      “Maybe we should,” George wrote back almost immediately.

      
      When we first began, we certainly had no answers. We didn’t even know what shape the
         book would assume. We tried various approaches, using alternating points of view,
         writing in the third person, switching from past to present tense. . . . And one day,
         after years of fits and starts, we decided to try writing letters to each other. It
         sounded old-fashioned, sure, but it was also the form that was truest to a real dialogue.
         Because in the end, as we remembered and rediscovered, we simply liked talking to
         each other.
      

      
      Our letters flew back and forth quickly. Sometimes it felt as if we couldn’t reply
         to each other fast enough. How strange that sometimes seemed; we hadn’t spoken to
         each other in nearly forty years.
      

      
      But it’s not that strange. We began where we left off. The classroom we’d shared turned
         out to be portable, an environment permeated by trust and respect, which we’d carried
         with us and entered easily again, tapping into a familiar intimacy. 
      

      
      Trust. Respect. Intimacy. These words, more often tacit than spoken, protected us
         as student and teacher, years ago. The watchwords of the classroom experience we shared,
         they allowed us to feel sheltered and safe enough to learn. Intimacy is a scary word to use when talking about teachers and students today, but we’re
         referring to an intellectual intimacy—the kind that develops from talking to people
         day after day after day, the intimacy that results when the task before you is to
         think through issues and problems with each other, to truly listen and try to meet
         up, even if big divides separate you. The kind of intimacy that blossoms in a classroom,
         no matter how drab, when the teacher isn’t regarded as someone with all the answers
         but as someone who can help you articulate the right questions.
      

      
      Here’s our conversation, written over a period of nearly three years, during which
         we remembered, articulated, analyzed, and discovered many incidents, conflicts, and
         reflections we’d like to share—in the hope that by talking about what went right,
         we can help ensure that other students and their teachers will find the sheltering
         home we did at school, a shelter without which we couldn’t have become the people
         we are now.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      I’m Hoping That You Remember Me

      
         
         
      

      
      Dear George, if I may call you George,

      
      This seems a strange way to begin. Because I remember you as Mr. McDermott, and I’m
         not sure you remember me at all. 
      

      
      I was in your eleventh-grade Honors English class at Syosset High School in my junior
         year, which started in September 1967. You were relatively new on staff, as I remember,
         and young, though none of us knew exactly how young (to us, people fell into one of
         two categories—older than parents or younger—rendering further distinctions unnecessary).
      

      
      We haven’t been in touch for all these years, but I’ve thought of you on many occasions.
         Someone refers to Hawthorne or Poe or Fitzgerald and our American lit class comes
         to mind. Every ten years, usually right before or after one of the ten-year reunions
         I’ve attended, I open my yearbook and find the lengthy inscription you scribbled across
         your face.
      

      
      But then you showed up on Facebook. I’m a lurker—I don’t post anything myself, just
         read what others write. This makes me feel like a spy, I confess, but one who has
         the subjects’ permission. So many of your posts were about education, and I inferred
         from your commentary and the articles you chose to mention that we were thinking along
         the same lines. You find its current state deplorable, as I do; you feel it’s headed
         in exactly the wrong direction, as I do. In fact, for a few years now, I’ve toyed
         with the idea of writing a book about education, and at one point contemplated tracking
         down some of my former teachers, including you. Because what happened during my high
         school years was special, singular, something I never again experienced.
      

      
      I’d love to know how you are, where you are, what happened to you after you left Syosset,
         because I recall that you didn’t stay for too long. Forty-five years ago we spent
         a year together studying American literature—it seems a slight connection on which
         to build a correspondence. But then again, we won’t be writing weighty tomes to each
         other, as Emerson and Hawthorne did, but rather exchanging emails, those ephemeral
         notes transmitted and received as if by magic. I hope you’ll feel like writing back.
         I hope we can talk a little about what we can recall from our year together. 
      

      
      But mostly I’m hoping that you remember me. 

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta Israeloff

      
       

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      Wow. I guess Facebook really can help people connect. Or reconnect.
      

      
      Of course I remember you. And of course I agree it’d be silly for you to keep calling
         me “Mr. McDermott.” It even felt strange when students called me that back in the
         sixties. I really wasn’t much older than you, and I always thought “Mr. McDermott”
         was my father. 
      

      
      I’m tempted to say I remember your whole class, every single one of you. I guess that
         would be an exaggeration, but it wouldn’t be as far off the mark as you’d expect after
         forty-five years. It was a class full of distinct, and distinctive, personalities—a
         mix of abrasive and ingratiating, laid back and driven, docile and rebellious—and
         you were among the most memorable. 
      

      
      As I remember, you sat on my left, on the side near the classroom door, closer to
         the front of the room than the back—but, probably purposefully, not so close as to
         appear to be sucking up. I remember an attractive girl (although teachers weren’t
         supposed to notice that in their students), but not the all-American look that characterized
         the early sixties. Maybe you were anticipating the transition to the seventies: more
         striking and classy than pert and perky. And I remember long hair—dark, I think, but
         somehow also red.
      

      
      Most of all, I remember your intensity. You were very quick to grasp new concepts,
         but you were also more difficult to engage than many of the others, at least at first.
         With the benefit of the experience and perspective I’ve gained in the intervening
         years, I suspect now that your resistance derived mostly from skepticism: you had
         your own idea of what and how you should be taught, and you weren’t especially receptive
         to alternatives. Not a problem, just a matter of finding an approach that could reach
         you.
      

      
      Anyway, I’m really happy to hear from you. I’ve actually been encountering memories
         of those years at Syosset more frequently during the past few months, and I’d be interested
         to hear about your memories, good or bad, of junior English. And of your high school years in general.
         I’ll admit to curiosity about your post-Syosset life as well. Teachers do wonder what
         happens to their students. Marriage? Or marriages? Children? Achievements and frustrations,
         passions and concerns?
      

      
      It seems to me that education in the late sixties was something very different from
         what it’s become today. It may be some bizarre form of nostalgia, I suppose, but what
         I’m remembering seems better—or at least more human—than what’s going on now.
      

      
      I’m looking forward to hearing more from you.

      
      Best,

      
      George

      
       

      
      Dear George,

      
      How unreal that you remember where I sat, and that our memory maps of that room coincide.
         And how strange to hear how others see you. My first reaction is to dispute your description
         of me, both internally and externally, but in truth you pretty much have me pegged.
         Of course, being a teenager, I assumed my skepticism was completely undetectable.
         
      

      
      We wondered about the personal lives of our teachers almost endlessly. The English
         department, like my class, was full of very distinct types. You were the teacher who
         went to Harvard. You had a New England refinement, it seemed. Was Syosset your first
         teaching job? If that’s the case, I guess you couldn’t have been more than seven or
         eight years older than we were. My older son, who’s teaching history to sixth graders
         in Boston, is now older than you were then. Time and numbers stop making sense.
      

      
      I wonder quite a lot about our time in Syosset; it does seem a golden age, and I’m
         not entirely sure why. You and the other teachers—especially the English teachers—had
         a tremendous impact on me, on all of us. Witness my career path: I was an English-lit
         major in college; after that, I received an MA from the Johns Hopkins Writing Seminars
         and had some early success publishing short stories. When that became harder, I turned
         to nonfiction. I particularly love essays, and I’ve had a great deal of luck publishing
         those. For eight years, I worked as a contributing editor at Parents Magazine, as well as writing for many other magazines. Along the way, I’ve accumulated more
         than one hundred articles and essays, I’d venture to guess. And I’ve cowritten and
         ghostwritten several nonfiction books. 
      

      
      Fortunately for me, I picked the right man to marry. He’s a psychologist and a guitarist,
         but most important, he cracks me up and always has. We have two wonderful boys, now
         young men. Until very recently, I fit my work in around my family’s schedule. With
         both children out of the house, however, the internal landscape is shifting. In a
         way, living again with just my husband makes us both feel, paradoxically, younger.
         Spontaneity has returned. Suddenly we can go out to dinner without elaborate planning,
         or take a weekend in the mountains. I’m adjusting. It feels as if a string that had
         been held very taut—one task following another in efficient, lockstep order—has gone
         slack. No need to have dinner on the table by six. No need to devote Sunday afternoon
         to grocery shopping. It’s a sea change for me. 
      

      
      What hasn’t changed is my location. We’ve lived in our house for nearly thirty years,
         and it’s only about twenty-five minutes from Syosset, where my mom still lives, so
         I go back quite often. I feel a little like a village girl who never left.
      

      
      My kids went to suburban schools much like the ones I attended, but their experiences
         seem very different from mine. Teaching, in particular, has changed enormously, judging
         from my sons’ experiences. We live in a good school district, and they had some life-changing
         teachers, but not as many, and not as early in life as we did. I think you’d be shocked
         at the anti-intellectualism that seems to have infected schools.
      

      
      Well, I’ve gone on long enough. I’d love to hear more about your post-Syosset life,
         too—your answers to the questions you posed to me.
      

      
      Take care,

      
      Roberta

      
       

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      First off, I should say I’m pleased and impressed by your writing credentials—a feeling
         that’s probably somewhat akin to the way, say, Neil deGrasse Tyson’s high school physics
         teacher feels about him: neither of us can claim any credit for what our students
         have become, but at least we can be pretty sure we didn’t destroy their potential.
      

      
      Your guess about my age is pretty close—I’d just turned twenty-four about a month
         before school began, and it was only my second year in Syosset. But it wasn’t my first
         job, not even my first teaching job. Nor was it my last, of course. 
      

      
      But it was the best. My four years at Syosset High—the experiences I had and the people
         I met, both students and faculty—remain at the top of my memories even today. They’re
         so vivid, in fact, that it’s hard to believe how much time has passed. My daughter,
         who wasn’t even born until a couple of years after I left Syosset (and left teaching),
         is now roughly twenty years older than the eleventh-grade-English teacher you remember.
         And my marriage to her mother, which had occurred only about a year before I walked
         into your classroom, ended more than thirty years ago. (I married Helen, my present
         wife, a couple of years later, and I seem to have got it right this time.)
      

      
      After all those intervening years, it seems only realistic to expect that Syosset
         has changed too. I’m sure, at least, that most of the teachers are no longer there.
         And it’s entirely possible they’re all gone—moved on, or retired, or even deceased. That kind of turnover would have to
         make a big difference, of course, even though I’m not sure I agree with the current
         conventional wisdom that individual teachers are the overwhelmingly most important
         factor in the quality of an education. I do believe, however, that the Syosset teachers
         of the late sixties were a unique—and uniquely effective—group of colleagues. Nearly
         no one I’ve worked with since has left that kind of impression on me—even though I’ve
         worked with some mighty impressive teachers, businesspeople, performers, and creative
         types. 
      

      
      I think it’s also generally accepted that those years—the late sixties, the years
         you and I had mostly in common—were a unique time in our society’s history. But I
         don’t really have anything to add to the millions of words that have already been
         written about that era. Those years are gone, irrevocably gone. 
      

      
      And yet . . . 

      
      And yet, although so many of the circumstances we lived through were admittedly unique,
         I nonetheless suspect that, if as a society we could summon the will, we could once
         again create schools like the school you and I shared.
      

      
      Maybe that’s just a pipe dream. But maybe not. 

      
      Regards,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      The Opposite of Burnout

      
         
         
      

      
      December 11, 2013

      
      Dear George,

      
      The English department, which I haunted, was a collection of outsized personalities
         (mostly men), a motley mix of all-stars. And after spending tenth grade with Ned Sudborough,
         I have to admit that we all found you somewhat tame in comparison—by which I mean
         you wore a jacket and tie and lace-up shoes, sat at a desk, handed out a syllabus,
         and spent the first class talking about what we’d be reading and writing about—none
         of which had happened the year before.
      

      
      But amid the wildly idiosyncratic approaches of your colleagues, your more conventional
         approach became notable for its conventionality. We were treated to a smorgasbord
         of possibilities, each class stamped by the personality of the teacher who basked
         in the sanctioned latitude to be different rather than to conform. And underneath
         we sensed a commonality—that you loved literature, and wanted to help us love it,
         too. 
      

      
      You had another mission, it seems clear to me now: to get us to think for ourselves.
         One of your Facebook comments in particular—that teaching critical thinking is nothing
         new, that it was the whole focus of your teaching in the sixties—made me realize this.
         And thinking about this made me want to reply to an article I recently read, one in
         a long parade of recent articles about education. This one was in the New York Review of Books—a review of competing treatises by Diane Ravitch and Michelle Rhee, in which Andrew
         Delbanco suggested that a “starting point” for a new approach to school reform “would
         be to acknowledge, as Ravitch does, that the golden age of master teachers and model
         children never existed.”
      

      
      As presumptuous as this may seem, I think we should cowrite a response:

      
      
         Dear Prof. Delbanco,

You (and, assuming you’re paraphrasing her accurately, Prof. Ravitch as well) are
            misinformed. Golden ages of teachers and students have indeed existed and probably
            still do. The problems come not in creating them but in sustaining them and then in
            extending their impact to schools where circumstances make it less likely they’ll
            occur spontaneously. 
         

What causes the difficulty is that figuring out what enables them to blossom, for
            the short time they do, can lead us down some roads we may not want to travel. 
         

But they do happen, and we can personally attest to this. We were the beneficiaries of one such
            golden age—during the late 1960s, at Syosset High School on New York’s Long Island.
            The school had been built a decade or so earlier on what had historically been a potato
            farm—in a section of the island’s North Shore that was not yet part of the Gold Coast,
            but rather a solid middle- and upper-middle-class suburban community that had achieved
            religious if not racial diversity.
         

Being there for that moment changed both of our lives forever. . . .

      

      
      This letter is already going astray. Delbanco won’t believe it; it sounds fanciful,
         idealistic, improbable.
      

      
      But we were there, and we know it was true. Maybe, instead, we should write to each
         other, to jog each other’s memory, and try to recall, in a clear headed way, what
         it was like to be an English teacher and a student at that time and in that place,
         to try to reconstruct what happened to us and what we caused to happen; in other words,
         to think about why education worked—and how it may work again. 
      

      
      I still maintain that my three years at Syosset High were the best three years in
         school for me. How did that happen? What circumstances conspired to make those years
         so memorable, so transformative? Are these questions you’d like to explore together?
         We certainly have different perspectives, having been seated on opposite sides of
         the desk, so to speak. Maybe we can come up with some theories, if only for our own
         amusement. And maybe we’ll hit on some ideas that may be useful in the larger, national
         discussion.
      

      
      So are you up for it? I know neither of us is an expert in the field, and neither
         of us has set foot in a high school for some time, but I don’t think that should disqualify
         us.
      

      
      Take care,

      
      Roberta

      
       

      
      12/13/13

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      What an intriguing idea. No, more than intriguing: I think it’ll be exciting to see
         what we can come up with.
      

      
      I was actually thinking of you and many of your classmates as I was writing those
         Facebook posts. Specifically, I was hoping you would agree with my assessment of what
         the Syosset teachers were accomplishing back then. Apparently you do agree, and even
         after all these years, it’s a relief to hear that. 
      

      
      Someone once said high school students circle a teacher like dogs; the open question
         is whether they’ve come to learn, to play, or to attack. In most cases, it’s the teacher’s
         actions and reactions that determine which of those alternatives will come to pass.
         But the tricky part is that what stimulates one student to learn can cause another
         to turn off. Or even to attack.
      

      
      So I’m sorry to hear that I didn’t manage to dazzle your younger self with my wit
         and sagacity on the first day of class, but I’ll hasten to add that I never expected
         to accomplish that. I think any influence teachers have on individual students is
         a matter of accretion, not sudden impact. And of course we never know what things
         we say or do will be remembered—maybe a tenth of the total if we’re lucky, with no
         way to predict which tenth. Which may be why we tend to talk so much—to get the 10
         percent share as large as possible.
      

      
      As I mentioned, the year we had together was my second in Syosset; and, although it
         wasn’t my first job, it was nonetheless only my third year of teaching. So, despite
         being more assured than I had been in my first year at Syosset, and vastly better
         than I’d been in my first year of teaching, your class—the Honors class—was still
         pretty intimidating. (So were the other classes, but for different reasons.) 
      

      
      I could of course sense your misgivings about me as your new teacher; any teacher
         can. At the beginning of the year, in every class, there will be kids who are fundamentally
         hostile, others who are blindly accepting, and a vast bulk who haven’t yet made up
         their minds about you. So you’ve got to work fast, and that pressure can make you
         nervous—which is exactly what you can’t afford to be. It’s sort of like the old baseball
         adage, variously attributed to Casey Stengel or Billy Martin, that the key to success
         for a manager “is to keep the guys who hate you away from the guys who are undecided.”
      

      
      And to keep learning. That’s just as essential for teachers as it is for students—maybe
         more essential. There’s been a great deal written about teacher burnout, and it’s
         a real phenomenon, a real risk. But when the circumstances are right, as they were
         in Syosset, I think that risk is obviated by the excitement of the process you’re
         going through with your students.
      

      
      With all the current hand-wringing about the apparent failures of American education,
         I agree it’s worth remembering what made Syosset succeed—and trying to figure out
         how we might be able to recapture that today. So I’m glad you wrote to me. 
      

      
      I share almost all your memories, impressions, and convictions, but with one important
         exception: the fact is, I have set foot in a high school more recently than those years in Syosset—a couple of high
         schools, in fact. And a middle school. And they were all very, very different from
         the school we experienced together. 
      

      
      After more than thirty years out of the classroom, I went back to teaching. Not as
         the next step in a career path, but as a kind of penance for the decades I spent in
         advertising and marketing. And not in a middle- or upper-middle-class suburb, but
         in a couple of gritty, hard-core Philadelphia neighborhoods—starting in charter schools,
         and then moving to a large, comprehensive public high school. In total, in those three
         Philadelphia schools, I taught seventh- through twelfth-grade English (or literacy, as it’s frequently termed today)—plus public speaking, journalism, and some remedial
         courses. 
      

      
      The result is that I now have an unusual perspective on education: although I was
         doing it at the end of the sixties and also at the beginning of the twenty-first century,
         I was not doing it in the seventies, eighties, or nineties. So I wasn’t involved in the changes
         that happened in those decades. I didn’t experience them incrementally, like the teachers
         who stayed in teaching. They didn’t happen, for me, at so glacial a pace that I didn’t
         really notice them; and the cumulative impact didn’t sneak up on me, as it did on
         the long-term teachers. Instead, it hit me square in the face.
      

      
      You’re correct, Roberta, when you say we’re not professors or secretaries of education,
         not superintendents or consultants or foundations or think tanks, not politicians
         who’ve seized on education as a campaign slogan. We’re not “experts in the field.”
         But I think we do have something to contribute to the discussion—because we did see
         education working; and, more than just being witnesses, we were participants.
      

      
      And maybe that’s better than being experts. Let me tell you about a meeting I attended
         after I returned to teaching. It was being held on the top floor of our old, Gothic
         Revival school building, in a corner room with twelve-foot ceilings and banks of arched
         windows facing south and west. The views from those windows must once have been grand—to
         the towers of Center City Philadelphia five miles south, and across the homes and
         shops and factories to Fairmount Park in the west. 
      

      
      I was one of five teachers in the room—six, if you counted the grant-funded instructional
         coach who would be leading the session—and I was gazing idly out one of the windows
         while we waited for the final participants to climb the stairs so the institutionalized
         training called “PD” (for “professional development”) could begin. 
      

      
      Four stories below was Hunting Park Avenue, the main east-west road, where the tenements
         that had once housed waves of working-class Irish Catholics and Polish Jews were now
         competing for space with bars, cell phone stores, fast-food shops, and finance offices
         offering check cashing and payday loans. The corner groceries had become what the
         kids called “Chinese stores” (although the proprietors were invariably Korean), and
         their fresh produce and display windows had long ago been replaced with prepackaged
         snack foods and armor plating. Some of the other buildings were simply derelicts,
         their doors and windows boarded over. The ones that survived as residences had been
         carved up into cramped, ramshackle flats, and several of my students lived in those
         flats. Others lived in places that were even worse. And some had no fixed address.
      

      
      In the distance were the ruins of the local economy: the bankrupt Budd Company’s plant,
         where as many as three thousand employees had once manufactured auto parts and railway
         cars; the demolished Midvale Steel plant, which had supplied high-quality alloy steel
         to the automotive and armaments industries; the Tastykake bakery, which was on the
         verge of being abandoned as the company moved its headquarters to South Philadelphia;
         and dozens of smaller grimy relics of the city’s industrial past. I knew the view
         was the same in the other three directions: boarded-up storefronts, crumbling factories,
         rubble-strewn lots. There were no neighborhood jobs anymore, or practically none,
         except those that involved asking, “Want fries with that?” No wonder the kids’ ambitions—if
         they had any beyond survival—centered on pro sports, or becoming America’s “Next Top
         Model.”
      

      
      None of them—except for maybe a handful—saw any connection between education and success—or,
         for that matter, between school and education. School was a place where they could
         hang with their friends, where they could stay dry when it was raining, where they
         could get warm when it was cold. The state education department had labeled it “persistently
         dangerous,” and some kids did indeed get hurt in the fights that spilled over from
         neighborhood beefs among the various gangs—Nicetown, Cumberland Street, Erie Avenue.
         But they knew they could count on the teachers and aides to wade in and stop the fights
         before anyone got killed, so school was clearly safer than the streets. 
      

      
      Things like classes and homework and tests were just the price of admittance—to be
         paid when they couldn’t be avoided, but only by going through the motions, never by
         taking them seriously. Which meant that not many of the graduates went on to postsecondary
         education; in fact, less than half of each ninth-grade class ever even graduated.
         Many had spent time in jail—or would in the near future. Many already had children
         of their own—at 16, 15, even 14 years of age. Most couldn’t read on grade level; lots
         were fourth-grade level or lower. Same for math. And their writing was even worse.
      

      
      This meeting was supposed to show us teachers how to fix those problems. It was to
         be a follow-up to an earlier, larger session, during which one of those designated
         experts—the latest high-priced outside consultant hired by the school district of
         Philadelphia—had launched the latest campaign to save us from our impending doom.
         During that earlier meeting, it had quickly become apparent that the solution this
         expert was offering had nothing to do with, say, providing the school with adequate
         numbers of textbooks or expanded access to computers. It had nothing to do with alleviating
         the mind-numbing, lockstep curriculum driven by the federally mandated standardized
         testing. It had nothing to do with creating any sort of counterweight to the socioeconomic
         conditions surrounding the school and shaping its students’ lives. It had only to
         do with convincing the Philadelphia teachers that they didn’t know how to teach, and
         then handing them the educational equivalent of a Veg-O-Matic, with which they’d be
         expected to slice and dice their way to newfound competence.
      

      
      The consultant, overweight and pompous, had divided the faculty into groups of two
         dozen or so and then summoned each group to a classroom where he declaimed at length
         on his expertise as an educator and his prescription for our salvation. His key credential,
         apparently, was his years of experience as a principal in New York City, and he ended
         one particularly self-congratulatory story with the assertion that, back in 1969,
         even the toughest kid in his school fell into line after “I lifted him up in the air
         with one hand grabbing his neck and the other grabbing his cojones.”
      

      
      Well, I had a couple of problems with that story, the first being simple credibility.
         In 1969, I was still teaching in Syosset—admittedly not the city, but close enough
         to know what was going on there—and I could imagine only three results that would
         typically have followed an incident like that: retaliation, litigation, and/or termination.
         So I figured the consultant was almost certainly exaggerating and quite possibly prevaricating.
      

      
      But even if he was telling the absolute truth, there was a fundamental contradiction
         between his story’s implicit endorsement of discipline through intimidation and, on
         the other hand, his firm’s insistence that the key objectives for successful teachers
         must be “rigor, relevance, and relationships.” It seemed to me then—it still does—that
         picking a kid up by his neck and his cojones would most likely preclude reaching at
         least two of those three objectives.
      

      
      And that realization seems to underscore the essential irony of the PD session that
         played out in that classroom. The teachers I worked with in Syosset, the ones you
         describe as a motley mix of outsized personalities, also believed in the importance
         of rigor, relevance, and relationships. In fact, those were pretty well established
         as the guiding principles for my colleagues and me, for your department of “all-stars,”
         back in the sixties. And if they weren’t everyone’s guiding principles when I returned
         to teaching forty years later—at Simon Gratz High School, in the Nicetown section
         of Philadelphia—it has to be because they got lost somewhere in the intervening decades.
      

      
      They got lost, in other words, while the nation’s schools were being run by “experts”
         of the pompous consultant’s professional lineage. 
      

      
      So maybe our perspective isn’t just valid, but actually more valid than theirs. Maybe the best thing everybody could do today would be to remember
         what we were doing—back when American education was working, back before the experts screwed things
         up.
      

      
      And all of this—this story and all the thoughts and memories and perspectives it conjures—all
         of this adds up to a Yes. 
      

      
      If you want to share some memories, and maybe provide some counterpoint to all the
         misguided “expertise” that’s dominating the current discussions of education, then
         yes, I’m up for it. I am very much up for it.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
       

      
      12/15/13

      
      Dear George,

      
      What a letter! I have so much to say in reply that I had to take notes as I reread
         it because I want to address every point, as well as move our discussion forward.
      

      
      I liked your image of students circling a teacher on the first day of school like
         a pack of dogs. It’s not far off the mark, now that I’ve experienced it as the teacher
         as well. In your case, the deck was stacked against you. Anyone would have had a hard
         time following in the shoes of my tenth-grade-English teacher, Ned Sudborough. The
         very first class—and mind you, this was our first experience of high school English
         (in those ancient times, we went to junior high school for grades seven to nine)—he
         went around the class asking us about our last names, what they meant, from what language
         they were derived. He didn’t even introduce himself until the end, when he wrote Sud
         Borough on the board in big letters, explaining that Sud meant south. He had a beard,
         unusual for a teacher in those days, and an elfin expression, and thick rubber-soled
         shoes that seemed to both levitate and propel him, so that he crossed the room about
         a foot above the floor, only to alight on his desk and sit cross-legged, like the
         Buddha.
      

      
      You did none of those things—your crime was that you were conventional. But as it
         turns out, as it often does, though you appeared conventional you were up to something
         much more subversive—more on that later.
      

      
      And you were uncannily observant, picking up on my resistance, which surfaced—I thought
         invisibly but obviously not—the day you handed out the syllabus and I saw that it
         listed books that belonged to me and me alone. I don’t know how else to explain this.
         The Catcher in the Rye? A Separate Peace? These were my books; I’d inhaled them, read them over so many times I could recite entire portions,
         books that I clasped to my soul. That we’d be dissecting them in class, that I’d have
         to hear what you thought about them, and my classmates thought, well, it almost literally
         turned my stomach. As jealous as any lover, I wanted them entirely to myself, in a
         universe in which they and I existed alone.
      

      
      But this relates to the subversion that existed under your conventional veneer. Absent
         the showmanship of Mr. Sudborough’s class, during which we focused largely on him,
         we were free to focus on the books themselves. You took the background to put the
         books in the foreground. Which is not to say that you were invisible or didn’t have
         a guiding spirit—quite the contrary. You exerted a real presence, but it wasn’t a
         presence that got in the way of our experiencing the books. You challenged us to enter
         into the world of the books we read, to immerse ourselves in Faulkner, Fitzgerald,
         Hemingway—what a reading list it was! I wonder if you still have the syllabus from
         that year; it would be fascinating to see.
      

      
      In short, English was less of a show than it had been the previous year and more of
         a conversation. You were interested in what we had to say; I knew that through and
         through. Class was an opportunity for questioning and clarification, and challenge.
         You were right there with us—maybe your relative youth, compared to us, worked to
         your advantage in that way; although we had no idea how young you really were, you
         weren’t entirely on the other side of the age divide, as Mr. Sudborough and Mr. McPartlin
         were; you were on our side. I remember you sitting on a student desk, your feet on
         the seat, playing with your lip, trying to formulate a question or a response to a
         question, as if literature were something you could dig into like a roast. As it indeed
         is.
      

      
      You were always challenging us. That’s what I remember most—probing, not settling,
         asking for more. There was a sense of the tribe coming together when we met for those
         forty-five minutes a day, a sense of being together at home base before going off
         to other disciplines and pursuits. That we had something to offer you. Whatever is
         the opposite of burnout was happening in that class.
      

      
      Furthermore, what was right about teaching forty years ago was that it was completely
         fine for you to be the way you were in the classroom—the way I am when I teach, taking
         a backseat to the material. Not every teacher can put on a show, nor should all teachers
         be required to. But teachers today are asked to read scripts, as if they’re interchangeable.
         In the dystopian fantasy, someone could walk into a classroom on the third Tuesday
         of October and every fourth-grade teacher would be intoning the same lesson, reading
         from the same book. Education by conveyor belt. 
      

      
      So yes, I think we do have a lot to say about what made things work so well that year
         . . .
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      Drills and Dog Clickers

      
         
         
      

      
      January 8, 2014

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      Ned Sudborough and I shared a lot of attitudes and opinions about literature and politics,
         even though he was probably ten or fifteen years older than I was. He and his wife
         were New Age types, decades before that term existed, and I think they were with us
         when my then-wife and I took part in our first (maybe the first) demonstration against the war in Vietnam—marching from the Sheep Meadow in
         Central Park to the United Nations headquarters in the spring of 1967.
      

      
       I’m interested that Ned’s patronymic lesson plan made such a lasting impression on
         you. I did a similar thing with my classes a year or two later—not as an introductory
         lesson, but as setup for a discussion of the multicultural strands that have been
         woven together to create the American culture. I don’t think I got the idea for that
         lesson from Ned, but I might have, because one of the great things about those years
         in Syosset was the sharing of ideas among teachers. Instead of formalized professional
         development sessions, we had ongoing conversations with each other about what was
         working and what wasn’t—facilitated not by capital-F Facilitators, but by the department
         offices, the faculty lounge, and the faculty lunchroom, where we all hung out when
         we weren’t teaching a class. And I think this constant informal exchange of ideas
         is one of the keys that made Syosset education work as well as it did.
      

      
      I also want to touch, at least briefly, on your dystopian fantasy—because it’s already
         coming frighteningly close to reality.
      

      
      My class load during my final year in Philadelphia included one section of something
         called Corrective Reading. “Corrective,” in this context, means pretty much the same
         thing “remedial” used to mean, only more so. It was essentially a phonics program,
         and its key feature was a script—literally, a word-for-word script for each lesson—that
         both teacher and students had to follow in a fast-paced, rhythmic, sort of Sunday-camp-meeting,
         call-and-response format. The teacher was required to follow that format—not only to the letter, but also in the prescribed rhythm,
         like an aerobics instructor—using clapping or finger snapping or pencil tapping or
         a dog-training clicker to set the rhythm and pace for the students’ echoes of the
         words in the script. The objective was to get the kids caught up in a fast-moving
         group activity. No deviation from the script or the pace, no accommodation for individual
         differences—just do it.
      

      
      The theoretical underpinning of this program was what’s known in literacy instruction
         as “decoding”—the mechanics of recognizing the letters in a word, associating them
         with the sounds they represent, blending the sounds to identify the word, and translating
         that identification into meaning. All necessary for reading, of course—although the
         dog-clicker symbolism does seem rather unfortunate.
      

      
      There were five students assigned to my Corrective Reading class—tenth and eleventh
         graders, four boys and one girl—and none of them was reading at higher than a second-grade
         level. Now, a roster of five is already a very small class. But when kids are fifteen or sixteen or even older and can’t read, they
         tend to get pretty turned off about school. So two of the five never showed up, and
         two others put in only a handful of sporadic appearances. 
      

      
      Which left only Luis, who attended faithfully, always on time, every day. For Luis,
         reading at even the second-grade level had never been more than a dream. But dream
         he did—not only of reading, but of going to college. 
      

      
      Trouble was, the Corrective Reading approach was ill-suited to Luis’s needs. He was
         not unintelligent, but he suffered from multiple disabilities—not just learning disabilities,
         but physiological as well. And social. He was a mixed-race Hispanic in a school that
         was more than 99 percent African American. He was short and slight in a student population
         that idolized athletes. He was acutely embarrassed by his inability to read. And he
         had suffered such ridicule and bullying, over the years, that his reaction to group
         activities was defensive withdrawal.
      

      
      Besides, there was no group. He was the only student in the classroom, so the whole
         call-and-response, dog-clicker thing seemed, as he put it, “babyish.”
      

      
      I was stymied. I had no idea how Luis had managed to be passed along to eleventh grade
         when his reading skills were still at a pre-first level. I had no idea how he’d wound
         up with me instead of in special education. And, since I had no special-ed training,
         I had no idea what to do with him.
      

      
      I reverted to something similar to that old Syosset approach—class as conversation.
         I asked Luis to describe what he saw when he looked at a page of text. I asked him
         to tell me how he dealt with stores and restaurants and street signs when he couldn’t
         read. As we talked, I discovered that he had a remarkably good visual memory—maybe
         as a form of compensation, like people who learn to read lips as they lose their hearing.
         And I combined that with the realization that when we read, you and I, we rarely if ever use phonics. We see words, and even phrases, as
         recognizable units—never sounding things out unless the word is intricate and completely
         unfamiliar, like one of the chemical additives and preservatives that are increasingly
         replacing traditional ingredients in processed foods.
      

      
      So I found a list of the 250 most common words in the English language, divided it
         into 25 ten-word lessons, and used them to help Luis develop a basic sight vocabulary.
         His homework was to memorize ten words a week, treating them as pictures, the same
         way he’d memorized the shape of a stop sign, or McDonald’s arches, or neighborhood
         landmarks. Then we’d drill in class, using flash cards. Once he’d mastered the list,
         I’d give him opportunities to recognize the words in context, even if he couldn’t
         yet recognize the rest of the sentence. And sometimes we’d even do a little work with
         phonics so he could see the similarities and differences between, say, “bean” and
         “lean” and “loan.”
      

      
      It took all year, and there was no miracle breakthrough. But there was incremental
         progress, progress Luis himself could recognize. At the end of the year, the reading
         tests showed that Luis had improved his proficiency by 2.4 (two grades plus four months),
         so he was reading at a mid-third-grade level. Even more important, he now believed
         he could learn, and he was planning to keep practicing and improving over the summer.
      

      
      So here’s my question. As we evaluate American education today, what is it that we
         want to see? Do we want education as absolutes: drills and dog clickers, standardized
         and unrelenting? Or do we want a continuum that allows students like Luis to feel
         pride in whatever accomplishments they’re capable of? And then to keep striving for
         additional accomplishments?
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
       

      
      1/15/14

      
      Dear George,

      
      Your letter gave me the chills—twice. First, because my husband just used the exact
         method you used with Luis with the same result. The middle school–aged boy—let’s call
         him Alex—qualified for special reading help and was going nowhere with the teacher
         assigned to him. In frustration, this teacher asked my husband to sit in on some sessions.
         David had trained as a reading specialist until he realized that the kids he worked
         with had deeper problems than learning to read. So he became a school psychologist,
         eventually finding satisfying work in a suburban middle school where he settled into
         the role of, in his words, a kind of psychological general practitioner. He hadn’t
         been asked to teach reading in years, until he found himself in a room with Alex.
         
      

      
      Like Luis, Alex was having trouble decoding. Alex was also the quarterback of the
         school football team, so David knew he was smart. But something was stalled. “Let’s
         write a story about football,” he suggested, and then he proposed the first sentence:
         “The team’s quarterback faced a conundrum.” Alex was curious about that word. David
         told Alex what it meant, and then told him if he used it in class, his teacher wouldn’t
         know what it meant, either. Alex slowly smiled; intrigued, he read on. His reading
         sessions became more productive. His schoolwork improved.
      

      
      What parallels can we draw between Luis and Alex? Both benefited from individualized
         attention, for one thing—meeting the child where he was instead of applying a cookie-cutter
         approach, or reading from a script. You tapped into Luis’s frustration (he was older
         than Alex and had more experience with failure in school); David tapped into Alex’s
         interest in showing up his teachers with whom he didn’t get along, and surprising
         his classmates who thought of him as only a jock. 
      

      
      It’s not realistic to think that every child can receive individualized instruction
         like this, but is it too much to ask that teachers be allowed to muster their resources
         to figure out how to motivate students?
      

      
      Another passage in your letter spooked me—your description of the sharing that went
         on among teachers. The English office, surrounded by windows (talk about transparency),
         was a hive of activity and talk: you and your colleagues in animated conversation,
         sometimes with your feet on the desk, talking to each other, to students, with books
         and papers piled high around you. The array of courses offered seems like a dream:
         The Bible as Literature, Greek Literature, Modern Cinema, Journalism. Courses teachers
         taught because they were passionate about these subjects. 
      

      
      But what I most remember when I think of teachers at Syosset High School is a scene
         that unfolded in the school library every Friday afternoon after school. Maybe it’s
         an urban myth; we all know how capricious memory can be. Yet I can’t shake the feeling
         that one time, walking to make the late bus, I glimpsed four teachers—Mr. Sudborough,
         Mr. McPartlin, Mr. Jones (all from the English department), and Joe Crane, chair of
         the science department, an elfin man with a great laugh—sitting at a round table,
         poring over Joyce’s Ulysses, as the rest of the building emptied out for the weekend. Through the romantic fog
         in which I have this event enshrined, I see them puzzling over a paragraph, reading
         it aloud, speculating on the allusions, laughing at the dirty puns, arguing about
         references, laughing, arguing some more, and always returning to the text. They must
         have talked about this activity during class—how else would I know about it? 
      

      
      What’s missing from the study of the humanities now, it seems to me, is the sense
         that reading important texts is essential, critical, that what we learn from these
         subjects is the opposite of ancillary or luxurious. We read for pleasure, sure, but
         we also read for vital information that we can’t get elsewhere, or in quite the same
         way. 
      

      
      This brings us back to your lesson with Luis, and David’s with Alex. I can almost
         see Alex smiling as David slyly showed him the power of words. If he were reading
         from a script prepared by a person working for an educational publishing company,
         could he have elicited that smile? 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
       

      
      1/18/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I think I’d like your husband. And I guess I should add that I think I’d like you,
         too—using the conditional verb form (did I ever in your class get into nitpicky grammar
         stuff like conditional verb forms?) because I have only your emails to give me an
         idea of the kind of woman the eleventh grader became. Maybe we should get together
         one day—you and David, and Helen and I. 
      

      
       Or maybe we shouldn’t: maybe we should leave the interactions to our written personas.
         Or their email equivalent—avatars, I guess. But isn’t it kind of strange that we’re
         corresponding like old friends when we haven’t encountered each other face-to-face
         for more than forty years? And isn’t it even stranger that it doesn’t feel at all strange? 
      

      
       I do think I’d like your husband. I’m certainly impressed by the approach he took
         with Alex, and I wonder if it had something to do with David’s background in psychology—because
         one of the juggling acts teachers are constantly forced to perform is matching the
         right motivational prod to each student’s temperament.
      

      
       When I was an undergrad, I took a course from David Riesman. He was a sociologist,
         of course, not a psychologist, like your husband; and when I took his course, I had
         no thought of ever becoming a teacher. But his ideas were powerful enough to make
         a permanent imprint somewhere in my memory, and some of those ideas are directly relevant
         to the challenge of helping students find their motivation to succeed. I’m thinking
         specifically of the distinction Riesman made between “inner-directed” and “other-directed”
         personalities—and their differing reactions to praise and criticism.
      

      
       I’m thinking that a student like Luis would be toward the inner-
directed end of the spectrum—meaning most of his values and motivations were internalized.
         And since his self-concept was so weak, what he needed most was praise, reassurance,
         and support. The more he felt I believed in his abilities, the more he could internalize
         that confidence, strive to live up to it . . . and succeed. And the more he succeeded,
         the more he’d believe in himself—setting up a circular pattern of motivation, performance,
         and reinforcement. 
      

      
       I’m guessing that Alex, the quarterback, would be more toward the other-directed
         end of the spectrum—meaning most of his values and motivations were based on the approval
         or disapproval of his peers. So it was important to recognize that the other students’
         perceptions contained at least a grain or two of truth—providing Alex with the motivation
         to change them by learning to read.
      

      
       And this is still more evidence that it’s essential to treat students as individuals,
         not an aggregate of numbers. What worked for Alex would have failed for Luis—and vice
         versa. It was Luis’s self-concept that needed to be changed, not the opinions of his
         classmates. And Alex needed to identify reading as the best way to earn his peers’
         approval; he did not need to receive praise whether he learned to read or not.
      

      
       Believe it or not, there were comparable students at Syosset when you were there.
         It was a big school, with about 750 eleventh graders—which works out to twenty-five
         or thirty individual English classes. And most of them were not Honors English.
      

      
       But the classes, back then, were “tracked.” I know it’s politically incorrect these
         days to be in favor of homogeneous grouping—or tracking—but I’m convinced it’s one
         of the reasons Syosset was so successful.
      

      
       All I have to do is compare my experience in Philadelphia, where not only are the
         classes untracked, but the school district is literally opposed to tracking. This has been official policy, according to those who’ve been around
         long enough to know, for the last twenty or thirty years. District officials say the
         policy is “data driven,” based on evidence that student performance improves when
         students of all ability levels are grouped together. The theory is that the faster
         learners will stimulate aspirational behavior among the slower ones—by providing role
         models and maybe even becoming peer-group mentors.
      

      
       Well, perhaps. In theory. But the theory usually includes an instructional aide,
         to allow the class to be divided into smaller groups where the requisite “differentiated
         instruction” can be provided. I never even saw an instructional aide. I don’t think they existed, except in some administrator’s
         overly fertile imagination. 
      

      
       And the theory doesn’t usually mention classes where the heterogeneous grouping is
         quite as hetero as it routinely was at Gratz. I had eleventh- and twelfth-grade classes
         in which students’ reading abilities ranged from a low of second grade to a high that
         was right around grade level—all in the same class. And so did other English teachers.
      

      
       In practice, what happened was that the teacher aimed most of the instruction at
         the middle, spent disproportionate time trying to help the slowest learners catch
         up, and left the most talented kids mostly on their own—maybe providing some “enrichment”
         books and assignments, but far less time and attention than the rest of the class
         was getting. 
      

      
       In Syosset, when you and I were there, the top students got what you got; the above-average
         kids got essentially the same thing, with perhaps a bit less depth in the discussion
         and assignments; the average students got an edited version of the same curriculum—fewer
         books, covered at a slower pace; and the below-average kids got only the highlights
         of the materials that we used in the other tracks, supplemented with below-grade-level
         materials as necessary. 
      

      
       But you all got the time and attention you needed—or at least close to what you needed. During
         class, you got your teacher’s full attention. Full time. No distractions created by
         students of other ability levels. It may not have been politically correct, but it
         worked. Because it allowed each teacher to help each student make progress according to
         his or her individual capabilities.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
       

      
      1/20/14

      
      Dear George,

      
       You did try, valiantly, to inject some grammar lessons into the syllabus that year,
         I think, to our strenuous objections, and sometimes outrage. Speaking of the syllabus,
         do you still have a copy? Maybe I’ll try to read my way through its offerings again,
         revivifying my relationships with them just as we are with each other. And yes, I
         am also not sure we should meet in person, though of course I’m curious to. When we
         spoke on the phone the other day, your voice, your pauses, the way your tone decays
         at the ends of sentences—they conjured you up! I could almost see you stroking your
         upper lip as you spoke.
      

      
       Were you aware of how we scrutinized you—how all teachers are scrutinized? As we
         said earlier, teaching at its best is an intimate relationship. I’m tempted to say
         you have to be in love to learn—that love is perhaps not sufficient but necessary.
         Sure, you can learn certain things with the threat of a stick, but I’m not sure you
         can think creatively. In fact, I just heard of a study finding that when people engage
         in emotionally charged discourse and use angry tones, they are less likely to draw
         on their flexible intelligence, to be imaginative, to take the leaps necessary for
         a really productive dialogue.
      

      
       The passive “sage on the stage” model of teaching is much discredited today. It rests
         on an idea of students as empty vessels into whom information is poured. Instead,
         we’re supposed to learn from one another. Students are supposed to be broken up into
         groups, the teacher merely a “facilitator.” This is valuable, sure. But I can’t be
         the only person left who loves to listen to someone whose universe of knowledge is
         so much greater than mine and who wants to impart it before he or she dies, can I?
         Some of my most thrilling educational experiences unfolded as I sat around a seminar
         table or in a huge lecture hall listening and taking notes. And sometimes, during
         those lectures or classes, I realized that I really didn’t understand the point the
         teacher was making—but I wrote it down anyway, convinced that one day it would come
         in very handy. 
      

      
       As an undergrad at an all-girls school, for instance, I was not allowed to take the
         Shakespeare course taught by a renowned scholar that happened to be offered in the
         college (across the street) for boys. I decided to audit the class. In the packed
         lecture, I sat in the back, where no one would question my right to be there. Professor
         Ted Taylor, memorialized in David Denby’s Great Books, read the plays in a monotone and talked about the fact that every experience contained
         its opposite. I had no idea what that meant. But watching and listening to him, observing
         how he approached the text, how the passages he read aloud seemed to strike him dumb,
         as if he were reading them for the first time rather than, most likely, the twentieth
         or the hundredth, I had a sense that he was imparting something very wise, and I scrambled
         to write down what I could. The older I became, the more his words made sense to me.
         That a thing could be itself and its opposite wasn’t at all comprehensible to me as
         a twenty-year-old, but more than forty years later, nothing else is as true. 
      

      
       The best lessons hold out a promise. They occupy an elusive sweet spot—the material
         they contain is hard enough to tantalize us but not so hard that we become overwhelmed.
         Students should leave a classroom saying to themselves, “I get it, mostly, and one
         day I’ll understand it even better.” 
      

      
       When I was in eighth grade and assigned to write and orally present a book report,
         I chose Moby Dick, probably because I was new to the school and wanted to make an impression. Struggling
         through the dense text to the end, I then wrote twelve pages about it, rehearsing
         my speech at home so many times that I managed to memorize it—a fact I didn’t discover
         until the morning I stood before my classmates and teacher and delivered it. When
         I finished, the room was entirely silent. I can still remember the panic that washed
         over me: Had I read it too fast? Too slowly? Had I spoken at all? After what felt
         like an eternity, I received the eighth-grade version of a standing ovation. I also
         received an A+, and accolades from my classmates, even those who’d never spoken to
         me, including the boy I liked who didn’t like me. It stunned me that I could reduce
         a room to utter silence with words I’d written. I can draw a straight line from that
         quiet moment to my career as a writer. 
      

      
       And it happened because Mrs. Thompson didn’t dissuade me from reading Moby Dick. She didn’t suggest something shorter, simpler. She gave me my freedom, and the book
         opened up a universe for me. 
      

      
       Which brings us to tracking. As you accurately say, twenty-first-
century pedagogy hasn’t done away with it; we just call it “differentiated instruction,”
         which means that the teacher in the room has to prepare three lesson plans instead
         of one—a burden I don’t even like to think about. I’m also not clear why we so carefully
         differentiate varsity from junior varsity and nonvarsity athletes, and place talented
         musicians in special orchestras and choirs, but can’t draw the same distinctions in
         classrooms. We reward talent and aptitude in every realm, it seems, except the academic.
         And I can only surmise that this stems, in part, from the profound anti-intellectualism
         that has come to dominate our national conversation—always present, perhaps, but more
         virulent than ever.
      

      
       When you put a group of talented athletes or musicians together, magic happens. The
         same magic can happen in a classroom. My sons went to a good high school in a good
         district that eschewed tracking. From their self-report, I don’t think either of them
         ever had an experience that equaled mine.
      

      
       Why is that? And why isn’t it a crime?

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      1/21/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I’m in total agreement with your analysis of the official attitudes toward varsity
         athletes and elite performers, as contrasted with the official attitudes toward academic
         tracking, and I think you’re right that the difference has something to do with endemic
         anti-intellectualism. 
      

      
       Speaking of which, I found the syllabus. And in it I found a reflection of a different
         American attitude toward education—an attitude that recognized differences among students
         and tried to provide an education tailored to each student’s abilities . . . or at
         least to smaller, more homogeneous groups of students. 
      

      
       You’re right that people will probably find hard to believe what you studied that
         year. You may be amazed yourself. I was. But please allow me a disclaimer before I
         reproduce the reading list—it’s far too heavily weighted to the dreaded Dead White
         European-Descent Males. If I were teaching your class today, the authors would include
         many more women and many more minority Americans. 
      

      
       Even so, the breadth and depth of the list is impressive. It’s arranged alphabetically,
         but we explored it through connections—of Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour and Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw, for one rather obvious example. Or, less obviously and more meaningfully, connecting
         “your” books—The Catcher in the Rye and A Separate Peace—with The Great Gatsby. 
      

      
       

      
       Okay, here it is, in its entirety.

      
       

      
      READING LIST

      
      SYOSSET HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH 11-1

      
      Mr. McDermott, 1967–1968

      
       

      
      Novels

      
      Sherwood Anderson: Winesburg, Ohio

      
      William Faulkner: Light in August

      
      F. Scott Fitzgerald: The Great Gatsby

      
      Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Scarlet Letter

      
      Ernest Hemingway: A Farewell to Arms

      
      Henry James: The Turn of the Screw

      
      John Knowles: A Separate Peace  
      

      
      Sinclair Lewis: Arrowsmith

      
      Herman Melville: Billy Budd

      
      J. D. Salinger: The Catcher in the Rye

      
      Mark Twain: Huckleberry Finn

      
      Edith Wharton: Ethan Frome 

      
       

      
      Plays

      
      Lillian Hellman: The Children’s Hour

      
      Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee: Inherit the Wind  
      

      
      Arthur Miller: After the Fall

      
      Arthur Miller: The Crucible

      
      Arthur Miller: Death of a Salesman

      
      Tennessee Williams: The Glass Menagerie  
      

      
      Short Stories

      
      Conrad Aiken: “Silent Snow, Secret Snow” 

      
      Sherwood Anderson: “Unlighted Lamps”

      
      Ambrose Bierce: “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” 

      
      Hortense Calisher: “In Greenwich There Are Many Gravelled Walks” 

      
      William Faulkner: “Wash,” “Barn Burning”

      
      
      Nathaniel Hawthorne: “My Kinsman, Major Molineux,” “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” “Young
         Goodman Brown,” “The Minister’s Black Veil,” “The Birthmark,” “Rappaccini’s Daughter”
      

      
      
      Ernest Hemingway: “Soldier’s Home” 

      
      Shirley Jackson: “The Lottery” 

      
      Henry James: “The Real Thing” 

      
      John O’Hara: “Over the River and through the Wood”

      
      
      Edgar Allen Poe: “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “The Cask of Amontillado,” “The
         Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Tell-Tale Heart”
      

      
      
      Katherine Anne Porter: “He”

      
      J. D. Salinger: “For Esmé—with Love and Squalor,” “A Perfect Day for Bananafish”

      
      
      Irwin Shaw: “The Eighty-Yard Run”

      
      John Steinbeck: “The Snake”

      
      Poetry

      
      Robert Beloof: “A Spring Night” 

      
      
      Stephen Crane: “A God in Wrath,” “A Man Said to the Universe,” “A Man Went before
         a Strange God,” “I Saw a Man Pursuing the Horizon,” “In the Desert,” “War Is Kind
         (I),” “The Wayfarer”
      

      
      
      
      e e cummings: “anyone lived in a pretty how town,” “if everything happens that can’t
         be done,” “my father moved through dooms of love,” “since feeling is first,” “this
         little bride & groom are”
      

      
      
      
      Emily Dickinson: “Because I could not stop for Death,” “I heard a Fly buzz—when I
         died,” “I like to see it lap the Miles,” “Success is counted sweetest,” “Tell all
         the Truth but tell it slant”
      

      
      
      
      T. S. Eliot: “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” “Morning at the Window,” “Preludes,”
         “The Hollow Men” 
      

      
       

      
      

      
      

      
      
      Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Concord Hymn”

      
      
      Robert Frost: “Acquainted with the Night,” “Design,” “The Gift Outright,” “Mending
         Wall,” “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” “The Road
         Not Taken”
      

      
      
      
      Langston Hughes: “Harlem”

      
      Randall Jarrell: “The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner”

      
      Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: “The Tide Rises, the Tide Falls”

      
      W. S. Merwin: “When You Go Away” 

      
      
      Edna St. Vincent Millay: “Dirge without Music,” “Sonnet XLIII”

      
      
      
      Marianne Moore: “Poetry,” “What Are Years?”

      
      
      Dorothy Parker: “Resumé”

      
      
      Edgar Allen Poe: “Annabel Lee,” “Eldorado,” “The Raven”

      
      
      
      Theodore Roethke: “Elegy for Jane,” “My Papa’s Waltz” 

      
      
      
      Edward Arlington Robinson: “Richard Cory”

      
      
      Carl Sandburg: “Chicago,” “Fog,” “Grass” 

      
      
      Anne Sexton: “In the Deep Museum”

      
      Wallace Stevens: “Anecdote of the Jar”

      
      
      Karl Shapiro: “Auto Wreck,” “Interlude III”

      
      
      
      W. D. Snodgrass: “April Inventory,” “Mementoes” 

      
      
      
      Walt Whitman: “A Noiseless Patient Spider,” “O Captain! My Captain!”

      
      
      
      William Carlos Williams: “The Red Wheelbarrow,” “Spring and All,” “The Thoughtful
         Lover,” “This Is Just to Say”
      

      
      
       

      
      That’s exactly how it appeared on the ditto sheet I found. I also found the final
         exam you took—another ditto. (Do you remember dittos, with that bluish/purplish ink?
         They were a minor godsend for teachers because they caused far fewer stained fingers
         than mimeographs.) Again, I think you’ll be amazed—in this case by the level of thinking
         we expected, and got, from our fifteen- and sixteen-year-old students. It’s not just
         “higher order,” it’s way up at the very tippy-top of Bloom’s Taxonomy; and it might
         be illuminating to see how well people—that is, college-educated adults—could complete
         this exam today. 
      

      
       

      
      FINAL EXAMINATION: ENGLISH 11-1—MR. McDERMOTT—JUNE 14, 1968
      

       

      DIRECTIONS: Pick any two of the following topics and write a good, thoughtful, coherent essay in response
         to each. There are no strict length requirements, but anything under three pages or over
         six will probably be extreme. Answer completely, but don’t pad, on the paper provided. 
      

      
      NOTE: All topics ask for examples from novels. You may, if you wish, substitute one play
         or two short stories or two poems or a short story and a poem for a novel. But each essay must discuss at least one novel. One element in one essay may be from outside-class reading.
      

      
      

      
      
      
         
         	
            “Innocence is a result of limited perception. As soon as a child ceases to be dazzled
               by new experiences and begins instead to examine them for their true meanings, he
               can no longer be innocent. And you may cry about the loss all you want, but the fact
               remains that this ‘holy’ innocence has been replaced by something much more valuable:
               understanding.”
            


            
            Support or refute the above statement with evidence from three novels.
            


            
         

         
         
         	
            William Faulkner once said that he believed that “man will not only endure; he will
               prevail. He is immortal, not because he alone among creatures has an inexhaustible
               voice [literature], but because he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and
               sacrifice and endurance.” 
            

            
            —From Faulkner’s Nobel Prize acceptance speech

From your reading this year, pick two characters and show how one prevailed while the other merely endured. Support is essential.
            



         
         
         	
            Van Wyck Brooks coined the phrase “the search for a usable past” to help explain trends
               in the development of the American nation.
            

 Using evidence from two novels, show how this phrase might be a definition of The American Dream.
            



         
         
         	
            
            “It is one sign of man’s unique nature among all living things that he is able to
               determine the course of his own life. Each of his actions implies other possible actions,
               but the choice is always his. A man is always responsible for what he does, and it
               is what he does that creates what he is. Every man is his own Creator.”
            


            
            
            Support or refute the above statement with evidence from two novels.
            

            
         

      

      
      HAVE A GOOD VACATION—YOU DESERVE IT NOW.

      
      DO SOMETHING THIS SUMMER THAT YOU CAN BE PROUD OF NEXT FALL.

      
      
       

      Again, I’ve reproduced the ditto exactly as I found it (except for the color of the
         ink)—even the sentiments in the last two lines. 
      

      
       Together, these sheets say a lot about the kind of education kids were getting at
         Syosset. But they don’t say it all, because it wasn’t limited to prose and drama and
         poetry. Several of us in the English department, influenced by Marshall McLuhan and
         other similar thinkers, felt it was also important to improve our students’ “non-print
         literacy”—to extend your critical-thinking abilities to film and television, especially
         the commercials and the news coverage. Gus Franza’s Modern Cinema elective was part
         of that effort, as was a two-period course in filmmaking that an art teacher and I
         developed and taught after you graduated. And I remember linking two short stories
         to films that were based on them: a Twilight Zone episode based on Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” and an excellent
         short film based on Conrad Aiken’s “Silent Snow, Secret Snow.”
      

      
       And some of the English teachers also created something we dubbed Poetry SWAT—a group
         of us who visited other teachers’ classes and did brief poetry blitzes, trying to
         expose the students to poetry’s origins as a verbal medium. I think it was mostly
         younger teachers—maybe Faith Toperoff, maybe one or both of the Tylers, and I’m sure
         Howie Ludecker and I were regular participants.
      

      
       Strangely enough, looking back over that ditto sheet is also helping me respond to
         the questions you raise about the relationship of love to learning and teaching. I
         guess what I’d say is that there is no relationship: they’re not connected. Instead
         of connection, there is identity—love and learning are two words for the same thing;
         love and teaching are the same thing.
      

      
       How well do you remember Winesburg, Ohio? It’s a very unusual book—a novel that’s structured like a series of stories, all
         linked by a central observer/participant, and each centering on a single truth, a
         moment of epiphany. One of the chapters, an episode entitled “Hands,” might offer
         a useful perspective on the role of love in learning and teaching. As well as on a
         related but more explosive issue—the role of sex, which has always been a minefield,
         especially for young male teachers.
      

      
       The hands of the title belong to a character who was once a teacher at a boys school
         where he used his remarkably expressive hands, as well as his equally expressive voice,
         to ensure that “doubt and disbelief went out of the minds of the boys and they began
         also to dream.” The story makes it clear that the teacher never did anything inappropriate.
         But he is nonetheless accused by “a half-witted boy,” severely beaten by a gang of
         townsmen who believe the boy’s fantasies, and driven from the town.
      

      
       I began my first teaching job, at a combined junior-senior high school in upstate
         New York, a month after I turned twenty-one. I taught seventh and ninth grades, but
         there were seniors in the same building who were only three years younger than I was.
         And one of the best bits of advice I got from the more experienced teachers was to
         make sure I was never alone, anywhere, with any student. Never.
      

      
       Within a month, there were songs being dedicated to me and another male first-year
         teacher—on WPTR, the Top-40 station in Albany. Not much later, a girl in my eighth-grade
         homeroom—an exceptionally mature eighth-grade girl—managed to time a couple of visits
         to her locker so that she literally bumped into me in the doorway as I was leaving
         the room. And then I found an anonymous note in my mailbox at the house where I was
         renting an upstairs furnished flat. It contained a very explicit invitation, with
         a specific day and time and location for meeting, and it was credible enough for me
         to make sure I was somewhere else, with witnesses, at that time on the specified day.
      

      
       Nothing like that happened to me in Syosset. But I remember one male teacher—a math
         teacher, I think—who began openly dating a girl who had been one of his students.
         The memory has become a bit fuzzy in the intervening years, but I believe it was after
         she graduated, and they may even have gone on to be married.
      

      
       

      
       It was the late sixties, after all, so there may have been other incidents. As you
         say, teaching is an intimate relationship—sometimes, dangerously so.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 4

      Beneath, Beyond, Around the Corner

      
         
         
      

      
      February 11, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       I remember the final, or maybe what I’m remembering is the experience of taking English
         tests in general: anxiously reading the questions amid a rising swell of satisfaction,
         the way some people approach a long-awaited, savory meal in which every dish promises
         a different delight. Yours was a meaty exam, one I could sink my teeth into because
         I knew the material so well. 
      

      
      The syllabus caught me completely off guard. We read all that? The list overwhelmed me—its exhaustive, assertive breadth, depth, sophistication,
         and complexity. Sure, I remember some discussions better than others, but just about
         every entry evoked a memory, including the huge disagreement we engaged in about the
         meaning of Hawthorne’s short story “Rappaccini’s Daughter.” 
      

      
      Most striking to me, though, was the list of poems we read—and for a very particular
         and personal reason. To console myself after my father’s untimely death in 1986—he
         sixty, me thirty-four—I dove into a collection of Emily Dickinson’s poems, and then
         into Robert Frost. Both these poets not only spoke to me but steadied me, grounded
         me, during a time when my world felt rocked to its core. Certain poems drew me in
         more than others, of course—and I was astonished to see that those that spoke to me
         most intimately during that year of bereavement were on the syllabus. I feel as if
         I’d been primed to take these poems to my heart because of eleventh-grade English.
         
      

      
       About the dangers of classroom love, there’s a lot to say.

      
       I’m not surprised to hear your story. My husband works in a middle school and makes
         sure to never be in a room alone with a young girl. We know of several teachers whose
         careers were ruined when accused of inappropriate behavior. And not just male teachers
         and female students; there have been cases recently—New York City, Tampa—about women
         teachers who seduce young boys. 
      

      
       It’s not without precedent, I guess. A classroom is just another workplace, for teachers
         and students, and workplace romance is a staple of life, intimacy a frequent and inadvertent
         byproduct of the familiarity that arises naturally from spending time together. Don’t
         get me wrong: teachers and students have no business dating, but that feelings arise,
         sometimes on both sides, shouldn’t be a surprise. In a certain way, robbing teachers
         of their autonomy by making them read scripts is an effective way of draining the
         sap out of the relationship, rendering it flat and lifeless, and thus minimizing the
         risk of emotional involvement. 
      

      
       A junior high school friend was obsessed with the chorus director. For years I heard
         stories of furtive communications, secret meetings, unmistakable looks. . . . Was
         any of this real? Should I have spoken up? What I wanted to do was slap her as if
         she’d fainted, to rouse her from this spell. He was married, he had a family, she
         had to be making all this up.
      

      
       Maybe not. Boundaries get crossed—and it’s always wrong when they do, and the adult
         is always responsible—but there’s no denying that a classroom can become an emotional
         hothouse. 
      

      
       My first crush on a male teacher (in elementary school I’d had only women) developed
         in seventh-grade English. Although Mr. Kaufman was young and had a mop of auburn hair
         like Paul McCartney, he dressed like a man who hung around hardware stores: plaid
         shirts, black slacks, and walking shoes. He was short but muscular, with a shy smile
         and a way of not saying all he was thinking. Each week we discussed current events.
         I contributed an article from Newsday about a cross burning in a nearby town on the lawn of an African American family
         who had just moved into the neighborhood—an event that shocked me to my core. Racism?
         Here, on Long Island?
      

      
       It was 1964, months before Freedom Summer and the passage of the Civil Rights Act.
         “Write out the words to the Pledge of Allegiance,” Mr. Kaufman told us. “Let’s talk
         about it word by word. What does ‘allegiance’ mean? What about ‘with liberty and justice
         for all’—is that true? Is everyone equally free?” 
      

      
       No, I remember thinking, if Newsday’s article is true, then not everyone receives justice equally, or is free to move
         where he or she wishes.
      

      
       “Well,” he asked, “then why do you stand up every morning and repeat something that
         isn’t true, that you don’t believe?”
      

      
       Why indeed. He made me feel ashamed. It was as if a trap door opened beneath me,
         and I could see below all the unexamined parts of my life, things I’d inherited and
         accepted without critique. 
      

      
       A few months later, on the last day of school, he told us that he wouldn’t be returning.
         Then he wrote his address on the blackboard. “I don’t expect any of you to write to
         me,” he said, “but if you want to, here’s where you can reach me.” I wrote to him
         that summer, initiating a correspondence that continues to this day. 
      

      
       After leaving Syosset he moved to North Carolina, but would return to the Island
         to see family. Sometimes he’d come to my house. These chaste visits made my mother
         very uncomfortable. Mr. Kaufman and I sat in the living room, not the den, which would
         have afforded us more privacy, but on two chairs where my mother could keep an eye
         on us from the kitchen. He brought me books by Camus, books of philosophy, of Whitman’s
         poems. She served tea and cookies. She tried to talk about the weather.
      

      
       “Why are you so suspicious?” I asked her after he left.

      
       “What does he want with you?” she asked. 

      
       Only now do I understand her concern, her unease. He never touched me, never gave
         me an uncomfortable second—even when I visited him in North Carolina as a college
         student, when I helped him pour concrete for the first (and only) time in my life,
         and watched him tend his bees. I loved what he knew, and what he did with what he
         knew. He was an agitator, a subversive. What he wanted was to get me to think for
         myself, to eschew convention, to question assumptions. He succeeded.
      

      
       I think all the teachers who ended up in my pantheon had a subversive message—even
         middle-aged, staid Mrs. Kidder, who taught Bible as Literature in her Talbots sweaters
         and loafers. She was tall, too tall—I could tell she felt this way because she stooped
         over, as I did, to minimize her height—and her reedy voice quavered. No entertainer,
         she read us passages from the King David Bible as if to herself. She taught me to
         look under the words, to see the biblical characters as real people, to read the Bible
         as any other book. Look beneath, beyond, around the corner; follow your thoughts to
         their conclusion; don’t blindly accept on authority; rabble-rouse a little: what you’ll
         gain is worth the effort. These teachers had entered into relationships with the material
         they were teaching, and we, their students, were the beneficiaries of that intimacy.
         
      

      
       I don’t remember reading Winesburg, Ohio, though I’m sure I did, and I certainly don’t recall the story you refer to, “Hands.”
         But I do remember your hands, and Mrs. Toperoff’s hands and long, square nails, and
         Mrs. Kidder’s hands—how she held the paperbacks she read from high in the air in front
         of her, as if she were Hamlet contemplating a skull—and how Mr. Kaufman’s hands held
         the chalk as if in a fist. I remember my teachers’ clothing and hair and the way they
         sat or paced in front of the blackboard. I memorized you all because I loved you,
         and love you still.
      

      
       I don’t think my sons had this experience. Rather, they each loved one teacher in
         high school, both of whom died soon after my sons graduated, one by suicide, and one
         from cancer. These special teachers were the exception, not the rule. Of all that
         I wish I could have given my sons, it’s that they could have had the kind of educational
         experience that I did, early on. They’ve both become their own teachers, and are well
         educated, literate, critical, with a finely developed aesthetic sense. But they had
         to cultivate much of this alone, with a few friends, and from the influence they saw
         at home. School wasn’t part of the picture. And to me, this is a shame and a crime.
      

      
       I guess learning was always seen as subversive. Wasn’t that the charge leveled at
         Socrates, that he was subverting Athenian youth? It’s not hard to fall in love with
         the person who gives you the keys to unlock the confines in which you find yourself.
         It’s not an equal relationship—it’s asymmetrical. And this is perhaps what scares
         today’s educational reformers more than anything. “I know something you don’t know”—that’s
         a singsongy, playground taunt. People with knowledge have power. Sure, we can learn
         from our peers, and always do. But we also learn from those who know more than we
         do. My husband maintains that the hippest kids in his high school class, the ones
         who were first to protest the war or support Cesar Chavez, were those who had older
         brothers. Teachers, leaders—they knew something we didn’t. I had a childhood friend
         four years older than I was—she introduced me to Peter, Paul and Mary singing “Blowin’
         in the Wind” on a tiny transistor radio one day at the beach. From there it was a
         short step to Bob Dylan, and the onset of my adolescence. She was older, she knew
         something.
      

      
       We’re not comfortable with hierarchy in the United States. We’re all equal. Except,
         sadly, we’re not—not when it comes to knowledge, and certainly not when it comes to
         wisdom. And we’re trying to equalize this relationship at our own peril. 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      2/24/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I was struck by two words near the end of your letter: subversive and hierarchy.
      

      
       First, hierarchy—and its implications for the tightrope act that’s such a crucial
         part of teacher/student relationships. The conventional wisdom among teachers has
         always been that there’s a distance you have to maintain between yourself and your
         students; your objective is not for them to like you, but simply to learn what you’re
         trying to teach them. But maybe it’s not that simple—because the fact is, it does
         matter whether students like or love or respect their teachers. And vice versa. It
         matters because the nature of the relationship inexorably affects the learning that
         takes place. Or doesn’t take place.
      

      
       I imagine everyone realizes respect is flat-out essential: a teacher who’s not respected by his or her students is essentially
         powerless to teach them anything. But what about love? Maybe you have some memory of tackling that question in my English class: it was
         something I did with all my classes, every year, because even though a lot of American
         literature is devoted to love and its consequences, the English language is not particularly
         well suited to discussing it. So I threw in a brief lesson in Greek—specifically the
         three different words in Greek for three different kinds of love: not just eros, but also agape and philos.

      
       This is relevant to our discussion today because the inconvenient reality is that
         teaching can become more effective as the teacher/student relationship grows closer. A love of
         ideas and learning is indeed best nurtured in a relationship based on fraternal or
         surrogate-parental love. The danger comes when the relationship starts sliding into
         eros, which is why the tightrope act has to involve some pretty skillful choreography—dancing,
         not merely walking, on the high wire. 
      

      
       I think that kind of closeness was one of the variables that contributed to the positive
         outcome for Luis: our relationship became strong enough for him to know I wasn’t just
         going through the motions, but actually cared about his progress. 
      

      
       The same was true for Michelle, a beautiful, athletic, street-tough eleventh grader
         who found out through the grapevine that I had published some poetry and one day summoned
         the courage to show me a poem she had written. It was very good, and I told her that.
         And then I asked if she’d like to hear one small suggestion that might make it even
         better. She agreed—tentatively, but she agreed—and, much to her surprise, she saw
         the improvement immediately. Much to my surprise, she was delighted, not defensive, and we continued to have a close relationship,
         based on poetry, for the rest of her years at the school.
      

      
       One more example: Jamal, a seventh grader whose acute sense of justice was gravely
         offended by the eighth graders’ sense of entitlement and dominance. Jamal had good
         verbal skills—and even greater potential—and the almost paternal closeness of my relationship
         with him allowed me to tap into his talents to help him found and edit the school’s
         first student newspaper.
      

      
       So how were these relationships different from the others we mentioned? Well, they
         stuck to agape. I never dated any of my students. There were no furtive communications or secret
         meetings. I never partied or got drunk or smoked weed with any of my students. I never
         even raised my students’ parents’ suspicions with living-room visits and chaste conversations.
         Why not? I’d like to think it had something to do with ethics and self-discipline,
         but it may also have been partly a result of what was going on in the rest of my life.
         In Syosset, I was newly married; in Philadelphia, I was old enough to be my students’
         grandfather. And both those situations probably made it easier for me to dance on
         the tightrope without falling off.
      

      
       In addition to the “knowledge is power” differential you mentioned as a key to the
         asymmetry in teacher/student relationships, there’s a judgment people make based on
         comparative ages. And it’s not a matter of absolute values: there’s also some consideration
         of context. For example, it certainly would have been unacceptable for Mr. K to begin
         a dating relationship with you when you were in seventh grade—and, in most people’s
         perceptions, still when you were in eleventh grade. But when you were in college?
         Maybe not. 
      

      
       Helen is about four years younger than I am, but we didn’t meet until we were in
         our thirties, so our marriage didn’t even come close to raising eyebrows. It could
         have been different, however, if my first teaching job had been in central Pennsylvania
         instead of upstate New York. If I’d been assigned twelfth-grade English classes, Helen
         could have been in one of them, and if our relationship had developed the way it did
         when we were older, it would most assuredly have raised more than just a few eyebrows—especially
         in the deep red pastures and cornfields of central Pennsylvania.
      

      
       I’ve known several college professors who’ve had affairs with students, some eventually
         leading to marriage. And I know lots of men who are married to women eight or ten
         years younger. (Isn’t that the whole idea behind the trophy-wife phenomenon?) So the
         ethical judgments probably depend as much on faith and philosophy as they do on law
         and quantification. People—American people, in particular—have tended to equate youth
         with innocence, to further equate innocence with freshness and honesty . . . and to
         believe therefore that children are unspoiled, inherently moral, and terribly vulnerable.
      

      
       That belief isn’t necessarily accurate, of course—as amply demonstrated in Lord of the Flies, one of the centerpieces of Syosset’s tenth-grade curriculum. But it persists in
         the society, and so it became an idea we revisited in eleventh-grade English. Innocence
         and its loss are in fact one of the major concerns of American literature—to an even
         greater degree, probably, than in British lit—creating a theme that runs through books
         like Gatsby, Catcher, and A Separate Peace, and opening a naturally provocative subject to get bright teenagers, like your class,
         engaged in learning. Maybe you remember talking about the range of antonyms for innocence: not just guilt and corruption, but also knowledge, experience, and maturity. And then discussing the difference between morality and amorality: that you can’t
         be Good if you’re unacquainted with Evil, and that children, though innocent, are
         only coincidentally moral. And finally moving on to connect the texts to real-life
         situations.
      

      
       We were tackling challenging ideas and wrestling with difficult concepts. We were
         dealing with critical thinking, analysis and synthesis—and we were doing it in the
         context of reality, not just a theoretical taxonomy.
      

      
       And that leads almost seamlessly to the other word you used: subversive. It’s probably no coincidence that Teaching as a Subversive Activity is the title of my educational bible. It’s a book coauthored by Neil Postman, the
         originator and first chair of the Media Ecology program at New York University, where
         I was a graduate student while I was teaching at Syosset.
      

      
       NYU, at that time, was a hotbed of educational activism (still is, I gather, thanks
         to people like Diane Ravitch), and Postman’s ideas had a great impact on me and several
         others at Syosset—including most of the English department, maybe all of it. 
      

      
       One of the most central of those ideas was that education should help students achieve
         accurate perception of the world they live in—including its injustices and irrationalities—and
         then develop the ability to cope with, maybe even master it. That is, in fact, a subversive
         idea—even more so today than it was forty-five years ago—because it advocates (dare
         we suggest?) struggling to correct societal flaws instead of quietly acquiescing.
      

      
       Have you been as alarmed as I have by the current deluge of ads, mostly from for-profit
         colleges, faulting schools and colleges for the current unemployment statistics while
         essentially absolving employers? They’re suggesting, even explicitly stating, that
         the primary goal of American education should be to equip students with the skills
         they need to get jobs in today’s workplace.
      

      
       Maybe there’s nothing inherently wrong with that goal: it’s limited—and limiting—but
         it’s not evil or destructive. 
      

      
       Or is it?

      
       What the goal is saying, beneath its simplistic sloganeering, is that the purpose
         of the schools is to equip an adequate workforce with the requisite skills of the
         moment; to enforce the existing social definitions—of roles, rights, restrictions,
         rituals, and rules; and to condition generation after generation of students to capitulate,
         apparently of their own volition, to the wishes and needs of the power structure that
         defines the existing society. What this goal is saying, in other words, is that the
         social structure’s needs are more important than the individual’s.
      

      
       That’s still not necessarily evil or even counterproductive. We’re all descendants
         of the Age of Enlightenment, we’re all acquainted with the principle of self-sacrifice
         for the greater good, and we all know we’re dependent on the entirety of our society,
         in the form of its government, for various forms of security that are required for
         survival. The problems arise when “survival” comes to include (or even to mean) the survival of something other than the individuals who make up the society.
      

      
       This is socialization—the adaptation of individuals to fit the needs of the society, as opposed to the
         molding of the society to meet the needs of its members. To the degree that this process
         accomplishes things like toilet training and such, it is good. To the degree that
         it protects us from external threat, it’s justifiable. But when it’s invoked mostly
         for the perpetuation of the existing order—to accomplish whatever the existing order
         deems “best for America”—it may not be such a good idea. Because what’s “best for America” seems often to be determined
         by very few Americans, and it seems just as often to be very bad indeed for most of
         the country.
      

      
       I recently spent a couple of years back in the Boston-Cambridge area, and it’s just
         about impossible to live there without becoming aware of some important trends that
         are shaping our country’s future. Not the wished-for future, the likely future. Not
         the future in which all the properly educated worker bees buzz happily off to labor
         in the same endless production-consumption cycle that has powered the American economy
         for more than half a century, but rather the future in which rampant technology—global
         telecommunications, virtual realities, bioengineering, and, especially, robotics and
         artificial intelligence—eliminates those jobs and the skill sets they require. And
         then replaces them with . . . well, with what?
      

      
       That’s kind of a key question, isn’t it? In the dystopian economy of the twenty-first
         century, as the gap between the wealthiest and the poorest (indeed, between the wealthiest
         and the middle class) has become a canyon, everyone’s economic goals have become not
         merely uncertain, but increasingly improbable. Those for-profit colleges may couch
         their thirty-second spots in terms of achieving success, but it doesn’t take a whole
         lot of critical thinking to tease out their subtextual message: fear of failure.
      

      
       Maybe we should be asking why numbers are so important. Why do you need twelve years of elementary and secondary school
         before you can go to college? And sixteen years of formal education to be recruited
         by a Fortune 500 company? And two years of business school to work in management consulting
         or private equity?
      

      
       But maybe we don’t need to ask. Maybe we already know the answer: numbers are convenient.
         It’s a lot easier to say the minimum qualification for something is a high school
         education (or a combined 1500 on the SATs, or a 3.7 GPA, or an MBA, or an earned doctorate)
         than it is to determine whether the applicant has the knowledge that’s really necessary
         for getting the job done. And that’s largely because most people don’t know what knowledge is really necessary for getting the job done—whatever the job may
         be.
      

      
       The fixation on numbers, the formulaic approach, is not the salvation of education.
         It’s the antithesis of education.
      

      
       It doesn’t really matter whether we’re talking about primary and secondary schools
         or colleges and universities . . . about public, private, or charter schools . . .
         about private, public, or for-profit colleges. If the materials and curricula, instructional
         methods, and evaluation tools are all focused on “the skills required to get good-paying
         jobs,” and if those are the very jobs whose continued disappearance is wholly independent
         of the educational system, then there are really only two likely responses for the
         students caught up in that system: a driven pursuit of competitive advantage, or an
         equally driven refusal to compete. In the nation’s elite schools, the ones that have
         been certified as leaving no child behind (including, I presume, Syosset’s current
         incarnation), the former response predominates. In schools labeled as “underperforming”
         (including the ones I taught at in Philadelphia), the latter predominates—a student
         attitude that is simply rooted in an inarguable observation: to fail for lack of trying
         feels less demeaning than to try hard and fail nonetheless. 
      

      
       But I fear the students, whether they’re counted as successes or failures, will in
         either case become a form of collateral damage—trained or untrained, but inadequately
         educated either way. Because their development—in intellectual and emotional terms, in human terms—isn’t really the point of the current system. Its true goal is the preservation
         of an obsolescent workplace—in particular, the established power structures, hierarchies,
         and inequities of the Military-Industrial Complex we feared and despised in the sixties,
         now subtly altered to become today’s military-industrial-financial complex.
      

      
       And if that’s the true function of the educational system as presently constituted,
         then it’s the duty of individual educators—their duty—to subvert that system.
      

      
       Sorry to be so long-winded. And, I guess, incendiary. I must be getting crotchety
         as I age.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 5

      To Enjoy Thinking

      
         
         
      

      
      March 8, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       What we’re wrestling with now, both in these pages and in our society, is the very
         purpose of education. Is it to train future workers for jobs or to enrich and expand
         the mind? From the minimal research I’ve done, I understand that this has been debated
         for centuries. In the early years of our country, education was thought of as a way
         to shape character, to instill morals. But beginning in the early twentieth century,
         education was seen as a process that trained young people to join the workforce. From
         this position, it’s a short distance to those for-profit colleges you deplore, as
         I do. And to the proposition that the humanities should be jettisoned for being insufficiently
         task oriented.
      

      
       As you know, I direct a foundation advocating that all students should have the opportunity
         to study philosophy before graduating from high school. It’s ironic, really—philosophy,
         the mother of all disciplines, the one from which the others flow, is the only discipline
         not taught at the precollege level. And while it may seem self-evident to some of
         us that it belongs in the precollegiate curriculum, we’re facing an uphill battle,
         and not just from pragmatists who don’t see its value. A flank of academic philosophers
         buy into Jean Piaget’s discredited theory that young children don’t have the intellectual
         capacity for abstract thought.
      

      
       Try telling that to the third graders in a charter school in Springfield, Massachusetts,
         who discussed Shel Silverstein’s book The Giving Tree with a philosophy undergraduate from Mt. Holyoke College. She had enrolled in a course
         that taught her to use children’s picture books as a springboard to philosophical
         discussions—an approach used at many other schools as well. The day I sat in on the
         class, I quickly noticed that it took most of the children about fifteen minutes to
         drill down to the philosophical question at the book’s core: how much of yourself
         can you give away while retaining your essential “self-ness”? Philosophers refer to
         this as the “Ship of Theseus” problem, but these third graders—in a school that had
         been reclaimed from an abandoned factory in the part of town you don’t live in if
         you don’t have to—made no reference to Theseus or ships or age-old arguments: they
         simply dove right in and gave it their full attention. The discussion lasted for over
         a half hour, and just about every child sitting on the floor in a circle took part.
      

      
       “Three cheers for philosophy!” one of the students spontaneously cried when the class
         was over. And everyone rose and cheered.
      

      
       They reminded me of our eleventh-grade English class—though we were a lot less exuberant.
         The thrill, I think, comes from being invited to discuss questions that don’t have
         clear-cut answers—which doesn’t mean there’s no right answer, or that all answers
         are equally right, or that everyone is equally knowledgeable. It’s the kind of discussion
         in which the students share an insight with the teacher. To engage in a discussion
         like this, whether in philosophy or English or history, is like driving on an unfamiliar
         road at night: you can see a short distance ahead, within the scope of your headlights,
         but no farther—yet you drive on, fueled only by trust. You’re riveted, trying to see
         what you desperately want to but can’t easily discern. 
      

      
       This is teaching at its best, open ended and interactive. It’s creative in the way
         that writing a novel or painting a picture or doing psychotherapy is creative—the
         process is recursive and self-editing, the outcome is unknown, and the process is
         messy and inefficient. You simply don’t know where you will end up, or when. Teachers,
         like sailors, are constantly adjusting course based on moment-to-moment feedback.
         It’s contained chaos and it’s thrilling. It has to convey simultaneously the feelings
         of unpredictability and safety; it has to go where it will, regardless of taboos,
         while not spiraling out of control.
      

      
       I think this is what I’ve been trying to describe in my earlier letters. Some of
         us who sat in your classroom, and your colleagues’, sensed that the reason you were
         talking to us wasn’t just because it was your job but also your passion. You thought
         about the questions you asked us on a regular basis, on your own time, not just during
         the forty-five minutes of classroom time. 
      

      
       Clearly what I’m remembering and trying to describe isn’t “training.” We had to have
         been trained—to decode, to read—but that was only the first step. What came after
         was education. Skills are imposed from the outside; education, with its Latin root
         meaning “to draw out,” is elicited from the inside. Training alone can be subversive.
         That’s why slaves weren’t allowed to be taught to read. But what comes after can be
         even more dangerous.
      

      
       When I think back to my childhood, I realize that the thirst for knowledge was implanted
         very early. It was never the case that I didn’t want to know how to read or write,
         that I didn’t look forward to school. Once in school, I never questioned that my job
         was to excel. This had to have come from my parents, but not just my parents. My entire
         extended family—grandparents, aunts, and uncles—all had an investment in all the children
         doing well in school. Everyone agreed that education was the ticket—to what wasn’t
         entirely clear. No one worried about this, though, until junior high school, as we
         called it then. That’s when my parents first grew concerned that I was being subverted,
         leaving the fold, questioning assumptions they never did. 
      

      
       They were right to worry. When I was in ninth grade, in 1965, the country was in
         anguish over the Vietnam War, a war we discussed each week in social studies class.
         Most of us parroted our parents and supported the U.S position. 
      

      
       But there were a few students who argued against the domino theory, against our increasing
         involvement in Southeast Asia. After weeks of planning, a group of us convinced our
         teachers that we should hold a school-wide assembly during which two teams of students
         would debate our position in Vietnam. It’s hard to imagine this happening today, but
         the administration agreed, and an entire morning through lunch was devoted to this
         assembly. Afterward, a few of us wrote up a position paper and traveled to Washington,
         D.C., with our social studies teacher to present it to our congressional representative.
         If I didn’t have a photo that appeared in the local newspaper commemorating this visit,
         I wouldn’t believe it myself. And along the way, many of my classmates and I changed
         our minds about Vietnam, as, eventually, nearly everyone would.
      

      
       Could this happen today? I doubt it. Administrators wouldn’t want to sacrifice six
         periods of test preparation. Parents probably wouldn’t want it.
      

      
       Our parents didn’t want it, either. The assembly led to many heated dinnertime discussions.
         I think this was the year my parents realized they were getting a little more than
         they bargained for by imbuing me with a love of learning. They’d never before seen
         it as the brushfire it is. Can be. Should be. Unfortunately isn’t.
      

      
       We had agency because our teachers had agency. Because you felt empowered, you empowered
         us. Because your supervisors took you seriously, you took us seriously. That was perhaps
         the greatest gift of all. 
      

      
       If teachers experience themselves as mere mouthpieces, classrooms will be lifeless.
         I recently came across a paraphrased passage from Plato: that teacher and student
         have to be close enough so that the fire in the teacher kindles the fire in the student.
         
      

      
       Dangerous stuff indeed. And very much tied up in the idea of innocence, and the fall
         from innocence, of which you reminded me by citing a couple of the pivotal works we
         discussed in your class—A Separate Peace, for example. I remember some of those discussions leaving me very confused because
         I was never sure what the fall from innocence entailed. Was it sexual? Few of us,
         if any, were sexually active in eleventh grade—give us another year. Was it knowledge
         of death? Was it the knowledge that there were complicated forces within us, sometimes
         competing forces, opposite desires, dark secrets that we preferred others didn’t know?
         
      

      
       Writing about this, another metaphor—wrapped in a memory—comes to mind. When I was
         in elementary school in Queens in the late 1950s, parents visited our classrooms on
         two occasions. In addition to parent-teacher night, a day was set aside during which
         a swarm of mothers (only mothers), all dressed up, filed into the backs of the classrooms
         to observe us in situ, as it were. The teacher went through her lesson, and we dutifully
         raised our hands to answer. (My husband tells a very funny story about the mother
         of a friend of his who not only raised her hand but shouted out the answer; apparently,
         she needed everyone to know that she knew the capital of Russia.) All of us—students,
         teachers, moms—were on our best behavior: it was a well-choreographed performance
         through and through, all for show. 
      

      
       Too many of today’s classrooms are being prepped for performance. Which is why education
         has become so lifeless. And tepid. 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      3/19/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       If I remember correctly from grad school courses, public education in America has
         always been a source of controversy. Always. The whole idea of free public access to education was anathema to royalists, which
         is the tradition the original American colonists came from.
      

      
       Even Boston Latin School—which is, contrary to a common misconception, a public school
         (in fact, the first public school in America, founded in 1635; in fact, the first school, I guess, since Harvard wasn’t founded until a year later)—even Boston Latin was
         originally intended for the education of the sons (that’s right, only the sons) of
         the city’s elite (that’s right, only the elite). Of course, that policy changed over
         the centuries that followed, and by the time my father was ready to enter high school,
         Boston Latin was open even to the son of an Irish Catholic cop from Dorchester. Somewhere
         along the way, it also started admitting other minorities. And even girls.
      

      
       It’s interesting that the Puritans, who first came up with the idea of public schools,
         did it for religious reasons. In 1647, the Massachusetts Bay Colony passed a law that
         became known as the Old Deluder Satan Act because it justified public funding of schools
         with the objective of ensuring that children would be able to read the Bible, thus
         making it impossible for “that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowledge
         of the Scriptures.” Apparently, the question of purpose has bedeviled public education from its very origins.
      

      
       Even the college-prep question was already at issue: in its requirements for grammar
         schools like Boston Latin, the act of 1647 stipulated “the Masters thereof being able
         to instruct youth so far as they may be fitted for the Universitie”—for Harvard, in
         other words, since at the time it was the only university on this side of the Atlantic.
         And the distinction you and I have been drawing—between education as training for
         the workforce and education as intellectual inquiry—has been around from the beginning,
         too. Or at least since Thomas Jefferson, who advocated education for all (except slaves
         and women and indigenous Americans, of course), but also advocated a two-track system
         for “the laboring” and “the learned.” “The laboring,” he wrote in 1814, “will need
         the first grade of education to qualify them for their pursuits and duties; the learned
         will need it as a foundation for further acquirements.” 
      

      
       The dual-track Jeffersonian scheme drew broad support throughout the nineteenth century
         from merchants and factory owners, who saw it as a way to create an ever-expanding
         workforce, and this reached a climax of sorts in the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, which
         provided federal funding for vocational education in public schools. Besides ensuring
         the continued viability of vocational agricultural and industrial programs, the Smith-Hughes
         Act ultimately had some perhaps unintended consequences. First, it essentially supplanted
         apprenticeship programs, weakening the labor unions that ran them. And second, it
         effectively isolated vocational students from the rest of the school, providing no
         theoretical context for the job-specific skills they were learning—so they were ill
         equipped to learn new skills in a changing job market. Sorta like today, hunh?
      

      
       I would submit that today’s most vocal supporters of educational “reform” are more
         closely allied with the laboring/vocational track than the learned/academic track,
         despite their calls for “college preparation for all,” because those calls are always
         coupled with the objective of “well-paying jobs.” And this utilitarian approach always
         seems to involve eliminating “fluff” courses like music and art and drama while focusing
         the surviving English and math and science courses on quantifiable content that can
         be measured by multiple-choice tests.
      

      
       A form of this debate was going hot and heavy when we were at Syosset—as the “back-to-basics”
         movement launched its assault on the “misguided progressives.” I can remember meetings
         where “back-to-
basics” parents were literally shouting at teachers—mostly teachers from the English
         and social studies departments, mostly the teachers you now remember so fondly.
      

      
       We’ve been working for nearly four centuries to settle on a purpose for public education,
         but we’ve never even approached universal agreement. In fact, we may be further from
         it today than ever before. And, ironically, that may be because we’re more committed
         to universality, to finding a single panacea, than ever before. I think there are
         certainly multiple answers to the question of purpose: there must be, just as there
         are multiple academic disciplines and multiple types of students with multiple sets
         of abilities and dreams and ambitions. The more we insist on there being just a single
         purpose for education, the deeper the problems we’ll be causing for ourselves. And
         the more elusive the answers will become.
      

      
       It’s not difficult to come up with four distinct and, to some degree, conflicting
         purposes to consider, each offering some readily identifiable benefits society might
         derive, some objectives that might provide reason enough for public education to continue
         to exist.
      

      
       The first and most obvious of these is to save us from having to start our civilization
         all over from scratch with each generation—education as transfusion, injecting the
         cumulative wisdom of ages past into each age that is going before, so we don’t have
         to reinvent the wheel every few decades, or rediscover gravity or the Allegory of
         the Cave. But “transfusion,” come to think of it, sounds far too scientific, far too
         precise for what is, in many ways, the most human—and therefore the most riddled with
         frailties—of all our endeavors. 
      

      
       Teachers don’t transfuse; they scatter bits of knowledge, like threads from Tibetan
         prayer flags fluttering through the classroom air, and the teachers I’ve known are
         realistic enough to acknowledge that most of those threads sink unnoticed to the floor.
         Even more critical, the whole idea of transfusion—of implanting some prepackaged wisdom
         that students will passively receive—is antithetical to the kind of teaching we were
         trying to do in Syosset. Because transfusion alone does not educate—not in the etymological
         sense you mention, of ex + ducere, of actively engaging students in drawing wisdom out of themselves. 
      

      
       Still, the notion that education exists in order to preserve civilization is an attractive
         one, conjuring images of fifth- and sixth-century Irish monks copying the illuminated
         manuscripts that saved Greco-Roman literature from the pillaging hordes of the Dark
         Ages and established a tradition of scholarship and reverence for learning that still
         shapes Western academia. I’ve never had any interest in becoming a monk, but I wouldn’t
         mind having a hand in saving civilization.
      

      
       A related purpose, albeit one that is from some perspectives more pernicious, would
         be the one I’ve already mentioned—the socialization of children to the existing cultural,
         economic, and sociopolitical systems. We can probably all agree that socialization
         can be worthwhile as a way to avoid chaos and discourage mayhem. But we’d be less
         likely to agree about some other aspects of the existing order—how the society balances
         (or fails to balance) social order and individual liberties, for example. Or how it
         assigns comparative value to, say, English teachers and hedge fund managers.
      

      
       So a third possible objective would be the complement to socialization—education
         for social reconstruction or reform, aimed at equipping students with the tools to
         reshape the society as they wish it to be, rather than vice versa. This was a philosophy
         that emerged in the first half of the twentieth century, spearheaded by the philosopher-educators
         Theodore Brameld, Horace Mann, John Dewey, and George Counts, and popularly known
         as “progressive education.” The Reconstructionists believed in educating “the whole
         child,” helping students develop their critical thinking and analytical abilities,
         and equipping them to apply those abilities in all aspects of their lives, including
         their classroom experiences. Their progressive philosophy was clearly at odds with
         socialization, which made it especially attractive in the era of the counterculture—but
         equally abhorrent to the back-to-basics folks, who targeted progressives with increasingly
         venomous attacks. The dynamic implicit in this conflict shaped much of what we experienced
         as students and teachers in the late sixties.
      

      
       Personally, I think all three of these are legitimate purposes for education. Not
         only legitimate, in fact, but necessary: it seems as if focusing on any one of them
         to the exclusion of the others—or even focusing on any two to the exclusion of the
         third—would significantly compromise the adequacy of the education. And we’re not
         supposed to settle for mere adequacy, are we? The politicians, pundits, columnists,
         and consultants all seem to agree that what we need is nothing short of universal
         excellence—Lake Wobegon, in other words, but without the saving irony.
      

      
       And that suggests a fourth purpose for education, one that seems absolutely essential
         if we want our educational system to go beyond adequacy and achieve excellence. We
         must teach our children to enjoy thinking. It’s not enough to teach them to remember facts, or to answer questions. It’s not
         enough merely to help them accumulate capabilities. We must help them learn to enjoy
         thinking—not just ideas, which are the end products of the process of thought, but the process itself, no
         matter which of Bloom’s Learning Domains it happens to involve. 
      

      
       Maybe that seems obvious—or fatuous. Maybe you’re thinking, “Well, doesn’t everyone enjoy thinking?” Actually, no. Not everyone does enjoy thinking. 
      

      
       I learned the inescapable truth of that when I tried to use O. Henry’s “Gift of the
         Magi” to teach irony to a class of eleventh graders at Simon Gratz High School. Most
         of them got it. But one of them didn’t, so while the rest of the class worked on group
         projects, I took him aside for a little one-on-one tutorial.
      

      
       “Okay, Delia sells her hair to the wig maker so she can buy the fob for Jim’s watch,”
         I said. “But, ironically . . . ironically what? Why is that ironic?”
      

      
       “Don’t know,” he said.

      
       “Sure you do. Irony is when a character does something and the result is the opposite
         of what she expects. What did Delia expect?”
      

      
       “Don’t know.”

      
       “Well, she expected Jim would use the fob on his watch, right? So why is that ironic?
         Just think about it.”
      

      
       “Don’t want to think about it,” he said.
      

      
       “What do you mean? Why not?”

      
       “Don’t want to think about nothin’.”

      
       After a brief flash of impatient frustration, it occurred to me that of course he didn’t want to think about nothin’ . . . because he’d already learned, somewhere
         along the way, that thoughts can acquire a momentum of their own. Pretty soon, instead
         of thinking about “Gift of the Magi,” you may be thinking about the circumstances
         of your own life—about things like food and shelter and physical safety. Or about
         the uncertainty of those things. So instead of thinking, you want to turn your mind
         off.
      

      
       You say, Roberta, that you got your thirst for knowledge very early, probably from
         your parents, and I’m sure you’re right. Or I’m at least sure your family encouraged
         and nurtured a part of you that probably existed from birth. I’m also sure my Gratz
         student’s parents did not do the same for him; I know they were mostly absent from his life. But I do believe all children are born with
         a thirst for knowledge—varying in intensity, to be sure, but a thirst nonetheless.
         So our main job, both as parents and as teachers, is the one your parents accomplished—to
         encourage and nurture this thirst for knowledge, or at the very least to avoid doing
         the opposite.
      

      
       I’m remembering another Syosset teacher’s cynicism on this very topic: “Every child,”
         he said, “comes to kindergarten eager to learn. The only open question is how long
         it’ll take us to beat that eagerness out of them.”
      

      
       Maybe our triumph in Syosset was that we did not beat it out of you.

      
       Okay. One more thought, or series of thoughts, suggested by your “performance” metaphor.
         Besides being an incisively accurate description of much of what’s passing for education
         today, it also reminds me of just how much metaphors matter—not as fodder for a lesson in grammar or poetry but as a means of controlling thought
         processes. If people believe in the accuracy of a certain metaphor, then that comparison
         is going to control—literally control—their perception and understanding of the object, creature, or phenomenon the metaphor
         is describing.
      

      
       For example, some people believe the human brain is like a muscle (yeah, I know that’s
         a simile, not a metaphor; in this context, the distinction doesn’t matter). So they
         also believe that brain exercises, like training in specific cognitive skills, can
         increase intelligence—as reflected in improved scores on IQ tests—and they have studies
         that seem to validate their belief, especially for combatting age-related cognitive
         decline. But of course there are other people who do not believe the brain is like
         a muscle, and they have their studies, too. And there are still others who don’t have
         any particular opinion on whether the brain is a muscle but have deeply felt and usually
         negative opinions of IQ tests. (In the interests of full disclosure, I suppose I should
         include myself in the last group. But, for the moment, that’s not the point.)
      

      
       The point I’m trying to make is that approaches to education are also controlled
         by central metaphors. In one of today’s dominant metaphors, the true believers seem
         to be comparing education to inventory management. No joke. It’s probably not the
         way they’d consciously explain it, but the principles they advocate certainly suggest
         an industrial approach that treats knowledge as inventory: pack it in, move it out,
         and make sure you’ve got just enough on hand to meet the demands of the next test.
         This is the context in which students are constantly asking, “Will this be on the
         test?” If the teacher says yes, the students commit the requisite factoids to memory—usually
         short term, like just-in-time inventory. If the teacher says no, then why use up space
         in the warehouse?
      

      
       That was not the dominant metaphor at the end of the sixties in Syosset. I didn’t see education
         as filling your warehouse minds with just enough knowledge to be emptied out at test
         time. And I don’t believe that’s what you wanted either. Sure, there were students
         who asked, “Will this be on the test?” There always have been, there always will be
         . . . and when I meet their parents, I generally understand why. But my answer to
         that question—in Syosset, and ever since—has always been, “Maybe. Maybe not. I haven’t
         written the test yet.”
      

      
       The fact is, I’ve preferred not to write the test—maybe not ever. I don’t like tests
         much, and I especially don’t like the government-mandated, machine-scored, No-Child-Left-Behind
         assessments—which are designed to measure inventory, not understanding. I think it’s understanding that should be driving the teachers’ efforts,
         as well as the students’. And I think that’s what we were doing in Syosset—at least
         a lot of us were. At the risk of embracing a cliché, I’d suggest that, in our controlling
         metaphor, education was not inventory management, but rather a quest: a quest for
         new ideas, experiences, and perspectives. A quest for understanding. Like the Gatsby-inspired
         quest you undertook over the summer after your junior year. 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 6

      It Bled into Our Lives

      
         
         
      

      
      April 2, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
         The Great Gatsby wasn’t even my favorite novel on the eleventh-grade-English syllabus. I liked it,
         but it had stiff competition from Hemingway and Faulkner, and of course A Separate Peace, with its enigmatic exhortation in the last few paragraphs. But Gatsby held special meaning for many of us because of its dual setting: Long Island, where
         we were stuck, it seemed; and New York City, which loomed as our Mecca.
      

      
       My friend Ron loved Gatsby. He and I had a special bond—we both wanted to be writers. And so when he asked me,
         toward the end of school, if I wanted to take a ride with him to find Gatsby’s mansion—which
         you had told us actually existed, somewhere on Kings Point—I instantly agreed. 
      

      
       Ron, a year older than I, and already in possession of a driver’s license, picked
         me up one July morning. About a half hour later, we were driving along the ultra-affluent
         streets of Kings Point—West Egg, in Gatsby-speak. Several times, we parked and walked
         toward a house only to realize that it couldn’t have been the right one. After about
         an hour, we pulled up in front of a mansion that, according to our best information,
         seemed most promising. Gamely, we rang the doorbell and a woman of indeterminate age
         answered. I let Ron do the talking—he explained that we were searching for Gatsby’s
         mansion, and she said, “Well, you found it.” Graciously, she let us walk into the
         foyer and to the windows in the back room. “That’s where the green light would be,”
         Ron said, in an almost prayerful way.
      

      
       “Feel free to walk around the grounds,” she said, and we did. We went down the slope
         of her lawn until it dissolved into a short beach with water lapping at our feet.
         I collected a few shells and pieces of beach glass; I even found a shard of pottery
         which, I immediately assumed, Fitzgerald had touched. 
      

      
       We also took pictures with a small Brownie camera I’d brought—pictures of the house
         from the street, of the view from the backyard, and down at the shore. It was a gorgeous
         summer day, I remember, especially as we drove home, eastward, just as the sun began
         its descent. I remember that we didn’t talk much; we were in some way worn out the
         way spending the day at the beach wears you out, during which you take in so much
         sun and saltwater and sand that there’s little room for thought, just sensation. It
         was a profound experience for both of us. And for both of us, the last few paragraphs
         of the book are probably tucked into a fold of our brains where we can instantly retrieve
         them, especially the “fresh, green breast of the new world” and the “boats against
         the current.”
      

      
       September, the start of senior year. Ron and I sought you out to tell you about our
         expedition; after all, you’d inspired it. You were in your old classroom as your new
         students filed in. We showed you the photos we’d taken and described the view. You
         seemed excited, too—but then the bell rang, and you had to start teaching and we had
         to get to our classes.
      

      
       But that wasn’t the end of it. A couple of weeks later, the story of finding Gatsby’s
         house, along with photos, appeared as a front-page story in The Pulse. I saved the issue; it’s in one of my scrapbooks. And to this day, whenever I drive
         over either the Whitestone or Throgs Neck Bridge, connecting Queens to the Bronx,
         I look toward Long Island as it curves eastward and remember the green breast. 
      

      
       The expedition Ron and I embarked on exemplifies the nature of the contract we, as
         your students, entered into with you. What we studied didn’t stay in the confines
         of the classroom; it bled into our lives. The books we read didn’t remain “out there”
         but came inside. We ingested them. We knew that they would provide us with a road
         map even if it was a map that we couldn’t yet decipher. What could we have known,
         as seventeen-year-olds, about regret, about boats against the current, about the capacity
         for wonder, about any of it? Yet it spoke to us, it touched us, we accepted it as
         valuable and cherished it. 
      

      
       But however wonderful and enduring the Gatsby expedition proved, it wasn’t that unusual.
         I took it for granted that people went out of their way for books, that books guided
         conversations, even activities with friends and family. For instance, I insisted that
         my family include Walden Pond as a stop on our New England vacation one summer. 
      

      
       I think again about that group of teachers who met every Friday afternoon in the
         school library to read and discuss Joyce’s Ulysses. What I remember—or perhaps imagine—is that they looked as relaxed, intense, and
         intimate as men at a poker game, even though they were traveling through one of modernism’s
         greatest works. And taking time after school, before a weekend, to do so. With each
         other.
      

      
       Whenever I think of this moment, the last lines of Yeats’s “Lapis Lazuli” come to
         mind, about the men with wrinkles and “ancient, glittering eyes.”
      

      
       I eventually moved to one of those Long Island peninsulas, a bit farther east than
         Gatsby’s. I sent my children to public high school. Today, my son, a sixth-grade teacher
         in a progressive independent school, tells me he is attending a summer conference
         in California about “project learning.” I ask what that is, and he explains that it’s
         a way of designing a unit of lessons so that students can immediately see their application
         to the real world.
      

      
       I guess Ron and I did our own project learning, only no one called it that. Funny,
         in those days, the courses that seemed outside of our experience were today’s STEM
         courses—science, technology, engineering, and math. “Why do we have to learn all these
         equations?” or “What’s the point of dissecting these frogs?” we’d ask, after a particularly
         grueling science or math class. (To be honest, the most “useful” or “practical” course
         I ever took was Typing in eighth grade.) 
      

      
       But our humanities courses—English, Social Studies, Asian Studies, Greek Mythology,
         The Bible as Literature, Journalism, Film—were so important, central, and essential
         to our lives that we didn’t question them. Perhaps we groused at having to memorize
         vocabulary or diagram sentences, but these were short-lived digressions. What we were
         learning was part of something we needed. Today it’s the humanities that have to justify
         their existence.
      

      
       

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
       

      
      4/7/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I remember that morning very well—when you and Ron walked into my classroom at the
         beginning of your senior year, maybe even on the first day of school. You say you
         sought me out in my classroom, not the department office, and that reminds me of another
         feature that was unusual, and unusually effective, about Syosset: the school’s architecture,
         which I think was called a “pod” plan. The pods were multiple, nearly circular wings,
         each devoted to a single discipline—English, social studies, math, science, foreign
         languages, business courses, and so forth. The classrooms were arranged along the
         perimeter of each pod, surrounding the department office in the center, and we’ve
         both already mentioned the key role the English department office played in shaping
         the kind of education that went on in our pod. That office was figuratively central,
         as well as literally—to the teachers’ interactions with each other and, frequently,
         with our students. 
      

      
       Anyway, I was indeed excited by the story of your expedition—impressed by your initiative
         and intrigued by your success. It was flattering to have you and Ron come back to
         visit, to be so visibly excited in front of my incoming students, and I’m sure it
         was a good advertisement, too. But it was gratifying mainly because it provided some
         evidence that at least two kids from your class seemed to have been infected by my
         enthusiasm for Gatsby.

      
       I’d been especially excited about showing you all how closely you were connected
         to Gatsby—not only because you happened to be living in the novel’s setting, but also by cultural
         congruence. The Jazz Age and Woodstock. Prohibition and psychedelia. And, through
         it all, the common themes of idealism and corruption, unrequited love, and the nostalgic
         drive to recapture a mythic prelapsarian innocence. Less than a year after you and
         Ron burst into my classroom with the story of your discovery, and only about two and
         a half hours upstate, Gatsby’s belief in the green light would find its parallel in
         half a million kids telling themselves they were somehow recapturing the Garden.
      

      
       I don’t know if I ever mentioned that I grew up in East Egg—that is, in Port Washington,
         the community that included Sands Point, just as Great Neck included Kings Point.
         It was only about fifteen miles from Syosset—fifteen miles closer to The City, which
         is what we called it, as I’d imagine you and your friends usually did. Never “New
         York City” . . . just “The City,” as if it were the only city—or at least the only one that mattered. A typical New Yorker’s attitude, I suppose,
         but also the truth for suburban teenagers, who yearned for urbanity and had no other
         city at hand. 
      

      
       By that accident of birth, I was very familiar with the landscape Fitzgerald evoked
         in his novel. His “slender, riotous island” had evolved, of course, during the decades
         since Gatsby was published, but mansions of that vintage were still common on the North Shore,
         and I was very familiar with the house Fitzgerald had used as the model for Tom and
         Daisy Buchanan’s place. He’d used poetic license to move it from the eastern shore
         of the peninsula to the western side, so it could face Gatsby’s mansion across Manhasset
         Bay, but otherwise it was easily recognizable.
      

      
       I’d even driven around Kings Point a bit, although I had never found Gatsby’s house.
         I was impressed when you and Ron did—so impressed that later that year when Ron applied
         to Yale and asked me to write a recommendation for him I centered the letter on your
         successful search and your subsequent coverage of it in The Pulse. Yale was apparently impressed, too: they not only accepted Ron but also wrote to
         tell me my recommendation had been an exceptionally valuable factor in their admissions
         decision.
      

      
       I’m sure it really was a valuable factor. In the years since then, I’ve been involved on and off as an interviewer
         in the Harvard admissions process, and I know we’re looking for the same kind of things
         as the Yalies—things that set one applicant apart from the others. Engagement, initiative,
         scholarship, service, involvement, achievement: any of these—or, even better, a combination
         of several of them—at an exceptional level. I’d bet that’s what the Yale admissions
         people saw in the story of your expedition.
      

      
       And when I tell that story to teachers—as I frequently have over the years, as a
         kind of object lesson in the educational power of enthusiastic teachers and curricular
         freedom—they generally smile wistfully, and their eyes turn inward to watch some memory
         the story inspires, some bit of nostalgia for the era when that sort of thing was
         possible, combined with admiration for the school and department and students that
         caused it to happen, and maybe also with just a touch of envy.
      

      
       They’ve mostly been teachers in public elementary, middle, and high schools—teachers
         who are daily hobbled by the testing regimens, inflexible curricula, and sometimes
         even scripted lessons they and their students are required to follow. The metaphor
         in so many schools today is no longer a quest, nor glittering eyes, not even inventory
         management. It’s become the kind of close-order regimentation you see in grainy black-and-white
         footage of soldiers marching—Germany in the thirties, Russia in the fifties, North
         Korea today. 
      

      
       What seems to be missing is what educators see in the story of your search for Gatsby’s
         house: the kind of passion for learning—in this case for literature, for reading and
         writing—that high school kids are capable of feeling. I think it’s generally a passion
         they catch from their teachers—as long as their teachers have the power and the freedom
         to fill their classrooms with subject matter they feel passionate about sharing.
      

      
       The passion, and the freedom to communicate it to our students, came to the Syosset
         High School English department courtesy of our chairman, Gus Franza, who set the intellectual
         and pedagogical tone we all followed, with variations on the theme that created our
         own individual teaching styles: all different, but all united around the same theme—that
         central metaphor of a quest for understanding.
      

      
       It’s not that we didn’t teach cognitive skills. Of course we did; it would have been
         irresponsible not to. But we taught them in the context of reading, writing, discussing,
         analyzing, and communicating in general. And one of the skills we focused on specifically
         was critical thinking.
      

      
       Your high school years were the era of Vietnam and civil rights (racial and, nascently,
         gender), and we felt it was vital for you to be capable of reaching independent judgments:
         independent of the shadowy figures President Eisenhower had identified as the Military-Industrial
         Complex; independent of the various government and quasi-government agencies and organizations;
         independent of all the traditional authority figures—including your parents and, yes,
         including ourselves.
      

      
       I remember teaching Ethan Frome one year—not in your Honors class—and feeling the students were just going through
         the motions, not giving any real thought to the book or the issues it raised. So I
         opened class one day by telling them I was scheduling a test, and the most efficient
         way to prepare them for it would be the standard college-
English-course method: I’d lecture, and they’d take notes.
      

      
       As I recall, I was able to cram the entire interpretation into a single class period—forty
         to forty-five minutes, in other words. It was easy to do because it was nothing but
         smoke and mirrors. Nothing I said was a reasonable interpretation of the novel; there
         could be no justification for any of it in any school of criticism—formalist, deconstructionist,
         postmodern, whatever. But I used a lot of English-teacher-y words and phrases, and
         the students dutifully took notes. I told them to study over the weekend, and the
         test would be on Monday.
      

      
       The test was actually about the size of a quiz—a multiple-choice, inventory-management
         factoid quiz. There were correct answer choices for every question, and there were
         also answers based on the misinterpretation I’d inflicted on them on Friday. I graded
         the tests overnight . . . and, of course, every single student failed. (I can’t remember
         whether any of them got higher than a zero; if anyone did, I have no idea why or how.)
         So they were furious on Tuesday. But after I finally managed to convince them that
         the whole point of the exercise was to get them to think for themselves (and after
         I promised to give them another chance—on a real test, with real grades that would
         replace their zeroes), they began doing precisely that, at least more than they had
         been doing.
      

      
       Remember: this was an era when a substantial portion of the American population was
         questioning the decisions, rules, and regulations set forth by just about any authority
         figure in the society. Like many other Syosset teachers, I thought that questioning
         was a good thing, and that it’s a central part of a teacher’s job to help students
         learn to do it. I still do.
      

      
       But there are at least two groups of people who question the teaching of critical
         thinking. First, there are cognitive scientists who say critical thinking is not the
         kind of skill that can be taught: it’s not like riding a bike. (There’s that notion of a controlling metaphor again—or, in this
         case, a controlling simile.) They say it’s more like perfect pitch: you’ve either
         got it or you don’t . . . and, if you don’t, there’s no way to learn it. Well, maybe
         so. But even musicians with perfect pitch still have to practice; and, by extension,
         even students with innate critical-thinking skills still have to develop their ability
         to use them.
      

      
       The other group that questions the teaching of critical thinking is one that’s considerably
         larger and way more powerful than the cognitive scientists. These folks have always
         talked a lot about the value of teaching critical thinking. And they still do. Today,
         in fact, there’s probably more rhetoric than ever devoted to the “vital importance”
         of teaching critical thinking—especially public rhetoric, on the part of politicians
         and educational entrepreneurs. But the inventory-management approach to education
         is necessarily filled with structural impediments to the teaching of critical thinking;
         the scripted curricula are the most obvious examples, but the whole standards-and-testing
         focus is antithetical to questioning, and so to critical thinking. 
      

      
       And that apparent contradiction actually makes sense—because one of the lessons the
         Establishment learned in the late sixties and early seventies was that if you teach
         kids critical thinking, they tend to wind up (omigod!) thinking critically. And that
         can be risky for the Establishment, which really wants citizens to be obedient, not
         critical.
      

      
       The result of that paradox is that for decades, probably centuries, we’ve had this
         sort of Orwellian approach to education: espousing, in all public forums, the importance
         of critical thinking as an educational objective while building in as many obstacles
         as possible to the actual attainment of that objective. 
      

      
       That changed, at least briefly, in 2012, when one substantial and powerful branch
         of the Establishment, the Republican Party in Texas, actually divorced itself from
         the Orwellian approach. Not because they wanted to eliminate the obstacles, however,
         but because they wanted to eliminate critical thinking. They said so, explicitly,
         in their platform: “We oppose the teaching of Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) (values clarification),
            critical thinking skills and similar programs that are simply a relabeling of Outcome-Based
            Education (OBE) (mastery learning) which focus on behavior modification and have the
            purpose of challenging the student’s fixed beliefs and undermining parental authority.”
      

      
       I’ve been told the Texas Republicans eventually came to their senses and repudiated
         that plank, disavowing their apparently unlimited capacity for self-parody. But I
         suspect they still believe the teaching of critical thinking is subversive, and I
         guess I’ve got to plead guilty. Subversion, of a sort, is exactly what I was trying
         to accomplish—for you and Ron and all your classmates. So were lots of the other Syosset
         teachers—maybe most of us. 
      

      
       

      
       But we didn’t stop with undermining parental authority; in fact, we didn’t care much
         about parental authority, figuring normal teenage rebellion would take care of that.
         We wanted to change the world. Students and teachers alike, we earnestly believed
         we could do it. And one of the places we wanted to start was public education.
      

      
      Yours, 

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 7

      In the Author’s Hands

      
         
         
      

      
      April 11, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       Ah, Woodstock. Three days of peace and love—or so the posters said. Actually, it
         was three days of mud, the indelible smell of mud, mile-long lines for a minute alone
         in a filthy Port-o-San, scant food, warm soda, and a stage so far in the distance
         that we eventually stopped looking or trying to listen—for what we did manage to hear
         sounded no better than it would have on a transistor radio. 
      

      
       I had the biggest fight of my seventeen years with my parents, who adamantly maintained,
         up to the evening before my departure, that I wasn’t going. My father’s impassioned
         argument against “letting me go” (I honestly don’t think it crossed his mind that
         I would actually defy him; I hadn’t yet done so) was that I was forcing him to abdicate
         his primary job—to keep me safe. But my primary job, as insistent, it felt, as a biological
         urge, was to experience the festival firsthand, to not rely on anyone else’s account.
         Anyway, naïve souls that we were, we’d already purchased tickets.
      

      
       Of course there were no ticket takers, no admission gate, nothing but fields and
         kids and mud. We stayed three days, but in truth I don’t recall anything about being
         there as vividly as I do returning home, ignoring my stony-faced parents, and rushing
         into the shower, where I stood for what felt like hours to get the muck off my body
         and the smell of mud out of my nose—all the while smiling, as I believe Holden Caulfield
         did, like a maniac.
      

      
       Looking back, it was one of the first times I came face-to-face with the truth that
         an experience could be horribly unpleasant but still worth it, a truth my parents
         seemed unable to grasp. For them, since they’d already gone through considerable trouble
         assessing situations and arriving at rational conclusions, it was nothing but ungrateful
         and pigheaded of me to summarily discard them. And on top of that, why would anyone
         want to sleep in an open field without basic amenities? 
      

      
       Although there were wealthy and less wealthy sections of Syosset, it was by and large
         a middle-class community tipping slightly toward upper-middle. The safety net was
         so ubiquitous that we never noticed it. That we would find our way into careers—careers,
         not jobs—was something we always assumed. What we were learning in your classroom
         was making us better people, not more competent wage earners. There was no talk of
         learning “skill sets.” We wanted the curriculum of life! But we could afford this
         perspective because it never occurred to us that we wouldn’t be able to support ourselves.
         Even those of us, like Ron and me, who wanted to be “writers”—well, we’d find ways
         to make it work. I’m not sure we would have succeeded in today’s economy, in which
         everything is commodified and quantified. 
      

      
       How do you quantify empathy, which is what a humanistic education is about? 

      
       Yes to all you write about critical thinking and its critical importance. The work
         I’m doing with the foundation I direct is based on the premise that students need
         to be able to think systematically and reflectively; that they can voice opinions
         but have to be able to distinguish between opinions and arguments; that they have
         to be ready to defend their beliefs.
      

      
       Thinking back, though, I realize that the term critical thinking was not in our vocabulary. It wasn’t a discrete subject, at least not to me and,
         I would venture, most of my classmates: we were simply conversing. We knew we had
         to back up our statements and interpretations with evidence, quotes from the book,
         biographical or historical information, but mostly I remember conversations progressing
         in a more associative than linear way. What we learned, even though we probably wouldn’t
         have articulated it this way at the time, was that education was in fact time travel,
         inviting us to step into another’s shoes and other eras. Gus Franza’s ostensibly laissez-faire
         attitude as department chair, allowing teachers under his watch to teach what they
         wanted as long as they could present a good case for the book’s importance, wasn’t
         benign neglect, though some might view it that way. Instead, it was a carefully crafted
         meta-course in Empathy and Critical Thinking 101. 
      

      
       A philosopher I work with likes to tell this story. When he’s on a plane next to
         a talkative seatmate who asks about his profession, he says that he’s a philosopher.
         This isn’t the expected reply. “What does a philosopher do?” the person often asks.
         And my colleague replies, “A philosopher takes his time.”
      

      
       So does a dedicated teacher. The books and plays and poems studied in class aren’t
         content-delivery systems: you don’t mine them for unusual vocabulary words (although
         you can); you don’t decide which of the “three universal themes” (man versus nature,
         man versus man, man versus himself) to extract (although you can); you don’t memorize
         the plot. You let yourself sink into the sentences, paragraphs, and chapters as if
         they were a warm bath. You lose yourself in them, you suspend judgment, you put yourself
         in the author’s hands, and feel buoyed.
      

      
       This happens not just with books but with movies, plays, paintings, dance—any creative
         work. Patiently, like well-trained pets, artistic works sit on a shelf or on a reel
         until we pick one up or settle into a movie seat and lose ourselves for a while, to
         see the world through someone else’s eyes. To be free of ourselves, just briefly!
         Losing control in that way can be threatening, of course, but once you get the hang
         of it, well, it’s liberating. 
      

      
       Is there a school on earth where students are still allowed to luxuriate in artistic
         experiences this way? Probably, tucked away somewhere. But not in any I’ve seen. Because
         we’re all in a rush, and because the need to commodify is rampant. 
      

      
       This brings to mind my twelfth-grade independent-study project in English. To sign
         up for “independent study” meant that I didn’t have to attend English class, though
         of course I did. (To work on the project, I cut gym.) My topic was the effect of World
         War I on three poets: Rupert Brooke, Siegfried Sassoon, and T. S. Eliot. I have no
         idea how I found my way to this topic, though if I had to guess, I’d say that I was
         drawn to Eliot because of his difficulty: specifically, the impenetrability of all
         his allusions and references. I loved that “The Waste Land” had footnotes that sent
         me—and my friends, for this wasn’t a solitary journey; we all participated in each
         other’s study projects—to texts like The Golden Bough, Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (a book that truly blew our minds), and the Upanishads. The poems of Brooke and Sassoon were visceral—you felt as if you were in the trenches
         with them. I almost couldn’t bring myself to read them, especially knowing that Brooke
         was soon to be killed. They were so much more real to me than chapters in the textbook
         we were using in history, or the accounts of Vietnam that I read in the daily newspaper.
         
      

      
       Working on this paper was like crawling through a dark tunnel. With no teacher to
         guide me, no syllabus to consult, I struggled with the dense texts, reading them over
         and over as if sheer repetition would yield insight. Though the poets’ images and
         meters are still with me, what I recall best, nearly fifty years later, is sitting
         alone in a solitary corner of the school library, poring over the poems themselves.
         I inhabited them. More accurately, they colonized me, took over my brain until I could
         not only recite the words but feel the rhythms in my body. I can still recall the
         deep pleasure of trying to make sense out of something that was almost impossibly
         hard. It wasn’t a matter of answering questions but of coming up with the questions
         themselves, questions that deserved serious answers. 
      

      
       Like Woodstock, spending time with these difficult texts provided me with an experience
         that refused to be reduced to small, digestible nuggets. So did the trip Ron and I
         took to Gatsby’s house. What did it mean that a man had been to this house, looked
         at this view, and breathed life into Daisy and Nick and Gatsby? How had it happened?
         And how could a simple book so change us that we’d never think about certain things
         in the same way again? 
      

      
       I wasn’t alone in feeling this way, asking these questions. We traveled like a pack,
         and there were many similar packs among the baby boom generation, forever identified
         as such and forever studied—even now, as we begin to retire and collect Social Security
         (while it lasts). But being in this group gave us strength and helped us all defy
         parental and societal expectations. We set ourselves a hard task, picking apart assumptions
         that had been handed to us and for which we were supposed to say “Thank you.” But
         instead we said, “No thanks. We’d like to figure this out ourselves.” For a long time,
         during that year of independent study, we all despaired together that we’d never crack
         the code of the task we gave ourselves . . . and then, slowly, we did. Ideas formed,
         associations grew like tree roots; we wrote our papers, learning along the way that
         there was pleasure in being confronted with something impenetrable, and finding your
         own way in. We’d set ourselves a task that was “commensurate with our capacity for
         wonder.” 
      

      
       Education gives you your map through the frontier, through the green breast of a
         new world. Or at least it should.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      4/23/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I didn’t know you were at Woodstock. Of course I wouldn’t have had any way of knowing,
         since you were an alum by that time, not one of my students. But I’m not surprised
         to learn that you felt a primal urge to get to the festival. Whatever else Woodstock
         may have been, I think it’s pretty clear it was a culminating event in the tribalization
         of a generation—a generation that included not just you and your contemporaries, but
         some even younger than you, and others even older than I.
      

      
       I’d seen the Woodstock posters all over the city, especially around NYU, and I’d
         been tempted. But I didn’t make it to the festival—or, as the posters dubbed it, the
         “Aquarian Exposition.” In fact, I don’t know of any Syosset teachers who went, even
         though many of us were young enough that our interests and tastes and proclivities
         weren’t all that different from yours—not only the music, but the whole Aquarian thing.
         In retrospect, it’s probably a good thing we stayed away; those tastes and proclivities
         could have turned Yasgur’s farm into a pretty weird context for running into former
         students.
      

      
       But a person didn’t have to be at Woodstock to be of Woodstock. The tribalizing effect extended far beyond those three days of peace and
         love—and yes, mud—to embrace not only those who were there, but also those who heard
         about it, or read about it, or even just saw the movie. And the resulting tribe did
         change the world—at least a bit, at least for a while, and at least mostly for the
         better.
      

      
       I think you’re right to connect Woodstock with liberal, humanistic education. And
         with critical thinking. And even with economics and the consequent issue of demographic
         determinism. The critical thinking I was trying to teach was focused on getting students
         to think for themselves instead of parroting back various sound bites of received
         wisdom. That involves critical evaluation of what other people are saying; but, just
         as important, it also involves continuous reevaluation of one’s own opinions, beliefs,
         and knowledge.
      

      
       Here’s a confession of sorts: I knew I’d been a good learner long before I was a
         serious student, and I was trying to help you and your classmates make the transition
         earlier.
      

      
       What you’re getting into in your musing on the nature of empathy and humanistic education
         is, in ed-school terms, the difference between an education centered on cognitive
         goals, like test scores, and an education built around affective goals, like values
         formation, prioritizing, and, yes, empathy. One of the problems with placing cognitive
         agenda central to the evaluation of an educational system is the inescapable implication
         that education is something that can be accomplished—that it has a beginning, a middle,
         and a finish line. But, in fact, education, to be valuable, must be endless.
      

      
       I think that bears repeating: education, to be valuable, must be endless. That’s
         why anyone who thinks he (or she) knows any final and incontrovertible Answer is probably
         delusional and certainly dangerous. 
      

      
       That’s also why I believed (along with, I think, most of the Syosset English department)
         that affective goals are more valuable than cognitive goals. (I still do.) And that’s
         why Woodstock became the touchstone for a generation—for those who chose to figure
         things out for themselves. And especially for those who, after reaching their judgment,
         had the strength to defy convention, to resist authority, and to define and identify
         with a new global tribe. 
      

      
       It may be, as you suggest, that Syosset’s middle-class and upper-middle-class economy
         funded the richness of your education. It may also be that the upper reaches of Bloom’s
         Taxonomy—intellectual behaviors like analysis, synthesis, and evaluation—are always
         trumped by the basic needs in Maslow’s Hierarchy—things like food, shelter, security,
         and stability. But at the very top of Maslow’s Hierarchy are needs for things like
         knowledge, a sense of achievement, aesthetic appreciation, and self-actualization.
         Although these may seem immaterial when a person is cold and starving and fearful,
         they are needs nonetheless. And it’s when these needs are met that students flourish. 
      

      
       That’s what you and Ron and others in your class found out. And more surprisingly
         perhaps, considering the inconsistency with which their basic needs were being met,
         that’s also what some of my students at Gratz found out. It happened less frequently
         than it did at Syosset; but when it did happen, it was for the same reasons. It happened
         when we were able, for a moment, to transcend the cognitive in favor of the affective.
         Or when, instead of merely extracting content or mining for form, they allowed themselves,
         as you put it, to sink into whatever we were reading. 
      

      
       There were a few gangsta-type boys, for example, who really got into The Odyssey—that’s right, Homer’s epic poem, which is, after all, pretty much filled with violence,
         greed, sex, drugs, and vengeance.
      

      
       For another example, we were reading Ray Bradbury’s time-travel story, “A Sound of
         Thunder,” and the class became intrigued by the “butterfly effect”—the idea that a
         seemingly insignificant event (like stepping on a butterfly) can alter the course
         of history. From there, they went on to discover, on their own, one of science fiction’s
         great conundrums. “What if, by accident, you killed your mother’s grandma?” one wondered.
         “Then you would never exist,” responded another. “But if you never existed, then how
         could you go back and kill your great-grandma?”
      

      
       They got into Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, too; in fact, they tended to like it better than many of the English teachers did.
         Not surprisingly, they related to the violence, but they didn’t stop there. Their
         discussions reached into the thematic heart of the play—loyalty and perfidy, fate
         and free will, power and influence, pride and honor—all concepts that mattered as
         much in their own lives as they did in Imperial Rome or Elizabethan England.
      

      
       And here’s a fourth example, one that should be of particular appeal to you in your
         role as director of a foundation that promotes the study of philosophy: they were
         fascinated by existentialism. As I recall, we got into it through Arthur Miller’s
         The Crucible, which raised the question of the Puritan belief in predestination. Not surprisingly,
         the students were appalled at the suggestion that there’s no such thing as free will:
         your fate is predetermined, you’ve already been judged at birth, and there’s nothing
         you can do to alter that judgment—no matter how many good works (or evil) you perform.
         
      

      
       I mentioned that there were other philosophies, taking very different approaches
         to life, and offered them a very brief summary of Sartre’s “existence precedes essence.”
         And it was as if I’d opened some spiritual door for many of the students in the class.
         They wanted to believe they could be the masters of their destinies. They needed to believe they could change not merely the circumstances of their existence, but
         the essence of their lives.
      

      
       So here’s what I’m getting at: I don’t think economic predestination is any more
         valid than religious predestination. When someone has little or nothing—in conventional
         terms—it’s easy to think they have little or nothing, period. It’s easy, in other
         words, to focus on the deprivation, to define people in terms of unmet needs, disadvantages,
         missing resources, and other negatives. But the kids preferred to believe they could
         determine their own fate, that the meaning of their lives would be the end product
         of their own free will. And I’d prefer to believe in them, rather than in economic
         determinism.
      

      
       But even if family finances weren’t the determining factor, I think there were some
         things that set your generation of students apart. One of them, I think, was a direct
         result of all that critical thought: a growing commitment to finding what was right—and
         changing what was wrong. Another was the way you reacted when someone tried to thwart
         your pursuit of that commitment. A third was an undercurrent of seriousness in everything
         you undertook—even things that appeared to be all about fun, like Woodstock. And finally
         there was the riptide that undercurrent ultimately became.
      

      
       Organized student protests, at varying levels of seriousness, had been going on at
         least since my freshman year in college. There were organizations demonstrating against
         nuclear testing, for example—one called SANE (still in existence, but now known as
         Peace Action), and another called Tocsin. 
      

      
       In the spring of 1961, I personally took part in a series of demonstrations that
         began on a much more whimsical note, when President Nathan M. Pusey announced his
         decision (which I presume had been ratified by the faculty and other relevant administrators)
         to begin awarding diplomas written in English instead of the traditional Latin. Many
         undergraduates, especially those in the graduating class, whose requests and petitions
         had been ignored in the decision making, were outraged—although the outrage, at least
         on the first night of protests, was mostly tongue in cheek. A crowd of perhaps two
         thousand students gathered (on VI Kal. Maias) at the steps of Widener Library to hear
         an oration (in Latin), sing a chorus of “Gaudeamus Igitur,” and march first to the
         president’s residence, chanting “Latin Si, Pusey No!” and thence to Harvard Square.
      

      
       The demonstration had no effect whatsoever on Pusey’s decision, of course. And events
         on the second and third nights became considerably less lighthearted. According to
         some reports, the ranks of the protestors grew to as many as four thousand. University
         officials called in the Cambridge police, who wound up arresting four students and
         using tear gas to disperse the crowd. (That was my first experience with tear gas.
         But not my last.)
      

      
       The language on the diplomas continued to be English. They were also smaller (about
         the size of a sheet of typewriter paper) and less elaborately designed than the ones
         they replaced. As a result, many members of the class of ’61 stuck them away in file
         cabinets instead of hanging them on display. By 1964, when I graduated, they were
         larger and better looking, but they were still in English. I didn’t bother to frame
         mine until decades after I framed a woodcut print, written in Latin, commemorating the demonstrations.
      

      
       Within just a few years after the diploma protests, student demonstrations had become
         much more serious. The March on Washington in 1963, and from Selma to Montgomery in
         1965. The simultaneous New York and San Francisco antiwar demonstrations in April
         1967. The 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago. Kent State in 1970. 
      

      
       There’s obviously a lot more to say about these events—and their resonances in Syosset—and
         maybe we’ll get to that. And I certainly don’t wish for a return to the kind of violence
         that so frequently ensued. But I do miss the sense of commitment and the strength
         of purpose—the tribal feel of interdependence. And I can’t help worrying about an
         educational system that’s producing an entire generation of students, maybe several
         generations, who refuse to fight for, support, or even consider anyone’s interests
         but their own.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 8

      The Misunderstanding of Education

      
         
         
      

      
      May 5, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       Any time you look into any issue, no matter how mundane, you often find that it’s
         much more complicated than you imagined; or that your original understanding of it
         was false, based on misinformation or misperception; or that your ideas about it were
         based on unexamined premises. My husband and I talk about this frequently. It dawned
         on both of us when we were still in elementary school: if we think that the United
         States is the best country in the world, it makes sense that French people think that
         France is, and so on. Why assume otherwise? We learned to question all received wisdom—that
         takes me back to my seventh-grade English class and the exercise about the Pledge
         of Allegiance.
      

      
       This ties in to your idea that years ago we didn’t conceive of ourselves as being
         “finished.” We nurtured the idea that we’d keep growing and changing; that there was
         always more to learn; that we’d never outpace knowledge, to say nothing of wisdom;
         and that to learn new things meant that you would change. You just had to walk into
         a library, and you could see that there was more to learn than a human being could
         ingest. The public library in Queens where I grew up stood a healthy distance away
         from home and school. It wasn’t on the way to anything, but a destination in itself.
         The building had three levels: the circulation desk on the main floor, the children’s
         books downstairs, and the adult books above. For a long time, I ran unthinkingly downstairs,
         where the sheer quantity of books amazed me. Daunted me. Intimidated me. But as the
         years passed, I began venturing upstairs, where I’d walk through the stacks, inhaling
         the smell, reading spines, running my fingers over the spines as if they composed
         an outsized keyboard. So much to read. So much to know.
      

      
       Does anyone walk into libraries anymore and think that? There’s no way to even visualize
         all the digitized information surrounding us, impinging on us today. It’s all hidden.
         Instead of pictures of stacks of books, we see photos of warehouses full of servers
         processing all the billions and billions of bits of data flying around the world.
         But servers are about connecting, not about content. 
      

      
       I’m no Luddite. I love my Kindle and I’m grateful for it every time I pull it out
         of my purse on a plane or train. But there’s something unlovely about it. There’s
         nothing that appeals to the senses, nothing soft, colorful, or pliable—it remains
         a piece of gray plastic. It’s the literary equivalent of the tasteless, odorless,
         textureless pill you swallow that takes care of all your nutritional needs, releasing
         you from the need to buy, prepare, and eat actual food. Even as a delivery system,
         it has terrible failings. You can’t easily read backward or ahead. Marking passages
         is clunky at best. But these are inextricable parts of the reading process. 
      

      
       And every “book” looks the same. When I think of reading Gatsby or The Scarlet Letter, I recall the kind of paper, the font, the cover, the binding. These elements are
         important because they remind us that books are the products of individual, quirky
         minds, each one different, just as everyone’s handwriting is different. But, of course,
         students no longer learn cursive writing—did you know this? I just found it out myself.
         In fact, one teacher told me that when it’s time for kids to sign their names to their
         SAT exams, she has to write cursive letters on the blackboard (or whiteboard, whatever
         they’re using now) for kids to copy the letters relevant to their names! 
      

      
       We’re in the era of the sound bite, the digestible bit, the manageable morsel of
         information. I wonder if students still have the experience of confronting the immensity
         of human wisdom. I used to experience this on every first day of class when the teacher
         handed out the syllabus. So many books, so many historical eras, so much to study.
         It was awe inspiring, intimidating, almost thrillingly frightening. There is more to learn than we ever can; we can only be humble faced with the composite of
         human endeavor. It’s daunting and motivating at the same time.
      

      
       Today we stress “mastery.” And, of course, young students do have to master certain
         skills—decoding, arithmetic functions. But that’s the first step. The ultimate goal
         of education, you can argue, is to help students see what’s beyond their ken. I guess
         it’s not surprising that in this age of prepackaged education we’ve also turned our
         backs on space exploration. Maybe exploring Mars isn’t the best use of our resources
         when so many on Earth go to bed hungry, but along the way, we’ve lost the inclination
         to think big, to allow ourselves to feel awe, to invest in ventures whose fruits we
         won’t personally experience or benefit from, to embark on journeys not knowing the
         destination. 
      

      
       Twelfth grade, English, sixth period, right after lunch. We take our seats, many
         of us humming tunes from the new Byrds album that was just released. We’re between
         books, having just finished discussing Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha, and with Mr. Sudborough, you never know what’s coming next. 
      

      
       This period, he enters the room carrying a record player and a mysterious album.
         Without a word, he sets up the machine and places the needle on the vinyl. We hear
         the familiar static, and about five seconds of what sounds like violins before Mr.
         Sudborough lifts the needle. 
      

      
       Huh?

      
       “Listen again,” he says, starting the record and stopping it in the same place. He
         does this about five times until we’ve memorized and counted the individual notes—ten
         of them. “You got that?” he asks.
      

      
       Without waiting for an answer, he sets the needle down and this time lets the music
         play about five seconds longer—nine new notes. Then he repeats this sequence. We start
         stirring in our seats. What’s going on? What are we listening to? It’s clearly classical,
         but nothing any of us recognizes.
      

      
       Eventually, he lets the record play a little longer, enough to hear the same two
         phrases repeated, only this time with different notes. “What do you hear?” he asks.
         
      

      
       “Notes.”

      
       “Random notes?”

      
       “No, there’s a pattern,” someone volunteers. 

      
       “A pattern,” he repeats. “How could we represent that pattern?”

      
       Someone remarks that there are two groups of notes that seem to be repeated but with
         different pitches. “So let’s call the first group A,” Mr. Sudborough says, picking
         up a piece of chalk for the first time since the period began. 
      

      
       “So the second group would be B,” someone chimes in. 

      
       For the next half hour, after listening to more snippets, the blackboard is filled
         with strings of As, Bs, and eventually Cs: for example, the first minute or so of
         music can be represented as AAB, which is then repeated when the symbols are grouped
         into larger segments. Suddenly the bell rings; the period is over. How did that happen?
         
      

      
       “What were we listening to?” we ask, gathering our books. 

      
       “It’s Mozart’s 40th Symphony,” he tells us. “And you’ve just defined the sonata form,
         on which all classical music is based.” 
      

      
       So music is another language, like written language. Though I was used to parsing
         sentences, and loved music, I never considered this, that you could “read” music the
         way you could a paragraph, that notes were letters and musical phrases were sentences
         and movements were paragraphs. 
      

      
       Class over.

      
       You say that as a group my class didn’t like being thwarted, and that we were pretty
         serious. But remember, we were the first generation to enter a world in which the
         atom bomb existed. We were born only six or seven years after the end of World War
         II. We all remember “duck-and-cover” drills in elementary school, when we’d kneel
         under our wooden desks covering our heads with our arms to protect us from radioactivity.
         A bomb could fall, we knew, and we’d all be vaporized. That hung pretty heavily over
         our heads.
      

      
       But then again, the 1960s was a heavy decade. I was in seventh grade when JFK was
         assassinated. And we were high school juniors in 1968 when Martin Luther King Jr.
         and RFK were gunned down. I remember the day after the King assassination  as if it
         were yesterday. Fortuitously, a theater group had been scheduled to perform for a
         series of assemblies. It was a play about slavery, with an interracial cast—and though
         I probably didn’t think of it at the time, it strikes me now that this was probably
         the most integrated day our school had ever witnessed.
      

      
       It seemed as if the entire school flocked to the auditorium during first period to
         see the performance. Each period more people arrived, and more stayed. The play was
         performed again and again. Teachers and administrators sat with us, powerless to leave.
         During the lunch break, the actors sat down on the edge of the stage to talk to us.
         All this is as vivid as any memory I harbor from forty-five years ago, but what I
         remember most vividly is the way the cast sang this haunting spiritual: 
      

      
         Oh freedom, oh freedom

         
         Oh freedom over me

         
         And before I be a slave I’ll be buried in my grave

         
         And come home to my Lord

         
         And be free.

      

       In effect, the school shut down for the day in an act of tacit, mutual civil disobedience.
         We were of one mind, one heart. 
      

      
       These days, the only thing that classrooms stop for is testing.

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      5/8/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       Oh my God, 1968. MLK in April, followed by riots in nearly every major American city.
         RFK in June, followed by the Chicago convention in August and the election of Richard
         Nixon in November. 
      

      
       And all of that following the My Lai massacre, which had occurred in March. Even
         though we didn’t find out about it for more than a year, the horror of that incident
         came for many of us to be emblematic of the entire war—and ultimately, irrevocably,
         to alter our sense of ourselves as a nation.
      

      
       So many of us were sent to Vietnam, and so very many of us didn’t come back. Or,
         as my wife says about one of her high school classmates, “He came back. But his mind
         didn’t.”
      

      
       Oh yes, 1968. And 1967. And really every year, with increasing urgency, from the
         first American combat involvement in 1962 until the fall of Saigon in 1975. Vietnam
         colored just about everything, for just about everyone, during those years. For some
         people, even earlier. For some people, even longer.
      

      
       My first real awareness of Vietnam came in the fall of my senior year, October 1963.
         Madame Nhu, the Dragon Lady, arrived in Cambridge as one stop on her tour seeking
         American support for the strong-arm Diem regime. She spoke at a sold-out Law School
         Forum held in the auditorium at one of the Cambridge high schools, and the event was
         picketed by area college students who were even then beginning to demonstrate their
         opposition to the growing American entanglement in Vietnam. 
      

      
       A little more than three years later, I too was among the demonstrators—in New York
         City. I wasn’t a pacifist. I believed not only that there could be circumstances under
         which war could be justifiable, but also that there had been some wars that were,
         in fact, justified. The war in Vietnam was most emphatically not one of them, but
         my beliefs would nonetheless come to haunt me.
      

      
       But there’s an irony in all the conflict and turmoil and suffering: despite the personal
         and political trauma it caused, the Vietnam War did have some positive effects on
         American education. In your class, for example, the omnipresence of references to
         the war and its protests helped to show how art and music and literature are all interconnected
         and influenced by political and cultural events—pointing out that, just as it was
         no accident that Ken Kesey and Andy Warhol and Jimi Hendrix and Abby Hoffman were
         contemporaries, neither was it accidental that Hawthorne, Byron, and Shelley were
         contemporaries of Goya and Turner, Beethoven and Wagner, and Adam Smith and John Stuart
         Mill. And the same was true in the twenties, and among the Transcendentalists, and
         all throughout history.
      

      
       There were especially strong parallels between the late sixties and some other historical
         eras. The Romantic Era, for one: just as the writers and musicians and artists of
         the sixties were reacting to the political climate of the era, so were the Romantics
         reacting against the growing depersonalization of the Industrial Revolution, the elitist
         politics of the Age of Enlightenment, and the rigorous rationalism of the growing
         techno-scientific establishment. (Is it beginning to sound as if nothing much has
         changed?) The Jazz Age was another parallel to the sixties—even easier to demonstrate
         than the Romantic Era—and I think that was one of the reasons so many of you could
         relate so well to Gatsby.
      

      
       More significant than those parallels, however, was the very tangible impact of the
         draft—especially during the years before the Selective Service switched over to a
         lottery system at the end of 1969. The I-S and II-S deferments for high school and
         college students motivated lots of people—male people, at least—to stay in school
         instead of dropping out. And the II-A occupational deferments for people in “essential
         employment” drove lots of young men—who would otherwise have chosen to be salesmen
         or filmmakers or stockbrokers—to become teachers. (So the effect was a lot like that
         of Teach for America today, except that the guys who went into teaching for the deferment
         tended to stick around for longer than the two-year TFA commitment.)
      

      
       By the way: I didn’t go into teaching for the deferment. But neither had I intended
         to be a teacher—not, at least, until about a month before I became one. My mother
         was a remarkable, maybe even legendary teacher who chaired the Foreign Language Department
         in the school district I grew up in. She had suggested many times that she thought
         teaching would be a good career choice for me, but I’d been kind of conflicted about
         being known as “Dr. McDermott’s son.” I finally acceded the summer after I graduated
         from college—but only after dithering until well into July, so I didn’t see how I
         could find a teaching job in only a month. 
      

      
       My mother knew how. Early in her career, she’d been on the faculty at the State University
         of New York at Albany, where she taught aspiring teachers. She was still in touch
         with some of her colleagues from those years, and they had connections in the Department
         of Education and with individual school districts all over the state. Within a matter
         of days, we had a list of districts that still had vacancies in their English departments
         and would be willing to hire a teacher who was not yet certified.
      

      
       I frankly don’t remember much about the ensuing interviews, except that all the jobs
         were in upstate districts. Nor do I remember how many actual offers I got. I think
         I got more than one, but that may be ego talking, not memory.
      

      
       I wound up at Coxsackie-Athens Central School, a combined junior-senior high school
         located about twenty-five miles south of Albany (and about thirty-five miles north
         of Woodstock). Coxsackie was a small town, Athens was even smaller, and the district
         was mostly rural. And not even remotely affluent. Early in my job search, one of my
         mother’s former colleagues had commented that “it probably doesn’t hurt that your
         son’s BA is from Harvard.” But it took only a matter of weeks for the kids at Coxsackie-Athens
         to show me why an Ivy League liberal arts degree is far less than adequate preparation
         for teaching in a public school. 
      

      
       So I went back to school myself—to Albany State, where my mother had taught. The
         program led to a dual master’s—in English and education—and New York State certification.
         I started part-time, became a full-time grad student the next year, and when I began
         interviewing for new teaching positions in the spring, it didn’t take long to settle
         on Syosset.
      

      
       I had also met my first wife in that master’s program, and we’d been married in August.
         So, although I didn’t become a teacher to get the deferment, I was certainly happy
         to have it when I started at Syosset. And it wasn’t long before I, among others, had
         to fight for it.
      

      
       In your senior year, about a dozen of Syosset’s young male teachers—including me—were
         reclassified I-A by the Selective Service System. The reason? The “essential employment”
         clause in the classification definitions. For us to retain our II-A deferments, we
         needed annual letters from our employer affirming that we were indeed essential employees.
         But our draft boards did not receive those letters from the Syosset School District
         for 1969. Instead, the draft boards received letters assuring them that there were
         lots of teachers available to take our place.
      

      
       The draft boards’ response was immediate and unequivocal: they needed bodies, and
         ours were available, so they began the process of drafting us. (The head of my local
         draft board was also the owner of the community’s largest funeral home—an irony not
         lost on me.)
      

      
       We of course appealed our reclassifications, but our appeals were doomed to failure
         without letters of support from the Superintendent’s Office, and those letters were
         not forthcoming. The teachers union began exerting pressure on the superintendent,
         and I’m sure that pressure helped. (Did you know that Syosset teachers were among
         the first in the nation to join the American Federation of Teachers? Interesting,
         given the current demonization of union teachers as lazy and ineffective.) But I remain
         convinced to this day that the crucial pressure came from the Syosset students—and,
         because of their insistence, from their parents. 
      

      
       I’ve saved a copy of a student newspaper from that time (not The Pulse, but an alternative paper, sort of like a mimeographed samizdat, called The Orator). In it, a member of your class, Wayne Gisiger, wrote, in part,
      

      
         The wisest thing our school administrators could do would be to do all within their
            power to keep these educators serving our community. And yet, Dr. Murphy and Dr. Schwartz
            both declined to write letters to these teachers’ draft boards indicating the necessity
            of their retention on our staff. Our instructors were also denied the use of a school
            district attorney which could easily have been made available to them.
         

I can’t understand the reasoning behind these actions. . . . I suggest that student
            and community agreement with my viewpoint should be ample to start our administrators
            at their task.
         

      

      Together—the affected teachers and our union, the activist students and their parents—we
         did ultimately prevail. But it was a long process, in the course of which I, for one,
         came within a hairsbreadth of being drafted. I went through a preliminary physical
         . . . and, some months later, I was summoned to Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn for my final
         preinduction physical. I passed, of course. And all through these months I had to
         wrestle with the beliefs I mentioned earlier—the ones that came back to haunt me.
      

      
       There were people in my situation who were claiming to be conscientious objectors—which
         qualified them for a I-O deferment. But because I believed, as I said, that some wars
         could be justified, and because I also believed in being honest about my beliefs,
         I couldn’t do that. Nor could I run off to Sweden, or even to Canada. So if I had
         in fact been inducted, I would have gone—being sent into combat in a war I didn’t
         support, and leaving my relatively newlywed wife to fend for herself.
      

      
       That was a frightening prospect, of course, but it was also illustrative of a fundamental
         misunderstanding that continues today, afflicting even those who claim to be educators
         themselves, even those with doctoral-level credentials to add power to their claims.
         It’s the misunderstanding of education as an industry, so that teachers become as
         interchangeable as cogs or commodities—a misunderstanding that is, if anything, more prevalent today than it was in 1968 and 1969.
      

      
       I had a colleague who taught computer science and technology at Simon Gratz High
         School in Philadelphia. CJ Colletti was more like a pied piper than a cog or a commodity—a
         thirtysomething snowboarder who listened to rap and hip-hop not merely to become familiar
         with his students’ culture, but because he actually enjoyed the music. He opened his computer lab before school hours, and generally stayed late,
         and he welcomed all students—not just the ones in his classes—to learn about computers and online research,
         to do homework for other classes, to get help with their senior projects, or just
         to explore the possibilities of learning in an unthreatening environment. He wasn’t
         just a good teacher, he was respected and even loved by most of the students in the
         school.
      

      
       When the school district spun Gratz off to a charter company, CJ was transferred
         to Frankford High, where he immediately became just as important to the students—as
         one of them made very clear at the end of the year. It’s not often that high school
         teachers in Philadelphia get gifts from their students. But this girl, a devout Muslim
         from Palestine who wears a full hijab, presented CJ with a copy of the English translation
         of the Quran—a great honor, signifying immense respect and trust.
      

      
       I should emphasize that CJ is a technology teacher—a subject valued by even the most
         rabid proponents of purely utilitarian education—as well as serves in part-time administrative
         roles and as an unofficial IT consultant. Nonetheless, when the district’s financial
         woes worsened, they didn’t see CJ’s unique value; they saw another cog in the wheel.
         And he was notified in mid-June that he’d be laid off at the end of the month.
      

      
       His students were dismayed, to say the least, and more than four hundred of them
         signed a petition to keep him at their school. 
      

      
       The petition did not succeed. CJ was laid off. 

      
       And even though he was recalled six months later—to become the technology teacher
         in a K–8 grade school—the lesson his experience provides, it seems to me, is still
         clear.
      

      
       It’s become something of an article of faith in America today that the only way to
         solve public-sector challenges is to take what its advocates call a hard-nosed business
         approach to managing the systems and processes. But evidence to the contrary abounds.
         Not just in a couple of misguided “patriots” who concluded that a dozen of their teachers
         would serve a more valuable purpose slogging through the jungles of Vietnam than teaching
         in the classrooms of Syosset High School. And not just in their Philadelphia counterparts
         who decided the best way to cut costs was by cutting teachers, not waste or redundancy
         or unconscionable administrative salaries. 
      

      
       No, there’s a whole society’s worth of examples of the insidious damage inflicted
         in the name of businesslike cost efficiency and the privatization of the public sector.
         Like the outsourcing of the nation’s defense effort to companies like Blackwater and
         Halliburton, who did such a masterful job of creating a stable, peaceful, democratic
         Iraq. Like Booz Allen Hamilton and the NSA. Like Big Pharma and for-profit hospitals
         and their track record on health-care cost containment. And like the proliferating
         for-profit charter schools, colleges, even graduate schools—and the mounting crisis
         posed by their underemployed, dubiously qualified, and massively debt-burdened students.
      

      
       It’s the end product of an emphasis on data instead of judgment, on test results
         instead of learning . . . on mastery, as you say, instead of awe at the immensity
         of human wisdom. It’s a system that produces rewards only for the neo–robber barons
         who dominate these cut-from-whole-cloth industries. And it’s frightening. 
      

      
       I was talking recently with a young woman who’ll be graduating from Harvard this
         year with a degree in earth and planetary sciences, and I commented that it was encouraging
         to hear there are still students like her, who want to learn how to do something other
         than amassing wealth. She smiled and said, “Most of my friends are going into management
         consulting or investment banking. That’s where the money is.” 
      

      
       It’s very frightening.

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 9

      The Capacities That Define Us

      
         
         
      

      
      May 22, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       I’m filled with retrospective shame. Your letter made me confront, perhaps for the
         first time, how truly sheltered I was, much of it probably self-imposed, and the extent
         to which I lived in books, or rather through books. How come Wayne Gisiger knew about
         the administration and the draft board and I didn’t? I thought I was politically active—I
         mean, we campaigned door to door for Gene McCarthy, wore buttons, went to storefront
         campaign headquarters after school, marched, sang protest songs—but I am ignorant
         of all you wrote about. The war came close only theoretically.
      

      
       To acknowledge the depth and breadth of my own ignorance, part willful, part not,
         humiliates me. I thought I was paying attention, but it seems as if that wasn’t the
         case. I could verify this by checking the diaries I kept so assiduously starting in
         sixth grade through college. But I’m quite sure that would only deepen my humiliation.
         The last time I read through them, when they formed the foundation of a memoir I wrote,
         I discovered that instead of writing thoughtful disquisitions on Sartre and Camus,
         I penned cringe-worthy commentaries about the status of my hair (straight or curly)
         and which boys danced with me (only one) at Lynn’s boy-girl birthday party in a dark
         den, her parents asleep upstairs. 
      

      
       Well, the diaries aren’t trustworthy documents, at least mine never were. I could
         never not self-censor. I think I went out of my way to write about those topics that
         I thought too tall and gangly teenage girls with kinky hair and big feet should be
         writing about: hair, clothes, boyfriends or the appalling lack thereof. In the end,
         there’s no more reason to assume that these diaries revealed more of my “true” self
         than any paper I wrote for you in which I did cite Sartre and Camus. 
      

      
       Everything I wrote during those years was imbued with innocence. Or perhaps ignorance.
         We devoted a great deal of class discussion to the “fall from innocence,” trying to
         articulate the difference between innocence and ignorance. As I said earlier, most
         of us assumed that by innocence we meant virginal, and in eleventh grade most of us (though not all) certainly were.
         But apparently my burrowing into books kept me from the events of the day more than
         I realized. That the government could send a young man to war didn’t really hit home
         until my first year of college, when we all gathered around the TV in the dorm lounge
         to see if our boyfriends’ numbers came up. 
      

      
       Books and reality often exist on parallel tracks until something causes them to converge.
         For you, as for many, it seems as if the Vietnam War obliterated the distance. For
         me, this didn’t fully happen until I had a family. My children’s neediness, the relentless
         extent to which their being and needs impinged on me, introduced me to a world of
         physical exigencies I hadn’t known before. My sons were my passport into the real
         world, the world in which Things Happened. In a way, I feel as if I have to reread
         everything in the light of what I know as a mother—and through the lens of the longest
         continuing-education class I ever took: being married to (and still enjoying) the
         same person for nearly thirty-eight years. (“Marry for conversation,” I once read,
         “it’s the only thing that lasts.”)
      

      
       Your memories of Vietnam summoned up mine of 9/11. A teacher my husband works with
         closely lost her fiancé, who worked at Cantor Fitzgerald, in the attacks. In the horrific
         miasma of the days that followed, she stayed with his family, who happened to live
         near us. When she saw us walking toward her, she lunged at my husband with ferocious
         abandon, clutching him as if she were a wild animal who’d found her prey. I’d never
         seen or heard grief like that. I still can’t stand to think of it head-on. 
      

      
       When we (finally) left—all I had wanted to do was flee—I thought, among other things,
         that to look for information about the world in books is folly. “Poetry makes nothing
         happen,” the poet W. H. Auden wrote. Art cleans everything up, and life never seemed
         more of an irremediable mess. 
      

      
       But in the days and weeks that followed, words came to my rescue, giving me something
         to hold on to as I tried, as we all did, to reassemble our world. What do people do
         who don’t have those words rattling around in their brains: Shakespeare’s “To love
         that well which thou must leave ere long,” or Frost’s “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” or
         Emily Dickinson’s “I heard a Fly buzz—when I died,” or King Lear’s “Never, never,
         never, never, never!” Poetry was the only life raft I had when I was alone, trying
         to sleep, worrying about anthrax and more attacks and the survival of us all. 
      

      
       Not everyone finds comfort in books—or paintings or opera—I know. But some of us
         do. Many of us, in fact. And our perspective is disappearing from educational discussions
         as rapidly and alarmingly as many plants and species are becoming extinct. 
      

      
       What I’m trying to figure out, as you can probably see, is how we can gauge the impact
         education—reading—has on life. I’ve read recent articles about research documenting
         the common belief that reading can indeed increase a person’s intelligence. 
      

      
       Even if it can, what is the purpose of it all? Maybe it’s a purpose many of us can’t
         discover until we’re older. Parents who take their high school seniors to visit colleges
         all end up, at some point during the tour, lamenting their own misspent college years,
         and wishing that they could be accepted into the freshman class in their children’s
         stead, promising themselves that this time they won’t squander the opportunity spread
         before them. When we took our sons to various campuses, I remembered the lecture halls
         and seminar rooms, but also professors’ office hours, and hours in the study center
         or dorm common room, talking about what we were reading and learning. I thought about
         teachers like CJ. 
      

      
       In high school, my favorite period of the day was after school—the delicious interval
         between the eighth-period bell and the departure of the late busses. It was originally
         conceived of as time for “extra help” and for clubs, but so many of us simply hung
         around, reluctant to return home, happy to sit around in empty classrooms or offices,
         you with your tie loosened, your feet up on the desk, just talking. My parents couldn’t
         understand why I always came home so late. But there was something special about that
         quiet building, something welcoming, relaxed, something that spoke of camaraderie,
         of the pleasure of being with people who took you seriously and shared your same concerns.
         
      

      
       We felt like explorers. We were looking for clues, deciding which clues were valid
         and solid enough to withstand scrutiny, secure enough to plant your foot on, the way
         you test a foothold on a mountain path before taking the next step. Though I always
         think of plumbing a text as descending—which, as any mountaineer will tell you, is
         much more treacherous than the ascent, harder on the knees.
      

      
       To learn in an English class that there are many ways to experience a book or a story
         or poem—or a painting or movie or dance composition—is not to throw up your hands
         and say there are no right answers, that everything’s equally right and deserving
         of respect, that it’s all “relative.” It’s to learn which tools are right for you,
         feel the best in your hand, with which to excavate the text, and to recall that there
         are many paths.
      

      
       Yes, the Vietnam War shaped us and spurred us to action, and because of its impact
         on you, you had an impact on me, on us, and here we are, wishing everyone could be
         as lucky as we are. 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta 

      
       

      
      5/31/14

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       I think we’re still talking about love—and it’s sort of like listening to old records.
         We remember most of the melodies, lots of the lyrics, all the signature riffs. But
         what we remember most is the emotional context, the personal associations from those
         instants in our lives. Maybe the songs of the sixties weren’t all love songs, but
         they were emotionally charged. 
      

      
       Isn’t it peculiar that education—teaching and learning, which would appear to be
         such patently intellectual activities—should be, in practice, so intensely emotional?
         All you have to do is hum a few metaphorical bars, and it all comes flooding back—theme
         and variations, from the classroom intensity to the after-school languor . . . from
         the high school classrooms to the college lecture halls, the dormitory bull sessions,
         the late-night coffee shops.
      

      
       And you’re right about the spirit of camaraderie in the after-school building—the
         feelings you experienced of being respected and valued, of having independent ideas
         that were worthy of consideration, of being part of a fellowship. You can’t get those
         feelings from just mastering content. 
      

      
       When I say “just,” I don’t mean to denigrate mastery of content. That is necessary. In fact, you can’t achieve much that’s significant without doing it—even
         in this current age of LexisNexis, smartphones, and Apple Watches. 
      

      
       It’s become something of a commonplace today that you don’t really need to know much, that all you really need to know is where to look to find the answers. And that’s almost true. But only almost—because there’s a certain core knowledge that each of us has to simply know, has to be able to access without taking the time for Google. (To whom were these
         questions directed before Google?)
      

      
       The size of that core may vary—almost certainly does vary—from field to field and
         from responsibility to specific responsibility. But no matter what you’re doing, there
         will be some knowledge you need to have at the top of your mind—without doing an Internet search
         and, to stretch the metaphor a bit, without even sorting through your mental hard
         drive. It’s the information you need to hold in your brain’s equivalent of RAM—like
         the mechanics of reading, for English majors . . . or like the kind of math a theoretical
         physicist can do in her (or his) head faster than taking the time to enter values
         into a computer.
      

      
       There is a place for common mastery—which is why Common Core is such a vast improvement over
         NCLB. But mastery alone is not enough to create those feelings of camaraderie. They’re
         the province of an education that centers on affective, nonquantifiable goals, on
         the emotional dimensions of education, on enabling our students to enjoy the process of thought. On encouraging them to keep asking questions even after they
         think they know the answers—especially after they think they know the answers—and letting them grapple with questions that
         are probably unanswerable.
      

      
       We don’t need education to be a checklist, with inflexible, predetermined goals.
         But neither do we need education to be a museum. We don’t need teachers who function
         as guards—protecting fragile treasures that, because of their unapproachability, might
         just as well be valueless instead of priceless. We need to encourage students to touch,
         to handle, to take things apart and try to figure out how they work—even if the conclusion
         is that we’ll probably never know how some of them work. We need an education that teaches about the value of
         asking unanswerable questions. About awe, regret, wonder, and empathy—even if sixteen-year-olds
         understand those emotions only as abstractions. We need an education that responds
         to motivations other than avarice and self-preservation—or at least in addition to
         them.
      

      
       We need to teach our kids about the capacities that define us as people. About the
         things that make us different from the other animals—and, somehow, more than the sum of our own creations. (Notwithstanding the recent, reductionist Supreme
         Court decisions that seem to be saying no one—neither you nor I, nor any human being—is
         different in any legal sense from entities like General Motors, Monsanto, Walmart,
         or Hobby Lobby.) We need an education that does something to counteract the pettiness
         that’s becoming endemic throughout the culture.
      

      
       And that reminds me that I want to respond to your comments about turning our backs
         on space exploration. 
      

      
       Like you, I understand the economic reasons for discontinuing the space program,
         but I also feel there was something ennobling about it, something we’ve lost. In fact,
         one of my published poems (in Fox Chase Review, an online literary journal based in Philadelphia) wrestled with this very issue,
         inspired by the photograph of Buzz Aldrin standing on the moon’s surface with the
         American flag planted in the background. I hope you’ll forgive me for quoting myself
         . . .
      

      
         . . . this is more than just

         
         a snapshot, more than me or you

         
         stiff and smiling at Plymouth Rock

         
         or the Liberty Bell.

  This is one

         
         of the famous pictures, one that proved

         
         something we almost remember, the one

         
         we find as we search in our turned-out pockets 

         
         for heroes, for lightning, for echoes of trumpets

         
          and the muffled drums that ended 

         
          the glory that might have been.

      

      There were things that were awful about the sixties. But there were also things that
         were awe-filled. So I don’t think you need to feel any retrospective humiliation over
         your Syosset years: maybe you were just more focused on the latter than the former.
         And maybe that was—and is—the better focus. Because it’s the awe we seem to have lost—the
         contemplation of things commensurate to our capacity for wonder. The willingness,
         as you put it, to embark on journeys without knowing the destination.
      

      
       The whole point of examining the “innocence” theme was to get you all thinking about
         your journey—not falling from innocence into guilt or corruption, but moving on from
         innocence to knowledge and maturity. That’s why it’s appropriate for adolescents to
         be so self-absorbed—because their main job is developing self-awareness and self-definition.
         And I’d submit that’s why studying the humanities is so important—why you and I and,
         I hope, at least a few remaining others tend to equate reading with education.
      

      
       Maybe only a few. My sister is currently associate provost and dean of faculty at
         UMass Boston—where, she tells me, students are not merely invited but encouraged to
         submit an evaluation of every course they complete—a practice I gather is pretty common
         in colleges today. In particular, she mentioned a damningly negative evaluation by
         a student who was reviewing a course in Ancient Greek literature (in translation)
         for non–classics majors. As he got to the end, he apparently thought better of his
         disparaging comments, or at least felt a need to moderate his unrelieved negativity.
         “This course might be better,” he added, “for someone who reads.”
      

      
       Well, yeah.

      
       That comment could paint a pretty depressing picture, except that Boston is also
         where you routinely see people reading on the streetcars and commuter rail lines—not
         just college students studying, but commuters carrying best-selling novels, nonfiction
         works, even classics. And I don’t think Boston is unique. I think there’s a circular
         relationship between reading and education: the more people read, the better educated
         they become; and the better educated they become, the more they read. As the children’s
         literacy organization puts it, Reading Is Fundamental. And yes, I would include reading
         on a Kindle or a Nook or a tablet—or even, if your eyes are good enough, a smartphone.
      

      
       But I’d be very hesitant to include speed-reading. I know it works; one of my employers
         even paid for me to learn how to do it. And for business-related reading—reading purely
         for content, in other words—I guess it was beneficial. I was able to get through all
         the memos and emails and trade-journal articles a lot faster. But it doesn’t seem
         to me that speed-reading is likely to lead to much in the way of self-examination,
         self-awareness, and character formation. Any more than writing text messages and tweets
         is likely to produce deathless prose in a unique literary style.
      

      
       People are looking for quick fixes . . . instant knowledge . . . synthetic wisdom.
         But education and experience and self-definition are gradual processes. So I think
         the kind of reading that becomes a real education—the kind that helps students learn
         about themselves as well as the subject matter—is the kind that, like your philosopher
         friend, takes its time. The kind that’s like immersion, like inhabiting the books
         you’re reading. It’s reading, in your words, as exploration—leading ultimately to
         a path from innocence to maturity. Or, even better, offering a number of paths to
         choose from. It’s the kind of reading that created your proprietary feelings for The Catcher in the Rye.

      
       You didn’t latch onto it because Salinger was offering, say, ten tips for making
         a fortune in electronically traded futures contracts. People don’t need to read Catcher to make a fortune—or even to be employable. But people do need to read it.
      

      
       And that includes the students in Center City Philadelphia, who are generally better
         known for their dropout rate and frequent involvement in various acts of violence
         and destruction, including self-destruction, than for the depth of their academic
         interests. This does not mean they are unintelligent. On occasion, in fact, their
         intelligence can be both impressive and delightful—and one such occasion, which happened
         in my classroom, involved Catcher.
      

      
       Many of the students—mostly girls—actually enjoyed reading. But they typically limited
         themselves to the paperbacks known as “street lit,” “urban fiction,” or “ghetto lit.”
         Remember Michelle, the street-tough Simon Gratz junior who was also a closet poet?
         One day, I glimpsed one of those novels among her books, and I was unable to stay
         in character as an ideal nonjudgmental teacher. I made some snide wisecrack about
         “trashy ghetto lit,” and the ensuing discussion led to her challenging me to come
         up with a book that she would agree was better—better written and more significant—than
         the one she was reading. So I gave her a copy of Catcher. I also gave copies to two of her friends, who had witnessed our discussion.
      

      
       In less than a week, all three of these students had finished their reading. And
         all three—tough, underprivileged, twenty-first-century, urban African American women,
         aged sixteen to eighteen—agreed that The Catcher in the Rye was indeed “better” than the street lit they’d been reading.
      

      
       Maybe that doesn’t surprise you. But you might be surprised by the depth of their
         identification with Holden. All three refused to believe he was white. “No white boy
         could feel what he felt,” they said. His experiences, his emotional conflicts, were
         so close to what they themselves felt that it was hard enough to believe Holden was
         male; he couldn’t possibly also be white.
      

      
         I do believe, as you do, that literature has a unique place in education, just
         as it does in human experience. So here’s one more example of the power of literature—and
         of reading—centering not on Catcher this time, but on To Kill a Mockingbird. And again, this story comes from my years in Philadelphia—where seventeen is a lot
         older than it was in Syosset.
      

      
       It happened near the end of the year, when most of the senior girls in Syosset were
         thinking about prom gowns, college acceptances, and summer jobs. At Simon Gratz, the
         seventeen-year-olds were almost as likely to be juniors or sophomores as seniors .
         . . and they were more likely to be thinking about clothes and food and day care arrangements
         for their babies, and finding a job of any kind. 
      

      
       That was Jazzmynne’s situation, so I was kind of surprised when she came to class
         for the third time in the six days after spring break—a major improvement, since it
         was also only the fifth time since the beginning of January. Even more impressive,
         she brought two months’ worth of class assignments to turn in; she explained that
         her classmate Crista had told her what she needed to do. She said she wanted to get
         everything in because she wanted to be able to get credit for the class.
      

      
       Jazzmynne was a sweet girl, far too young to be a mother, but she also had the kind
         of battle-hardened resilience that turned girls into women earlier than it should
         happen. I liked her, and I certainly supported her desire to finish school. I checked
         my grade book to see what other assignments she was missing and discovered that she’d
         never returned her copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, which the class had read months earlier. If she didn’t return it, she’d have to
         pay some inflated price to replace it. And if she didn’t do that, it would come back
         to haunt her at the end of her senior year because she wouldn’t be allowed to graduate
         with any outstanding debts.
      

      
       “Hey, Jazz,” I said, “you’re going to need to return your copy of To Kill a Mockingbird. If you don’t . . .”
      

      
       “I know,” she said. “I’ll return it. I promise.”

      
       She turned and started to walk away, but then paused and looked back at me—tentatively,
         almost shyly. 
      

      
       “But is it okay if I keep it until I finish reading it? It took me a while, but I
         really like it now, and I’d really like to finish it. If that’s okay?”
      

      
       I don’t remember whether she ever returned the book. As far as I was concerned, she’d
         earned the right to keep it.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 10

      There Was No End, It Seemed

      
         
         
      

      
      June 11, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
       She certainly did earn the right to keep it. And you can’t help but wonder how this
         endorsed theft affected her life, what it set in motion. Maybe she’s a lawyer. Maybe
         she reads to her kids each night. Maybe she doesn’t. You just don’t know. And that’s
         why trying to quantify education is so deeply flawed. It has no predictable shelf
         life. (It can depreciate, like a car, but it can also appreciate, like a Rembrandt.
         My chorus teacher recently told us that Bach had fallen out of favor over the centuries
         and that we revere his music today thanks to Felix Mendelssohn, whose enthusiasm for
         Bach prompted a rediscovery of the older composer’s work. But this shouldn’t surprise
         us. Even the value of gold fluctuates. And gold has value only because we say it does;
         there’s nothing intrinsically valuable about it.)
      

      
       Yet here we are, trying to evaluate what happens in classrooms and between students
         and teachers by identifying “observable goals.” It’s like asking a surgeon to concentrate
         on making sure all his sutures conform to certain specifications while the patient
         dies from choking.
      

      
       Teaching is a profession, for sure, but it also resembles being a parent (I’m trying
         to resist using “parenting,” a gangly, officious-sounding word). I didn’t realize
         this until I returned to the head of a classroom nine months after my first son was
         born. Suddenly the students were children asking for care, attention, guidance, approval,
         but mostly attention, just as my nine-month-old son was at home. I stopped teaching
         soon after that because I began to sink under all the demands for my caring attention.
      

      
       One of the child-care books I read at that time—and I read them all because no more-ignorant
         new mother ever existed—contained a piece of advice that has always stuck with me:
         that your child should spend time with people who find her remarkable.
      

      
       That’s why I structured my return to work so that I was home part of every day; that
         was the criterion I used when hiring babysitters and day-care centers. I knew that
         no one would love my son as much as I did, but I looked for people to care for him
         who could see my son’s essential self and appreciate it, for those who recognized
         his unique gifts, his special, quirky take on the world—someone who when she saw him
         thumping his chest with his hands and making percussive sounds with his mouth wouldn’t
         think that he was having some kind of epileptic seizure, as one day-care provider
         did (and we were not long for that center), but would rather take a moment to come
         over and say, “What are you doing?” so that my son could explain he was imitating
         a drum set.
      

      
       A veteran teacher must have read the same advice and adapted it for the classroom:
         find something in every child, she told me, no matter how awful he may be in class,
         to admire, to find special—even if it’s his determination to not do a stitch of work.
      

      
       Of course, you could say that’s an elementary school teacher’s job—or it was, in
         the old days, before the list of goals for kindergartners included reading and writing.
         When “junior high schools” became “middle schools,” the rationale I heard for the
         switch was that middle schools still taught students while the junior high school
         model was about teaching subjects.
      

      
       Now the child is disappearing. Instead of students being front and center, the curriculum
         is in charge. Students are the receptacles, the repositories, the vessels into which
         all this “content” has to be inserted. And then we have to test to make sure it was
         inserted and can be retrieved.
      

      
       “No one cares what we think on our own,” a high school student in a good high school
         recently told me. “All we do is memorize and give it back.”
      

      
       What if we treated all children as special, even as gifted?

      
       Yesterday I heard a story about kindergarten children in New York City who are prepped
         for the intelligence test they will take to gain admittance to the gifted program
         in their schools. Caught on tape was a boy who in response to an adult’s question
         said, “I have eyes all over my body—I have eyes on my skin, I have eyes on my muscles.”
         The adult tried to refocus the boy, who then said, “I even have eyes in my blood!”
         That’s when the tape cut away. The reporter went on to say that although some children
         resist, as this boy obviously did, most could be “taught” (I would say “trained”)
         to do well on the test, and that most who were prepped were admitted to the program.
         How well they continued to do after that is unknown.
      

      
       Why not flip it, I thought—admit all children to the gifted program, and then identify
         the ones who, for various reasons, can’t quite make it there. Why not consider every
         child as exceptional, as capable of stimulation? My younger son once announced, “I
         think I have a brain in my stomach,” meaning that his stomach seemed to operate independent
         of his ability to control it. A few months later, I read an article about how our
         guts seem to have a kind of intelligence. Maybe in a few years we’ll learn that we
         do have eyes in our blood as well.
      

      
       You weren’t a parent when you taught us, nor did you become one to us. But you and
         the other teachers who shaped me attended to us. “Attention is the rarest and purest
         form of generosity,” said Simone Weil. Knowing that, you managed to keep one eye on
         the syllabus and one eye on us. Within these special classes, we managed to forget
         about time—at least until the bell rang.
      

      
       That bell—the end of class, sometimes welcome, sometimes as sharp as a guillotine.
         A friend of mine who was a chemistry teacher for many years said that the bell was
         her greatest enemy, the adversary against whom there was never any possibility of
         victory. Forty-five minutes elapsed, and it was on to the next subject, no matter
         what. But in Syosset High School, in the classes I loved, we always knew we could
         return after eighth period and pick up where we left off.
      

      
       And there was no end, it seemed, to the conversation. The excerpt from your poem,
         which I liked very much, reminded me how much we’ve lost touch with the “capacity
         for wonder,” as Fitzgerald put it. Your “turned-out pockets” yield many treasures.
         I also liked your comparing the flag planted on the lunar surface with the Liberty
         Bell and Plymouth Rock. There was something ennobling about the space program, but
         there’s nobility about inner quests as well—though we don’t give much truck to the
         latter. It’s all about “extreme sports,” about pushing one’s physical limits—and even
         about the ethics of involving children in extreme sports. What about interior exploration?
         Your head may hurt studying a seemingly impenetrable text, but it won’t result in
         a concussion. You may, instead, gain insight into your own motivations, and those
         of others, and find ways to bridge what seems at times like the unbridgeable distance
         between us.
      

      
       An eminent humanities professor who began his college career in premed soon changed
         his mind, he explained during a talk to high school students I was lucky enough to
         attend. After sitting through only a few anatomy and physiology courses, he foresaw
         a long apprenticeship ahead of him through which there were no shortcuts. In order
         to become a surgeon, he explained, he had to begin by learning the bones of the hand.
         There was simply no way he could walk into a hospital or contribute to the profession
         without completing medical school. To become a doctor was to follow a prescribed and
         prolonged course of training during which he’d have to defer engaging in his studies
         at a deeper level than rote memorization.
      

      
       Humanities courses were much more satisfying, he went on to explain, because you
         can walk into a discussion about King Lear or virtue ethics and contribute something, possibly something no one else has thought
         of, because you’re a human being and have had experiences. The only skill you need
         to have is the ability to read, think, and feel. 
      

      
       I’ve been told that the humanities acquired that label because they are subjects
         that examine the human condition, and that the liberal arts are so called because
         to study them was to be “liberated” from the need to work at a trade.
      

      
       Well, many of us humanists still have to work—very few are in a position to pursue
         the life of the mind without worrying about the rent—but the future of the liberal
         arts is in our hands, and we need to make more noise about what’s at stake if that
         future is lost. I’m more fearful than ever about what we’re losing, but to explain
         this fear, I have to backtrack a bit.
      

      
       On the last day of second grade, I learned that I was being skipped into fourth.
         So were a couple of my friends. Unusual, exciting, a little scary, but otherwise not
         a big deal. Years later, I learned that it almost didn’t happen: my parents opposed
         the idea, and had to be convinced—by my aunt, a New York City public school teacher,
         and by several teachers at my school. What they feared, it turns out, was that I wouldn’t
         learn cursive handwriting. And in fact, the day I came home from school as a new fourth
         grader, my parents told me that I’d have to devote time each morning over the summer
         to learning script. They already had several workbooks on hand. (Is it possible that
         this was the only subject matter of note taught during the third grade?)
      

      
       My parents expected resistance, that was clear. They had no idea that I’d wanted
         to learn to write script since before I could read. For years I saved notebooks filled
         with scribbles. To be able to write was powerful to me, even as a child. And printing,
         I realized as I learned it in first grade, was only an intermediate step. To be able
         to write in script, to connect the letters, to form words in one graceful movement,
         was something I couldn’t wait to learn. 
      

      
       And just last week I read about a study by psychologists at Indiana University that
         correlates handwriting with increased activity in three areas of the brain that influence
         learning. Typing, they found, did not have the same effect. And, even more fascinating,
         each manner of writing—print, script—may confer a specific benefit, activating a unique
         neural network. There’s even some evidence that learning to write script is linked
         to enhanced self-control. In short, learning to write helps us process new information,
         reflect on what we’re writing, and manipulate information in our minds, all of which
         lead to deeper understanding and more entrenched memories.
      

      
       I’m not entirely surprised by these findings. In eighth grade, in 1964, we were all
         required to take typing—boys and girls (which was a relief since we were so unfairly
         segregated by gender when it came to “home ec” and “shop”). Typing was part of the
         business curriculum, taught by efficient women from the business department. For some
         reason, it came very easily to me—my personal best, I think, even accounting for the
         occasional mistake, was about 150 words per minute. Typing at this speed, I felt as
         if my brain wasn’t engaged. I was a machine, the letters on the page passing from
         my eyes to my fingers, no cognition involved. 
      

      
       Though my WPM has certainly declined, I’m still pretty fleet on the keyboard, and
         I still love to type. But writing longhand is my first love. There’s nothing like
         good-quality paper and a pen with a generous ink flow and a nib that exerts just the
         right amount of bite. For me, there’s an elemental connection between what I write
         by hand and what I know. 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 11

      Call It an Injustice

      
         
         
      

      
      June 18, 2014

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
       The boy with eyes all over his body prompted me to recall one of my classes at NYU.
         At one point, the professor gave us a nearly impossible assignment, challenging us
         to come up with a universally acceptable definition of IQ. We struggled for several
         weeks, spending a portion of every class meeting in teams, debating one possible definition
         after another and ultimately discarding them all. Until finally one team came up with
         the only universally acceptable definition: “IQ is the quantity measured by IQ tests.” Every
         other possibility involved exceptions—like people with impressive IQ who did not get
         impressive grades, and people with mediocre IQ who did. Or people who did poorly on
         IQ tests but were obviously brilliant at mechanical tasks. Or at creative tasks—painting,
         sculpture, instrumental music, poetry.
      

      
       The story you heard didn’t mention anything about creativity (it clearly wasn’t the
         point they wanted to make), but the kid with the eyes must have the mind of a poet
         or the intelligence of an artist—some kind of creative gift, at least until the gifted
         program squeezes it out of him.
      

      
       The thing is, it’s pretty well established that there are multiple forms of intelligence,
         just as there are multiple modes of learning. There are those who are primarily visual
         learners, others who are mostly auditory learners, and still others who are dominantly
         tactile learners. But of course nobody learns in only one mode, so it’s like a triangular
         scale with each side continuously variable, producing a range of permutations that
         must approach the infinite. And it simply stands to reason there must be a similar
         range of intelligences—again measured with a triangular scale, again occurring in
         near-infinite permutations. And maybe future research will determine that there are
         actually more than three variables forming the permutations.
      

      
       But the tests—whether they measure how long a child persists, or how many obscure
         words he’s memorized, or how well she can envision what a strangely shaped solid would
         look like unfolded—measure only one kind of intelligence. If that.
      

      
       So although I’m drawn to your idea of starting all kids in “gifted,” I think the
         consequences of putting it into practice could be worrisome. Because gifted programs—starting
         even with their admission tests—are generally no better than any other program at
         dealing with multiple intelligences and multiple modes of learning. And because, as
         an inevitable result, some of the kids in such a program are going to be subjected
         to the damaging effects of failure.
      

      
       By “failure” I don’t necessarily mean flunking out, not at first, but just getting
         a failing grade on something—a term paper, a midterm exam, even a quiz—which may be the student’s first-ever experience
         with failure. To deal with the potentially traumatic effects of that experience, the
         University of Texas at Austin has implemented an innovative program of preemptive
         intervention to keep first-generation college students from freaking out in the face
         of a failure. The program is based on two key observations.
      

      
       The first is that high-achieving students from low-income families are often only
         tenuously self-confident. And since they’ve generally experienced nothing but success
         during their elementary and secondary school years, their first experience with failure—no
         matter how minor—can shake them so badly that they can begin to question whether they
         even belong in college, so badly that they may even drop out.
      

      
       The second is that it can take very little to help these students rally and overcome
         their self-doubts—basically, just the knowledge that other students like them have
         experienced similar failures and have ultimately succeeded nonetheless.
      

      
       Granted, the Texas program is for college students. And granted, students at schools
         like Syosset are probably less at risk—not necessarily at less risk of failing, but
         certainly at less risk of being completely derailed by a failure. But I still think
         these observations have relevance for all students—and for those who are trying to teach them.
      

      
       I do believe the Common Core standards are a vast improvement over No Child Left
         Behind and Race to the Top, in large measure because they are standards—based on capabilities rather than curricular homogeneity, thus allowing
         for flexibility in the classroom. But I also think students need a degree of predictability,
         of familiarity—a kind of basic stability that recent efforts to “fix” public education
         have all but eliminated from our schools. Maybe the best way to improve public education
         would be to stop trying to fix it. And maybe the best way to help students succeed
         is to help them believe they are succeeding.
      

      
       This is not to suggest that rigor should be sacrificed on the altar of self-esteem—although
         that does happen. It was happening in Philadelphia when I was teaching there: I can’t count
         the times other teachers and I were upbraided by the principal for giving grades that
         were “too low.” As often as not, she was talking about grades we were attempting to
         give kids who never—literally never—showed up for class. According to the principal, we were supposed to somehow find
         some evidence that would allow us to pass even those kids. 
      

      
       “Did you call his home? Did you talk to his parents?”

      
       “The phone number in his file has been disconnected. The phone company has no number
         listed for the parent named in his file.”
      

      
       “Well, it’s up to you to find him and make suitable arrangements for him to make
         up the work he missed.”
      

      
       “I’ve never even seen the kid. He’s missed the whole quarter. There’s no way he could
         make it up in the next week and a half.”
      

      
       “You’ll just have to give him an extension.”

      
       It was like teaching in the Theater of the Absurd. There were teachers who capitulated,
         of course: they found a way to pass the kid who showed up for algebra on a handful
         of days and achieved an average of, say, 37 on the quizzes he blundered into. You
         could call it grading on the curve. You could also call it lying.
      

      
       And, more seriously, you could call it an injustice. There were kids who did show up for class, who did do the work, who tried their hardest and still couldn’t
         do better than a C average. And they’d be proud of that achievement. Deservedly proud.
         It doesn’t matter that you and the other kids in my classes in Syosset would have
         been mortified by grades like that; at Simon Gratz High School—in an atmosphere that
         was not just nonacademic, but antiacademic—any achievement was something to be proud of. 
      

      
       But the principal just didn’t get it. She was fixated on the numbers: the percentage
         of kids passing, the percentage getting a C or B (in other words, “Proficient”), the
         percentage getting an A (in other words, “Advanced”), and the standardized-test results
         that defined “Adequate Yearly Progress.” So she and her assistant principals would
         browbeat teachers into raising grades. And, if they failed in their attempts to browbeat,
         they’d just access the computer files and arbitrarily change some of the grades—from
         an F to a D or a C; from a D− to a B.
      

      
       And the kids learned. They learned there was no such thing as a real deadline—they
         could always get an extension, and another, and another. They learned there was no
         need to actually show up and work—which was, of course, an especially valuable lesson
         for when they entered the job market. They learned that respect and self-esteem are
         simply to be expected, not earned. And they learned that “justice” is an illusion—especially
         for the ones who worked hard to get a C and then had to listen to some other kid crowing
         about getting a C+ in spite of rarely being in class and never doing any work.
      

      
       This perversion of what might once have been a noble ambition—not to label kids as
         failures—was perpetrated in the name of self-esteem and led one of my fellow teachers
         to observe that “yeah, we’ve got a problem with self-esteem in this school. There’s
         too much of it.”
      

      
       In my next-to-last year in Philadelphia, I had two of the school’s varsity football
         players in my classes. The school has a proud history of producing superior athletes,
         some of whom were good enough to go on to professional sports—mostly basketball and
         football, but in at least one case baseball, contrary to its current lack of appeal
         for inner-city teenagers. One of the football players in my class was the team’s running
         back; the other was a first-string defensive lineman. They were both seniors, both
         key players in their team’s undefeated season, and neither was being scouted by major
         college coaches. But otherwise they couldn’t have been less alike.
      

      
       Darryl, the running back, was full of self-esteem—to the point of cockiness. He was
         successful on the field, and he was successful with the girls, and those were the
         only things that seemed to matter to him. He could read—at a third-grade level—and
         he generally showed up for class, but he couldn’t be bothered with schoolwork. He
         figured his future was in the NFL. James, the defensive lineman, was a hard worker—on
         the field, and in class. He never missed a class, was never late with an assignment,
         and when he ran into difficulty with a subject, he asked to come in after school for
         extra help. He hoped his athletic abilities would help win a scholarship so he could
         afford to go to college. James earned a B+ in my class—and a scholarship to a Division
         I college in the South. The principal, or one of her assistants, gave Darryl a D.
         He had no specific postgraduation plans.
      

      
       Why all the differences between Darryl and James? I don’t know. If I did, I could
         be a $1,000-a-day educational consultant. I do know that James was an only child,
         living at home with his mother and his father—both of his parents, in other words—neither of whom had gone to college, but both of whom
         had jobs. And I know that Darryl’s home life was much more typical of the neighborhood.
         Do the differences in their home lives account for the rest of their differences?
         As I said, I don’t know.
      

      
       The next year, both Darryl and James came back to visit the school and stopped by
         my classroom. James told me he had a better than 3.0 GPA and had decided to major
         in business management information systems. Darryl still had no specific plans, but
         he was “looking for a job.” Unfortunately, as I mentioned in one of my earlier letters,
         there were virtually no jobs left in that neighborhood, and Darryl wasn’t exactly
         well qualified for any of the few that remained. I don’t know whether he ever found
         a job, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t. Neither do I know whether James graduated
         with a BS in information systems. But I’d bet he did.
      

      
       I don’t think their high school served either of these students well. James succeeded
         in spite of the school, not because of it. And Darryl was scammed into thinking of
         himself as something akin to a rock star: the implicit message was something akin
         to, “We know you’re not good enough to achieve any real success on your own, so we’ll just hand you some sham respect. Because we know you’re
         also incapable of recognizing the difference.”
      

      
       Trouble is, some kids are able to tell the difference—and to feel demeaned as a result. So even though I guess
         it’s good, on balance, to be encouraging all students to consider the possibility
         of going on to college or some sort of postsecondary education, your story of taking
         a typing class—which was given in the business curriculum, just like the one I took
         from Mrs. Hennessey when I was in high school—reminds me that there have always been
         students whose interests and aptitudes are better served by a business curriculum,
         or shop, or home ec. And those students shouldn’t be forced into college prep. One
         of my nieces’ husbands teaches in a high school in Massachusetts, where he conducts
         a robotics program that sounds similar in many ways to the auto shop courses we had
         in my high school. His wife, my niece, teaches at a public elementary school—in an
         immersion program in which all classes, including reading, math, science, and social
         studies, are conducted entirely in French. It seems to me these two schools offer
         pretty good evidence that there’s still some outstanding public education, with diversely
         targeted curricula, going on in this country. 
      

      
       There were guys who loved auto shop when I was in high school, just as there are
         guys who love the robotics courses today (girls, too; the opportunities are indeed
         more equal in the twenty-first century). And I can’t help thinking Darryl could have
         been better off taking the shop classes that once were offered at Simon Gratz High
         School. But they were discontinued, decades before either of us arrived at the school,
         during one of the attempts to “fix” Philadelphia’s public education.
      

      
       Maybe, as you suggest, the fault lies in the emphasis on curriculum at the expense
         of teaching. It’s always been true that elementary teachers are more concerned with
         teaching students than with teaching subjects, and that the proportions shift as the
         students get older—until finally, in college, there’s rarely any effort to teach students
         at all. And I guess that’s understandable: it takes a special kind of person to be
         an elementary school teacher—especially in the lower (K–2) grades.
      

      
       When I returned to teaching, decades after leaving Syosset, I started in a Philadelphia
         charter school. It was a K–8 school in a big old deconsecrated church in southwest
         Philly. To give you an idea of the kind of neighborhood it was, on warm days, I’d
         open the windows of my third-story classroom in order to benefit from any breeze there
         might be . . . and on one spring afternoon I heard a sound I hadn’t heard since we
         moved to Philly from the deer-hunting exurbs of central Pennsylvania—gunshots. It
         turned out a man had been shot and killed in the alley below. “No danger to the children,”
         I was told, “just a drug deal gone bad.”
      

      
       I was the English teacher for the seventh and eighth grades; there was also a math
         teacher, and a science teacher, and a social studies teacher. And we had an instructional
         aide, who occasionally got temporarily reassigned to one of the elementary classrooms
         when one of those aides called in sick. It drove him crazy. He’d come back to the
         middle grades saying, “I hate working with the little kids! They’re always crying!” 
      

      
       As I said, it takes a special kind of person to teach students, not subject matter.

      
       I learned a lot in that school—a lot about teaching at-risk students, a lot about
         the realities of charter schools, and a lot about the role of timing in education.
         Most people are familiar with the concept of “reading readiness,” for example. In
         your case, there was also, apparently, such a thing as “cursive readiness.” And I
         imagine there are lots of other readinesses as well: algebra readiness, chemistry
         readiness, foreign-language readiness, poetry readiness.
      

      
       But adapting to student readiness is not the way academic institutions work. 

      
       The fact is, teaching and institutional education are not the same. Neither are teachers
         and academics. And it’s not like fingers and thumbs (you know, all thumbs are fingers,
         but not all fingers are thumbs). Some teachers are academics, but not all. And some
         academics are teachers. But not all. 
      

      
       David Laude, who developed the University of Texas program, is an ideal combination
         of academic and teacher—a chemistry professor who was disturbed by the failures and
         dropouts among high-achieving, low-income students in his introductory course. He
         researched the class members, identified the “adversity indicators” shared by the
         at-risk students, and developed the program to help them persevere—which worked so
         well that the affected students performed better than the average for U.T. overall. Laude has since been appointed senior vice provost
         of Enrollment and Graduation Management—a post the university describes as “a graduation
         rate champion to oversee its efforts to streamline the undergraduate experience and
         remove institutional roadblocks to timely graduation.”
      

      
       I think it’s generally true that when a problem is within teachers’ range of power
         teachers can fix it themselves. If they’re granted the authority and autonomy to do so. Unfortunately, that’s not always
         the case—in fact, it’s becoming rarer and rarer for teachers to have any autonomy
         at all. Citing research indicating that teachers in schools in low-income neighborhoods
         were not as good as those in wealthier schools, a California Superior Court judge
         in a 2014 case ruled against the state’s strong tenure laws—clearing the way for districts
         to terminate teachers with less-than-satisfactory evaluations and setting a precedent
         for nationwide endangerment of the one mechanism that still offers teachers a measure
         of protection against capricious actions by administrators, legislators, and outside
         pressure groups and special interests.
      

      
       But the real issue, contrary to the California court’s opinion, is not that tenure
         stymies well-meaning efforts to clear out deadwood teachers. The real issue is how
         to identify the deadwood without subjecting all teachers to mean-spirited inquisitions. Everyone seems to agree that good teachers need to be rewarded, that teachers’ salaries—as Mark Zuckerberg said when
         announcing his $100 million grant to the Newark school system—need to be competitive
         with those in other professions. Everyone also agrees that there is such a thing as deadwood—teachers who are not so good, who should not be rewarded, and who probably shouldn’t even be teaching. Where people disagree is on the question of how to determine which teachers are which.
      

      
       That’s when some people begin talking about tying teacher evaluations (and compensation,
         and continued employment) to the scores the students in their classes achieve on standardized
         tests. And that’s a proposition that causes most teachers to recoil in horror.
      

      
       Let’s consider for a moment the question of why no one is screaming for comparable
         evaluations in other professions, where everyone knows deadwood also exists: to identify
         the unethical lawyers, for instance, or the substance-abusing physicians and surgeons.
         Maybe it’s simply because people acknowledge that medicine and law are indeed professions, and that only those who have mastered the relevant body of specialized knowledge
         can evaluate their fellow professionals. In these professions—not just medicine and
         law, but also dentistry, engineering, and accounting, among others—the only accepted
         method of performance evaluation is peer review. Not review by politicians or consultants.
         And not by correlation with how well their patients and clients do on some standardized
         test.
      

      
       I guess we can chalk this up as just another instance of the prevailing disrespect
         for teachers—treating them as quasi-professionals, with comparable responsibilities
         but without the autonomy accorded to other professions. 
      

      
       But let’s set that aside for the moment. Instead of getting hung up on the differences
         in how teachers are treated, let’s focus on how they are in fact very similar to other
         professionals. And one of the first ways to do that is simply to acknowledge that
         the conditions for peer review already exist for teachers, just as they do for the
         other professions. Everyone already knows who the good teachers are. The students
         know—independently of knowing whether they got a good grade or not. And so, especially,
         do the other teachers. Whether they agree with others’ teaching styles or not, teachers
         always know which of their colleagues are good and which aren’t. (I suspect the same is
         true of lawyers and doctors; I know the nurses know which doctors to avoid.)
      

      
       As far as I know, no ed-school academic has researched the issue of whether standardized
         test results are valid indicators of teacher quality—even though the question of teacher
         evaluation seems central to every proposal that’s being advanced for reforming public
         education in America. And even though the study itself should be pretty easy to design and conduct: identify
         a representative school district, or districts; find out which teachers are thought
         to be good teachers, which are best by consensus, and which by elimination fall somewhere
         in the lower ranks; and then run a multivariate regression analysis of the standardized-test
         data for all students to see if it correlates with the consensus teacher evaluations—or
         with any of an assortment of other variables. 
      

      
       My expectation is that most of the good teachers’ classes will have good standardized-test
         data. But so will some of the not so good teachers’ classes. So the regression analysis
         will find no statistically significant correlation between teacher quality and standardized-test
         data. Because, as we’ve both said and will keep saying, education is not a matter
         of simple quantification.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 12

      The Poetry Inside Us

      
         
         
      

      
      June 24, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
      Your story about Darryl and James reminded me of my fortieth high school reunion,
         which took place in an awful hotel on a suburban strip of hotels about fifteen minutes
         west of where we’d grown up. 
      

      
      Reunions are strange concoctions, a place where time collides. The moment you walk
         in the door and see the first person you barely recognize, you’re whisked back to
         a past that’s both alive and dead. You remember people for the oddest reasons, and
         sometimes you remember their totality less clearly than an odd quirk—the smirk on
         the kid who sat behind you in homeroom for three years to whom you never said a word.
         People you barely recognize pass by like ghosts, or like faces in a dream. And then
         there’s the bloom of recognition as you stand talking to someone and remember that
         her mouth always turned down like that when she thought of something that amused her,
         and recall that this person was once important to you if only for a fleeting moment,
         or month, or season, when you sat on her bed in her room poring over issues of Seventeen magazine and talking about the boys you hated, how stupid homework was—and teachers.
         
      

      
      At this reunion, I was stunned to discover that the most popular person by far was
         a big bear of a man who had been a star wrestler during his Syosset days and ended
         up with a successful NFL career as a guard with the Miami Dolphins. That’s all I knew
         about him when I nodded to him at the party—we’d never been on a first-name basis.
         More accurately, he didn’t know me, but I knew him. Everyone knew him, brawny and
         blond, quick to smile, athletic to the tips of his fingers. But his Wikipedia entry
         caught me completely by surprise. I had no idea he’d won a Super Bowl ring, had gone
         to the Pro Bowl four times, and has a street named for him in Miami in recognition
         of his charitable work. Perhaps most impressive of all, he’d enrolled in night school
         when he was still an active player, practicing law and ultimately becoming a judge
         when his football career was over. 
      

      
      At the reunion, his demeanor was that of a star athlete turned judge; he walked and
         even stood as if he was used to people wanting to be seen with him, and knew that
         when he spoke, people would listen. He moved amid a nimbus of people eager for his
         eye, his ear. And meanwhile, the people I’d been friends with, the ones sparring with
         you about the meaning of Pearl in The Scarlet Letter, sat together at a table on the periphery of the event, quietly talking among ourselves.
      

      
      It was shocking to see that our group of friends—and by this I mean the kids who were
         in what was called Track 1, who sat in your English class with me—composed such a
         small segment of the class as a whole. We were a tiny pond of people in an ocean of
         people we didn’t know then and didn’t care much to know now. No one particularly sought
         us out.
      

      
      People love star athletes—and warriors, for whom athletes are proxies. We enjoy the
         spectacle, and the visible struggle, or sometimes, the other-worldly ease with which
         people accomplish difficult tasks. We crave award ceremonies and cry to see achievement
         recognized. We want the prize. What happens behind the scenes, during long hours of
         practice, is invisible to most people who don’t compete. The daily showing up and
         working out even when it’s the last thing you want to do, the mind-numbing, muscle-fatiguing,
         endless repetition of the same tasks until some state of grace is achieved—we don’t
         focus on this. The battle within that takes place every morning, as you fight the
         almost biological urge to stay in a warm bed rather than to throw off the covers,
         lace up your sneakers, and do wind sprints, unfolds away from our vision. It’s an
         unrewarded battle except by the person waging it.
      

      
      Learning to hit a baseball or kick a soccer ball is what academics call an “algorithmic”
         skill (I learned this term from reading about the work of the psychologist Daniel
         Pink). That is, you learn a sequence of actions that take you to a certain place—the
         same place. The professor who abandoned medical school for the humanities did so because
         he was bored by the algorithmic nature of medical education in which there are no
         shortcuts. It’s what we’ve been calling training.
      

      
      But there’s another way of learning that Pink calls “heuristic,” by which he means
         that there are many ways to get to your goal. Reading a poem and talking about it
         are heuristic tasks; that is, there is no single route to a solution and no single
         solution. All disciplines partake of both types of learning tasks—it’s not that math
         is algorithmic and philosophy heuristic. Each discipline has its tools (arithmetic,
         logic) that have to be mastered before heuristic learning can take place. Some require
         more basic training than others as a prerequisite. And the distinction cuts across
         disciplines. There are dreary teachers who are algorithmic, and inspired car mechanics
         who are heuristic.
      

      
      The Monday morning in October 1968 after the Beatles appeared on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour singing “Hey Jude” with all its endless choruses, I cut gym and crashed Mr. McPartlin’s
         third-period English class. I sat in the back thinking he’d be slower to notice me
         there, but soon realized that he didn’t mind my presence. Word had been circulating
         for hours that McP, as everyone affectionately called him, had devoted every class
         session that day to discussing the song, and there was no way I was missing that.
      

      
      It was another testament to McP’s standing, or “street cred,” as we’d put it today,
         that I could not only bear to hear him talk about “our music” but wanted to hear his
         take. I’d cringed the night before during the actual performance. In that era, my
         family had only one television set, placed in the den, a very public room. Though
         the number of shows we watched together as a family was rapidly dwindling (I think
         everyone gathered on the couch to watch The Ed Sullivan Show), my parents liked The Smothers Brothers, and sat through most of the Beatles’ appearance with me, walking out about a minute
         into the final four-minute coda, shaking their heads in disbelief that I’d want to
         stay and listen. Having them there was a torment. To stare at the same screen made
         me feel as if I were doing something illicit, even while I was aware that they were
         the ones who technically were trespassing on my music, the music my friends and I
         shared and about which we felt strongly proprietary. What saved me was imagining a
         cone of silence that simultaneously isolated me from them and yoked me to all my friends,
         who I knew were as riveted to their TVs as I was. We formed a kind of psychic, virtual
         community—long before the notion of virtual communities became commonplace. 
      

      
      But it didn’t dawn on me that any of my teachers would be watching as well, and even
         less that they’d want to talk about it. Apparently, McP brought it up immediately,
         first period, which was shocking, liberating, affirming, and faintly confusing. It
         was a blurring of boundaries, a sense that what we talked about in private could be
         discussed publicly. And imagine, devoting a class to something as insubstantial as
         a song . . .
      

      
      During the class I sat in on, Mr. McPartlin first asked someone to write the lyrics
         on the blackboard. We took turns—we all knew the song by heart. Then we began talking
         about it. What made us afraid? What did various references in the lyrics mean? We
         talked about the endless repetition of the chorus at the end of the song—why did it
         go on for so long? How did it make us feel? We could tell that the song captivated
         McP as much as it did us, that it had in some way hypnotized him, that he’d fallen
         under its spell. 
      

      
      Yet he was respectful of an invisible boundary. The song didn’t belong to him as it
         did to us. But he got it; it touched him. And it was also clear, even if we couldn’t
         have articulated it at the time, that he didn’t have much more of an idea than we
         did about what the song meant—or where this lesson was heading. In fact, he probably
         knew less about the song than we did. Imagine that! We were guiding him. Clearly this
         wasn’t a lesson he’d written up weeks in advance and submitted to his department chair
         for approval.
      

      
      And then almost without noticing the segue, we were reading Dylan Thomas’s “Do Not
         Go Gentle into That Good Night,” which, it turned out, was a villanelle, a poem of
         French origin that has a specific and very demanding rhyme scheme and pattern of repetition.
         Our homework assignment: to write one. 
      

      
      When we read ours aloud a few days later, each came as a complete surprise, a window
         into the soul of classmates whose souls I’d never contemplated. There wasn’t one goofy
         poem; everyone had taken the assignment to heart. I remember listening and reflecting,
         You think about those things too? You heard the music behind those words together?
            

      
      I’d written a villanelle too. And even though I wasn’t officially in the class, McP
         invited me to read it, as if I were. “A pirate sleeps on a distant shore,” I began,
         and when I was finished, a hush ensued that dared me to think that I’d written something
         of value. What did I know of pirates, or of distant shores—I was sixteen! What did
         any of us know about which we were writing and rhyming? But McP was never derisive
         or dismissive. He welcomed the poetry inside us, allowed us to bare our anguished
         teenage souls. We trusted him—and he trusted us.
      

      
      It’s true that McP was a gifted teacher, and that you can’t create a system of public
         education based on the premise that every teacher in every classroom will be gifted
         in this way. But neither should you create a system that systematically legislates
         giftedness in teachers out of the system, that is, a system that reduces teaching
         to algorithms, that leaves no room for heuristic interludes. And by the way, I was
         being somewhat facetious when I said what if we considered every child gifted—of course
         not every child is. But there’s plenty to nurture in many more children than we think.
         Just ask philosophers who work with young children. One five-year-old, I heard in
         a talk, asked his mother which was the “right” number ten: the English word ten or the Spanish word for ten that his older sister was learning. How’s that for an opening salvo for about ten
         different lessons—on languages, number theory, symbols. . . . It could take an entire
         period.
      

      
      But what classroom teacher today feels that she has the discretionary time to pursue
         this? 
      

      
      When the Common Core first came out, many of the people I work with were leery of
         it because it seemed to leave teachers too little freedom. But now that it’s come
         under fire from the right wing precisely because it mandates certain standards and
         tilts toward the heuristic, I’m moved to defend it. It is, as you say, a step in the
         right direction in terms of encouraging more critical thinking, of encouraging depth,
         and of suggesting that there’s a common body of knowledge we should all share.
      

      
      In fact, I think many objections aren’t directed to the Core itself but to its attendant
         reliance on testing. The two have become so entwined that it’s difficult to realize
         we can consider them as the separate issues they are. And I’m not objecting to the
         fact that innovations should be subject to evaluation; it’s the word accountability that bugs me. Did Teacher X teach skill Y to student Z? Yes or no? And if no, then
         let’s blame the teacher. And then let’s all be appalled when we learn of cheating
         scandals—of teachers and administrators who alter students’ test results to save jobs.
      

      
      We don’t talk very much about the downside of relentless testing, that it encourages
         cheating, that it rewards achievement over process. But research bears this out. In
         the study I read about Pink’s work, I learned that although extrinsic rewards—a gold
         medal, a gold watch, a citation, a good grade, a good evaluation—can improve performance
         on algorithmic tasks, they actually diminish performance on heuristic tasks. Offering
         a reward, the researchers say, narrows one’s focus. You work for the gold ring rather
         than for the pleasure of the task.
      

      
      And the more I think of it, the more it seems to me that the real tragedy of education
         today, as opposed to what took place in at least one high school in the 1960s, is
         that education has become almost exclusively instrumental. We talk less and less about
         education as intrinsically rewarding.
      

      
      Look, I’m not completely idealistic. My classmates and I always asked, “Is it on the
         test?” We cared about grades, we looked on our time in school as a way station to
         college, then to a job, to life. We knew how to get the goodies and we enjoyed them.
         But we also knew that learning was pleasurable in and of itself, whether it was reading
         Oedipus Rex, or solving a quadratic equation. Understanding the world, learning of our debt to
         those who came before, advancing an opinion that we could support, writing a poem
         that could move someone to silence—these were peak moments, to be valued for their
         own worth. Some of this arose from within. Some was stoked by our families. Many of
         our parents were the children of immigrants for whom education was the path to success
         in America, much as it is today. But a great deal of it came from outside—from teachers
         like you and Sudborough and McPartlin. When we looked up from our textbooks and worksheets,
         we saw that you thought what we were talking about was important, and had lasting
         importance. That you enjoyed being in the room with us hashing it out. This didn’t
         happen all the time or even often, but it happened, and we noticed. And that was enough.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 13

      Thinking about Teachers

      
         
         
      

      
      July 11, 2014

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      When Jimmy McPartlin made “Hey Jude” an early point of entry for his English 12 classes,
         I was teaching English 11 in the next-door classroom. It was early October—far enough
         into the year for us to be past the initial introductions and acute anxieties, but
         not far enough for the classes to have found their unique characters and rhythms.
         As I recall, Jimmy’s classes spent a week or two playing and analyzing that song.
         And that made sense for his World Lit curriculum, which leaned heavily toward existentialism—Camus,
         Miller, Hesse—and other literary perspectives on the concept of selfhood. 
      

      
      We all knew the song, of course. It spent most of the fall of 1968 at number one on
         the charts, with enough airplay to become a big part of the soundtrack of our lives—in
         our homes; in our cars; and, thanks to Jimmy, in our classrooms. It was a perfect
         foil for the open-ended lesson plan you described. 
      

      
      Incorporating pop culture into the classroom was a pretty significant innovation,
         and I think it was directly traceable to the sixties transformation of rock ’n’ roll
         into rock. The songs became musically more sophisticated, more complex. And the lyrics
         became more poetic—also more sophisticated and complex. 
      

      
      The first time I ever used pop music to get a class started in poetry, the songs I
         chose were by Paul Simon, Bob Dylan, and a less well-known singer named Bob Lind.
         I was still in grad school and needed to earn some extra money, so I got a job teaching
         an adult enrichment class in writing poetry—a couple of hours, one evening a week,
         at the high school in Voorheesville, a suburb of Albany. Most of the students were
         women: I would have described them as “older,” meaning they were probably fortysomething,
         maybe as young as midthirties. Women who today would describe themselves, I suppose,
         as “soccer moms” or “desperate housewives.”
      

      
      I was only twenty-two. And I realized pretty quickly that I couldn’t teach them to
         be Dickinson or Millay or Marianne Moore or Adrienne Rich. The most valuable thing
         I could teach them was that their voices didn’t have to sound like any of those voices,
         that there were other models they could use, and some of those models were playing
         on their car radios every day: “The Sound of Silence,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” “Elusive
         Butterfly.” The songs were perfect for teaching meter and rhyme, of course—but also
         metaphor and simile, personification, allusion and allegory, even metonymy and synecdoche.
      

      
      Today, whenever I hear “Hey Jude,” I still think immediately of Syosset High School
         and Jimmy McPartlin. And American literature. And then, eventually, if I let the chain
         of associations play out, Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Strauss, and Stanley Kubrick.
      

      
      2001: A Space Odyssey opened in April 1968, when your junior year was dwindling down to a remainder that
         could be counted in weeks. For most of our classes, at least one or two of those weeks
         would have to be devoted to a nod in the direction of the Regents exams—New York State’s
         standardized achievement tests that predated No Child Left Behind by more than a century.
         In the sixties, there was a Regents exam for every academic subject (I gather there’s
         been considerable pruning and consolidation as a result of NCLB and its successors),
         and you had to pass every one of them if you wanted a Regents diploma. And you did
         indeed want Regents diplomas if you were going to college—as everyone in your group
         was. Those of you who were headed for any of the schools in the SUNY system were (I
         think) required to have Regents diplomas.
      

      
      So Joel Simon and I—and various other English teachers, including Jimmy McPartlin
         and Ned Sudborough—had to get organized pretty quickly if we wanted to take our classes
         to the movies. And we did want to do that.
      

      
      As I’ve already mentioned, we tried to teach literacy in all its dimensions. Including,
         increasingly, nonprint literacy—to understand and evaluate film, television, and other
         new media. (“New media” had not yet been defined as computer-specific, since personal
         computers had not yet been invented.)
      

      
      Kubrick was one of the recognized masters of film’s artistic and technical dimensions—technology,
         narrative, theme, drama, and so forth—and the advance publicity for 2001 had made it pretty clear that this film was going to redefine the relationships among
         those elements and the artistic potential of the medium. So we wanted our classes
         to see it, experience it, examine it, and understand it—and we wanted to provide a
         context that would help you reach the fullest possible understanding.
      

      
      As I recall, we were finally able to get our act together sometime in May, and on
         the appointed day, a long caravan of yellow school buses left Syosset High for the
         theater—in Hicksville, I think. There were so many buses in that caravan that I now
         wonder if there were any kids left in the school after we departed—and whether any
         seats in the theater were occupied by anyone other than Syosset students and teachers.
      

      
      We didn’t lose any students on that trip. (That was an achievement of more significance
         than you might imagine. In Philadelphia, students disappeared at any and every opportunity.
         The administration had learned as a result to schedule fire drills only during the
         last period of the day, so that students who didn’t return would miss only a portion
         of a single class.) Nor did we lose any students during the film- and allegory- and
         Nietzsche-centric discussions that dominated Syosset’s English classrooms in the following
         week—sci-fi-fueled discussions that nonetheless managed to cover such English-major
         standards as characterization, conflict, and narrative.
      

      
      “Why does the onboard computer have a name?” we asked, for example. And ultimately,
         after some discussion, each class came up with some version of “It has a name—and
         a voice—to help establish it as a character, not just a device.” (Sorta like Siri
         on the Apple phones, right?) 
      

      
      Next step: “Why does HAL have to be characterized?” we asked. And again each class
         reached some approximation of “To develop a protagonist/antagonist relationship with
         Frank and Dave, the astronauts.”
      

      
      In one of my classes, for one boy in particular, this discussion prompted a moment
         of transcendence—literally transcendence, and that’s not an exaggeration. I’m not
         going to name him or even specify which class he was in (you’ll see why in a moment),
         but I remember the episode very clearly. 
      

      
      He was a very bright boy, but more inclined to math and science than to language and
         literature. I know the fashion today is to call sixteen-year-olds “young men,” but
         this kid was not a young man; he was very much a boy. He was shy. He was socially unpolished, frequently awkward. And, because his self-consciousness
         made it difficult for him to express himself with any fluency, he was generally silent
         in class. If there’s a one-to-ten continuum on which “nerd” has a value of one, and
         the opposite extreme (“dude”? “stud”?) has a value of ten, I’m afraid no one would
         have ranked him higher than two or three. And I say that as someone who generally
         likes nerds—and has had some tendencies in that direction himself.
      

      
      During our discussion of HAL’s name, however, this boy raised his hand. And, as I’m
         sure you know, when a kid who’s never participated volunteers to do so, that kid is
         virtually 100 percent guaranteed to be recognized. I called on him.
      

      
      “I think I know why the computer’s name is HAL,” he said. “If you take each letter
         back one position in the alphabet from IBM, you get H-A-L.”
      

      
      As far as I know, he was the first in the school (maybe the first in the country)
         to recognize what I presume began as an in-joke between Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke.
         The other students in his class and I were all dumfounded: amused by the joke he’d
         uncovered, impressed by his insight, and amazed simply to witness him speaking out
         loud. I’ve always traced his ultimate blossoming—not immediate, but continuous and
         unmistakable over the next year or so—to that moment.
      

      
      So . . . we taught the film as we taught literature: character and conflict, point
         of view and narrative arc, symbols and allegory, and so forth. We also taught the
         film as philosophy: “Is the mysterious monolithic object a sentinel? A monitor? An
         icon?” “What role does it play—if any—in the transition from ape to human being?”
         “What might the film be saying about human evolution, intelligence (human and artificial),
         religion, and technology?” “Which of the film’s episodes, if any, are portrayed as
         truth? And which as illusion? And are those portrayals accurate?” “How can anyone
         know for sure what’s reality and what’s illusion?” “How much of what we perceive as
         reality is actually created by our perceptions?”
      

      
      I think most of the Syosset English teachers (maybe all of us) spent quite a bit of
         time teaching philosophy in the context of literature—not in great detail, but in
         suggestions of alternative approaches to defining, say, truth. Or reality. The senior-year
         curriculum was mostly European and existentialist. But junior year was American, so
         the philosophical tone was kind of bipolar, swinging precariously between romanticism
         and pragmatism, much as Americans do in real life.
      

      
      I wonder if there’s something intrinsically bipolar about education. We’ve talked
         about the differences between socialization and reconstruction, between cognitive
         and affective goals, between algorithmic and heuristic learning. And everybody knows
         the difficulty of balancing discipline (now euphemistically known as “classroom management”)
         and empowerment. 
      

      
      But I’m going to put that discussion on hold for the moment because your stories about
         Jimmy McPartlin have reminded me that people are more important than theory: the teachers
         themselves can be vitally important factors in determining the quality of an education.
         And I think large numbers of educational reformers are truly misguided in their thinking
         about teachers.
      

      
      I completely agree that Jimmy was an exceptionally gifted teacher—the kind of teacher
         the rest of us aspired to becoming. And I agree it’s unrealistic to base an educational
         system on the premise that every teacher will be comparably gifted. But I’m also convinced
         that Syosset’s teachers, during the years we shared, were pretty damn good—almost
         without exception. 
      

      
      In fact, there have been good teachers everywhere I taught—including the center-city
         schools in Philadelphia—and they’ve included many who left higher-paying positions
         to become teachers. There were some former attorneys; others who had been programmers
         and IT managers; and several who, like me, had been involved in some aspect of advertising,
         marketing, or sales. I think it can be realistic to base an educational system on the premise that every teacher will
         be at least pretty good. 
      

      
      The secret is to create a system good teachers will want to be part of—and I’ll bet any competent human resources person would know how to
         do that. For all I know, there may even be a broadly accepted HR algorithm for optimizing
         things like working conditions, financial compensation, professional respect, resources
         and support, recognition, autonomy, security—you know, the things that tend to be
         in pretty short supply for teachers these days. 
      

      
      There was a speaker I heard back in my Syosset days. I can’t remember who it was—just
         that he was male and that he was speaking at NYU—but I’ll never forget his proposal
         for how schools could make sure they had the best teachers. “Double their salaries,”
         he said. “Not just an increase, not just for some of them, and not spread out over
         several years. Double the teachers’ salaries—all the teachers’ salaries, all at once.” (Not surprising I remember that, right?)
      

      
      He went on to admit that this strategy would involve grossly overpaying any not-so-good teachers who were already on staff—at least for a while. 
      

      
      “They’re not the issue,” he said, “because sooner or later they’ll be gone. The issue
         is the kind of teachers who’ll be available for replacing them. The real issue is how to attract the kind of teachers you want in your classrooms.”
      

      
      That’s why he started with the money. (It’s not everything; if it was, there wouldn’t
         be any teachers at all.) But increasing teacher salaries means finding more money,
         and finding more money has always been challenging for school districts. It’s increasingly
         problematic today because somewhere along the way someone seems to have convinced
         people that education is a kind of zero-sum game: if we raise teachers’ salaries,
         then we can’t afford textbooks and computers for the students; if we do what’s necessary
         to improve inner-city schools, then we’ll have to shortchange the suburban districts;
         if we strengthen the college-prep curriculum, then we can’t keep offering vocational
         education; if the schools get better in Syosset, then they have to get worse somewhere
         else.
      

      
      According to people who say things like this, it’s a simple matter of economics. But
         they’re wrong: it’s not. Oh, it’s about money, all right—like just about everything
         else in our society today—but it’s more specifically about funding priorities. Which
         means it’s really about politics.
      

      
      The fact is, there’s plenty of money available for education; it’s just not getting
         to the students and teachers. Instead, we seem to be again applying the suspect principles
         of trickle-down economics—presumably on the theory that once the consultants, executives,
         and administrators accumulate enough wealth, they’ll allow some of the remaining money
         to reach the places where it can actually accomplish something.
      

      
      But I have a hard time trusting the motives of those who are building wealth from
         their involvement in education—and by wealth I mean the kind of salary, bonus, and net-worth figures that are typical of bankers,
         fund managers, and corporate C-suite officers. 
      

      
      When a state university president is getting annual compensation of $800,000, or a
         million, or even approaching two million, I get suspicious of not only the president,
         but also the board of trustees. When a for-profit-college corporation has a market
         capitalization of nearly $10 billion and continues raking in four or five billion
         a year in Pell Grants and student loans, I wonder whether that company’s true priorities
         have anything at all to do with what their students need. When charter school companies
         are bleeding billions of dollars every year out of public school district budgets
         and then claiming that, as privately held corporations, they have no responsibility
         to account publicly for the way they spend those dollars, I find myself asking some
         pretty fundamental questions about things like integrity. 
      

      
      When people who call themselves “educators” are doing things like these, it’s tough
         to believe their claims that their only motivation is “doing what’s best for the students.”
         
      

      
      In 2012, a widely reported study released by the National Center for the Study of
         Privatization in Education, at Columbia University, found that charter school expenditures
         in Michigan averaged an additional $774 per student on administration—23 percent of their annual operating budgets, compared to less than 10 percent for
         school districts overall. And where did those extra dollars come from? The charter
         schools spent an average of $1,141 less on instruction—about 47 percent of their budgets, compared to 60 percent for traditional
         public schools. More for the people at the top, in other words, at the expense of
         the teachers and students at the bottom.
      

      
      Findings like that remind me of the “job-creators” argument favoring still more tax
         breaks for the people who are already the wealthiest in the country. Pardon my skepticism:
         I spent enough years in corporate America to know that companies typically create
         jobs only when they absolutely must—only when there’s no alternative—and even then hire only the bare minimum required,
         at the lowest possible per capita cost. If they could find a way to manufacture their
         products or provide their services with no employees at all, most would leap at the
         opportunity. By the same token, if the people who run the for-profit schools could
         figure out a way to suck in the tax dollars and government grants without teaching
         anyone anything, I’m confident most of them would leap at that opportunity.
      

      
      It’s totally consistent with the apparent funding priorities that the financial rewards
         of a career in education seem to vary in inverse proportion to the amount of direct
         contact with students.
      

      
      I guess that’s not a new phenomenon. My first salary as a teacher was $5,100. Granted,
         it was in 1964–1965, in a part of upstate New York where average incomes were low—I’m
         pretty sure I’m correct in remembering the rent for my furnished flat was $65 a month.
         If you check the CPI tables and do the math, that works out to an annual salary of
         about $35,000 in current dollars—and a little less than $500 a month in rent. After
         completing my master’s and certification, I did better in Syosset. But frankly, money
         (or the lack of it) was probably the main reason I left teaching in 1970.
      

      
      For administrators, on the other hand, education can rival banking as a road to personal
         wealth. There’s been a flurry of outraged coverage of the breathtaking compensation
         figures for the people heading the four academic and research universities in Alberta,
         Canada, for example—with presidents averaging close to a million dollars (Canadian)
         in annual salary and other compensation. This situation drew a great deal of international
         attention recently when the president and vice-chancellor of one of those universities
         announced her resignation, and four professors at other Canadian universities applied
         for the job, which paid a minimum base salary of $400,000 per year. 
      

      
      There’s nothing newsworthy about that—except that they submitted their CVs as a group,
         suggesting that there would be significant advantages for the university in hiring
         a team of four to fill the single position and saying that the compensation would
         be fine with them, since “one-fourth of your proposed minimum salary would double
         or triple our current wage.” 
      

      
      The situation is pretty much the same in the United States, with many university presidents
         earning more than a million dollars in annual compensation, and some doubling or tripling
         that. Or even more. The poster boy for administrator inflation is probably E. Gordon
         Gee, currently president of West Virginia University, who left the Ohio State presidency
         in 2013 after making tasteless “jokes” about the Catholics at Notre Dame. His annual
         compensation at the time was reported to be nearly $2 million, and his retirement
         package was nearly $6 million. That payout alone could have covered the salaries for
         all four Alberta professors for nearly fifteen years.
      

      
      And the numbers in these stories are beginning to work their way down from higher
         ed to our public school districts. I’m not aware of any superintendents who are making
         more than a million dollars, but there are many whose total compensation is in the
         $300,000 to $400,000 range. 
      

      
      This inflation seems to go hand in hand with the imposition of business models and
         privatization on public education. You might expect folks like Gordon Gekko to be motivated by greed. But, given that expectation, why
         exactly is the privatization of public schools supposed to be a good thing? Why is America intent upon expanding caveat emptor to include caveat discipulus?
      

      
      This leads to my reasons for thinking charter schools—at least insofar as the financing
         of education is concerned—have turned out to be mostly a bad idea. Having taught in
         two charter schools, which were very different from each other, I’m actually kind
         of conflicted about their value. But I’ll get into that some other time. In the immediate
         context, I want to make just a couple of points.
      

      
      First, most of any charter school’s funding comes from the public school district
         in which it’s located—a portion of some combination of local tax revenues and the
         state funding that’s allocated to all schools in the district, both charter and traditional public schools. I know that’s
         the way it works in Philadelphia, and I assume it’s essentially the way it works everywhere
         else. The theory, I suppose, is that when a charter school enrolls a certain number
         of students that results in a commensurate reduction in the school district’s costs.
         
      

      
      But that’s not the way it works in practice. Most public schools (other than selective,
         limited-enrollment “magnet” schools) are neighborhood schools, but most charter schools
         draw from a much broader geography. So when a charter school opens in what I’ll call
         the Main Street neighborhood, it will typically enroll some (but not all) of the existing
         Main Street students, and will draw the balance from other neighborhoods. The school
         district will still have students attending its own Main Street school and all its other schools in all those other neighborhoods. So they won’t be able to
         close any of them. They’ll have to fund two schools in the Main Street neighborhood where there used to be only one, and their
         costs will actually go up because of the charter school.
      

      
      My second reason for being skeptical of charter schools (which is also, I suspect,
         one of the real reasons a lot of people support them) is that they undercut teachers’
         unions—and the hard-won gains and protections the unions have secured for teachers.
         In many cases (I’m tempted to say “most cases”), the charter school business model
         is pretty much the exact opposite of the one advocated by the speaker I mentioned
         earlier. It’s based on hiring new graduates who are desperate for jobs, signing them
         to one-year contracts that pay as little as possible, eliminating tenure and predictable
         salary increases, working them to the point of burnout, and then replacing them with
         another group of less expensive new graduates. That’s a good model for increasing
         profitability—and, to be generous, for giving new graduates a start. But it’s not a model that attracts and retains experienced, knowledgeable, professional teachers.
         
      

      
      And that means it’s not a model that results in the kind of education you got in Syosset. In study after
         study, in fact, the results achieved by charter schools are only comparable to those
         achieved by traditional public schools. Some of them do better, but others do worse.
         And those are the quantitative results, the standardized-test results, the results that were the alleged raison
         d’être for the existence of charter schools in the first place.
      

      
      Was Syosset different? Yes, it was. The salaries it paid its teachers were measurably
         better—not dramatically, but measurably. And there was a dramatic difference in what it was willing to spend on direct support for student
         learning. I mentioned a course in filmmaking that I taught with an art teacher after
         you graduated. He and I spent weeks over the summer—weeks we were paid for—developing
         a curriculum, an initial capital budget, and a projected annual budget for the course.
         When we finished our work, we were worried because the initial capital outlay—for
         multiple super-8 cameras (we knew the district wouldn’t spring for 16-millimeter),
         editing equipment, projectors, and so forth—was enormous. I can’t remember the precise
         figure, but I’m sure it was something like seven or eight thousand dollars, or around
         $50,000 in today’s dollars—enough to raise the fear that the administration would
         balk at spending the money and scuttle the course. But we needn’t have worried. The
         only question they had was how soon they had to place the orders to be sure the equipment
         would arrive in time for September.
      

      
      That’s a big difference, compared to schools where there aren’t even enough textbooks to go around.
         Where teachers have to buy copier paper, and pens and pencils for the kids, out of
         their own pockets. Where there aren’t enough computers, or video monitors and projectors,
         or art and music and drama and dance classes. And where the teachers are struggling
         to find a way merely to hang on—a way they can afford to stay. It’s still true that
         in education you get what you pay for.
      

      
      Or more to the point, you don’t get what you won’t pay for.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 14

      To Take the Long View

      
         
         
      

      
      July 31, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
      In eighth grade at the Harry B. Thompson Junior High School (“We’re the Astronauts;
         aim high!”), Mrs. P., an English teacher I never had, started an after-school club,
         the Literati Society. A group of us—mostly but not entirely girls and mostly but not
         entirely my circle of friends—met each week to talk about short stories and poems
         that Mrs. P. selected. But eventually we began reading song lyrics, including, most
         memorably for me, Barry McGuire’s “Eve of Destruction.” I think I remember this particular
         session because Mrs. P. seemed traumatized by the song: she sat at her desk with her
         head in her hands and a worried-sick expression on her face, half expecting a nuclear
         bomb to go off at any moment. We thought the song way too obvious and vastly overblown
         and wished we could be studying Bob Dylan lyrics instead—though I don’t think we ever
         did. 
      

      
      This memory swam into view when I read your remembrances of teaching your class as
         the strains of “Hey Jude” seeped in from Mr. McPartlin’s classroom. (I can never call
         him Jimmy. He remains Mr. McPartlin, or McP.) I hadn’t thought of the Literati Society
         in years and was shocked to recall that popular culture had wormed its way into school
         discussion topics even before 1968. Here was Mrs. P., an otherwise by-the-book junior
         high school English teacher, a middle-aged mom (her daughter was in my year), sponsoring
         a literary club for those of us for whom one period of English a day wasn’t enough,
         and expanding it to include pop culture. 
      

      
      Barry McGuire notwithstanding, the 1960s were indubitably an incredibly fertile period
         for music, even overlooking, for a brief moment, the Beatles. Let’s not, for example,
         forget the Stones and the way they slyly reintroduced blues to the nation that had
         spawned and spurned this art form. Then there was folk music: Joan Baez; Odetta; Peter,
         Paul and Mary. . . . Two of my close friends cut school the day Simon & Garfunkel’s
         “Parsley, Sage, Rosemary and Thyme” was released to listen to it on an endless loop.
         A pack of us made a pilgrimage to Forest Hills Stadium in the summer of 1968, the
         first concert for many of us, to hear S&G in person. Impatient, we all agreed that
         the opening act went on far too long and was far too loud and histrionic—and who were
         these guys, anyway—The Doors? None of us had ever heard of them. 
      

      
      (Speaking of concerts, the woman who cut my hair the other day talked about how excited
         she was to have tickets for the upcoming Newport Folk Festival, which led me to think
         about Dylan going electric at Newport, and following this trail of memory, I mentioned
         that I’d been at Woodstock. “The original Woodstock, the real Woodstock?” she very
         nearly shrieked, in genuine awe. I felt as if I’d claimed I’d been at the battle of
         Gettysburg.)
      

      
      It’s odd to me that I remember the Literati Society, but I don’t recall that high
         school English classes had set curricula. I assumed we read whatever the person standing
         at the front of the room felt like having us read. This confusion or misapprehension
         makes me question the accuracy of my memory and general awareness, and the extent
         to which my present-tense self is modifying the sixteen-year-old I’m trying to conjure.
         You are concerned about this, too, I know, since you brought it up in a recent email
         exchange. I’m sure you remember—I’d just written to you to let you know that I’d be
         attending a conference in a city just an hour or so from where you live, and offered
         to let you know if I had any free time during which we could perhaps meet for coffee.
         What you probably don’t know is that I agonized quite a bit over whether to reveal
         this information. I wasn’t sure that seeing each other would be a good thing; however,
         I didn’t want to tell you I’d be gone for about a week (which I needed to do so you
         wouldn’t expect a new letter from me) without telling you where I’d be. To be so close
         and not try to see each other felt, I don’t know, somewhat gratuitous, or ungracious.
         Still, I didn’t want to commit to anything so I tried to keep my offer open, assuming
         I’d figure out when I arrived whether to call you or not. 
      

      
      You wrote back, “Sure, sounds great, whatever works.” But a few days later, you thankfully
         emailed to say maybe we shouldn’t see each other. In fact, I’d like to quote your
         email:
      

      
         I’ve been thinking about the possibility of meeting next weekend . . . and I’m beginning
            to wonder if it would be wise. Remember, back when we started this project, we agreed
            it would probably be best to put off getting together until after we finished? Maybe
            we’ve established a working relationship that’s strong enough for that not to matter
            now, but on the other hand . . . Although we’re both very much aware of our current
            existences, and although we have fairly frequent side conversations like this one,
            our personas in our book are still tied partially to who we were in 1968. I don’t
            mean we’re writing as if we were still 16 and 25. But neither are we writing entirely
            as if we’re our current ages . . . or maybe we are, but with an overlay of 16 and
            25 . . . or . . . I don’t know, I’m just concerned that there might be some dimension
            we might compromise if we met in person. Maybe I’m wrong. . . . But is now the right
            time to do it? Just asking.
         

      

      I’m glad you just asked because of course you were right. We are corresponding to
         each other in a strange, double-jointed time stratum in which we’re both our former
         and present ages simultaneously. Your up-to-date electronic image seems paper thin,
         a ghostly presence, not nearly as real as I remember you sitting on your desk with
         your feet on an empty student desk, posing a question. And who knows how you remember
         me. Even hearing your voice was a jolt the one time we spoke on the phone to solve
         our email problems—what a surprise to realize that you existed in real time, not simply
         the past!
      

      
      What if I’m misremembering or romanticizing everything about Syosset High? If I take
         a step back, I can remember many days when I woke up and hated school, begrudged every
         teacher, feared every test, detested the relentless competition, the nerve-wracking
         grading, the need to perform, the sheer constriction of it. I remember spending hours
         daydreaming about being anywhere but in class, especially when we heard the whistle
         of a Long Island Railroad train as it passed by in the ravine just beyond the athletic
         fields. It ran between our two centers of gravity, heading forty-five minutes west
         to New York City—and by The City we meant The Village, Greenwich Village, home of
         everything vital and new, where we all really belonged, not in this suburban penitentiary;
         or two hours east to Montauk, land’s end, where we could sit on the beach and watch
         the ocean and think deep metaphysical thoughts, watching land give way to water and
         sky. 
      

      
      Most mental maps of Long Island divide it vertically into its two counties, the boundary
         running north to south, from Long Island Sound to the Atlantic Ocean. A truer map
         slices the island horizontally, from east to west, into three thin strips. The southern
         strip is a long skinny beach community—dunes, bars, surf. Drive through the middle
         and you could be in Iowa. The northern strip is southern New England: Yankee churches,
         twisty roads, ancient oaks—and lots of money. 
      

      
      Syosset is on the southern end of the northern slice: drive for fifteen minutes and
         you’re at the Sound, picking your way along the rocky beach, staring at Stamford,
         Connecticut. Its housing developments were built on potato fields. Land was plentiful.
         All the schools were built on generous plots of land, and the buildings sprawled.
         Looking out any window, it was so easy to daydream. . . .
      

      
        Yet even as I shudder to remember what a grind school seemed on many mornings, climbing
         onto that awful school bus, I come up against an irrefutable truth: I love being a
         student. I’d qualify that only by saying that I love the excitement of being in the
         presence of someone (or in a group of people) who knows something I don’t, and wants
         to share it, whose sense of urgency about imparting what she knows doesn’t arise from
         external circumstances—the fact that a room full of students is there, and a bell
         has rung signaling the beginning of class—but rather because of an intrinsic need.
         
      

      
      For example, Mrs. Haralick, my sixth-grade teacher in P.S. 205 in Queens, gathered
         us around her on Friday afternoons to play us highlights from her favorite operas.
         We had to memorize silly plots and learn to recognize the famous arias, all of which
         was fairly tedious—although, of course, forty years later, I find myself enjoying
         opera and feel grateful for that early exposure. She also had us garden. In the chilly
         Queens spring, we transformed a patch of dirt bordered by concrete into a vegetable
         garden and tended it throughout the summer. Many of us, including me, never knew that
         cucumbers and tomatoes came from any place other than a supermarket aisle. After a
         winter vacation to Puerto Rico, Mrs. Haralick began a unit on that island, during
         which we all had to prepare a traditional Puerto Rican dish and learned to sing “Cielito
         Lindo.” 
      

      
      In short, where she led, we followed. What interested her drew me in. She seemed always
         busy, always interested in something new. Maybe she was the precursor of the teachers
         studying Joyce in the school library on Friday afternoons. I know I thought of her
         when I was in graduate school auditing a class on Joyce, Eliot, and Pound taught by
         the renowned scholar Hugh Kenner. He taught in a huge lecture hall, standing at the
         podium, holding a book in his left hand, which he referred to only briefly, speaking
         without notes. His glasses were so thick they truly looked like the bottoms of bottles
         and I remember thinking that he had no idea what anyone in the dark seats was doing,
         if anyone was even listening. Once, on my way to a class, I passed his office door
         and saw him sitting at his desk. I stepped inside to briefly introduce myself and
         to tell him how much of an honor it was to hear him talk about Pound’s Cantos and
         their Japanese influences. He looked up from his desk with a look of pure puzzlement,
         as if he hadn’t realized that he was giving a class at all.
      

      
      He was truly the “sage on the stage,” and I could have listened to him all day. How
         do we get kids to love being students? Or perhaps more accurately, how do we get out
         of their way so that they can love being students? Sometimes I think we breed natural
         curiosity out of kids by the time they reach school or soon thereafter.
      

      
      The student/teacher relationship is problematic for many people for at least two reasons.
         First, it’s hierarchical. To be a student implies being subordinate, admitting that
         you need something that someone else has. But the second problem is that what is being
         transmitted is ineffable, not tangible. How do you quantify knowledge? When I left
         Hugh Kenner’s lecture, all I had was a tangle of thoughts in my head, nothing I could
         have articulated or put to immediate use. He left me with new connections to explore,
         new knots to unravel, a process still taking place, unfolding across many decades.
         A process that, as the poet David Lehman writes, “helps us make sense of our lives.”
      

      
      Making sense of our lives—that’s an activity that doesn’t happen during a class period
         or during an academic year. You have to take the long view when talking about education.
         I think of Piaget’s notion of generativity—the last developmental stage, of which
         he conceived, when you focus on that which will outlast you, a harvest you won’t live
         to see but trust will take place. How was I to know that Hugh Kenner’s 1974 lectures
         would come back to me in 2014 when I read a book about how Joyce’s Ulysses came to be published? 
      

      
      There’s no way to control, predict, or accurately measure the fruits of education.
         So why are we redoubling our efforts to do exactly that? And why are we making tests
         more important than ever? Even the phrase “high-stakes testing” grates like fingernails
         on a blackboard. (I know; I’m dating myself. No one uses blackboards anymore. It’s
         all SMART Boards.) Perhaps we should think about the benefits of low-stakes testing,
         one educational researcher suggested. His study showed that the best way to get students
         to remember material is to quiz them on it often, and have each individual grade count
         for very little. 
      

      
      Perhaps instead of more test preparation we should invest more in teacher preparation.
         Good teachers need not only know how to balance the needs of the individual with those
         of the group—yet another dichotomy to add to those you listed in your previous letter—but
         they also have to acknowledge the inherent asymmetrical teacher/student relationship
         and be able to move past it when the situation shifts—because it almost always does.
         Is there a good teacher in a classroom anywhere who won’t acknowledge having learned
         from his or her students? That’s another truth about the student/teacher relationship
         that gets very little media attention: it’s reciprocal. Or it should be. 
      

      
      So yes, let’s double teachers’ salaries, as the speaker at NYU suggested. Some undeserving
         people may benefit at first, granted, but not for long. Let’s think of teachers as
         professionals. In Mrs. Haralick’s day, teaching was a high-prestige, low-income job.
         Today, it’s low prestige as well, and many young people don’t consider it as a possible
         career. Those who do aren’t planning on getting rich. Many of them believe in service.
         Many feel, as I did, that to become a teacher is to repay a debt to your own teachers.
         Finding these people and offering them a way to earn a decent salary and to be treated
         as professionals is key. 
      

      
      When I began work at the foundation, I sought advice from friends who had spent years
         working in the not-for-profit world, and one of the best pieces of advice I received
         was this: look for people, not ideas. And this has proven true. Good ideas aren’t
         exactly a dime a dozen, but they are easier to come upon than people who can execute.
         It’s the singer, not the song, as Mick Jagger told us.
      

      
      In the end, I suppose it all comes down to economics, just as you claim. It’s more
         clear to me than ever that my education was stellar because I was lucky enough to
         be born during the postwar boom, a time of real growth, an era during which the gap
         between the upper and lower classes was much less glaring, when the middle class was
         ascendant thanks to the GI Bill and other legislation like it designed precisely to
         bolster the middle class. My husband’s father supported a family of five on a teacher’s
         salary. As for Mrs. Haralick, well, she probably taught because she wanted to—Mr.
         Haralick was an attorney. 
      

      
      Today, no discussion about school gets very far before economics intrudes, particularly
         the issue of income inequity. For example, our foundation cofounded and supports the
         High School Ethics Bowl. This event, adapted from the Intercollegiate Ethics Bowl,
         conceived of nearly twenty years ago by Dr. Robert Ladenson, is similar to debate
         in that two teams face each other to discuss a timely or timeless ethical dilemma,
         but differs from debate very significantly in that teams do not have to take antithetical
         positions. Instead, they meet to discuss, analyze, and critique the positions they’ve
         taken about a case they’ve had months to prepare. We downplay the competition in favor
         of collaboration. It’s a wonderful event—several teachers have told me that it’s provided
         them with the best educational experience they’ve ever had—and we know this because
         in postevent surveys, students say things like, “We never have a chance to think for
         ourselves as we did here,” “I never knew things were so complex,” and “I learned to
         think about issues from other perspectives.” Perhaps the most telling commentary on
         the Ethics Bowl came from a disappointed student I overheard talking to a friend:
         “Even when you lose,” he said, “you learn so much.” 
      

      
      I have two reactions when I read these comments. First, it’s a national disgrace that
         students can be in high school without having learned to appreciate complexity. Second,
         go Ethics Bowl! 
      

      
      As new as the event is, however, we are already running head-on into issues of equity.
         Last year, at the Nationals, a team from a wealthy Long Island district faced a team
         from a poorer district in Palm Beach County, Florida. As the scores were being tabulated,
         and after learning that all the students on both teams were seniors, one of the judges
         innocently asked where everyone was going to college. Yale, Princeton, Berkeley, deciding
         between Columbia and Duke, came the answers on one side of the room. Agricultural
         colleges, community colleges, were the answers on the other. A very uncomfortable
         silence ensued, as you can imagine.
      

      
      Is this wonderful event going to devolve into yet another illustration of how unfair
         our educational system is?
      

      
      Your talk about how educational dollars aren’t targeted on individual instruction
         struck home as well. Do you know how much a recent superintendent of schools in Syosset
         earned per year? Over $400,000—and I believe she had a driver at her disposal as well.
         
      

      
      Syosset now is a wealthy district. It was wealthy thirty years ago when my husband
         and I were scouting good school districts, and couldn’t find a single affordable house
         there. But when I was a student in Syosset, it was solidly middle class—or else my
         family wouldn’t have been able to move there. My father was an engineer; my mother
         didn’t work outside the home. Yes, there were wealthier sections—Muttontown, and The
         Gates in Woodbury—and probably my impressions are skewed because of the two junior
         high schools that fed into the high school I attended the one in the more modest-income
         catchment area. In fact, I well remember meeting kids from the better side of the
         tracks and being blown away by the size of their houses, the fact that their fathers
         were doctors, that they went on European vacations. But the wealthy were confined
         to relatively small enclaves. And yet we managed to attract teachers who let us listen
         to “Eve of Destruction” and “Hey Jude”—and you.
      

      
      It wasn’t a golden era; I don’t want to fall into the retrospective trap of praising
         “the good old days.” When I was a girl and began setting my pattern of doing well
         in school, my father and grandfather used to tease me that at the rate I was going,
         grade-wise, I would be the first female president. Acknowledging the compliment, I
         knew it was a total joke—there could be no women presidents. Thankfully, no girl today
         harbors this misconception. Civil rights, LGBT rights—so much is so much better for
         so many more people. To say nothing of seat belts and air bags. 
      

      
      So I don’t want to romanticize or sentimentalize or idealize education in 1968. There
         was a lot of grumbling. I remember wondering why the hell we had to read The Scarlet Letter, which seemed so ancient next to Catch-22. As indeed it was. But you helped us create the context in which we could see its
         importance—not by insisting that it was simple, but by saying, in effect, “This is
         hard, but worth it.” Hard but worth it. That sounds like a foreign concept. Today
         the emphasis is on making everything easy.
      

      
      But remember the lesson the executives at the Betty Crocker company learned. Their
         scientists created a cake mix for which all a housewife had to do was add water—and
         the product didn’t sell. When they removed the powdered egg and instructed housewives
         to crack an egg and stir it in herself, cake mixes flew off supermarket shelves. Bakers,
         it appears, apparently had to feel as if they were doing something, contributing something;
         otherwise, it was too easy.
      

      
      Hard but worth it. I guess that’s my mantra of the day. 

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 15

      To Reach Judgments

      
         
         
      

      
      August 7, 2017

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      Well, I’m sorry, but I’m about to mount another of my soapboxes.

      
      It’s really frustrating to hear about high school students like the Ethics Bowl team
         from Palm Beach County—because the fact is, cost should not be the factor that keeps
         talented kids from attending colleges like Yale and Princeton and Columbia. And I’m
         not using “should not” as a way of saying it’s indefensible but nonetheless true.
         It’s not true that the costs at these schools are too high for kids from Palm Beach County,
         or from North Philadelphia, or from the less affluent areas of Long Island (we both
         know there are some) or other parts of the country. 
      

      
      I’ve volunteered, over the years, as an alumni/ae interviewer for the Harvard Admissions
         Office—a role that also involves functioning as an information source for potential
         applicants and their families, guidance counselors, and teachers. And the misunderstanding
         I’ve spent the most time trying to clear up is the true cost of attending Harvard. 
      

      
      Here’s the truth, as I summarized it for the guidance counselors in Philadelphia:
         for a qualified applicant graduating from a high school like Simon Gratz, it would
         cost less to attend Harvard than Penn State.
      

      
      “How can that be?” they would ask. “How can a private, out-of-state college cost less than the public state college?”
      

      
      Two key factors: aid-blind admissions . . . and a policy of meeting 100 percent of
         each student’s demonstrated need for all four years—without relying on student loans. As a result, fully 70 percent of Harvard students are receiving
         financial aid today. Twenty percent of the students’ parents—those with gross household
         incomes of $65,000 or less—are not expected to pay anything toward the cost of their
         children’s education. And families with incomes up to $150,000 still qualify for enough
         financial aid to keep the parental contribution to no more than 10 percent of their
         income.
      

      
      How might this information have changed the conversation after your Ethics Bowl? I
         don’t know anything about Berkeley and Duke, but all the other Ivy League colleges
         have adopted essentially the same admissions and financial aid policies. So maybe
         there wouldn’t have been the same stark contrast between the college plans of the
         Long Island team and the Florida team—because the result of these policies is that
         the comparison I made for the Philadelphia guidance counselors is true for something
         like 90 percent of American high school students: the cost of attending an Ivy League
         college will be lower than the cost of their state school. 
      

      
      In addition, Ivy League students have among the lowest loan burdens when they graduate—averaging about $10,000 at Harvard, about $9,000
         at Yale, and only a bit over $5,000 at Princeton, with default rates ranging from
         about 1 percent at Harvard to a little over 2 percent at Princeton. 
      

      
      Why are comparative default rates worth examining? Because they’re good indicators
         of the typical employment prospects for a college’s graduates: if you’ve got a job
         that pays a decent salary, you’re less likely to default on your loans. So it’s interesting
         that the default rates among students at for-profit colleges are much higher. They
         say they’re equipping their students to get “good-paying jobs,” but they account for
         more than half of all the student loan defaults nationwide. The multilocation University
         of Phoenix, for example, has had a default rate in recent years of more than 26 percent.
         
      

      
      Now, as you know already, I don’t agree that “good-paying jobs” are a good reason
         for going to college. I think there’s only one good reason for going to college: because
         you want to learn things you can’t learn—at least not as well—anywhere else. That
         would include things like political science and biochemistry, aerodynamics and English.
         And of course those studies can lead ultimately to careers—becoming a lawyer or a
         doctor, an engineer or a teacher. But I think the learning should be the motivation, not the career objective. 
      

      
      Not that there’s anything wrong (as they used to say on Seinfeld ) with career objectives. But too often, I think, “career objective” is just a euphemism
         for materialism and even greed: making career decisions based on money—i.e., the most money—and going into private equity, hedge funds or investment banking as a result.
         But if people are determined to make their life decisions based on purely financial
         return on investment, then the statistics make it pretty clear that the Ivies are
         better investments than the for-profits. (And you might actually get a real education,
         involving some real learning, in addition to the material benefits.) 
      

      
      Which gets back to the question of what a “real education” is. I think most of what
         we’ve been saying so far suggests that education has more to do with learning than
         with training, more to do with overall patterns of thought than with specific skills,
         more to do with uncovering potential and pursuing interests than with taking tests
         and fitting into pigeonholes. Maybe that’s why some of Harvard’s most famous current
         graduates—Matt Damon, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg—didn’t actually graduate. I don’t
         know how they’d explain their decisions to drop out, but I expect it would boil down
         to having finished learning what they needed to learn from college.
      

      
      For most people, however, whatever their reasons for going to college, I’d submit
         that becoming educated typically involves graduating. So here’s another illuminating
         statistic: the University of Phoenix has had a graduation rate of only 10 percent.
         Harvard’s graduation rate is 98 percent. 
      

      
      Okay . . . getting off that soapbox. 

      
      I was in Albany when “Eve of Destruction” was getting airplay, and your mention of
         it evoked an immediate memory of Barry McGuire’s delivery, which caused me to feel
         as if I needed to clear my throat every time I heard the song. I remember being surprised
         that McGuire—once a member of the New Christy Minstrels, a folk group known for such
         pleasantly upbeat songs as “This Land Is Your Land” and “Green Green”—would make such
         an activist recording. (He may have surprised himself: I heard some years later that
         he had become a born-again Christian and disavowed the song.) And I remember that
         it was still on jukeboxes in 1966, when Barry Sadler released “Ballad of the Green
         Berets,” in effect launching the War of the Barrys. 
      

      
      It’s no news that the sixties were a highly politicized era. It took real courage
         for Mrs. P. to let the junior high Literati Society study “Eve of Destruction.” A
         majority of the country—including a majority of the people in Syosset, I’m sure, and
         probably Mrs. P. herself—still supported the war in Vietnam. The same majority was
         still questioning the urgency of the push for racial equality and women’s rights,
         and still opposed a host of other once-radical ideas that many of us take almost for
         granted today. There were even radio stations that refused to play “Eve of Destruction”
         because its lyrics were too antiestablishment. 
      

      
      So I think you’re right to acknowledge that we’ve made some progress—socially and
         culturally, at least. Maybe not a lot of progress, certainly not enough, but some.
         
      

      
      But you know what? The present era is no less politicized than the sixties. Let me
         tell you a story about Sarasota, Florida, which is where my current persona—neither
         teacher nor student nor even parent—is living. 
      

      
      Sarasota County is known for having good public schools—including Florida’s first
         and only public school for intellectually gifted students—and is one of only ten school
         districts in the state that have been graded A by the Florida Department of Education.
         In fact, most of the individual schools have been graded A, and there are no schools graded D or F. The grades are determined in large part by standardized testing,
         of course. But there are other factors as well—like overall graduation rate, graduation
         rate for at-risk students, accelerated coursework participation and performance—so
         I’ll give the state a pass, for the moment, on the adequacy of their evaluation methods.
      

      
      And I’ve been impressed by the Sarasota County voters’ support for their schools.
         Early in 2014, there was a referendum on a four-year renewal of a supplemental 1-mil
         property tax used mostly to fund salaries, including the district’s art, music, drama,
         and dance teachers. It passed—with nearly 77 percent of the vote.
      

      
      But there are some things about Florida schools that seem strange to someone who spent
         his entire life, until now, in the Northeast. To begin with, there are a lot fewer
         school districts. Our local schools are the Sarasota County schools, not Sarasota City. By state law, there are only 74 districts statewide—compared to nearly 250 in Massachusetts,
         500 in Pennsylvania, and more than 700 in New York. So Florida school boards are drawn
         from much larger areas than those in the Northeast—from entire counties, rather than
         single communities. And in Florida, when a board member resigns unexpectedly, the
         replacement is not elected, but appointed—and not by the remaining board members,
         or the district superintendent, or even the state education department, but by the
         governor.
      

      
      That’s exactly what just happened in Sarasota County. The governor had four replacement
         candidates to choose from: one who had experience as a school board member in Connecticut,
         another who had been director of long-range planning for the Sarasota school district,
         a third with thirty-seven years of experience as a professor of education in New York,
         and a thirty-one-year-old college dropout (from two community colleges and Florida
         International University) who claimed her primary qualifications were being a mother
         (she had an eight-month-old daughter) and a businesswoman (she was an insurance agent
         and had once been a Gucci salesclerk). 
      

      
      Which one did the governor appoint? The one who just happens to be the wife of a state
         committeeman for the governor’s party.
      

      
      Granted, this is a pretty extreme example, but I think it’s symptomatic of a more
         generalized problem. I think lots of people believe being a parent—or a businessperson,
         or a butcher, baker, or candlestick-maker—provides sufficient expertise to reach judgments
         about schools and teachers and education in general. I think they also believe teaching
         doesn’t require any particular knowledge or talent: “Oh, maybe I’ll teach someday,”
         they say—as if it’s something anyone can take up after they’ve grown tired of some
         “real” job.
      

      
      Maybe this is the flip side of movies like To Sir with Love (to cite an example from the era we’ve been recalling) . . . or, moving through the
         decades, like Stand and Deliver, School of Rock, or Freedom Writers. Sure, they make heroes out of teachers. And sure, they make it clear that teaching
         takes motivation and dedication, passion and compassion. But they also make it seem
         as if you can master the job—and accomplish miraculous turnarounds for your students—in
         just a little over one hundred minutes. Or certainly, allowing for dramatic license,
         in no more than a couple of marking periods.
      

      
      It’s tempting to believe that some people—Jimmy McPartlin, for example, or Mrs. Haralick,
         or my mother—are “born teachers.” But the more I think about it, the less I believe
         there’s any such thing as a born teacher. Teaching, especially teaching well, is too difficult for anyone to know how to do it from birth—or even from graduation.
      

      
      I certainly didn’t know how to do it in my first year out of college. By the time
         you walked into my classroom, I’d benefited (although that probably isn’t the word
         I’d have chosen at the time) from a yearlong trial by fire in Coxsackie. Followed
         by a year of formalized teacher training, including a semester of student teaching
         in the Albany State lab school. Followed by my first year in Syosset. And I was still
         learning. And you’re right that much of what I was learning came from you and my other
         students.
      

      
      You say you can’t imagine how I remember you. I remember a demanding student who had
         to be convinced that the various assignments I handed out were really worth doing.
         But that resistance was the product of skepticism, not laziness. It wasn’t hard to
         see that you were a very motivated student—self-motivated, in fact—but it took some effort to channel your motivations into the directions
         the class needed to go. Once you turned, on the other hand, you grasped the ideas
         very quickly, and tended to get caught up in your eagerness to learn more. 
      

      
      You were open to exploring new ideas, and you seemed to get an almost sensual pleasure
         out of the process—testing them with your teeth, like an ancient merchant with a coin,
         then rolling them around in your mouth to get the full flavor . . . listening carefully
         to hear all the harmonics and rhythmic nuances . . . sniffing tentatively, then inhaling
         deeply . . . handling them, squeezing them, bouncing them . . . and then deciding
         whether to pocket or discard them. 
      

      
      And you showed some intriguing contradictions: despite your innate curiosity and intellectual
         openness, you did have preconceptions about what I (and, I suppose, your other teachers)
         should be teaching you—and how. And despite your academic sophistication, you seemed
         personally reserved, maybe a bit unsure of yourself socially. I sensed a conflict
         going on inside you—whether to stay true to “thine own self,” or to revise your Self
         to become some version of the All-American Prom Queen. Or maybe the reverse of that—a
         kind of arty-farty proto-hippie.
      

      
      So one of the things I wanted to do with you—felt I needed to do with you—was to help
         you find some platforms, literary and philosophical foundations, for building and
         refining and reinforcing your self-concept. That’s something that was very much at
         the heart of the kind of education that was going on in Syosset in the late sixties.
         We were trying to help you get ready for Life—an intellectually vibrant, openly creative
         life; a life of continuous challenge and learning and growth.
      

      
      I remember being curious about how you’d turn out. It’s so cool finding out that the
         answer is: very well indeed.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 16

      Seduced by “Observable Goals”

      
         
         
      

      
      September 13, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
         Roberta—You have been much more than just another girl-type student in Syosset. Your
               sensitivity, your compassion, your humanity—in the much-overused word, your lovingness—are
               far more valuable than any thing that could be recorded, tested or measured. Any questioning
               you’re doing—of yourself, your goals, your society (on any scale), your life—is important
               primarily because you’re important. It doesn’t probably matter what you do during
               the balance of your life because whatever it is, it will necessarily be infused with
               the importance you carry with you. But I would ask one thing of you—that you refuse—literally—to
               compromise yourself, that you not settle for less than what is possible, that you
               expand your perceptions and concerns, that you really involve, not just engage, yourself
               in the quest (the only one that matters) for humanity in the world and your life.
               Keep in touch. I’d like to know who you become. George McDermott

      

      Reading words you wrote long ago is probably as cringeworthy for you as it is for
         me to read about myself. In my thirty-year career as a writer, I’ve written about
         nearly everyone I know, concentrating most heavily on my families—of origin, and the
         nuclear one David and I created. My husband never minds reading about himself: he
         proudly asserts to anyone who will listen that he comes off better in print than in
         person. My mother begged me, after my fourth book about the family came out, to stop
         writing about her. I wish I could say I respected her wishes.
      

      
      My sons? I have no idea how they will feel when they read about themselves in years
         to come. To date, they’ve avoided reading about themselves, especially my older son,
         about whom much has been written. Since he was the first, each phase we went through
         together proved worthy of reflection, and from there, for me, it’s natural to put
         pen to paper (so to speak). 
      

      
      Just about everything I’ve ever published began not as an image or a story, as it
         does for some writers, but as a puzzle. I catch myself ruminating over something—a
         conversation, a song snippet rattling around my brain, a puzzling look, a mistake—and
         realize that I need to figure out why this particular phenomenon has captured my interest.
         Why was being the mother of an infant so difficult for me, such a far cry from what
         I’d been led to believe by reading books about motherhood with those gauzy covers?
         That was the impetus for my first book. How could I justify having a Bar Mitzvah for
         my older son when I wasn’t comfortable with organized religion? That led to another.
         That’s why it was so startling to read your remembered observations of how I reacted
         to the material you presented in class, turning it over in my mind, testing it . .
         . a process that’s older than I realized.
      

      
      When my younger son recently complained that I’d written more about his older brother
         than about him, I had to admit that this was true but assured him that he was the
         subject of one of my favorite pieces. It’s included in an anthology of essays about
         living with teenagers, and no book in this genre has a better title: I Wanna Be Sedated: 30 Writers on Parenting Teenagers. My essay, called “Junior Year,” describes Jake’s assiduous effort to slack off during
         the year that counted most—“Relax,” he said of the marking period when he passed Spanish
         by a single point—driving my husband and me deeper and deeper to (figurative) drink.
      

      
      “I sound like a jerk in this,” Jake said, reading the essay for the first time. He
         seemed genuinely stung, and for a moment, I questioned the whole enterprise—writing
         it at all, giving it to him to read.
      

      
      “Keep reading,” I assured him, even though my heart was in my throat. 

      
      And sure enough, he soon started smiling when he came to the turning point of the
         essay, as I described how I came to see the situation through his eyes and realized
         that he had his own way of learning and processing information. Grades were simply
         less important to him than they were to any other member of our family. He’s the hero
         at the end, the Zen master, as I tell my husband. And to my huge relief, Jake was
         smiling by the time he finished reading. But that experience brought home the parlous
         endeavor in which writers engage whenever we write about people we know—which, for
         many of us, is basically all the time. 
      

      
      And because I know many writers, and have a fairly wide social circle, I’ve also seen
         myself turn up as a character in other people’s sentences—never an easy and rarely
         a pleasant experience. In fact, it almost always leaves me feeling queasy. “But that’s
         not really me!” we protest. As if we could persuade someone else out of her own perceptions.
      

      
      So forgive me for quoting you above, from 1969. It’s what you wrote in my yearbook,
         and I’ve always found it a bit unsettling. What did you mean by “girl-type”? That
         put me off a bit. But what really perplexed me was the part about it not really mattering
         much what I ended up doing. Of course what I ended up doing would matter! How could
         it not! If that didn’t matter, what did? 
      

      
      Reading it now, after a space of many years, and in the context of our reacquaintance
         through these letters, not only does everything make sense, but I’m also pretty much
         knocked out by how well you knew me. In fact, your insights about me were so on the
         mark that I’m retrospectively embarrassed—was I really that much of an open book?
         Or were you really paying that much attention? 
      

      
      I was caught between two groups, pulled in two different directions. Tugging on one
         arm were the literary magazine crowd, the ones who shut themselves in the tiny magazine
         office, a glorified closet, really; turned out the lights; and listened to Dylan’s
         “Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” all afternoon, discussing which subways would deposit
         us directly in the heart of The Village instead of editing submissions to the magazine.
         On the other side, equally alluring, was the yearbook staff, those trying hard to
         be good students, attending Homecoming games, finding boyfriends. Now it all sounds
         very Whitmanesque, but as a teen I couldn’t embrace my contradictions; they were a
         source of agony for me. I didn’t know who I was, who I wanted to align with—or rather,
         I wanted to be everyone. I was greedy—that was the secret side I showed no one. I
         wanted to be everything at once.
      

      
      Your more recent reflections about me are equally accurate, and surprise me as well.
         I never experience myself, then or now, as demanding or skeptical. I thought I kept
         my objections to your syllabus to myself—but I guess not. That’s youth for you. And
         speaking of youth, your yearbook inscription reveals a very young side of you. “Never
         compromise.” As if that’s possible. 
      

      
      That you knew me so well, that you could write about me with such insight, is frankly
         astonishing. Just this week I read an essay claiming that successful students are
         lucky enough to have two good experiences: teachers who were mentors, and the opportunity
         to work in their field of interest. You, apparently, provided both of these experiences
         for me, as did my other English teachers. You paid attention; you took the time to
         know your students, to make us feel as if we registered on your radar, that we weren’t
         just names or grade point averages in an attendance book. 
      

      
      About fifteen years ago, I wanted to write a book that would analyze my experience
         at Syosset High. I’d already done some research: I’d sought out Gus Franza and had
         a conversation with him about giving the teachers in his department autonomy to teach
         the books they loved. I had my thesis in mind.
      

      
      But editors told me that education books don’t sell. At that time in my career, I
         couldn’t afford to write a book with no prospects, so I abandoned it. But I never
         abandoned the idea that it would have been a good book. In fact, I feel as if these
         letters are accomplishing what I hoped that book might. And I think the truth is that
         many people who complain about education don’t really want to read about it or think
         about long-term, organic solutions—they just want it fixed. They just want it to magically
         work—the same way many people resist changing their diet or exercising, preferring
         to take pills or even undergo surgery. (I can’t resist another analogy: When a doctor
         prescribes a medication that the patient doesn’t take, no one blames the doctor. But
         when a teacher prescribes homework and it goes undone, it’s the teacher’s fault.)
      

      
      The reality is that education is messy and inefficient because people and relationships
         are messy and inefficient, and education takes place between people. Those who don’t
         teach have no idea of how relationship-rich the profession is. If you had four classes
         (or five?) with 25 kids in each (or more), that’s over 100 people you had to interact
         with on a daily basis for 186 days a year. Just from having two children, I know how
         hard it is to maintain ties to both, to make sure neither feels he is the favorite,
         to understand that fairness doesn’t mean giving both the same thing but each what
         he needs. Balancing these two children was an exhausting enterprise and frankly why
         I couldn’t envision having another. 
      

      
      Besides being complicated, human relationships are never stable. As we’ve discussed,
         in the best classrooms, teachers learn from students and students become teachers.
         In what other profession does this happen? It’s not just kindergarten teachers who
         have to be able to tolerate tumult and mess as part of their job description. 
      

      
      Of course, in later grades the tumult, mess, and chaos need to be only closely controlled.
         Experienced teachers know when to let the rope out and when to pull it in. They also
         do their work behind the scenes. Ars est celare artem—true art is to conceal art. When I went to observe a high school philosophy club
         one spring afternoon in a high school near my home, I found about forty students sitting
         in a jagged circle, discussing the question, “Can you do something bad for a good
         reason?” 
      

      
      Although their teacher sat at a desk in the circle, she was largely silent, letting
         the students run the lively and heated discussion. It was remarkable to see how the
         students allowed tempers to flare and found ways to cool them, how they managed to
         encourage shy students, how they quieted the garrulous. To someone who didn’t know
         what happens in classrooms, it would have seemed as if the teacher had nothing to
         do with this. She didn’t even have to be in the room. But as a former teacher, I knew
         she’d spent months working with her students so that they could run a philosophical
         discussion themselves, and then worked to erase her own traces—to all but the trained
         eye.
      

      
      When I pulled out my yearbook to find your quote, I found that I’d saved a number
         of issues of the school newspaper, The Pulse, and one headline caught my eye: “Senior Class Chooses McPartlin as Graduation Speaker.”
         I’d forgotten this. But how significant that the senior class—not just my friends
         in the honor classes but the entire grade—had chosen him to speak rather than a stuffed
         shirt chosen by the principal or superintendent, someone who would talk about the
         day as “the first day of the rest of your life.” 
      

      
      Another victory for the class of ’69.

      
      Those were heady days for students; it was a time when we were learning about our
         own power. These days, not so much—not since we outsourced education to the business
         community. Your story about the Sarasota board was truly frightening. I went to a
         school board meeting soon after moving to my community, thinking that it was a good
         way to meet people and get involved. I could barely sit through it. It was so clear
         that everyone there had an agenda to advance and that no one was interested in listening
         to anyone else—and no one had the benefit of any educational experience except their
         own, as students. A profession, I recently learned, is defined, in part, as a field
         in which practitioners judge themselves. Doctors submit to peer review; teachers should
         judge other teachers according to criteria they devise—not devised by businesspeople
         from the companies who publish educational material. 
      

      
      We’ve become seduced by “observable goals.” My son, the sixth-grade history teacher,
         told me that this new school year got off to a good start because many of his last-year
         students stopped by to say hi and say that they will miss him. Observable? Last year,
         a seventh-grade teacher took the time to tell my son that when she surveyed her students
         about their feelings about history, many of them talked about my son’s class the previous
         year, and how he had inspired them. Observable? 
      

      
      Sometimes what’s observable can’t be quantified. When I took education courses in
         college, I’d sit in an ivy-laced building with huge windows and well-traversed wood
         floors and listen to esteemed professors lecture on the history and philosophy of
         education, about which I remember nearly nothing. Tuesday mornings I’d wake up early,
         leave my dorm, walk past the statue of Athena on the campus and through the impressive
         iron gates, heading south on Broadway to 108th Street and east into Spanish Harlem.
         In 1972, the streets were garbage strewn. I walked past a funeral home, bodegas, open
         hydrants, wash hanging in windows—it was an entirely different universe from the one
         in which I lived, and just a few hundred paces away. 
      

      
      The large public school where I student taught sat like a fortress on Columbus Avenue.
         I made my way to Gerry Gordon’s sixth-grade classroom on the third floor. He was white,
         in his thirties, Jewish, a new father; his students were all dark-haired, dark-eyed,
         Spanish-speaking sixth graders. And they had a love affair going, a love affair that
         eventually included me because they saw Gerry liked me. Forty years later, I can’t
         remember a single lesson or a single individual child—but I do remember when a group
         of girls presented me with a little purse on my last day with them, a purse I kept
         for many years; and even more than that, I remember the spirit in the room—of genuine
         affection and mutual respect. Gerry had created that. But what is “that”? I can still
         recall it; I smile just to think of that classroom—but how can I capture it?
      

      
      What are the qualities of a good teacher? Like artists, like parents, the best ones
         erase themselves yet somehow magically remain present. They take their students seriously.
         Perhaps that’s the most important job requirement of all. For me, being with teachers
         like you and McP provided a kind of time-out, a moment of stasis during which the
         ever-pressing future was held at bay, and we could look around at where we were, what
         we were thinking at the time. The books we studied that year in your class, and the
         world they were drawn from, the adult world, were realities on which we could not
         impose ourselves. They existed like mountains, like features of the landscape, to
         which we had to accommodate ourselves; we had to stretch our minds, we had to find
         new emotions, we had to acknowledge truths we hadn’t before in order to make any headway
         at all. This is how different humans can be, they told us. This is what can happen
         in an unpredictable world, and these are consequences, and this is how life goes on—or
         doesn’t.
      

      
      Quantify that. 

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 17

      How to Be Human

      
         
         
      

      
      October 7, 2014

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      Of course I feel some discontent with my inscription in your yearbook. But the only
         part I find really cringeworthy is the very beginning, the part you say puzzled you—“girl-type
         student in Syosset.” That’s just flat-out weird. But I do remember how it came to
         be, so let me explain.
      

      
      I’ll start with a confession. In 1969, I was still having trouble adjusting to some
         aspects of what was then known as “women’s lib,” and language issues were among the
         most troublesome for me. You know, learning to use gender-neutral locutions like firefighter and salesperson, finding syntactical alternatives for him and her, and most relevant to your yearbook, avoiding terms like girl when referring to a person who was actually (or arguably) a woman. 
      

      
      The trouble was, by the time I remembered that third caveat, I’d already written “girl”
         in your yearbook. In ink. And crossing it out seemed like it would be defacing the
         page. So I came up with “girl-type student in Syosset” in an attempt to transform
         girl into an acceptably nonpatronizing, quasi-gender-neutral phrase. An attempt that obviously
         failed. 
      

      
      I don’t think I’d change much of the rest, though—not the ideas, at least—because
         I think that’s exactly what I should have been saying to you back then. And I’m gratified to see that my younger self
         was capable of saying it. 
      

      
      It’s too bad teachers don’t have some kind of superpower that grants them magical
         insights into their students’ hearts and minds. Because you’re right: teacher/student
         relationships are crucial to education. I knew in Syosset, as I know now, that a teacher’s
         effectiveness is directly proportional to his ability (or her ability; there’s that gender-neutral hassle again) to read his or her students, to
         assess their individual strengths and needs and vulnerabilities—to know them, and to use that knowledge to build relationships with them, and then to use
         those relationships to help them learn. 
      

      
      But it’s not exactly a news flash that people can be difficult to read . . . and relationships
         are tricky things. There were students I didn’t know as well as I knew you; and, believe
         it or not, there were others I knew better. At least, I think I knew them better:
         none of them has been in touch the way you have. And, frankly, it’s hard to be sure
         how well you know your own children, your spouse, even yourself—let alone students
         who’ve been in your class (one of your classes) for a single year. 
      

      
      A couple of years ago, I got a Facebook message from John Slocum, just as I did from
         you. John was in your class at Syosset—another bright student, wholesome and all-American,
         but quieter than you and your friends, maybe a bit shy, so I was even more surprised
         to hear from him than I’d been to hear from you. If I’d been challenged to say how
         well I’d reached John when he was my student, I’d have guessed that my influence had
         been negligible at best. But, as I said, relationships are tricky. And it can be even
         trickier to identify the factors that forge memories in a relationship—whether it’s
         a teacher/student relationship, a friendship, or even just a chance encounter at a
         business meeting.
      

      
      When I was working as a speechwriter, my clients would frequently start whining when
         I insisted on paying careful attention to virtually every sentence in their speeches.
      

      
      “Why do we have to nitpick every detail,” they’d ask, “when we all know the audience
         won’t remember more than 10 percent of what I say?”
      

      
      “Because,” I’d answer, “we don’t know which 10 percent they’re going to remember.”
      

      
      I could never have predicted what John remembered from junior English.

      
      “I remember you cutting your hair and shaving your beard when you started to work
         for Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign,” he wrote. 
      

      
      I did work for Kennedy’s campaign. But I had forgotten about the changes I made to
         my personal grooming, which may have been motivated by Dave Pardoe, one of the social
         studies teachers, who was very politically connected with Long Island Democrats and
         who recruited me for Kennedy.
      

      
      John also mentioned a couple of memories that involved personal interactions. “There
         was one day when one of the girls was being picked on for some reason,” he said, “and
         you stood up for her (I think you said something about giving people an ‘F’ for discrimination).
         And I recall one day in class something needed to be looked up in the dictionary and
         you threw the book to me. I think somebody was surprised that I caught it, and you
         said something about seeing my name in the track meet results. I never expected that
         anyone, especially a teacher, would look at these or care.”
      

      
      I have no memory at all of the first incident, although it does sound like something
         I’d do since I’ve always been outraged by bullying. There’s a little bit of the second
         lurking in one of the dustiest corners of my mind, but it’s pretty sketchy. And neither
         one is something I ever intended to lodge in my students’ long-term memories. Clearly,
         what’s true for speeches is equally true, maybe even more so, for teachers: there’s
         no way we can predict what our students will remember. 
      

      
      But it’s interesting—and, I think, illuminating—that John’s top-of-mind memories did
         not include, say, the rules for using the subjunctive voice, or even a discussion
         of innocence as a theme in American literature. I know I taught those things (yes,
         even the subjunctive voice), and I do think they can be worth knowing—for some people,
         at some level of awareness. But I also know that John’s final comment reflected precisely
         what I’d hoped he’d take with him from Syosset: “I think that sometimes it is not
         so much what you learn about a subject as what you learn about values and life that
         are important.” 
      

      
      I’ll give him a retrospective A+ for that comment. If you’d been able to eavesdrop
         on conversations in the Syosset faculty lunch room and lounge, you’d have heard many
         of the teachers saying essentially the same thing in the late sixties. 
      

      
      The idea was that the most fundamentally important thing any person is capable of
         being is human, so the most important thing any school can teach is how to be human—with all the sensitivity, compassion, and dignity that implies. The idea
         was that humanness is the prerequisite for everything else a person can be—rich man,
         poor man, beggar man, thief, doctor, lawyer, Indian chief—so the primary task of the
         schools was to help students learn to be, not to be Something. 
      

      
      To be honest, there were lots of people in the sixties who disagreed with the methods
         and objectives we were advocating, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there are even more
         who would disagree with them today. In fact, I can almost hear people accusing us
         of indoctrinating students according to some politically motivated agenda. And, in
         spite of the obvious contradiction, I can hear the same critics charging us with twisting
         our students’ minds into embracing “relativism,” “permissiveness,” and “multiple,
         subjective truths.”
      

      
      Nope. We weren’t interested in doing any of that. The only molding we wanted to do
         was to help you become people who could create your own political agenda, and who were capable of applying rigorous, disciplined judgment
         to the “truths” that other people—and institutions—were trying to impose on you. We
         wanted to provide that “moment of stasis,” as you call it. We wanted you to look around at where you were and what you were thinking.
      

      
      And we wanted you to know that, wherever you were and whatever you were thinking,
         you had validity. I suppose that’s what gives rise to the charges of relativism and
         permissiveness and subjectivity. But we didn’t stop there. We also wanted you to know
         that there were other ideas, ideas you hadn’t yet encountered, that also were valid,
         and you should hold your minds open to receiving, examining, and maybe embracing some
         of those ideas. We wanted you to know that the process of thought, of collision with
         other thoughts, of continuous self-examination and reevaluation, is something that
         can keep you alive forever—alert and vital and connected to the experience of being
         human.
      

      
      We believed, and I still believe, that the noblest purpose of education is to help
         human beings become and remain human. So we believed, and I still believe, that education
         must be a total, continuous process, embracing all significant aspects of every student’s
         life. It must extend beyond the school (and of course it does: like it or not, for
         good or for ill, it inevitably includes the influences of family, peers, and community).
         It must be student-centered, not teacher- or administrator- or community- or even
         parent-directed. And it must broaden the student’s experience, not restrict it.
      

      
      I remember suggesting once—in a Syosset faculty meeting of some kind—that even if
         we were doing a good job, we were providing only a fraction of the educational options
         our students deserved . . . and needed. Like lots of people in the late sixties, I’d
         begun questioning many of the established, institutional aspects of the society—including
         traditional, brick-and-mortar schools, which seemed to be characterized more by restrictions
         than by options. Restrictions like class schedules, approved texts, and required subjects.
         Like the formulaic progression from elementary school to junior high or middle school,
         to high school, to trade school or college—each with specific requirements measured
         in years and credits and grade points. 
      

      
      And like mandatory classroom attendance. Yes, even that seemed open to question because
         there were areas of our culture in which no school could instruct, but which were
         no less important simply because the school was ill equipped to deal with them. And
         that’s still true. There’s more knowledge about criminals and the law in a courthouse,
         for example, more about electronics and coding in a high-tech start-up, and more about
         politics in a local party headquarters or political action group than in any school.
         Students interested in such fields were and still are, as McLuhan said, “interrupting
         their educations to go to school.” 
      

      
      It seemed there might be other equally valid and perhaps more relevant means for providing
         additional educational options—maybe some updated versions of internships and apprenticeships.
         If such options were available, then it seemed students should be free to take advantage
         of them—to learn coding, or auto mechanics, or eighteenth-century woodworking techniques—either
         as supplements to their traditional classroom education or instead of it. And if and
         when students chose to drop out of a traditional school in favor of these alternatives,
         it seemed they should still be considered students, not dropouts. And certainly not failures. 
      

      
      I’m pretty sure I’m remembering correctly that some of the other teachers—Ned Sudborough
         in particular—were generous enough to indulge my utopian fantasy. But I’m sure I also
         remember someone (I don’t remember who) pointing out (probably more gently than I
         remember) that such fundamental change could not be accomplished in the schools alone,
         that it would depend on equally sweeping changes in the society as a whole. And of
         course they were right.
      

      
      Those changes have not occurred during the intervening decades. But even if they had,
         I wouldn’t have been able to turn my utopian vision into reality—because it was an
         uncompromising vision of an educational system based on eliminating requirements and
         letting students follow their interests wherever they might lead. No compromise: zero requirements. And you’re right—contrary to my inscription in your yearbook, refusing
         to compromise is unrealistically obdurate and ultimately impossible. 
      

      
      It’s true that children are born curious and naturally motivated to learn. Even truculent teenagers want to understand
         the social structures and cultural icons they disparage. But it’s a rare student who
         wants to learn about subject-verb agreement, or memorize multiplication tables. And yet
         they must. Not all learning can be responsive to students’ existing interests and
         felt needs; some knowledge is so fundamental that it has to be learned, whether students realize they need it or not.
      

      
      But wait a minute. Doesn’t that just bring us back to the question of whether anyone
         needs to know anything . . . or just needs to know where to look? Whether we need knowledge or
         just Internet access?
      

      
      Well, as I said before, I think there are some things we have to know—information that has to be accessible for instantaneous retrieval—like subject-verb
         agreement, and multiplication tables, and the three branches of the American system
         of government. I guess this is the same conviction that undergirds the Common Core.
         And although I do acknowledge that this core knowledge will differ in amount and type
         for different people in differing fields of endeavor, I also conclude that because
         there are things people need to just know, there is also some learning that needs to be required. Contrary to my younger self’s assertions, we do need to compromise on that issue.
         And to be perfectly candid—despite the rhetoric, my younger self believed in compromise,
         too.
      

      
      It’s interesting that John Slocum reminded me of my support for Bobby Kennedy. Like
         many of the other teachers, I had been a McCarthy supporter. But I switched to Kennedy
         virtually as soon as he announced his candidacy. Why? Mostly because of his willingness
         to compromise when necessary in order to achieve progress. Maybe McCarthy shared that
         willingness, but his supporters did not: if the nation was currently here, and they believed it should be there, they considered anything short of 100 percent there to be a failure. Kennedy and his supporters saw the entire spectrum from here to there: if the nation moved from 0 to 40 percent, that was progress; if it moved to 50 or
         60 or 80 percent, that was even better—a victory, not a failure.
      

      
      So where do we need to compromise now? What kind of progress can we hope to see?

      
      Maybe we’ve reached the point in our conversation where we need to move beyond observation
         and critique. Maybe we need to begin constructing a vision of what we’d like to see
         in our public schools today. Not a utopia: we don’t need to achieve a utopia to have
         an effective educational system. But we do need to make progress from where the schools
         are now.
      

      
      Let’s see if we can come up with a series of steps—realistic steps, yielding achievable
         progress—to fix public education in America. I’ll start with two that are really just
         summary variations on themes we’ve already established. 
      

      
      First, stop trying to fix it. That is, stop trying to impose new structures, systems,
         mandates, assessments, utilitarian objectives, and so forth. The essence of education
         is its humanness: that’s one of the things we were getting right back in 1968. And
         it does have to be student-centered. The solution is not to be found in a structure or a
         system or a commission or a review board. It will be found in the students: in their
         interactions with their teachers, and with each other, and, most important, with the
         ideas they’re exposed to.
      

      
      Next, focus on the process, not the results. Or at least not solely on the results.
         The solution is not in objectives—particularly not in quantified measurements. It’s in the process that
         yields seventh graders who tell their teacher that their positive feelings about history
         are because of what—and, more important, how—your son taught them during the previous year.
      

      
      Okay? There’s a beginning. If we keep at it together, maybe eventually we’ll have
         created a plan.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 18

      The Best Lessons

      
         
         
      

      
      November 18, 2014

      
      Dear George,

      
      Here’s my recipe: first, Just Say No—to the business model. It doesn’t translate to
         education. It only works when the product being transacted is tangible, and when the
         transaction is between two equal partners.
      

      
      Knowledge is not a commodity, although we treat it as one. I suppose you could say
         that there are a certain number of “things” children need to know—fifty states, nine
         planets (but what about Pluto?)—but thanks to those exterior brains that no longer
         sit on our desks but are carried around in our pockets, the list of “must knows” is
         shrinking. Everything can be looked up instantly. Then, of course, you have to know
         how to evaluate what you find—Why might Pluto not qualify as a planet? What are the
         competing claims and who is making them?—and how to put it in context and perspective.
         Students need help learning how to think, not what to think.
      

      
      And neither does education take place between two equal partners. Yes, student and
         teacher have equal human dignity, but one of them most likely knows more. That’s not
         to say that teachers can’t learn from students: they do every day (we hope). But it’s
         an asymmetrical relationship with which Americans are notoriously uncomfortable. 
      

      
      Not only that: I’ve been thinking about the ways in which we tend to downplay the
         passive aspect of learning—of putting yourself in the neighborhood of ideas and listening,
         drinking in, marinating yourself in what’s being talked about. 
      

      
      The old adage is true—children are not vessels to be filled but fires to be kindled—but
         it’s also true that we need time to take into ourselves what we learn. There’s an
         element of surrender, of succumbing to an idea or a work of art, of letting it overtake
         you. You give up control in exchange for this ticket to someplace you wouldn’t have
         gotten to on your own. 
      

      
      We don’t cultivate the quality of appreciation that is so central to all learning.
         In today’s mastery-focused learning environment, you’ve either “mastered” the lesson
         or you haven’t. And as we’ve said, certain skills need to be mastered—no question.
         But when you get beyond decoding and simple arithmetic, there’s something to be said
         for cultivating appreciation, and for trusting in the fullness of time. After all,
         a lesson unmastered today may be learned in later life. Lessons don’t have expiration
         dates. 
      

      
      The best lessons take up residence in your brain. Several, throughout my life, have
         stayed with me: listening to opera in sixth grade, analyzing the Pledge of Allegiance
         in seventh grade . . . and, in tenth grade, watching Mr. Sudborough when he couldn’t
         answer a question about the orga-
nizational structure of Catch-22, sketching out the plot on the blackboard so we could figure it out together. 
      

      
      And from your class? It’s not a particular lesson I recall as much as your stance.
         To say you were a contrary presence is too strong, and neither were you an antagonist,
         but you kept yourself at a distance from us. Perhaps you had to, since you were so
         close in age to us. You were like the wall against which we threw the handball and
         awaited its return. From you I learned that some adults thought about the same issues
         I did, only they were better informed, thought about them more systematically, and
         were not going to be persuaded by arguments, however passionate, that weren’t well
         constructed or clearly thought out. Your insistence on providing evidence was annoying
         and often gave rise to uncomfortable but necessary exchanges. 
      

      
      I also learned about the importance of compromise—though I didn’t realize this until
         I read your last letter. As I did, a trace memory arose, of the morning you came into
         school with your beard shaved and hair short(er), just as you recall John remembering.
         You told us that you’d switched your support from McCarthy to Kennedy, and we fought
         you vehemently. You held your ground. You argued for what is, not for what should
         be, and though I couldn’t take it in at the time, I’ve come to realize this philosophy
         has guided my voting ever since. 
      

      
      Of course, perhaps the most important lesson I ever learned in school was my first
         lesson, in kindergarten, when Mrs. Denton asked Maxine S. to read aloud from Sunday’s
         New York Times. This taught me that I wasn’t as smart as I thought I was, and that I had to work
         diligently to catch up, let alone surpass Maxine. 
      

      
      Why do I remember these particular moments out of all the hours, perhaps decades,
         I spent in various classrooms? What common thread do they have? I think it’s simply
         that all the teachers were free to enjoy their autonomy, that they were “empowered,”
         to use an overused word, in their respective classrooms. They taught what they felt
         passionate about. And this passion, conveyed in their tone and dedication, and in
         the respect they felt for the material they were talking about, came through more
         than any particular “learning outcome.” Explicit or not, the time I spent in these
         classrooms prepared me not simply for the next test but for Life with a capital L as it waited outside the room for me, waiting to be lived in the world where ideas
         and ideals mattered. 
      

      
      Scrapping the business model is only my first suggestion. Another is Get Out of Children’s
         Way. But that comes with a corollary: make sure teachers in the classroom know when
         to step in. 
      

      
      When my older son was about two and a half, we were walking on the beach and he saw
         a stick lying in the sand that was bent in a peculiar way. “Like a fish,” he said,
         pointing. If we hadn’t heard him say that, maybe he would have volunteered that information
         again, maybe not. As it was, we were there, and we said, “Yes, that does look like
         a fish. How does it look like a fish? Lots of things look like other things. What
         about that shell; what does this look like?”
      

      
      If a simile or a reflective moment falls in the forest and no one is there to hear
         it, did it happen? 
      

      
      Or take this example. I just watched a documentary about a colleague’s work in a charter
         elementary school in a very poor section of a northern postindustrial city. He and
         his college students lead philosophical discussions with children using picture books
         as prompts. The film shows one particular exchange in which a boy voices an opinion,
         listens to his classmates, and then voices the opposite opinion. 
      

      
      “What happened?” one of the discussion leaders asked him. “Just a few minutes ago,
         you said the opposite of what you just said. . . .”
      

      
      “I changed my mind,” the boy said quietly.

      
      That climactic moment could have passed without anyone hearing it; luckily, the filmmaker
         did. And when the film cuts to my colleague in his office, he explains that this tiny,
         soft-spoken moment was one of his most gratifying. That’s what thinking people do,
         he explained—they change their minds when faced with credible evidence. 
      

      
      A sixth grader I know came home and complained to his grandmother about his tension
         headaches. She asked him why he thought he was getting them. “There’s too much pressure,”
         he said. “Tests, tests, and more tests. And not enough time to study.”
      

      
      Thinking about these examples reminds me of the stage I went through with my friends
         when we were in high school, determined that we would one day create our own schools—“alternative”
         schools—based on our vision of what education should be. This happened around the
         time we discovered Summerhill, the book about a school in England where, according to our reading of it, students
         could basically do whatever the hell they wanted. That became our bible.
      

      
      I’ve been reading about John Dewey for work and was struck by his belief that learning
         comes from doing, that schools need to be hives of activity. This reminds me of Carl
         Sagan’s observation, “If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first
         invent the universe.” 
      

      
      Juxtaposing Dewey and Sagan isn’t much of a stretch: in fact, they are perfect comrades.
         Dewey believed that children should learn by becoming involved in simple, everyday
         activities. To bake an apple pie, for example, is to learn about chemistry, biology,
         physics, agriculture, aesthetics. Everyday knowledge, he claimed, shouldn’t be atomized,
         which is the approach we tend to take. 
      

      
      I rarely thought about my encounter with simple, everyday activities when I was in
         school because I encountered them only in home economics, an experience I can’t recall
         without shuddering. I hated it. It was a class in torture. All girls had to take it,
         while boys took “shop,” which seemed infinitely more appealing. 
      

      
        In home ec, we were given recipes to reproduce during our unit on food; and during
         our unit on clothing, we were given a pattern and told to go buy fabric. My mother
         wasn’t a seamstress—she had a sewing basket (which was really an old candy tin kept
         in the linen closet), but she mostly sewed buttons and repaired straight seams. Walking
         into a fabric store for the first time was a revelation—hundreds and hundreds of bolts
         of scrolled fabrics piled on tabletops, more than could be counted, it seemed. But
         most unexpected was the acrid smell and the way it stung my eyes. Why was that? 
      

      
      Now I know, though no one told us then, that the smell arose from the billions of
         once-live plants and animals composing the fabric, and from the chemicals used to
         treat the fabric they had been turned into. These textiles came from North Carolina
         because the mills in the Massachusetts river towns had all closed due to economic
         forces set in motion before the Civil War. . . . From the fabric store it was a short
         step to a history lesson, and a science lesson and a geography lesson—how did running
         water get turned into electricity anyway? That’s something I still don’t understand
         (I wasn’t a very good science student). Did we discuss any of this during home ec?
         Not for one second. 
      

      
      Neither did we broach the concept of clothing as a civilizing force. We could have
         traced its evolution, from animal skins to miniskirts; talking about the very meaning
         of fashion could have kept us going for many hours. And what about the idea of clothing
         as a means of subjugation—think pantyhose and high heels. Why were men allowed to
         dress foppishly in the eighteenth century but not in the twentieth? Anthropology,
         sociology, gender studies . . . it was all waiting to be tackled, however primitively.
         Instead, we were told, “Here’s your pattern, here’s a scissor, here’s how you operate
         the sewing machine, and by the way, however your dress comes out, you have to wear
         it in the year-end fashion show so make it good.” What a humiliating experience that
         was. I can still recall how my cheeks stung with shame when I had to model my dress
         for all to see. 
      

      
      Home ec could have been, should have been—like a turducken—a science lesson packed
         inside a history lesson packed inside economics while touching on archaeology. Instead,
         it was a flat slice of stale, cold pizza. 
      

      
      I don’t mean to single out home ec. Music was also deadly dull, as was gym. The curriculum
         seemed constructed to squeeze the life out of all these lively subjects. The only
         places that felt alive for me were English and social studies classes. They were like
         labs—thought labs. I liked when you used the word collision in your previous letter: those classrooms were places in which ideas collided, the
         periods time when our opinions bumped up against each other—throwing off heat and
         noise. 
      

      
      Your explanation of why you wrote “girl-type” in my yearbook led me to another realization—that
         feeling uncomfortable is often part of the most important lessons. You didn’t know
         how to address me because the sexist underpinnings of our society were beginning to
         shift back in the 1960s and none of us knew exactly how to react. Yet acknowledging
         our discomfort with what we took for granted was the first step toward defining a
         new, more correct, more equitable position.
      

      
      Perhaps the most shocking thing to me in your last letter is that I didn’t remember
         John Slocum. At first I retrieved only the faintest image of a quiet, average-height,
         thin boy. But when you mentioned that he was in track, he came more to life. It makes
         me realize how isolated I was within my clique of friends. Here was a boy who was
         clearly bright and much more actively political than I was, and yet he was completely
         off my radar. That seems sad, and makes me question my own un-inclusive version of
         how high school benefited me.
      

      
      Well, it wasn’t perfect. It certainly wasn’t diverse. But given this significant lack,
         Syosset High in the late 1960s came as close to an ideal school as I can imagine.
         The classrooms—the ones I was lucky enough to sit in—were filled with students who
         by and large loved learning and saw it as the gift it was. At the front of the room
         were adults who knew their disciplines but also valued the interdisciplinary. They
         knew how to tolerate just enough freedom in a classroom to keep it from tipping into
         chaos; they knew how to listen and, when they could, to forget the clock. They were
         less interested in teaching, perhaps, than in making sure we learned. 
      

      
      I can’t think of a better way to explain it than that—they were less interested in teaching than in making sure we learned. They gave us the opportunity to learn. Because, as the proverb goes, “When the student
         is ready, the teacher appears.” 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 19

      The Crux of the Problem

      
         
         
      

      
      December 23, 2014

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      People say there are certain things we have to take on faith. And so there are. But
         faith can be misplaced: it’s ironic how many things people treat as facts when they’re
         really just so many additional leaps of faith. 
      

      
      Take “data-driven education.” Its advocates speak of it as if all other approaches
         are suspect: as if the word data is somehow synonymous with real and accurate, rendering data-based judgments inherently and always superior to subjective evaluations;
         as if only this “businesslike” approach is founded on facts—as opposed to, I guess,
         the “fictions” perpetrated by the kind of education you and I experienced. And it’s
         this presumed superiority that cost-justifies large-scale testing to generate the
         massive amounts of raw data this approach requires.
      

      
      Well, raw data are unquestionably facts, I suppose. But raw data are meaningless until
         they’re analyzed, interpreted, and applied. And those analyses, interpretations, and
         applications generally involve expressions of faith—not the least of which is the
         belief that the data accurately measure what they’re purported to measure, that the
         test or survey or study is, in statistical terms, valid.
      

      
      For example, lots of people seem to take on faith the validity of the tests that claim
         to measure student achievement. In some cases, the tests may very well be valid. But
         in other cases, I know they’re not, so please bear with me while I tell you another
         story about my experiences in Philadelphia.
      

      
      In Pennsylvania, when I was teaching there, the high-stakes annual achievement tests
         required by No Child Left Behind were known as the PSSA tests. (I hear that the name
         and some aspects of the tests have changed—at least somewhat—since then.) PSSA stood
         for Pennsylvania System of School Assessment, and that seems kind of ominous in retrospect,
         since it implied (correctly) that the tests were the universal linchpin in the assessment
         of every public school in the state—urban, suburban, and rural; wealthy, middle class,
         and poverty stricken; small, medium, and large; specialized, magnet, and comprehensive.
         The PSSA tests were so high stakes that the School District of Philadelphia did just about everything they
         could think of to improve student performance on them. (It’s worth noting, however,
         that I never witnessed or heard about any cheating on the PSSA—although there was
         a well-reported subsequent scandal similar to the one that rocked Atlanta.)
      

      
      One of the administration’s devices was a series of periodic practice tests known
         as “Benchmarks.” The theory was that since the Benchmarks were designed to be similar
         to the PSSAs practice in taking one should help improve scores on the other. Maybe
         it did—there was no way to tell. All we knew for sure was that administering the Benchmarks
         caused massive disruption in our normal curriculum each time they rolled around.
      

      
      The district administration took the Benchmarks very seriously—which makes sense,
         since they were paying millions of dollars to the publishing company that developed,
         supplied, and graded them. The teachers took them a bit less seriously. We were appropriately
         dutiful in preparing the students and proctoring the tests, but our private opinions
         didn’t always agree with our public faces, and for good reason. I always took the
         reading test myself—out of idle curiosity the first time, but out of informed concern
         thereafter, because I invariably found several individual items that were invalid,
         obscure, unreliable, or just plain screwed up in one way or another. In some cases,
         there were two or more answers that were arguably correct. In others, none of the
         answers was correct. And in still others, it was virtually impossible to tease out
         any connection between the question and the reading passage it supposedly related
         to.
      

      
      And what about the students’ attitudes toward the tests? Well, that’s the real point
         of this story. During one of the Benchmark testing sessions, I noticed a student who
         was just staring out the classroom window instead of working on his test, so I walked
         over to his desk and suggested there was still time and he should get back to work.
      

      
      “I’m done,” he said, and turned back to the window.

      
      I was familiar with this student, even though he wasn’t in any of my classes, and
         I was pretty sure he couldn’t possibly have finished so quickly, so I picked up his
         answer sheet to check. And I found he was indeed done—in a manner of speaking. He’d
         filled in all the answer bubbles in order, repeating A-B-C-D beginning to end. He’d
         guaranteed himself a “Below Basic” score. But that doesn’t mean he’d acquiesced to
         being Below Basic. In a very real sense, he hadn’t acquiesced to anything. Instead, he’d
         turned the tables. He had evaluated the test. And he’d found it lacking.
      

      
      In his case, then—and in many others, I’m sure—this “achievement test” was not measuring achievement. It was measuring alienation.
      

      
      But there’s actually some reason to question whether the true purpose of achievement
         testing is to measure achievement at all. There are many teachers—and not all of them
         are certifiably paranoid—who believe the proliferation of tests has more to do with
         teachers than with students. And they’ve got a point: it’s mostly politicians who
         are pushing tests as the central tool of education reform, and their rhetoric tends
         to focus on accountability, not amelioration . . . on fixing the blame, not the problems.
         Maybe this is in fact a canny political strategy: get enough people upset about teachers
         who allegedly aren’t doing their jobs, and that may reduce the heat on politicians
         who aren’t doing theirs. Whatever the motivation, the result is a push for quantification
         of student achievement and for making those scores central to teacher evaluations.
         And that’s perfectly consistent with the current faith that judgments, though inherently
         subjective, can be objectified.
      

      
      I’m not so sure about that.

      
      There was a time when students were given numerical grades in all their subjects—even
         English. You didn’t get an A− on an essay, you got a 92. Or a 91. Now that was precision! 
      

      
      It was also an illusion. Tell me—what’s the difference between an essay that deserves
         a 92 and one that deserves only a 91? Or even an 86? How can anyone make distinctions
         that fine when assessing inherently subjective skills like those involved in writing—command
         of language, effective paragraph structure, development of theme, stylistic flair?
         The tests that claim to evaluate a student’s writing skills—like the SAT writing test—tend
         to promote (no surprise) writing that is “precise, accurate, and evidence based.”
         In other words, dry, dull, and formulaic—the ultimate triumph of function over form—no
         points available for rhetoric or style. No wonder we’re spawning generations who can’t
         see the difference between a thesis statement and a tweet.
      

      
      And are reading skills—drawing inferences and conclusions, identifying and summarizing
         main ideas, assessing the validity of supporting arguments, distinguishing fact from
         opinion—really that much easier to objectify? Multiple-choice tests measure only the
         mechanics of reading, so the scores reflect nothing about a student’s ability to appreciate
         rhetorical flourishes, evaluate alternate interpretations, or react to the text as
         both audience and critic. The number—the objectification—again provides only the illusion of precision.
      

      
      I’ll acknowledge the possibility that the goals of the data gathering can be noble—an
         effort to identify best practices among the most effective teachers, for instance.
         But I’d feel a lot better if the follow-ups were focused on accomplishing peer-to-peer
         improvements like the ones we achieved informally in the department offices at Syosset.
         Instead, especially in the hands of the politicians, the follow-up is interference—revised
         and inflexible curricula, micromanaged classroom procedures—and draconian pressures
         on salary, tenure, and other employment issues. There are systems under which two
         consecutive “needs improvement” evaluations can result in automatic dismissal of a
         teacher—mainly, or even entirely, because their classes did poorly on the tests.
      

      
      And that’s not just unfair; it’s preposterous.

      
      We can assume the tests, whenever and however they’re administered, will produce quantifiable
         results. That’s what they’re designed to do: machine-scored, multiple-choice tests
         produce nothing if not masses of data. And if the tests include some mechanism to
         link the results to the students’ teachers for the various subjects, then we can also
         assume the data will identify the teachers whose classes generate the best quantifiable
         results. And the ones whose classes do the worst. And all levels in between.
      

      
      But that’s not the same as identifying the teachers whose classes are receiving the best education.
         The belief that the scores are significant is just that—a belief, an expression of faith, the same kind of faith that leads to continued acceptance
         of IQ scores as valid measures of intelligence. But your psychologist husband says
         test scores aren’t representative of anything but what the students produced on that
         particular test and on that particular day. And he’s absolutely correct: IQ scores
         don’t measure intelligence, nor do PSSA scores measure achievement. Whatever they
         do measure, the data really have very little to do with a student’s education.
      

      
      No, wait. On second thought, testing data have a profound impact on a student’s education. To begin with, they impose labels on students—and
         on their teachers, and even on their schools. Labels like “under performing” and “inadequate”
         and “failure.” Labels that can be more damaging than the scores themselves—because
         scores and grades are fleeting phenomena, but labels stick. They stick for long enough
         to change perceptions, including self-perceptions.
      

      
      Fixating on data can also distort people’s ideas of what education should be because it leads to an overemphasis on skills that can easily be measured with
         machine-scored multiple-choice exams and a corresponding de-emphasis on harder-to-measure abilities like creativity, critical thinking, conceptual
         synthesis, and aesthetics. I guess it’s no accident that a data-obsessed society identifies
         the so-called STEM subjects as crucial, while eliminating “soft” subjects like the arts, foreign languages, phys ed—and even some English,
         social studies, and science electives that do not lend themselves to easy data-based evaluation.
      

      
      If people are truly serious about fixing public education, this all suggests a couple
         of additional steps they should consider.
      

      
      First, especially for those who advocate sacrificing soft subjects on the altar of
         STEM, get the science right. Learn from the quantum physicists and the health scientists—to acknowledge randomness
         and avoid reductionist thinking. After decades in health care, my wife is quick to
         point out that the causes of good health (or chronic illness) are not simply genes
         and pathogens. Equally important are diet (what you eat and how much you eat), exercise (what you do and how you do it), stress (how pervasive it is in your life and how you deal with it), interpersonal relationships (how many, how enduring, and how supportive), and a whole host of other influences. 
      

      
      And the causes of successful learning (or continuing ignorance) are also multifactorial
         and nonlinear. Intelligence, whatever it may be, is only a starting point—like a genetic
         proclivity, positive or negative—only one of the many factors that contribute to a student’s success or failure in school. The majority
         of the data junkies seem to focus on individual teachers as the single most important
         factor; that’s why they want to tie teacher evaluations to test results. But, as you’ve
         already pointed out, parents are surely just as influential, if not more so—as are
         siblings and peers, the community and the media, and even religious and political
         leaders. Education, like health, must result from a holistic process, not formulaic
         determinism: although a plus b may equal c in some cases, in other cases it may not.
      

      
      The second step? Guarantee funding. Contrary to what the politicians claim, the coffers
         are not bare. If there weren’t a lot of money available, their campaigns wouldn’t
         be getting all those contributions from corporations and super PACs that want to turn
         education into a commodity, as you say, and convert schools into privatized, for-profit
         equivalents of manufacturing facilities. 
      

      
      The challenge is not to find the funding, but to make sure it goes where it should
         be going—which will require level funding, equitable funding. Funding without demographic penalties. It’s common knowledge
         that well-funded school districts like Syosset can afford to provide educational resources
         that poorer districts can’t. Less commonly recognized, but just as pernicious, are
         the school-to-individual-school inequities that typically exist within a single large
         district. In Philadelphia, for example, the textbook budget at Simon Gratz High School
         wasn’t enough to provide a paperback copy of To Kill a Mockingbird for every student in my ninth-grade classes. But that was definitely not the case at Masterman, the highly selective middle/high school where the students
         included, among others, the mayor’s daughter. Masterman students, who were already
         excellent students, benefited from resources every bit the equal of Syosset’s.
      

      
      And that’s the crux of the problem. In study after study, all over the country, the
         same pattern prevails: the strongest students, the ones who are already succeeding,
         get a disproportionately large share of the resources. The struggling students, the
         ones who clearly need the added support that comes with additional resources, get the table scraps. And
         that’s true for virtually all expenditures—from the teachers’ salaries, to the textbooks and computers, to the
         pencils and copier paper.
      

      
      To be effective, guaranteed funding has to also mean equitable funding—without the demographic penalties that result from living in Philadelphia
         instead of Syosset, or going to Gratz instead of Masterman. And this is not an argument
         for redistribution of wealth: no one should be penalized for being the successful
         child of successful parents; advanced students should get all the support they need
         to keep advancing. But, in addition, the disadvantaged kids should get all the support
         they need to increase the chances they’ll be able to catch up.
      

      
      Education can’t afford to be a zero-sum game. Support for STEM subjects can’t be allowed
         to strangle “soft” subjects. Suburban schools must not achieve their successes at
         the expense of inner-city schools, nor can the support for selective schools drain
         resources from all the others. And it works the other way around as well: programs
         for at-risk students must not divert funding from intellectual enrichment programs.
         And nontraditional programs can’t compromise the support the traditional, data-based
         subjects deserve. 
      

      
      If you think equitable funding sounds expensive, I’m sure you’re right. But, as I’ve
         said more than once, there’s lots of money available for our schools. The challenges
         are in finding it, collecting it, targeting it where it will do the most good, and
         keeping it out of hands that shouldn’t even be touching it.
      

      
      It’s going to be difficult if we continue to rely on real estate taxes as the primary
         source of funds for schools. Several studies have suggested that state-level funding
         can result in more equitable per-pupil allocations than the traditional community-level
         real estate taxes. Centralized collection might even reduce costs by eliminating some
         redundancies.
      

      
      But we’re also going to have to face up to the fact that not everyone in education
         is doing it for the children. Some are in it for themselves—with a resulting increase
         in the number of news stories about fraud and corruption in our schools. 
      

      
      I guess the time has come to tell you a bit more about the charter schools I taught
         in when I first returned to teaching. There were two of them, they were very different from each other, and the experiences they provided have led me to believe
         charter schools can sometimes be useful alternatives, but never the panaceas their
         advocates claim. 
      

      
      When charter schools operate according to the same rules as the traditional public
         schools, they generally produce comparable results—sometimes a little better, sometimes
         a little worse—with just as much variability from student to individual student. Any
         unique value they may offer comes only when they pursue a unique mission, providing
         something to their students that the public school system can’t—or won’t. Having that
         unique mission, whatever it may be, should be a nonnegotiable requirement, the only reason for being granted a charter. It should also be sufficient justification for
         funding the charter schools in addition to the public schools, not at their expense. 
      

      
      So how did I wind up teaching in charter schools? I hadn’t intended to. But Pennsylvania
         and New York don’t have reciprocal certification. Even though my New York certification
         was still valid and had actually involved stiffer requirements than Pennsylvania’s,
         I was still looking at a year’s delay, minimum, before I could complete all the requirements
         for Pennsylvania certification.
      

      
      But charter schools, unlike the School District of Philadelphia, didn’t all require
         certification for all teachers. (That’s one of the reasons they can get away with
         paying their teachers so much less than the school district does.) So I applied to
         the charter school I’ve already mentioned, the K–8 school in the deconsecrated church
         buildings. I got the job—as middle school English teacher for seventh and eighth grades.
         I was the only English teacher, and the same was true for social studies, math, and science—one
         teacher each. Plus a couple of curriculum coordinators.
      

      
      So what was this charter school’s unique mission? Damned if I know. Nobody ever spoke
         in terms more specific (or less grandiose) than “superior educational opportunities”
         and “heights of academic achievement.” 
      

      
      By the time I signed on, six or seven years after the school was founded, it was being
         run by a kind of interlocking directorate of administrators and consultants whose
         objectives seemed to include the infantilization of the middle school students: paying
         more attention to decorating classroom bulletin boards, for example, than to the need
         for textbooks, computers, and other curricular resources. In my naïveté about charter
         schools, I imagined that the limited budgets were a consequence of the school’s antiestablishment
         status—outside the district mainstream, therefore outside the official cash flow.
      

      
      But I was wrong. And now I’m getting into the part of this story that’s convinced
         me the school should remain anonymous. In those years, the Philadelphia Inquirer ran an annual “Report Card on the Schools,” and one of the data points they included
         for the charter schools was funding. When I read through the tables, I was astonished
         to discover that I was teaching in one of the best-funded schools in the entire region—millions of dollars annually for that single school. So at lunch the next day, I told the
         other teachers and coordinators what I’d seen in the report.
      

      
      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Where’s all that money going?”

      
      One of the senior people just smiled, led me over to a window, and pointed down to
         the parking lot reserved for the administrators and consultants, a parking lot that
         was filled with late-model luxury imports.
      

      
      Maybe, if the school had actually been delivering on its promise of superior results,
         the top-heavy compensation could have been justified. But the results, specifically
         in the elementary grades that were supposedly the school’s primary focus, were substantially   worse than those for the entire state, for the school district as a whole, and even for
         the two district grade schools serving the same neighborhood. 
      

      
      So I think I’ve figured out, in retrospect, what the school’s unique mission was.
         I don’t think there were any indictable offenses involved. But neither do I think
         the mission had anything to do with the students.
      

      
      I’d expected to move to a school-district high school after finishing the certification
         process, but it turned out the school district didn’t work that fast. So I had to
         look for a second charter school. The one I found was a whole different story—a four-year
         high school founded by the directors of Juvenile Justice Center Family Services of
         Philadelphia, a nonprofit agency dedicated to the care and support of “severely neglected,
         abused, abandoned, or seriously delinquent children.” The school’s mission was pretty
         well captured in its name—HOPE Charter School (yes, the official name included the
         first word in all caps).
      

      
      The agency directors had founded HOPE with a clearly unique and well-defined mission:
         to meet the academic, social, and emotional needs “of students who are not succeeding
         in their conventional school, may not be attending school, or attending sporadically,
         and/or may be in danger of leaving school prior to their graduation.” 
      

      
      In some cases, the students had not dropped out of their previous schools but, as
         they themselves put it, had been “kicked out.” The timing of these separations was
         interesting, since it frequently happened shortly before the annual administration
         of the PSSA tests, the results of which would determine whether those previous schools
         were making “adequate yearly progress.”
      

      
      During my interview with one of the JJC administrators, she actually apologized for
         their salary offer being so low, explaining that running the school was an expensive
         stretch for a nonprofit’s budget, especially since their supportive approach required
         a low student-to-teacher ratio—no more than fifteen students per class. They also
         offered on-site social services and behavioral health programs for the students, in
         addition to extracurricular activities, summer school, an after-school program allowing
         students to make up credits for failed courses, and a work-ready program to make them
         employable after graduation. 
      

      
      I assured her that money wasn’t my top priority—an assurance that became unfortunately
         ironic just a few months later—and reported to the school in August for their orientation,
         professional development, and get-your-room-ready-for-a-new-year sessions.
      

      
      I was assigned the ninth-grade English classes, and I organized the year’s curriculum
         around the theme of dragons and phoenixes. I met with some initial skepticism from
         the students, of course, and I was just beginning to win some of them over by the
         end of October—which was when the public school district finally called with the job
         offer I’d been waiting for. The offer was effective immediately—and only immediately. If I didn’t accept it, I’d fall to the bottom of the pool of qualified
         teachers and have to start all over again. So I accepted it, even though I believed
         in what HOPE was trying to accomplish and was truly sorry to leave, especially after
         less than three months. As I explained to the people at JJC, although money wasn’t
         my top priority, that didn’t mean it didn’t matter at all. And the district’s offer
         would roughly double my salary.
      

      
      As it turned out, many of the students at Gratz were in situations similar to those
         of the students at HOPE. In fact, I wound up teaching some students I’d first met
         at HOPE. One was a tough young woman whose behavioral problems had begun years before
         when her emerging lesbian orientation had resulted in merciless bullying at her middle
         school. At HOPE, she’d been accepted and supported, learned how to accept herself,
         and developed the strength to return to a conventional school. She still had some
         problems, got into some scrapes with other students, and had a reputation among many
         of the teachers for being difficult and hair-triggered. But I didn’t have any trouble
         with her, and I’m sure that was because she remembered me from HOPE—and associated
         me with the support and acceptance she’d felt there.
      

      
        It’s been a decade since my experiences in those two charter schools, so of course
         there’ve been changes. One of the principles advanced by the charter-and-voucher school-choice
         advocates is the benefits of a kind of educational survival of the fittest: the presumption
         that marketplace competition among schools—public, private, charter, parochial, virtual,
         and whatever—will inevitably lead to improvement, as the various schools struggle
         to preserve or increase their enrollments. So you might not be surprised to hear that
         only one of those two charter schools has survived. But you might be surprised by
         which one.
      

      
      The first of them was rescued—i.e., taken over—by a successful charter school network
         based in Philadelphia. With a near-total administrative turnover and the complete
         elimination of the consultants, it seems to be doing its job at last.
      

      
      HOPE, on the other hand, fell victim to the data freaks. A couple of years ago, citing
         PSSA tests on which no HOPE eleventh graders reached the level of Proficient, the
         school district decided not to renew the school’s charter. Well, it’s not hard for
         me to believe that no HOPE students scored above Basic on the tests. Most of them
         had histories that involved attending and dropping out of multiple schools, and most
         arrived at HOPE reading at least three grade levels below the one they’d left at their
         previous school. For an eleventh grader, that would be an eighth-grade reading level—or
         even lower—and there was a whole different PSSA for the eighth grade. 
      

      
      But PSSA tests and scores should have been irrelevant in this case. Standardized-test
         proficiency was never the primary goal at HOPE. Nor should it have been. The mission
         was to keep the kids in school, get them through to graduation, and equip them with
         the skills they’d need to achieve a productive life after graduation—emotionally and
         psychologically, not merely academically. As one HOPE student was quoted when the
         school’s closing was announced, “For some people this is their last chance to even
         go to school.” Thanks largely to our society’s fixation on data, that chance has been
         foreclosed. 
      

      
      I guess the point I want to make is that charter schools aren’t all that different
         from conventional public schools: some are good, and some are not. And, contrary to
         the gospel of the data geeks, there’s no foolproof way to tell which are which.
      

      
      Now let me comment, just briefly, on some of the other issues your last letter raised.

      
      Your story of Ned’s admission that he didn’t know how Catch-22 was organized reminded me that one of my professors at NYU proposed a rule limiting
         teachers to no more than three questions, in a single class, to which they already
         knew the answers. So education could become an exercise in give-and-take; a journey
         of sometimes mutual, sometimes conflicting enthusiasms; an exploration of shared discoveries.
      

      
      I was surprised to read that you disagree with me about “must-know” knowledge. Sure,
         you can find almost anything you need to know on the Internet. But searches take time,
         even if just a few seconds. And at the pace of life today, a few seconds can matter.
         So I still believe there are some things people have to simply know—available for immediate retrieval without taking the time to figure out search parameters. 
      

      
      And I was interested in your discussion of home economics classes—especially as an
         illustration of Dewey’s emphasis on “learning by doing.” There’s a whole educational
         movement aimed at fostering curricula dedicated to hands-on projects. It’s usually
         subsumed under the heading of “expeditionary learning” and, even though we didn’t
         consciously use those techniques at Syosset, the effect was in some cases the same.
         I’m thinking in particular of the expedition you and Ron undertook to find Gatsby’s
         house.
      

      
      It would be wonderful if schools could inspire students to embark on more learning
         expeditions . . . if they could help students explore more of the interconnections
         of knowledge, like your “turducken” analogy . . . if they could be more concerned
         with the vitality of learning than with its measurement.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 20

      The Way We Conceptualize the World

      
         
         
      

      
      January 26, 2015

      
      Dear George,

      
      Your disagreeing with me over the issue of what we need to learn—if we need to learn
         anything in the Google age—proved enormously provocative. The easy answer I assumed
         I would lean on kept eroding, like a foothold that looked secure but gave way the
         moment you landed on it. 
      

      
      It’s a question that occupied greater minds than ours—even including no less an eminence
         than Dr. Johnson, who commented, “Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves,
         or we know where we can find information upon it.”
      

      
      I recently read about a mini-trend among states to require students to pass a citizenship,
         or civics, test. Several points of view were cited: some parents and teachers, applauding
         the requirement, maintained that certain key facts need to be known—the existence
         of three branches of government, for example—a fact which, I was shocked to learn,
         is not common knowledge. Others lamented the addition of another test to the already
         sizeable canon of tests. A third group argued that making kids learn the fundamentals
         wasn’t going to work; students needed to talk about meatier questions, such as exploring
         the concept of the balance of power. 
      

      
      Except it’s hard to talk about the principle of the balance of power without knowing
         among which units power is being balanced—which brings us back to the need to know
         about the three branches. However, you can let kids start talking about ideal forms
         of government until they stumble upon a question they can’t resolve among themselves,
         at which point an inspired teacher steps in and says, “This is exactly the conflict
         that Burr and Hamilton and the Founding Fathers faced.” 
      

      
      Letting students follow what they think they know until their own ignorance leads
         them into a dead end, at which point they realize they need a set of tools to find
         their way out, is a powerful motivational tool. I see it happening in philosophy classes
         I attend. Let’s say you present a class of students with a classic ethical dilemma—The
         Trolley Problem. A train is barreling down a track on which five people are tied together,
         unable to get out of the way.  A bystander has access to a lever which, if pulled,
         will route the train to a different track, sparing the five people.  However, a single
         individual is tied to the second track and will die if the train is rerouted. Should
         the bystander flip the switch and save five lives—thereby killing another person?
         Or should the bystander let the train continue, refusing to take an active role in
         causing a death?
      

      
      Within a few minutes, someone pipes up, “Isn’t it better if more people are saved
         even though one has to be sacrificed?” At which point another student says, “But the
         person pulling the lever would be killing someone, and killing is always wrong.” That’s
         when a skilled teacher steps in to say that this is precisely the argument that John
         Stuart Mill and Kant would be having, explaining the concepts of utilitarianism and
         deontology. Kids are always amazed to hear that they are talking about the same issues
         that engage “real” philosophers. They may not know the labels by which we refer to
         these contrasting ethical theories, but the concepts are theirs to generate. In fact,
         people I work with often remark that kids—and in fact adults—“do” philosophy all the
         time; they just don’t call it that. 
      

      
      The notion that ideas precede labels isn’t self-evident. It wasn’t clear to me until
         a particular lesson in Mr. Sudborough’s class. Talking about the plot points in a
         novel we were reading, he turned to an excerpt from the Poetics (we actually did this) in which Aristotle explains the terms we use when describing
         narratives—exposition, climax, denouement, catharsis—aren’t prescriptive but descriptive.
         That is, Aristotle wasn’t laying down rules for telling a good story, the way you
         find them expressed in so many “write your own screenplay” books, but rather describing
         the qualities that all good stories seemed, to him after his careful inventory, to
         have in common. 
      

      
      Stories first; analysis later. This rocked our world. When we subsequently read Oedipus Rex, recognizing and being able to label the rising action, climax, and denouement wasn’t
         an academic exercise. We saw the bones of the story exposed. The structure existed
         because it was a story about human beings, not because Aristotle declared that it
         had to be there.
      

      
      Lessons like this demystify learning and help students see how education will help
         them understand and navigate their own lives. For a society to cohere, we all need
         to agree upon what knowledge we need to have in common—I agree with you. But we also
         need to agree on a way to approach knowledge; in other words, we need to share a body
         of knowledge and a method for obtaining knowledge we don’t already have. 
      

      
      This idea is what motivated the committee of state governors to dream up the Common
         Core. It wasn’t a federally imposed program, as many people mistakenly assume, but
         an agreement among governors that in addition to the basics students had to sharpen
         their evaluative, interpretive skills in order to navigate the tsunami of information
         washing over them, and to see that the best learning is, as you put it, expeditionary.
      

      
      I wasn’t a fan of the Common Core when it was first rolled out, but now I realize
         that my antipathy was directed at the testing component—which, I agree with you, is
         more about judging teachers than students—not the material itself. I only realized
         this after hearing a middle school math teacher in Brooklyn explain how the Common
         Core worked. The teacher gave a specific example of a homework problem that he gave
         his class: Suppose two friends go out for burgers, and the bill comes to sixteen dollars.
         How much should each of them pay? How would the bill be divided among three friends?
         This sounded straightforward enough. But then, the teacher said that students were
         asked to create a graph illustrating the relationship between the amount of the check
         and number of friends. And then they were asked to develop an equation.
      

      
      This sounded pretty good to me—and interesting. In fact, I went home and tried it
         out! I don’t remember ever before being excited about math. 
      

      
      But some parents aren’t excited—they’re furious. “I can’t help my child with her homework,”
         they complain. “This isn’t how I learned math! We had to memorize tables. We learned
         it by rote, and in order—first algebra, then geometry—not everything all at once.
         If it was good enough for me, it’s good enough for her.” 
      

      
       I also learned math in discrete chunks: algebra, geometry, trigonometry . . . one
         subject having nothing to do with another. But Spinoza didn’t sit down and say, “I’m
         going to invent algebra now.” He built on what had come before. Until this math teacher’s
         explanation of the Common Core, I’d never thought of algebra and geometry and trigonometry
         as related, translatable languages devised to solve problems, as a means of recording
         and transmitting information. I’d never realized that, like words and sentences, numerical
         functions were descriptive processes that allow us to codify and transmit knowledge
         and make predictions. 
      

      
      The outcry we’re hearing from parents over Common Core math has nothing to do with
         math itself. Many parents, I’m sure, are making the same mistake I did—conflating
         the aims of the Common Core with testing. What spooks them isn’t so much a new way
         to do math—although there is certainly resistance to this alone—but the looming specter
         of the tests. And they’re not just any tests—they’re “high-stakes” tests. The higher
         the stakes, the more desperate the reaction. 
      

      
      There’s a more insidious trend at work, however—not simple resistance to learning
         something new but a reaction against, or retreat from, complexity. Take the issue
         of the words envy and jealousy. They are often used interchangeably. If you point out that they are very different—the
         first referring to something you want but don’t have and the second referring to something
         you have and want to keep—you’re likely to hear, “Oh, but you know what I mean.” 
      

      
      But that’s not the point. There are very different concepts at issue. To conflate
         them is to lose a concept. The same is true with less and fewer. “Ten items or less” at the supermarket seems like a harmless error, and if you point
         it out—that less should be reserved for quantities that can’t be measured, like love; and fewer should be reserved for that which can be counted—you sound like a prig, a language
         snob, someone who is showing off her erudition. Why are we bent on losing words, when
         each lost word reduces the way we conceptualize the world? Being jealous is a very
         different experience from being envious. Why would we want to flatten what we feel,
         to diminish our experience? Is the world so overwhelming that we need to retreat from
         it?
      

      
      This complexity, this interrelatedness of knowledge, this multiplicity of approaches,
         is precisely what that Brooklyn math teacher taught me. Math isn’t simply the dreary
         business of learning how to split a restaurant check or computing price per pound
         in the supermarket aisle. It’s about seeing knowledge in a new way, not as something
         fixed or crystallized, but flexible, fluid, and portable—vital. It’s a version of
         what you called expeditionary learning—walking through the world, encountering problems,
         and figuring out how to solve them. 
      

      
      Can we test this ability? Sure—but to think that testing is a panacea is a trap. Testing
         is never simple, and it doesn’t always measure what we think it measures. When my
         sons were in high school and didn’t perform as well on the PSATs as they should have,
         we sent them to prep programs. I assumed that the sessions would have them drill down
         on how to solve math problems, and how to read more carefully. Boy, was I naïve. It
         was a course in how to take the test. Or rather how to “psych out” the test, as we
         used to say. Two of five multiple-choice answers are obviously wrong, they were told,
         so learn to evaluate the ones that remain—and then guess. Or don’t guess. Each test
         has its own strategy for success. 
      

      
      Do we need to test? This past weekend, I organized an Ethics Bowl on Long Island.
         The final round came down to two teams so impressive that no one would believe they
         weren’t college students. The winning team squeaked by with a half-point victory.
         When I stood at the podium to announce the winner, I felt heartsick. Everyone in the
         room wished that they could be merged into one mega-team to attend the Nationals.
         Sometimes I wonder if we need to be competitive, I said, explaining that I was an
         old hippie at heart. But I wondered: Would twenty-four teams of five students each
         have shown up on a Saturday morning in February just to talk? Did they really care
         about the inexpensive trophy they’d tote home and throw away when they left for college?
         Would they have come without that? I’m almost afraid to find out.
      

      
      Probably, in truth, some intrinsically motivated students would still attend a competition-free
         event. But another group of students may need the promise of an extrinsic reward—the
         trophy—to ignite their latent intrinsic curiosity. 
      

      
      How else to ignite latent intrinsic curiosity? Most likely, there’s no one path. But
         I know what extinguishes it: sensory overload of the kind to which we’re increasingly
         subjected. I remember sitting in the lobby of the HBO building in NYC waiting for
         a friend to meet me for lunch. On one enormous wall was a checkerboard of wood panels
         and maybe twenty small TV screens on which were playing, in a continuous loop, every
         HBO program that was ever created, or so it seemed. One of the programs was The Sopranos, which I’d always loved, and although I tried to focus on it to see if I’d catch
         one of my favorite scenes, my attention was always adverted to another screen, and
         then another. I couldn’t help it. My neurons were firing beyond my control. With so
         much to watch, I could watch nothing.
      

      
      Concentration, if not cultivated, is easily lost. Lately, I feel my attention slackening
         when approaching a task that poses the least challenge. If I pick up a Dickens novel,
         for example, with its long sentences and leisurely pace, I start to wonder if I shouldn’t
         put it down and play a round of Words with Friends. Or check my email. I know that
         what I really need to do is focus in on what I’m reading, to let myself be absorbed
         in it so that it will reveal its riches to me . . . but my attention is diverted.
         
      

      
      And that can be a problem even more acute for working writers and artists, as well
         as for research scientists and mathematicians. Concentration is vital for all of us
         because we all go through roughly the same creative process, whether we’re trying
         to determine the gaps between prime numbers or depict an emotionally true picture
         of how an immigrant feels upon reaching the longed-for country. 
      

      
      The division between the humanities—the “soft” skills—and the STEM skills is artificial.
         As Willie Nelson said, when an interviewer expressed surprise that Nelson was also
         a classical music fan, “It’s all one song.” The current fad to elevate and value STEM
         skills while demeaning the humanities is typical of a bully who lashes out against
         what he cannot understand, or what defies easy analysis. Yes, we need math and science
         and technology to describe, understand, and improve the external world. But we equally
         need the soft skills to navigate our inner world, the mapping of which we ignore at
         our own peril. 
      

      
      Not everyone is going to write a novel (and not all novels are going to survive a
         single publishing season), not everyone is going to solve a thorny problem in math.
         But everyone is capable of having that “Aha” moment that fuels learning. How do you
         measure an “Aha”? 
      

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
      
   
      Chapter 21

      The Exaltation of Ignorance

      
         
         
      

      
      February 20, 2015

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      I’m afraid we’re living in a society that doesn’t much care about the distinction
         between envy and jealousy. (Or between further and farther, or imply and infer, to
         mention a couple of my personal bugaboos.) And I think that’s at least partly a result
         of people’s increasing inability to understand the difference between data and knowledge.
      

      
      This has become the 140-Character Age. Thoughts that cannot be reduced to tweets are
         disappearing—along with newspapers, bookstores, and movie theaters. There have been
         reports that even viewership of NFL games is declining. Instead of thoughtful reflection,
         the emphasis today is on instant response and sound-bite quotability. 
      

      
      This is no minor cultural shift, but one that instead bears on every aspect of human
         experience and endeavor, in latter-day validation of McLuhan’s theories: not only
         is the medium the message, the medium is reshaping the society that forms the context
         of its message. 
      

      
      Which means education as subversion is more vital than ever. The kind of education
         that promotes erudition, not superficiality. That values analysis and interpretation,
         not mindless acceptance; learning, not merely memorizing data points; teaching, not
         merely calculating scores; and understanding, not merely amassing information.
      

      
      These are the distinctions that are, as you suggest, at the heart of the Common Core
         standards. And that’s why I’m inclined to support implementation of these standards,
         even though I’ve opposed other recent variations on the universal-standards theme,
         like No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top. I’m glad you recounted the Brooklyn
         teacher’s explanation of how the Common Core works in his math classroom because I
         think your story captures the essential difference: the outcomes targeted by the Common
         Core involve understanding—analysis, synthesis, criticism, and application—not just
         the regurgitation of facts on a machine-readable answer sheet.
      

      
      And isn’t that the whole purpose of intelligence, of knowledge, of knowing things—to
         be able to solve the problems you encounter in the course of your life? And shouldn’t
         you be able to do that whether the problem is as concrete as dividing a restaurant
         bill or as complex as formulating a Meaning of Life? And isn’t the idea to be able
         to solve the problems holistically, as they arise, not in discrete units known as
         Geometry or Differential Calculus . . . or World History, or Microbiology, or Contemporary
         American Poetry? We’ve both asserted that the noblest objective of education is to
         help students be human . . . and the human experience is organically multifaceted,
         not a collection of single-purpose units.
      

      
      I’ve already mentioned that Syosset teachers tried to give our students some understanding
         of the real-life interconnections among the various disciplines. Even more challenging—and
         more important than simply recognizing the fact of all these interconnections—is understanding
         why and how the disciplines interrelate. It frequently takes until college or grad school (or
         whenever you’re exposed to the theories of Urie Bronfenbrenner) to accomplish that—to
         realize that all the disciplines, all of them, are patchwork pieces of the same human fabric. But the foundations, the
         requisite capabilities of thought and insight, can be and probably must be laid earlier—certainly by secondary school, more likely in the primary grades.
         Or, better, even earlier. 
      

      
      And that’s a key point, I think: to make any meaningful improvement in public education,
         we’re going to have to begin at the beginning, and the beginning comes earlier in
         a child’s life than traditional education ever imagined. The foundations for learning—and,
         just as important, students’ attitudes toward school and learning—are formed long
         before high school, before elementary school, even before preschool. And as more and
         more children are being raised in households with absent or chronically distracted
         parents, it becomes more and more crucial to find alternative ways to provide positive
         early educational intervention. A preschool version of Ethics Bowl? If that’s possible,
         that’d be great. But we need at least some way to expose preschool children to the
         interconnectedness of life’s experiences—and of the disciplines that study those experiences.
         The full understanding may still not come until high school or even later, but whenever
         it does come, it will be fuller, richer, and more complete.
      

      
      And it will be a pretty good example of the difference between data gathering and
         learning, between information and knowledge. Between training and education. It will
         be the product of complex, nuanced thinking, and you’re right when you say people
         today are increasingly resistant to that kind of intellectual effort. 
      

      
      Charlie O’Hay, a Philadelphia poet and street photographer, wrote recently that

      
         American anti-intellectualism is at a level at which I’ve never seen it. There exists
            a lack of curiosity, an inability to grasp subtlety, and an unprecedented pride in
            willful ignorance. The other night on The Daily Show Mike Huckabee repeatedly used “Harvard” and “Harvard faculty” as slurs. Fortunately
            Jon Stewart called his card on that. Huckabee retorted by asking, “If your car breaks
            down in the middle of the night on a country road, who do you want coming by—an MBA
            in a Beemer, or do you want a couple of good ol’ boys in a pickup truck with a toolbox
            in the back?” I wish Stewart had said, “And when you have colon cancer, who do you
            want to see—an oncologist or a third rate mechanic?”
         

      

      Or, if you want to go to school to become an oncologist, then who you gonna call?
      

      
      When I mentioned to Charlie that I wanted to quote him, he told me he’d relied on
         memory for Huckabee’s comments, so I should probably check to make sure I was being
         accurate. I did. It’s word for word in the paragraph above. And the reason I bring
         this up is that as I was looking for those particular comments I was, of course, exposed
         to the rest of what Huckabee had to say. 
      

      
      His paean to the bubbas at the expense of the Harvard faculty was intended to illustrate
         a key point he was trying to make—to draw a sharp distinction between “educated” and
         “smart,” with the unmistakable implication that the two are mutually exclusive. The
         MBA in the BMW would be, in Huckabee’s estimation, the personification of “educated,”
         and the bubbas in the pickup would be the personification of “smart.”
      

      
      Here’s the scary part: Huckabee gives every appearance of being dead serious in his
         implication that it’s impossible to be both educated and smart . . . and that the guys in the pickup are smarter than the ones at Harvard.
         Maybe that’s what he really believes, or maybe he’s just pandering to the folks in
         his constituency—it doesn’t matter which. Whether he’s sincere or faking sincerity,
         he’s spouting the same anti-intellectual propaganda in his books, in his live appearances,
         in his television interviews, and throughout his campaigns.
      

      
        The distinction between educated and smart is valid, of course. The words mean different things (just like envy and jealousy). That’s equally true for the complementary distinction between ignorant and stupid. So one word in each pair, and only one, is an antonym of one word, and again only
         one, in the other pair. The opposite of educated is ignorant, not stupid. 
      

      
      Let me make myself perfectly clear: I’m not disparaging ignorance. Everyone, literally
         every human being ever born, begins life ignorant. And then we spend the rest of our
         days struggling to overcome that ignorance, step by painstaking step, in all the multifarious
         interests and concerns of our lives. Because ignorance is simply the condition of
         not knowing—not knowing how to stand up without help, not knowing how to speak intelligible
         words, not knowing how to solve an arithmetic problem, not knowing the difference
         between a simile and a metaphor, not knowing astrophysics. So there’s a simple cure
         for ignorance: education. And I mean that literally. The whole purpose of education
         is to cure ignorance. 
      

      
      Now if ignorant is the antonym of educated, then stupid must be the antonym of smart, right? Well, that gets kind of sticky, especially in the current climate of sensitivities
         to disabilities, limitations, and labels. In their denotative meanings, smart and stupid signify nothing more than comparative levels of intelligence. So from this perspective,
         they are indeed antonyms: no judgment, no blame, just facts of nature that determine
         an individual’s greater or lesser ability to learn. But both these words have connotative meanings as well: in general usage, stupid is much more pejorative than unintelligent, for example, even though they’re synonyms. Some people even suffer blame for lacking
         intelligence—as if it were a choice they’d made.
      

      
      People don’t choose to lack intelligence. But some apparently do choose to be ignorant. And that
         choice provides another of those connotative usages—when stupid is used to describe a stubborn lack of awareness. A refusal, rather than an inability,
         to learn. The kind of “willful ignorance” Charlie O’Hay decried. Which is the precise
         form of anti-intellectualism Huckabee’s rhetoric is endorsing and even advocating.
         That’s neither smart nor educated. It’s flat-out stupid—in every denotative and connotative
         sense of the word. And it is indeed spreading through what’s left of our culture.
      

      
      For example—remember the story I told you about the politicization of the Sarasota
         School Board? It turns out it didn’t end with the governor’s appointment in June of
         his minion’s wife. And the developments in later chapters have been just as outrageous—maybe
         even more so.
      

      
      School boards in Florida are chosen by nonpartisan election. Well, nominally nonpartisan—the candidates aren’t identified by party affiliation, but everyone knows
         which candidate is being supported by which party. The nonpartisan election is held
         in August, and if no candidate gets more than 50 percent of the vote, a runoff between
         the top two is held on Election Day in November. 
      

      
      That’s what happened in the most recent elections for the Sarasota board. Three of
         the five seats were contested, and two races were settled in August when the incumbents
         were reelected. In the third, the incumbent was the governor’s appointee, all three
         of the candidates the governor had passed over were running against her, and she did
         not win—she finished second. But the winner got less than 50 percent of the vote so
         he and the incumbent had to face each other again in a November runoff.
      

      
      To refresh your memory, the incumbent appointee was a woman in her early thirties
         who had dropped out of two community colleges and a four-year university without earning
         a degree of any sort. She’d been employed in a Gucci shop and was currently a commercial
         insurance agent. She had a daughter who was about a year old in November. And she
         had a husband who was a committeeman for the governor’s party. 
      

      
      Now let’s pretend this is an essay assignment for English class and compare and contrast
         the same kind of summary for her remaining opponent—the one who had received the most
         votes in August. He was a man, more than twice her age, with a bachelor’s degree in
         psychology and a master’s in social work. He’d worked in two Florida school districts—winding
         up as director of long-range planning in Sarasota. He also had a daughter—but she
         was grown and working as a middle school science teacher in a neighboring school district.
         And, finally, here’s what I suspect was the crucial difference: he was married to
         someone who worked in education, not in politics.
      

      
      I’m not trying for suspense here, so with a nod to Aristotle’s Poetics, I’ll cut right to the denouement: the governor’s appointee wins the runoff by a margin of about 2,400 votes out of
         about 137,000—a greater margin than she’d lost by in August. And I can’t object to
         her victory: a board member’s role is to represent the community’s interests, and
         it was the community who chose her to do that. But I’m not progressing into catharsis yet, because I am bothered by the way she won. 
      

      
      She won by turning this local school board election into a microcosm of the national
         midterm elections—complete with an infusion of dark money funneled through an untraceable
         LLC. She won by positioning herself as a businesswoman, as if that were somehow superior
         to being an educator; by demonizing Common Core standards as “top-down Washington
         control of our education system” (suggesting either that she was never exposed to
         the kind of clarification you were, or that she chose to ignore it); and by advocating
         for charter schools because “competition holds everybody accountable.” 
      

      
      She won by convincing voters that the school district was somehow analogous to the
         federal government; that electing a candidate with education-related experience would
         be the equivalent of electing a career politician; and that her status as an educational
         naïf meant she wasn’t “tied to the traditional way of thinking,” could bring a “fresh
         perspective,” and would be “more open to innovative ideas.”
      

      
      She won by appealing to the same anti-intellectual impulses as Mike Huckabee.

      
      And that’s why I’m bothered by her victory—because I’m bothered by this creeping exaltation
         of ignorance: not merely ignoring it or excusing it, but proclaiming and celebrating
         and glorying in it. The exaltation of ignorance disguised as “fresh perspective”—the
         refusal to believe that some people may be better informed than you are; to acknowledge
         that opinions on some issues may benefit from, or even require, specialized expertise;
         to recognize that knowledge and expertise are assets, not liabilities. I can’t escape
         the feeling—the fear—that this may be the single most serious threat to our civilization: the exaltation
         of ignorance.
      

      
      If we’re going to fix public education, we’re first going to have to recognize that
         education is a profession just like the other professions—that is, a field of endeavor
         in which formal qualification requires extensive training for mastery of specialized
         knowledge and skills. And we’re going to have to recognize further that individuals
         without that training and mastery are no better equipped to devise educational policy
         or make decisions about the implementation of that policy—or its evaluation—than they
         would be to design a suspension bridge or perform open-heart surgery. 
      

      
      You’d think that would be obvious. But as we’ve both seen, in multiple contexts, it
         apparently is not.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 22

      A Hybrid Profession

      
         
         
      

      
      March 20, 2015

      
      Dear George,

      
      You say some people choose to be stupid. Perhaps. I think it may be more accurate
         to say that we slide into stupidity out of sheer laziness. That’s what a colleague
         of mine suggested—she teaches philosophy at a local university—and the more I think
         about it, the more I think she may be right. We’ve made things too easy. I don’t mean
         to sound like a Luddite—I’m not suggesting that we need to chop our own wood and forage
         for our meals. But we’ve made ease a virtue. Quick and easy—microwave this, tweet
         that, reduce a speech or paper to bullet points. You get out of the habit of working
         hard. Underused muscles atrophy. 
      

      
      It’s a fine line, of course. I’m not advocating for difficulty for its own sake. But
         we’ve glorified what comes easily. Freedom from household chores was supposed to leave
         us time for higher pursuits. But it doesn’t always work that way. When things are
         easy, it’s often true that the time you end up with feels empty. We’ve forgotten what
         Emily Dickinson knew: “So instead of getting to Heaven, at last— / I’m going, all
         along.” 
      

      
      And it’s also true that for many people, their own emotional issues—fear, shame—make
         them appear more stolid intellectually than they are. It’s a challenge, but if you
         pay attention, you can learn from anyone—which is of course what the best teachers
         model—to not foreclose, to strive to be the kind of person Henry James described,
         one on whom nothing is lost. 
      

      
      I think this is Syosset High’s true legacy to me—that education isn’t confined to
         a building or a time of life but is ongoing. I always come back to those teachers
         sitting in the library on Friday afternoons, after the last bell, reading Ulysses together. For the sheer pleasure of it.
      

      
      To think of how lucky I was in my education, I can’t help but circle back to economics.
         My luck rests on the accident of being born in the years after the Second World War,
         when the nation mustered the political will to enact a social and political policy
         that promoted the growth of the middle class, the vitality of which was unmatched.
         
      

      
      Just the other day, I happened to be in uptown Manhattan and took a walk on the City
         College campus. The distinctive Neo-Gothic buildings, Manhattan schist capped with
         white terra-cotta trim and spires, were designed by George Browne Post, architect
         of the Stock Exchange building. They are gracefully positioned on thirty-six acres
         in the middle of Harlem, just up a steep hill—uncharacteristically steep for Manhattan—from
         Alexander Hamilton’s house, The Grange, overlooking leafy, graceful St. Nicholas Park.
         City College opened in 1847 as the Free Academy:
      

      
         The experiment is to be tried, whether the children of the people, the children of
            the whole people, can be educated; and whether an institution of the highest grade,
            can be successfully controlled by the popular will, not by the privileged few.
         

      

      It was my father’s alma mater. After his discharge from the navy, he completed his
         studies here—the first in his family to graduate from college. Physics was his major,
         and he ultimately found a job as an engineer with an electronics company on Long Island,
         a good-paying, steady job in which he flourished. The son of immigrants, he was a
         beneficiary of and contributing member to that remarkable engine of a middle class—the
         likes of which the world had never seen—created after the war by the GI Bill and other
         policies that recognized that an engineer from Queens, his family’s only wage earner,
         should be able to save up and buy his family a house—in a good neighborhood with good
         schools.
      

      
      By the time my husband and I were ready to follow in his footsteps, houses in the
         neighborhood in which my parents still lived were too expensive for us many times
         over—even with both of us working. The 1980s were the Reagan years, when FDR’s legacy
         and the GI Bill and all it stood for began being dismantled, program by program, policy
         by policy. The disassembly continues. We’ve lost the social and political will to
         support the middle class. 
      

      
      We’re all the products of our unique historical moments, and I can’t imagine that
         what you and I experienced can be replicated—but I think we both began this book in
         the hope that the essence of our analysis can somehow be distilled and implemented,
         if only in part, today. 
      

      
      As I’m writing, I stop to daydream (an occupational hazard—or requirement, depending
         on your point of view), and my gaze falls on a copy of The Holy Bible, King James Version that I used in Mrs. Kidder’s “The Bible as Literature” class forty-six years ago.
         I think back to her class, how she held the book open in one hand, her arm out in
         front of her at a great distance (probably because she was farsighted), looking like
         some kind of long-legged bird craning its neck. And the verses she read to us were
         food to her. There was nothing incidental about her attachment to, her need for the
         words she was reading us; they were essential to her. I remember her being transported
         and at the same time stumbling over her words because she wanted so desperately to
         help us to see the beauty in the lines that she experienced. 
      

      
      But she also listened to us. And you did, too. When I recall your class, I see you
         sitting on the front of your desk, your feet on one of the chairs we sat in, with
         a pensive look on your face. One of the usually silent boys from the back of the room,
         perhaps the one I nursed a crush on, just said something unusual, something unexpected,
         about one of the Hawthorne stories we were reading, and you were considering it, tasting
         it, the way one keeps a morsel of delicious food in your mouth for an extra moment
         to trace and name the individual ingredients and flavors, to try to determine the
         source of its pleasing complexity.
      

      
      One of my most singular experiences as a teacher happened when I volunteered to lead
         a writing workshop at a local nursing home. Imagining a group of sprightly sixty-year-olds
         sitting around a conference table—recently retired teachers, lawyers, and librarians—I
         showed up to the first session planning to discuss a lovely May Sarton poem that employed
         an extended metaphor as its central conceit. Copies in hand, I was led into a cavernous
         “rec” room smelling of cabbage (the room doubled as the dining room and abutted the
         kitchen) where about fifty variously abled and elderly people waited, many in wheelchairs.
         Some drooled, some slept, some called out inappropriate comments, some twitched. Gamely,
         I plunged in, introducing myself, talking about how writing is a process, a journey
         of self-discovery. I asked questions that received no answers. As the room grew more
         silent—except for kitchen noises—more odiferous and even more confining, it occurred
         to me that I could just gather my things and say something like, “I’m terribly sorry,
         but something has come up and I have to leave. Good-bye.” If I exited quickly enough,
         no one would be able to catch me and drag me back.
      

      
      But then I caught sight of the woman on staff who had invited me standing in the back
         of the room, smiling at me, as if everything were going fine. So I distributed copies
         of the poem I’d brought, read it aloud, and asked if anyone liked it.
      

      
      Silence. More silence. 

      
      And then a woman sitting near me piped up, “I think the woman in this poem is being
         compared to a tree.” Yes, that was exactly right. 
      

      
      “What might a good friend and a tree have in common?” 

      
      “Both provide comfort,” someone else said. I could have kissed her. Others chimed
         in, and soon we were embroiled in the very discussion I’d despaired of having, stopping
         only as the cafeteria workers began serving lunch. 
      

      
      Fifteen years later, I’m leading that same writing workshop each month, and it remains
         a highlight of my work life. How grateful I am that I didn’t leave but stuck around
         until someone felt comfortable enough to speak up. It’s a cliché, of course, but I’ve
         learned much more from those who attend my workshop than what I can offer them.
      

      
      Respect for students, for learning, and a conviction that people will respond to the
         material at hand if they are given enough time and support, is what education should
         be about. It’s what was offered to me.
      

      
      Teaching is a hybrid profession, partaking of science and art in nearly equal measures;
         a delicate balancing of discipline, pedagogy, and inspiration. I wonder how our book
         will be categorized; on what shelf in what section of the bookstore will it be positioned?
         It’s memoir, analysis, tribute—but mostly I think of it as an act of resistance. A
         cri de coeur. 
      

      
      I’m glad we took the plunge.

      
      Yours,

      
      Roberta

      
       

      
      3/30/15

      
      Dear Roberta—

      
      I’m glad, too.

      
      And you’re right about the hybrid nature of this project. Over the past year—or has
         it been two, or even longer?—when people have asked me what I’ve been working on,
         I’ve frankly had a hard time coming up with a succinct answer. There is of course,
         as you say, a liberal measure of memoir; and yes, there are elements of analysis and
         tribute. But I too feel a bit more comfortable with “act of resistance.” In fact,
         if the word hadn’t become so closely identified with Karl Marx, I’d be tempted to
         say we’ve been writing a manifesto. 
      

      
      But I guess I don’t think any of those are at the core—because I think you were also
         right, way back near the beginning, when you said we were telling a love story. Not
         a steamy best seller, not a romance, but a story about love—in the very best sense
         of the word. 
      

      
      Antonia Darder, in a reflection on the thoughts of Paulo Freire, has written that
         his concept of love was “neither . . . a liberal, romanticized, or merely feel-good
         notion of love . . . nor the long-suffering and self-effacing variety associated with
         traditional religious formation.” Instead, she asserts, Freire’s was a “love that
         could be lively, forceful, and inspiring, while at the same time, critical, challenging,
         and insistent.” It was not, she argues, “about absolute consensus, or unconditional
         acceptance, or unceasing words of sweetness, or endless streams of hugs and kisses.
         Instead, it is . . . rooted in a committed willingness to struggle persistently with
         purpose in our life and to intimately connect that purpose with what he called our
         ‘true vocation’—to be human.”
      

      
         To be human. 
      

      
      As I’ve said before, more than once, that was a pivotal objective—the pivotal objective—for Syosset teachers. It was, especially for most of the English
         teachers, the main thing we were trying to help our students accomplish. Just a little
         bit ago, you suggested that maybe we were less interested in teaching than in making
         sure you learned, and I like the way you put that. It’s another way of describing
         what Prof. Darder calls “Teaching as an Act of Love.” So yeah, I think you were right
         that we’re telling a love story. 
      

      
      I’m kind of amazed on reflection that we’ve managed to get through so many pages about
         the sixties with so few references to the Beatles—and that’s not as much of a non
         sequitur as it might seem. Because this seems like a perfect time for one more Beatles
         allusion, since one of their songs may hold the most important key to recapturing
         in today’s schools what we had in Syosset: maybe it’s true that all we need is love.
      

      
      At another point early in our correspondence, I suggested that education, when it’s
         working well, can be thought of as a quest. You demurred, and I now think you were
         right about that, too: our controlling metaphor at Syosset High was not a quest. It
         was more love story than epic, more pursuit of the green light than tilting at windmills.
      

      
      So maybe it all comes down to Gatsby. I do think we shared a belief in a green light of sorts, a sixties kind of thing
         for both teachers and students: a slap-upside-the-head awareness of things that had
         gone wrong, a determination to right the wrongs, and an enduring belief that, with
         vision and commitment, things could indeed be righted.
      

      
      I guess maybe you and I still share that belief. Not that we’re borne back ceaselessly
         into the past, but that we can remember when the light was shining, when education
         could be, as you say, the green breast of a new world, when we and others like us
         believed it was possible to get it right—to run faster, stretch out our arms farther . . . no windmills, just incremental
         progress, class by class, toward realizing our potential as human beings.
      

      
      I think that’s why we’re both so disturbed by what we see happening to public schools
         today: because we encountered each other in a school where education was indeed animated
         by love—love of ideas, love of thinking, love of humanness, love of inquiry. It was
         a model that, in ed-school terms, was affective, heuristic, open-ended, and student-driven.
         And it shaped our vision not only of what public education should be, but also of
         what our society could—and should—become. As Abraham Lincoln said, “The philosophy
         of the school room in one generation will be the philosophy of the government in the
         next.”
      

      
      Unfortunately, the forces on the other side are also aware of Lincoln’s wisdom. We’ve
         seen the exploitative rapacity of those who want to privatize education for their
         own profit and the mechanistic insensitivity of those who want to turn inquiry-based
         education into utilitarian training. And we’ve witnessed the damage as both of these
         groups—along with the politicians they support—have worked to upend our public schools,
         to impose an educational model centered on control, not love: cognitive, algorithmic,
         circumscribed, and didactic.
      

      
      The casualties, unfairly, are the children. The overtested, undereducated elementary
         school children, whose initial enthusiasm for learning is so often defeated by formulaic
         tedium. The high school kids who are funneled willy-nilly into lockstep college-prep
         curricula (or ersatz-college-prep), regardless of their individual interests and aptitudes.
         And the graduates of those ersatz colleges (and of some legitimate ones as well) who
         quickly discover the value of their degrees is massively exceeded by the outstanding
         balances on their student loans. At least insofar as those values are measured in
         dollars.
      

      
      The students’ problems are direct results of an approach to education that leaches
         the humanity out of the process and evaluates all outcomes in dollars earned, not
         wisdom achieved.
      

      
      The fact is, some girls (and some boys) will get more out of home ec than out of Honors
         English—especially a home ec class that follows your reimagined syllabus. The fact
         is, not everyone wants to be a lawyer, a computer code writer, or a hedge-fund manager. The fact is, some
         will be happier as carpenters, firefighters, butchers, or farmers. And they should
         not be made to feel like failures because they’re not taking AP classes.
      

      
      But neither, on the other hand, should they be prohibited from taking AP classes if
         they have the interest and the aptitude—no matter what future employment they aspire
         to. The purpose of education should be education, not job skills; its objective should
         be humanness, not employability.
      

      
      So I really don’t think the answer lies in a proliferation of charter schools, private
         academies, and parent-driven vouchers and whims—even though those are clearly the
         PAC-funded groundswell today. The answer, I truly believe, lies in allowing the schools
         to recapture (or embrace for the first time) a student-centered approach to education—the approach we were striving for in Syosset. We may
         not have achieved everything we were trying for—I’m sure we didn’t—but we achieved
         enough to fix Syosset firmly in our memories as the benchmark for measuring public
         education.
      

      
      I believe there’s still a green light, still hope for our schools and our students.
         But I acknowledge that there’s bound to be a bit of Quixote, as well, in this story:
         there are powerful forces arrayed against the approach we advocate, and the continuing
         struggle against their cynicism promises to be epic.
      

      
       

      
      I further acknowledge that I’ve said a lot of this before. Maybe all of it.

      
      So I guess that’s another thing you’re right about: I guess we’re coming to the end
         of this conversation. But, frankly, I’ll be sorry to see it end.
      

      
      Yours,

      
      George

      
      
   
      Chapter 23

      An Ongoing, Vital Conversation

      
         
         
      

      
      April 17, 2015

      
      Dear George,

      
      A couple of years ago, and I can’t remember what prompted me, I picked up Marcel Proust’s
         Swann’s Way, the gateway to his seven-volume novel. It wasn’t the first time. On several occasions
         over the years I’d gamely plunged in only to abandon it after about a hundred pages,
         sometimes a bit more. Most recently, however, as I read the long paragraphs about
         a man trying to get to sleep, it was as if I’d suddenly woken up and become bilingual,
         able to decipher a language that until then had seemed impenetrable. 
      

      
      Proust’s novel isn’t really impenetrable. Like every work of art, it contains within
         itself the key for how to approach and decipher it. Proust simply demands a quality
         of attention that isn’t easy to muster, especially, for many, in these socially mediated,
         app-riddled days. But if it isn’t impenetrable, it isn’t exactly conventional. You
         don’t read Proust to find out what happens next. You read on to partake of his consciousness,
         to experience his associations as he studies the world, and to dwell in the sinews
         of his syntax. Arriving at the end of his complex, never-ending sentences is like
         completing a long car trip through country you’ve never seen before but find unexpectedly
         lush. What most astounded me was his ability to describe certain interior states that
         I’d experienced as so ephemeral and miasmic that I despaired of ever describing them,
         all the while convinced that no one else shared them. Yet here he was, a Frenchman
         of the last century, exquisitely limning what I’d assumed would always elude print.
         So precise were his descriptions that instead of feeling grateful to know I had company,
         I felt almost as if he’d stolen something precious from me. How had he known what
         I would feel? Had he somehow eavesdropped on me, anticipating the very firing of my
         neurons as they produced the most primitive sensations below speech, almost below
         thought? 
      

      
      For Proust, I developed a unique reading regimen. I kept the book near my bed so I
         could reach for it first thing upon waking up and would read only for the length of
         a breath. That is, it was as if I inhaled deeply upon opening the book, before plunging
         into the ocean of his prose, and stayed underwater as long as my breath lasted. When
         it ran out, I had to surface. I put a dot in the margin to indicate where I’d run
         out of air, and that’s where I started the next day. It took me about six months,
         but I finished the volume, and then naturally picked up the next. About two years
         later, I finished the last page of the last book.
      

      
      And then to my amazement, as if it were the Torah, I went back to the first volume
         and began again. It seemed the only thing I could do. Having voyaged to the end, I
         had to begin again knowing where I was headed. 
      

      
      Not that there was any definable point toward which to travel. In fact, one of my
         favorite stories about reading Proust is this: sometime during my second voyage, a
         friend who is fluent in French suggested we read the original text together. For a
         few wonderful months, we met weekly and pored over his gorgeous, endless French sentences.
         One afternoon we came to a particularly difficult passage that we couldn’t really
         make sense of, and my friend said, “Let’s just skip it for now and we’ll come back
         to it after we find out what happens.” 
      

      
      “Nothing happens,” I said. “There’s no place to get to. It’s all the same. This is
         all there is, this sentence, and then the next.” 
      

      
      Thinking about this now, I remember a trip to an art museum I took with a friend to
         see a Vermeer exhibit. At the first gallery, she turned to me and asked, “How do you
         like to do museums?” I didn’t know what she meant so she had to explain: Was I the
         kind of person who liked to move quickly through the exhibit first and then see it
         again once I’d been exposed to the whole show, or did I prefer to move slowly through
         it, absorbing each painting as we went along?
      

      
      I’d never thought about it, had never paid a whit of attention to my museum-going
         habits. But once I was asked to articulate them, I realized instantly that I was the
         first type of viewer she described. This was new information about myself—which is
         yet another gift of studying the humanities. To immerse yourself in the humanities
         is to learn not just about the works themselves, but about yourself; it’s not just
         about “content” or the “what” of a discipline but also about process, about the “how”—how
         you take in information, what you do with it. It’s about examining the assumptions
         underlying your behavior and your reactions to the world which, if not called attention
         to, remain unaddressed all the while influencing almost everything you do and think.
      

      
      I guess I’m thinking about Proust this morning because we’re coming to the end of
         this correspondence, and feeling sad—even though I have every confidence that you
         and I will stay in touch. As we exchanged these letters, we discovered how much the
         people we’ve become since we met have in common. We both like to walk, bike ride,
         bird-watch, read, collect seashells, take road trips, read, talk, talk about food,
         take photographs. . . . And our spouses do, too. Writing to each other this way, codifying
         the thoughts, reflections, and impressions we’ve both nurtured through the years about
         education, the subject that obsesses us both, we’ve tapped back into the conversation
         that began nearly fifty years ago in a classroom in the A wing. If I were in that
         room now, I’d find my seat in a second: close (but not too close) to the front, on
         the side of the room with the door, facing the blackboard and your desk, which you
         ignore, preferring to sit on a student desk, backward, feet on the seat. 
      

      
      It’s as if the conversation that began in the classroom never really stopped. In truth,
         it didn’t begin in the classroom at all but thousands of years ago. Listening to philosophers
         talk, as I do in my day job, I hear them debating a point in Plato’s Republic or a passage from John Stuart Mill as if these long-dead philosophers were in the
         room ready to defend themselves. To engage with texts isn’t an academic exercise but
         an ongoing, vital conversation. It’s always taking place, invisibly, inaudibly, on
         a bandwidth somewhere in the ether. It’s not a restricted conversation, but you do
         need the code; you need to find a way in, and then you can join it. 
      

      
      All of you, all the teachers I cited in these letters, prepared me to read and reread
         Proust. You gave me and my classmates the password that allowed us to join the conversation.
         And the password is pleasure. Teachers model it; students copy it. When we talked
         about Hester Prynne or Jay Gatsby, you weren’t concerned with getting us through the
         test—you were trying to help us clarify our thinking, to discard stereotypes and clichés,
         to express what the book meant to us. Not because it was currency we could use to
         earn something objective, but because it would help us in our subjective lives—we’d
         learn how to encounter the “other.” Your very posture communicated your dedication
         to intrinsic, not extrinsic, rewards.
      

      
      And maybe that’s what the humanities are ultimately about—connecting with other people
         while being cognizant of what the philosophers call “theory of mind.” In other words,
         we all construe the world in our own ways, but there are points of contact, glimpses
         of each other’s interior landscapes. Reaching out, turning inward, together. 
      

      
      So yes, learning is a love story and this book is an act of resistance against the
         prevailing narrative that equates learning with testing, but it’s also about offering
         students a pipeline to pleasure. That’s not to be equated with instant gratification.
         We’re talking about the deep pleasure that’s beyond the jolt of adrenaline you feel
         when your phone vibrates with a new text message. I think of pleasure as an unfolding,
         a relaxation, being absorbed in an activity so that it felt as if you were sinking
         into the most comfortable armchair in the world. The more you give yourself up to
         it, the better you feel—although it may not feel comfortable at first. You may have
         to work hard to position yourself. But the work is worth it. Maybe in the end, a teacher’s
         job is to model pleasure, to show how the struggle leads to something that allows
         us to feel more expansive, more connected, and better than we imagined.
      

      
      Our conversation began in 1967. Long may it continue.

      
      Yours, as ever,

      
      Roberta 

      
      
   
      Epilogue

      
      
      As we reached the end of our book, we realized we weren’t even close to running out
         of ideas we wanted to discuss with each other. Roberta’s wish for our conversation
         was “long may it continue,” and it has. We’re still exchanging emails, and we frequently
         refer each other to a book—or include a link to a news story or magazine article or
         op-ed piece—offering someone else’s take on some aspect of the subjects we’ve been
         exploring. 
      

      
      Sometimes someone else’s take can get pretty scary—as it did when Kentucky governor
         Mark Bevin announced his state’s impending adoption of “performance-based funding”
         for higher education. 
      

      
      What’s scary about performance-based funding? Well, even though it comes in several
         flavors, all of them boil down to the same dish: unmitigated utilitarianism. To cite
         Bevin’s own example, his proposal means that Kentucky colleges graduating more electrical
         engineers than French literature majors will receive more funding and economic incentives
         than those doing the opposite. “All the people in the world that want to study French
         literature can do so,” he says; “they’re just not going to be subsidized by the taxpayers
         like engineers will be.” 
      

      
      This exaltation of purely utilitarian education seems inappropriate at any level—except,
         in some cases, graduate school—and Bevin encountered immediate dissent from quarters
         as nearby as the University of Kentucky. Jeffrey Peters, a professor of the very same
         French literature Bevin explicitly devalues, noted with no small amount of irony that
         Bevin’s own bachelor’s degree—from a liberal arts college in Virginia—is not in a
         STEM field, but in East Asian studies. In Dr. Peters’s summation, Bevin’s embrace
         of utilitarianism will “risk denying Kentucky students the very course of study he
         presumably found to be so intellectually and professionally rewarding.”
      

      
      And there are plenty of other politicians cooking up their own versions of Bevin’s
         recipe. U.S. senator Marco Rubio, for example, made some headlines with his call for
         an educational system that would produce “more welders and less philosophers.” (English
         teachers, of course, immediately corrected Rubio’s pronouncement, noting that the
         proper usage is “fewer philosophers.”) And our new Secretary of Education has spent much of her life and
         her vast family fortune promoting private, for-profit alternatives to the kind of
         public education we advocate.
      

      
      But not all the articles we send each other are discouraging. In fact, over the past
         year or so, we’ve noticed what we hope is the start of a shift in people’s thinking
         about education. After years of complaints from teachers and parents—and, for that
         matter, from students themselves—some cracks have finally developed in the monolithic
         political support for high-stakes testing. It’s about time. 
      

      
      It feels as if we’re finally overcoming a kind of collective myopia. For years we’ve
         narrowed our vision to “observable goals” instead of intellectual growth. We’ve focused
         on answers instead of questions, on memorizing instead of analyzing. On micromanaging
         teachers, and relying on “metrics” instead of Big Ideas—because “numbers don’t lie”
         and “Big Ideas” are too vague to explain. Or measure. 
      

      
      But numbers do lie, and metrics can mislead, especially when they’re purporting to measure something as inherently subjective
         and abstract as how well educated someone may be. Not every goal is observable, as
         every teacher knows, especially those (and they’re legion) who after ten or twenty
         years have received a note or an email from a former student reading, “Thank you .
         . . I’ve never forgotten what I learned in your class, and I still think of you.”
         
      

      
      Student reactions like that are the result of teaching that focuses on ideas—memorable ideas. And, unfortunately, things change when the focus shifts to factoids and data
         points. The whole educational process can be perverted, and the higher the stakes,
         the more likely that otherwise well-meaning people will give in to “drill and kill”
         teaching methods or even be tempted to cheat. Witness the front-page scandals that
         have resulted from teachers and administrators actually changing students’ scores
         so that schools won’t lose funding.
      

      
      So it’s gratifying to see evidence that more and more of us are coming to our senses
         and suggesting that schools should back off a bit from the number and frequency of
         tests they’ve been giving.
      

      
      But it’s not enough.

      
      The changes in attitude are far from unanimous. There are many people, politicians
         of course the most vocal among them, who still endorse extensive testing as the way
         to identify “failing schools”—as if labeling children and their schools as failures
         is somehow the moral equivalent of helping them succeed.
      

      
      They’re wrong: testing is not the key to fixing our schools. In fact, our fixation on testing is more likely part
         of the problem than part of the solution—which is why No Child Left Behind actually
         left lots of kids in the dust. And why Race to the Top never got anywhere near the
         summit. And why Every Student Succeeds should be treated as an aspiration, not a prediction.
      

      
      Neither will it be enough merely to cut back on testing, because the true culprit
         is not just standardized tests. It’s standardization in general— the apotheosis of
         which seems to have sprung from a kind of creeping industrialization of education.
         Schools become analogous to production facilities, classes to assembly lines, teachers
         to factory workers, and students to products. Testing is quality control, measuring
         how well each product conforms to the predetermined standard. Knowledge is a commodity—like
         tires or widgets—and education, as we’ve said, becomes comparable to just-in-time
         inventory management: pack those answers in, maximize turnover, and make sure you’ve
         got just enough on hand to meet the demands of the next test. 
      

      
      Maybe there are some aspects of running a school district where it makes sense to
         think in such businesslike terms: SMART Boards need to be purchased, for example,
         and school buses need to be maintained. And it’s true that discussions about education
         always seem to wind up being about finance, especially funding. But that does not mean education should be managed like a widget manufacturer or a software start-up.
         
      

      
      Instead, this creeping industrialization, which is approaching pandemic proportions,
         should be fought against. It’s been an insidious process, proceeding from such seemingly
         benign notions as minimum standards: that all students should master certain math
         skills, for example, by the time they finish third grade. All students, including not just future engineers, but also future poets. And similarly
         that all of them, including the future engineers, must master certain language skills—like
         knowing the difference between a simile and a metaphor—by the time they finish eighth
         grade.
      

      
      Maybe everyone really should know those things at some point in his or her life. But maybe their progress toward
         these goals doesn’t have to be in lockstep. The current American image of “school”
         may be morphing into something resembling an industrialized production facility, but
         most of us still harbor a more holistic image of “educated men and women.” And if
         educated men and women are what we want, then our schools shouldn’t be striving to
         produce students who have only mastered certain discrete facts, like how to parse
         sentences or solve binomials, but, rather, students who have learned how to think for themselves—rationally, analytically, creatively, and, most important, independently.
      

      
      It’s not that grammar and algebra aren’t important and perhaps necessary skills, but
         rather that the real reason for mastering them is that they provide the access code
         to something bigger—to the ongoing exchange taking place somewhere in the virtual
         forum where Aristotle is talking to Virginia Woolf, who’s talking to Shakespeare,
         who’s talking to Ada Lovelace, who’s talking to Immanuel Kant. It’s an eternal conversation,
         as current as it is ancient, and it’s always open to those who want to join.
      

      
      A teacher’s job is to give students the access code to this ongoing exchange of ideas.
         That’s the key to creating lifelong learners—people who continue to learn on their
         own, with friends and partners, for the rest of their lives. To create this kind of
         learning, teachers need the flexibility to recognize and accommodate each individual
         child’s individual talents and interests. And for that kind of flexibility to be possible,
         teachers need a pretty substantial degree of autonomy, similar to the autonomy they
         enjoyed in Syosset. 
      

      
      Consider Roberta’s image of the four teachers in the school library reading Ulysses together on Friday afternoons. They were not atypical of the Syosset faculty. Their
         dedication to Joyce may have been greater than that of their colleagues, as was their
         willingness to put off starting their weekends. But their commitments to learning,
         to inquiry, to questioning and critical thinking? These were, as a rule, shared by
         the entire faculty. The Syosset teachers were pretty cohesive as a team—not interchangeable,
         by any means, but cohesive—and that cohesion was in large measure a result of the
         autonomy granted to the individual teachers.
      

      
      The lack of comparable autonomy may be the root problem in schools today. Too many
         people, especially people in positions of authority, seem to be mistaking regimentation
         for cohesion. They may not call it regimentation. But no matter what it’s called, that’s what it is. And it’s far
         too often the end result of standardization.
      

      
      So it’s nice that people have begun talking these days about the downside effects
         of standardized testing. It would be even nicer if more of them realized that standardized teaching is even more harmful. 
      

      
      Yes, there are some less-than-stellar teachers (though not in greater proportion than
         substellar doctors, lawyers, and electricians). They include the burned-out teachers,
         of course, who are just going through the motions until they qualify for retirement.
         They also include the overwhelmed youngsters who (until they get more experience,
         at least) tremble at even the suggestion of departing from the script they’ve been
         handed. Those teachers do exist, and greater autonomy might frankly be wasted on them.
         But they’re not the only examples of standardized teaching. And turning teachers into
         culprits isn’t the answer because there are many other influences, besides teachers,
         that are also responsible for how our children learn.
      

      
      Like it or not, our public schools today are a reflection of what our society has
         become: a fragmented, contentious culture that trashes the very idea of education—of
         clear thinking, of constant questioning, of challenging assumptions. No campaign to
         “fix” American public schools can succeed if it’s based on such an anti-intellectual
         platform. And yet blinkered standardization seems to be the objective of most reform
         efforts today: the lockstep curricula, the regimented “progress,” and even the institutionalized
         teacher training that’s developed and scheduled wholly independently of what’s going
         on in the classrooms.
      

      
      When education is standardized, it’s robbed of its vitality. And vitality is precisely
         what seems to have been lost in too many American schools today.
      

      
      That’s why our thoughts about American schools keep returning to what went right,
         back in Syosset. And that’s why we believe any serious effort to recapture that kind
         of excellence must begin with a single, central Big Idea: the notion that education
         should be respected, not disparaged. Learning needs to be valued not only as a means
         to an end, but as a value in and of itself, for the pleasures it provides, and the
         responsibilities it confers.
      

      
      If our shared memories have convinced us of anything, it’s that American schools should
         be striving for flexibility, not standardization. For open inquiry, not didacticism.
         For intellectual vigor, not lockstep rigor. For questions, not answers. 
      

       

      —Roberta Israeloff and George McDermott

      
      March 2017
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