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1

Forward . . . Into the Past

 


Abigail is given plenty of worksheets to complete in class as well as a substantial amount of homework. She studies to get good grades, and her school is proud of its high standardized test scores. Outstanding students are publicly recognized by the use of honor rolls, awards assemblies, and bumper stickers. Abigail’s teacher, a charismatic lecturer, is clearly in control of the class: students raise their hands and wait patiently to be recognized. The teacher prepares detailed lesson plans well ahead of time, uses the latest textbooks, and gives regular quizzes to make sure kids stay on track.



 

WHAT’S WRONG with this picture? Just about everything.

The features of our children’s classrooms that we find the most reassuring—largely because we recognize them from our own days in school—typically turn out to be those least likely to help students become effective and enthusiastic learners. That dilemma is at the heart of education reform—or at least at the heart of this book. On the relatively rare occasions when nontraditional kinds of instruction show up in classrooms, many of us become nervous if not openly hostile. “Hey, when I was in school the teacher was in front of the room, teaching us what we needed to know about addition and adverbs and atoms. We paid attention and studied hard if we knew what was good for us. And it worked!”

Or did it? Never mind all those kids who gave up on school and came to think of themselves as stupid. The more interesting question is whether those of us who were successful students “achieved this success by memorizing an enormous number of words without necessarily understanding them or caring about them.”1 Is it possible that we are not really as well educated as we’d like to think? Might we have spent a good chunk of our childhoods doing stuff that was exactly as pointless as we suspected it was at the time?

It’s not easy to acknowledge these possibilities, which may help to explain the aggressive nostalgia that is loose in the land. Any number of people subscribe to the Listerine theory of education: the old ways may be distasteful, but they’re effective. Doubtless, this belief is reassuring; unfortunately, it’s also wrong. Traditional schooling turns out to be as unproductive as it is unappealing. Thus, we ought to be demanding nontraditional classrooms for our kids, and supporting teachers who know enough to reject the siren call of “back to basics.” We ought to be asking why our children aren’t spending more time thinking about ideas and playing a more active role in the process of learning. In such an environment, they’re not only more likely to be engaged with what they’re doing but also to do it better.

Parents have rarely been invited to consider this point of view, which is why schools continue operating in pretty much the same way, using pretty much the same set of assumptions and practices, as the decades roll by. In this chapter, I’ll try to explain what traditional schooling is, then make the case that it’s still the dominant model in American education and explain why this is so. After that, I’ll turn to a more recent, and closely related, phenomenon: the widespread call to raise “standards” that has come to dominate discussions about school reform. Once we understand more about the support for traditional teaching and for Tougher Standards—arguably the two dominant forces in our educational system—we’ll be ready to analyze them critically and explore alternatives that may make more sense for our children.


Two Models of Schooling

Let us begin by acknowledging that there are as many ways of teaching as there are teachers. Anyone who attempts to apply a single set of labels to all educators will be omitting some details and ignoring some complications—not unlike someone who describes politicians in terms of how far they are to the left or right. Still, it isn’t entirely inaccurate to classify some classrooms and schools, some people and proposals, as tilting toward a philosophy that is more traditional or conservative as opposed to nontraditional or progressive. The former might be called the Old School of education, which of course is not a building but a state of mind—and ultimately a statement about the mind.

When asked what they think schools ought to look like, some back-to-basics proponents cite the importance of “obedience to authority” and list certain favored classroom practices: “Students sit together (usually in rows) and everyone follows the same lesson. Missing are . . . clusters of youngsters working at a pace and on a topic of their own choosing. In basics classrooms, lines of responsibility are very clear; everyone knows his or her task and recognizes who is in charge.” The idea is to have students memorize facts and definitions, to make sure that skills are “drilled into” them. Even in social studies, as one principal explains, “We are much more concerned about teaching where Miami is than about Miami’s problem with Cubans.“2 Not all traditionalists would go quite that far, but most would agree that schooling amounts to the transmission of a body of knowledge from the teacher (who has it) to the child (who doesn’t), a process that relies on getting the child to listen to lectures, read textbooks, and, often, to practice skills by completing worksheets. Furthermore, “children should be behind their desks, not roaming around the room. Teachers should be at the head of the classrooms, drilling knowledge into their charges.“3

In the Old School, reading lessons tend to teach specific sounds, such as long vowels, in isolation; math classes emphasize basic facts and calculations. Academic fields (math, English, history) are taught separately. Within each subject, big things are broken down into bits, which are then taught in a very specific sequence. The model also tends to include traditional grades, plenty of tests and quizzes, strict (punitive) discipline, competition, and lots of homework. Anything that deviates from this model is often reviled as a fad, with special scorn reserved for efforts to teach social skills or address students’ feelings, to have students learn from one another, to use nontraditional ways of assessing what they can do, as well as to adopt bilingual education, a multicultural curriculum, or a structure that brings together students of different ages or abilities.

Nontraditional or progressive education is defined in part by its divergence from all of this. Here, the point of departure is that kids should be taken seriously. Because learning is regarded as an active process, learners are given an active role. Their questions help to shape the curriculum, and their capacity for thinking critically is honored even as it is honed. In such classrooms, facts and skills are important but not ends in themselves. Rather, they are more likely to be organized around broad themes, connected to real issues, and seen as part of the process of coming to understand ideas from the inside out. A classroom is a place where a community of learners—as opposed to a collection of discrete individuals—engages in discovery and invention, reflection and problem solving.

These aspects of progressive education (and many others, to be discussed in chapter 8) have been around for a very long time—so long, in fact, that they may actually define the more traditional approach. For centuries, children learned by doing at least as much as by listening. Hands-on activities sometimes took place in the context of a mentor-apprentice relationship and sometimes in a one-room schoolhouse with plenty of cooperative learning among kids of different ages. Many aspects of the Old School, meanwhile, really aren’t so old: “The isolated-skills approach to learning,” for example, “was, in fact, an innovation that started in the 1920s.”4

What we may as well continue to call the traditional approach (if only to avoid confusion) represents an uneasy blend of behaviorist psychology and conservative social philosophy. The former, associated with such men as B. F. Skinner and Edward L. Thorndike (who never met a test he didn’t like), is based on the idea that people, like other organisms, do only what they have been reinforced for doing. “All behavior is ultimately initiated by the external environment,”5 as the behaviorists see it—and anything other than behavior, anything that isn’t observable, either isn’t worth our time or doesn’t really exist. Learning is just the acquisition of very specific skills and bits of knowledge, a process that is linear, incremental, measurable. It says the learner should progress from step to step in a predictable sequence, interrupted by frequent testing and reinforcement, with each step getting progressively more challenging.

It’s a straight shot from a theory like that to a reliance on worksheets, lectures, and standardized tests. On the other hand, not all proponents of worksheets, lectures, and standardized tests consider themselves behaviorists. In some cases, traditional educational practices are justified in terms of philosophical or religious beliefs. There is no single seminal figure responsible for an emphasis on order and obedience in the classroom, but the idea that education should consist of transmitting a body of information is today promoted most visibly by E. D. Hirsch, Jr., a man best known for specifying what facts every first-grader, second-grader, third-grader, and so on ought to know.

In the case of progressive education, it can safely be said that two twentieth-century individuals, John Dewey and Jean Piaget, have shaped the way we think of this movement. Dewey (1859–1952) was a philosopher who disdained the capital-letter abstractions of Truth and Meaning, preferring to see these ideas in the context of real human purposes. Thinking, he argued, is something that emerges from our shared experiences and activities: it is what we do that animates what we know. Dewey was also interested in democracy as a way of living, not just as a form of government. In applying these ideas to education, he made the case that schools shouldn’t be about handing down a collection of static truths to the next generation but about responding to the needs and interests of the students themselves. When you do that, he maintained, you won’t have to bribe, threaten, or otherwise artificially induce them to learn (as is routinely done in traditional classrooms).

Jean Piaget (1896–1980), a Swiss psychologist, demonstrated that the way children think is qualitatively different from the way adults think and argued that a child’s way of thinking progresses through a series of distinct stages. Later in his life, he began to analyze the nature of learning, describing it as a two-way relationship between a person and the environment. All of us develop theories or perspectives through which we understand everything we encounter, yet those theories are themselves revised on the basis of our experience. Even very young children play an active role in making sense of things, “constructing” reality rather than just acquiring knowledge.

…

These two basic approaches rarely show up in pure form, with schools being completely traditional or nontraditional. The defining features of traditional education don’t always appear together, or at least not with equal emphasis. Some decidedly Old School teachers assign essays as well as worksheets; others downplay rote memorization. Likewise, some progressive classrooms emphasize individual discovery more than cooperation among students. Even from a theoretical perspective, what appears at a distance to be a unified school of thought turns out, as you approach it, to be more like a teeming collection of factions that accept some common principles but loudly disagree about a good many others.

Still, those common principles are worth exploring. There is a very real contrast between behaviorism and “constructivism,” the latter having grown out of Piaget’s investigations. The things that teachers do can usefully be described as more consistent with one theory of learning or the other. Likewise, there is a marked difference between classrooms that are relatively authoritarian or “teacher-centered” and those that are more “learner-centered,”6 in which students play a role in making decisions. It’s therefore worth thinking about the philosophy that predominates in the schools to which we send our kids.



Back to Basics? When Did We Leave?

Proponents of traditional education often complain that the model they favor is on the wane. They’re apt to describe themselves as a brave minority under siege, fighting an uphill battle for old-fashioned methods that have been driven out of the schools by an educational establishment united in its desire for radical change.7

Such claims are understandable as a political strategy; it’s always rhetorically advantageous to position yourself as outside the establishment and to describe whatever you oppose as “fashionable.” To those of us who spend time in real schools, though, claims about the dominance of progressive teaching represent an inversion of the truth so audacious as to be downright comical. As we slip into a new century, traditional education is alive and well and—as I see it—damaging a whole new generation of students. If this isn’t always obvious, it may be because we rarely think about how many aspects of education could be different but aren’t. What we take for granted as being necessary features of the school experience are actually reflections of one kind of schooling—the traditional kind.8

Consider: Just as we did, our kids spend most of their time in school with children their own age. Most high school instruction is still divided into 45- or 50-minute periods. Students still have very little to say about what they will do and how they will learn. Good behavior or meritorious academic performance, as determined unilaterally by adults, is still rewarded; deviations are still punished. Grades are still handed out; awards assemblies are still held. Students are still “tracked,” particularly in the older grades, so that some take honors and advanced placement courses while others get “basic” this and “remedial” that. Kids may be permitted to learn in groups periodically, but at the end of the day eyes must still be kept on one’s own paper. Even from a purely physical standpoint, schools today look much as they did decades ago.9

Education, like other social institutions, is said to go through pendulum-like swings, from left to right and back again.10 We are now living through what will surely be classified as a particularly conservative, even reactionary, era in American education. But the extent of experimentation with alternative models even during the more progressive periods has been exaggerated. As the educational historian Larry Cuban has argued, “Basic ways of schooling children have been remarkably durable over the last hundred years.” His review of “almost 7,000 different classroom accounts and results from studies in numerous settings revealed the persistent occurrence of teacher-centered practices since the turn of the century.”11 (We used to copy facts from the World Book; today, our kids download them from the Web. So much for the educational revolution.) Most of the nontraditional practices I will describe later exist as “isolated examples,” which are “tolerated only occasionally as alternatives for special groups of students,” notes another scholar.12 And from yet a third source: “Most teaching in U.S. classrooms is rather didactic. Teachers and students spend most of their time with lectures, or formal recitations, or worksheets, or some combination thereof.”13

Shortly before his death, Dewey reflected sadly on how little of his vision had ever made it into the schools, how the changes that did occur were merely “atmospheric” and hadn’t “really penetrated and permeated the foundations of the educational institution.” The “fundamental authoritarianism” of that institution, he remarked, had remained intact.14 Other observers have agreed, with one historian writing, “One cannot understand the history of education in the United States during the twentieth century unless one realizes that Edward K. Thorndike won and John Dewey lost.”15

Nor is this just a matter of speculation. In 1979, John Goodlad conducted what is still regarded as one of the most comprehensive studies of American classrooms, visiting more than a thousand in all. He found virtually nothing but traditional instruction all over the country: the overwhelming majority of classrooms were “almost entirely teacher dominated with respect to seating, grouping, content, materials, use of space, time utilization, and learning activities.” Moreover, “teachers out-talked the entire class of students by a ratio of three to one,” and when students did get to talk, it was usually to give a factual answer to a teacher’s question.16

Since then, very little has changed. One writer estimates that reform efforts in the 1980s affected maybe one school in a hundred.17 Goodlad’s subsequent visits to schools around the country (like my own, I might add) have turned up precious little evidence that the Old School has lost ground—outside a few oases of nontraditional education. In 1999, Goodlad wrote, “Although progressive views have enjoyed sufficient visibility to bring down on them and their adherents barrages of negative rhetoric, they have managed to create only isolated islands of practice. . . .  Most teachers adhere closely to a view of school as they experienced it as students and so perpetuate the traditional.”18

In many places, things are actually moving backward. Take “the children’s garden,” which is the translation of Kindergarten. In many places, it has been “turned into a first-grade readiness program,” with “whole-class, teacher-directed instruction, formal reading instruction, written assignments out of workbooks, and frequent grading.” This is being done to five-year-olds despite the nearly unanimous view among early childhood specialists that it’s a horrible idea.19 One kindergarten teacher who has begun drilling her children on vocabulary words remarked that “they can play and take naps at home. They are here to learn.”20 Indeed, the back-to-basics movement has been defined in part as an effort to ensure that “teaching methods intended for high-school students were imposed on first graders.”21

But pity the high school students for whom these methods were originally intended. While some younger children have so far been spared this stultifying approach to schooling, few teenagers are so lucky. There has been “a dearth of experience with progressive education at the secondary school level anywhere in the country, even in private or suburban schools* that [have] had a tradition of progressive schooling on the elementary level.”22



At all age levels, “traditional mathematics teaching . . . is still the norm in our nation’s schools,” one researcher reported in 1999.23 The emphasis on traditional techniques and basic skills in that subject stands out even more sharply when U.S. teachers are compared to their peers in other countries, such as Japan (see pp. 226–27). Moreover, “from 40% (elementary) to 69% (high school) of [U.S.] math teachers indicated that they rely on a textbook for more than 80% of their teaching, and most math teachers (at least 60%) reported that their instruction is ‘very [similar]’ or ‘quite similar’ to textbook tests.”24 In science teaching, meanwhile, hands-on activities have become more popular, but lecturing and textbooks continue to dominate here, too.25

If there is one area where nontraditional schooling has had some impact, it has been the teaching of reading and writing in the early grades. But the idea that old-fashioned methods have been abandoned in favor of the more progressive approach known as Whole Language (see chapter 9) is patently false. In a large national survey published in 1998,26 99 percent of randomly selected kindergarten, first-grade, and second-grade teachers said they were committed to the idea that phonics instruction is important, if not essential. This means either that Whole Language isn’t as rampant as has been claimed or that it doesn’t exclude the teaching of phonics. The latter, as we’ll see later, is definitely true. But the former explanation also seems accurate, judging by a closer reading of that survey.27 Indeed, one expert estimated that only about 5 percent of American primary-grade teachers could be described as really following the philosophy of Whole Language.28

Even that low number may be dropping as conservative opponents succeed in convincing public officials to back their position with the force of law. Educators from coast to coast “have been faced with increasingly prescriptive mandates [regarding] the way children are taught to read.”29 For example, in just two years, 1996 and 1997, state legislators across the country introduced sixty-seven phonics bills. To date, at least ten states have enacted such laws, a result of lobbying by some of the very people who ordinarily denounce the encroachment of Big Government.30 In California, politicians have even succeeded in requiring people who train teachers to take what is basically a phonics loyalty oath.31 Thus, whatever popularity Whole Language manages to earn may be undone by people outside the field of education who won’t allow it to be used.

This reflects a pattern that extends beyond how children are taught to read. Even where mild, tentative efforts have been made to change how students are taught and tested, many of these reforms subsequently get rolled back. Look at the way students and schools are evaluated: a definitive survey published in 1997 reported that politicians across the country have “pushed to set aside innovative approaches to assessment and to return to commercially available, norm-referenced tests.”32 Look at the middle school movement, a long-overdue attempt to turn the hell that is junior high school into a more supportive, developmentally appropriate place for young adolescents. Today, that movement is on the defensive as champions of the Old School succeed in their quest for ever-tougher standards, more testing, and a return to high school-style instruction.33 And look at the entire state of California, which in the 1990s has put the French counterrevolution to shame with its reversals of attempts to re-form how reading is taught, how math is taught, and how learning is assessed.34

Overall, Larry Cuban concluded in the fall of 1998, “The traditionalists have won. New math and whole-language reading are in retreat. Today there are more phonics, more multiplication tables, more tests. There is a consensus between the public and officials that the basic, traditional model is the one to pursue.”35



Poor Teaching for Poor Kids

One place where traditional teaching rules with a vengeance is in “urban” or “inner-city” schools, which are generally euphemisms for those attended by children of color from low-income families. In 1977, one writer observed that “the ghetto has been a hotbed for the basics.” It was still true twenty years later: “The highly traditional techniques of instruction are prevalent among lower-status groups.” Now, however, minority children are also more likely than their peers to spend time taking multiple-choice standardized tests and to be taught a low-level curriculum designed around those tests—all in the name of “raising standards,” of course.36


Some people may favor subjecting poor African-American and Latino children to “teaching styles that stress drill, practice, and other mind-numbing strategies” because they assume that “such children lack ability.”37 Others swear that they simply have the best interests of these kids at heart when they make them fill in blanks and even chant answers in unison. Lately, this kind of prescription for inner-city schools has been endorsed by a number of mainstream journalists and politicians. One reporter, writing in the Atlantic Monthly in 1998, endorsed a packaged drill-and-skill program called Success for All that is “used almost exclusively in poor schools,” remarking that it may be “punitive to local school boards, principals, and teachers—but they had it coming.”38 (He doesn’t say what the children have done to deserve it.) The mayor of Jersey City, New Jersey, also waxed enthusiastic about a pedagogical approach that relies on “constant drill and repetition.” In his words, “It’s not that hard to give answers if someone just told you. They memorize back and know and get used to a lot of A’s on quizzes.” So would he send his own kids to the kind of school he is advocating for those who are poor and black? Well, no. “‘Those schools are best for certain children,’ he said.”39

The question is not whether inner-city schools are in trouble. The question is whether they’re in trouble because they’re insufficiently traditional or overly devoted to higher-level thinking. If the problem lies elsewhere, then more emphasis on basic skills is unlikely to make things better. Indeed, given what the research says about that approach (see Appendix A), we may be witnessing an example of destroying these schools in order to save them. Dorothy Strickland, an African-American educator, has remarked that “skills-based instruction, the type to which most children of color are subjected, tends to foster low-level uniformity and subvert academic potential.”40 Thus, the more they fill in worksheets on command, the further they fall behind affluent kids who are less tightly controlled and more likely to get lessons that help them understand ideas.

“What the academic achievement gap may really be telling us,” suggests Mano Singham of Case Western Reserve University, “is that, while the symptoms of the education system’s ills are more clearly visible in the black community than in the white, there are fundamental problems with the way education is delivered to all students”41—beginning, perhaps, with the metaphor of education as something that is “delivered” to passive recipients. Even if we attribute only the best of intentions to those who insist on an industrial-strength version of Old School methods for disadvantaged youngsters, this recommendation reflects the assumption that when things get really bad, when the need is greatest, nothing works as well as traditional methods. As long as that assumption persists, alternative ways of teaching will rarely be used even if the evidence supports their value for all children.



Explaining Educational Déjà Vu

I have taken the time to demonstrate the continued traditionalism of American schools for two reasons. First, to look at all this evidence together is to understand the absurdity of claims that progressivism runs rampant in our educational system. Second, many traditionalists insist that our schools are failing. Let’s assume, despite some data to the contrary (coming up in a few pages), that here they have a point. In that case, we’ll be better able to understand why there’s a problem if we begin with a truthful account of what’s really going on in our schools. If, as the evidence indicates, anything that might reasonably be called progressive is actually a rarity in American education, it becomes rather difficult to blame our problems (real or alleged) on these progressive practices. Indeed, the facts have the effect of turning the argument on its head: if students aren’t learning effectively, it may be because of the persistence of traditional beliefs and practices—a hypothesis supported by a considerable body of evidence, as we’ll see.

Of course, this possibility just raises another question: if traditional education hasn’t succeeded on its merits, why is it still around? Broadly speaking, there are two answers. First, the tried-and-false methods have attracted a loyal constituency that acts to thwart reform efforts; and second, nontraditional education is very difficult to do well and sustain. We’ll consider the first reason now and come back to the second one later in the book.

Without a doubt, traditionalists continue to be remarkably successful at disseminating their models and methods and at persuading the public of their value. The trick here is to figure out how this happens without resorting to the equivalent of their own bizarre conspiracy theories about a monolithic “educationist” establishment. This much is quite clear: conservatives of different stripes have fought hard, and usually successfully, to retain back-to-basics, skills-oriented education. For starters, this teacher-centered model follows naturally from seeing “the purpose of education [as mastering] a body of knowledge,” and that view, in turn, is held with some fervor by “religious conservatives who look upon the Bible as the revealed truth.”42 E. D. Hirsch Jr.’s Dictionary of Cultural Literacy, which popularized what we might call the “bunch o’ facts” approach to education, was enthusiastically endorsed in Phyllis Schlafly’s Eagle Forum newsletter. “In a number of communities,” meanwhile, support of direct phonics instruction and opposition to Whole Language “is one of the main organizing issues for the Christian Coalition.”43 And more secular conservatives lobby just as hard. In 1998 alone, the Direct Instruction model (see p. 213) was the subject of wildly enthusiastic articles in the National Review, Policy Review (published by the right-wing Heritage Foundation), and Investors Business Daily.

The Old School may owe a debt of gratitude to this alliance of social-religious and economic conservatives (who disagree on many other issues), but our search for explanations doesn’t end here. Politicians and business leaders, only some of whom would identify themselves as conservative, tend to support the identical educational agenda—or at least are unlikely to oppose it. It’s politically safe—and, if you’ve never really thought about the issues involved, apparently sensible—to come out in favor of a back-to-basics approach to education.

Then there are the mass media. More than a few reporters, columnists, and other writers vigorously support traditional education, sometimes turning news stories into barely disguised editorials lauding various aspects of the Old School and deriding anything progressive. But possibly even more influential are their less committed colleagues who accept the premises of traditional education without being aware of it, who casually ignore or write off some of the most promising, rigorous, and research-backed educational reforms. Articles about education that appear in U.S. newspapers and magazines, like depictions of classrooms in movies and on TV, reinforce traditional assumptions about how things should look (the teacher in front, holding forth) and how excellence is defined (knowing a set body of facts and skills).

Even many reporters who specialize in education are likely to accept standardized test scores as the sole basis for deciding whether a practice is effective or a school is in trouble. That such scores may be meaningless or worse (see chapter 4) literally hasn’t occurred to these journalists, nor have they questioned other elements of the educational status quo. Thus, when a recent survey revealed that the men and women who make their living studying how children learn have some ideas that diverge from those of the general public, that finding wasn’t presented by reporters as an invitation to rethink our assumptions about education. Rather, it was the experts who were simply assumed to be “out of touch.”44 In short, the result of a steady stream of articles about education that take so much of the Old School for granted, along with a relentless drumbeat of support by advocates, is that this model comes to be accepted by the rest of us, and it endures.


Of course, that model already enjoys the advantage of being familiar to us from our own days at school. We’re reassured by signs of traditionalism—letter grades, spelling quizzes, heavy textbooks, a teacher in firm control of the classroom—and we’re unnerved by their absence.* Our kids may hate school, but we accept that as a fact of life. Instead of demanding that our children get better than we got, it’s as though our position was: “Listen, if it was bad enough for me, it’s bad enough for my kids.”



And what if our kids are lucky enough to have a teacher who does things differently and makes school exciting for them? Sure, we’re glad to see them happy, but part of us wonders whether they’re really learning anything. After all, “learning” is memorizing random facts and doing whatever you’re told. You’re not supposed to like it. And if we’re mostly concerned to get our children into college, that process further strengthens the “conception of teaching as transmitting codified knowledge.”46 What’s remarkable in light of all these factors is not that the Old School persists, but that there are any places where it doesn’t.



The Demand for Tougher Standards

“Motherhood” can be a code for keeping women out of the workplace, and apple pie is loaded with fat and sugar. These days, anyone looking for a cause without controversy would do better to come out in favor of higher standards for our schools. It’s a safe bet that almost any audience will vigorously applaud such a sentiment, since it is widely agreed that our educational system is in deep trouble and that raising standards is the solution. On the other hand, whenever agreement is a bit too quick and consensus a little too broad, it’s worth taking another look.

People who talk about educational “standards” use the term in different ways. Sometimes they’re referring to guidelines for teaching, the implication being that we should change the nature of instruction—a horizontal shift, if you will. (In the case of the standards drafted by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM] in 1989, for example, the idea was to shift away from isolated facts and memorized procedures toward conceptual understanding and problem solving.) By contrast, when you hear someone say that we need to “raise standards,” that represents a vertical shift, a claim that students ought to know more, do more, perform better.

This can get confusing because discussions about standards sometimes are limited to only one of these meanings, sometimes flipflop between them, and sometimes involve an implicit appeal to one in order to press for the other. Most of the talk about standards today falls into the second category, and that is my primary concern here. Thus, in expressing doubts about this approach to educational reform, I don’t mean to say that we shouldn’t have any guidelines for what goes on in classrooms, and I don’t mean that our current approaches shouldn’t be changed. Indeed, the new standards that began to appear in the 1980s (including those from the NCTM) represent what I believe are significant improvements in thinking about how to teach various subjects. (Interestingly, those reforms are often opposed by some of the very people who argue most strenuously for ratcheting up the standards. You might say they want vertical movement without horizontal movement.)

Even the idea of vertical movement seems hard to argue against, at least in the abstract. Don’t we want schools to be of high quality and students to be able to do many things? Of course. But the current demand for Tougher Standards, particularly by politicians and businesspeople, carries with it a bundle of assumptions about the proper role of schools, the nature and causes of failure, and the way students learn. A number of people (mostly educators) have come to view with concern, even alarm, these increasingly strident demands (mostly from noneducators) to raise standards. People from parents to presidents have begun to sound like cranky, ill-informed radio talk-show hosts, and almost anything can be done to students and to schools, no matter how ill considered, as long as it is done in the name of “raising standards” or “accountability.”

Significantly, such buzzwords are favored by policymakers across the political spectrum. It’s almost impossible to distinguish Democrats from Republicans on these issues—only those people with some understanding of how children learn from those who haven’t a clue. The disagreement that plays itself out on boards of education and in state legislatures is pretty much limited to a clash between, on one side, the champions of Tougher Standards (a constituency that includes virtually all corporate groups, the president,47 almost all the governors, and most education officials), and, on the other side, those on the extreme right wing, whose suspicion of anything involving the federal government leads them to oppose national standards or testing. (They, too, tend to endorse the idea of Tougher Standards but insist on local control.)48 That’s often the extent of public debate on the subject. Left out almost entirely is the point of view of the students themselves and the impact on their learning.


The dominant position is reflected in an endless series of reports on American schooling released by the Business Coalition for Education Re-form, the Business Roundtable, the National Alliance of Business, the Committee for Economic Development, and other clusters of corporations. Rather like a party game in which players create sentences by randomly selecting an adjective from one list and a noun from another, these virtually interchangeable documents seem to consist mostly of different combinations of terms like “tough,” “competitive,” “world-class,” “measurable,” “accountability,” “standards,” “results,” and “raising the bar.” Also, almost all of them begin by solemnly announcing the arrival of the twenty-first century, in case we had forgotten.49

Jargon aside, there is good reason to oppose the disproportionate role that corporate executives have been granted in shaping our country’s educational agenda. It isn’t just a matter of whether they know enough but of what they’re looking for. Ultimately, the goals of business are not the same as those of educators and parents. Corporations exist to provide a financial return to the people who own them: they are in business to make a profit. As individuals, those who work in (or even run) these companies may have other goals, too, when they turn their attention to public policy or education or anything else. But business qua business is concerned principally about its own bottom line. Thus, when business thinks about schools, its agenda is driven by what will maximize its profitability, not necessarily by what is in the best interest of students.50 Any overlap between these two goals would be purely accidental—and, in practice, turns out to be minimal. What maximizes corporate profit often does not benefit children, and vice versa. To a significant extent, the push for Tougher Standards is about the former more than the latter.51

That’s why it’s so disturbing that the government tends to ride in business’s wake, issuing reports that contain remarkably similar language, essentially the same recommendations, and the identical objectives.52 Many of our elected officials have virtually handed the keys to our schools over to corporate interests. Presidential commissions on education are commonly chaired by the executives of large companies. “We must tell the business community that, if it wants better employees and higher profits, it must be involved in what the schools teach and how they teach it,” announced James B. Hunt, Jr., the Democratic governor of North Carolina.53 In March 1996, the Republican governor of Wisconsin, Tommy Thompson, joined IBM in hosting the prestigious National Education Summit at its suburban New York headquarters to talk about the need for higher standards—and, to no one’s astonishment, the importance of technology in schools. Most of the country’s governors attended, and each was invited to bring along a corporate chieftain. (Imagine the likelihood of a summit on the future of American business management to which the nation’s governors were invited to bring along a schoolteacher.)

Corporate and government reports on education also look very similar to (and sometimes even borrow from) analyses by teachers’ unions, notably the American Federation of Teachers. Both the AFT and Education Week, the newspaper of record in the field, publish annual reports that grade the states on their standards and expose those that fail to measure up.54 The difference between these documents and a report by, say, the National Rifle Association that assigns low ratings to legislators who are not sufficiently pro-gun is that in the latter case everyone realizes that the ratings reflect a very particular, very debatable point of view. Yet business, government, and labor in this country have all pretty much accepted and adopted the same approach to school reform (if “reform” is really the right word). So too for the leading newspapers and magazines, regardless of whether they are generally regarded as liberal or conservative on other issues.55

This remarkable consensus around Tougher Standards is closely connected to the perpetuation of Old School styles of teaching mentioned earlier. Holding schools “accountable” for meeting “standards” usually means requiring them to live up to conventional measures of student performance, and traditional kinds of instruction are most closely geared to—and thus perpetuated by—these measures. The dominant philosophy of fixing schools consists of saying, in effect, that “what we’re doing is OK, we just need to do it harder, longer, stronger, louder, meaner, and we’ll have a better country.”56 Thus, it isn’t unusual to hear corporate groups (or, once again, the leadership of the American Federation of Teachers)57 emphasizing the need to prepare students for the challenges of the future—and then calling for a renewed emphasis on the methods of the past.



Are Our Schools Failing?

The most obvious reason that people talk about the need to raise standards is that they believe current standards are too low and that our schools are doing a terrible job. Indeed, studies are released with numbing regularity that purport to show how little our kids know, how many questions they get wrong, how poorly they stack up against students in other countries, and how things are getting worse every year. It may be surprising, then, to learn that the people who follow this research for a living disagree vigorously about what the studies actually show.58 Rarely are newspaper readers given any hint that many of these reports may be highly misleading and that their conclusions may be wildly exaggerated.

At the very least, the results will vary, depending on which age group is being tested, with which exam, and in what subject. Often, for example, people claiming that our educational system is in trouble note that SAT scores are lower today than they once were. But this tells us almost nothing about the quality of high schools and their students. Rather, it tells us about the characteristics of the group of students who chose to take the test in a given year—or in a given state. “The SAT is useless for evaluating changes in academic performance, and any educator, journalist, or politician who uses SAT results as an index of change in educational achievement does so in ignorance or for reasons that must be considered suspect.”59

A more logical place to look for answers may be the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), set up by the federal government to serve as “the nation’s report card” by periodically testing students who are nine, thirteen, and seventeen years old. The results have been used to support various theories, but the inescapable conclusion is that there has been very little change over the last couple of decades, and most of the change that has occurred has been for the better. The most recent results available at this writing—from 1998 in reading and from 1996 in math and science—show that nine-year-olds and thirteen-year-olds did better in all three subjects than children in the early 1970s, when the tests were introduced. Seventeen-year-olds, meanwhile, were down a bit in science and up a bit in math and reading. The shifts in most cases have not been terribly significant, but it is noteworthy that of these nine comparisons (three age groups in three subjects), eight of them show some improvement.60

When critics who pound the lectern about declining scores are given statistics showing that our schools are actually doing about as well as ever, they don’t miss a beat. “Well, doing as well as we used to do just isn’t good enough!” they declare—presumably to distract us from the fact that their original claims were baseless. Or they may change the subject to international comparisons. Here, the results depend on the subject matter and the students’ age. A 1992 examination of the reading literacy of 93,000 nine-year-olds around the world found that U.S. students had the second-highest average score of the thirty-two participating countries. The average U.S. score (547) was 22 points behind the top country’s and 164 points ahead of the bottom country’s.61

Strangely, the results of that exam got a lot less press coverage in the United States than did a comparison of math results from the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). Even there, not as much attention was paid to the elementary school level, where the performance of U.S. students was exemplary, as to the upper grade levels, where U.S. students lagged. But aside from some serious questions about the way the TIMSS research was conducted,62 we should also be wary of focusing on how U.S. students rank against those from other countries, regardless of the results. A nation’s position on a list tells us nothing about the quality of its schools. If, for example, all the countries did reasonably well, there would be no shame (and, perhaps, no statistical significance) to being at the bottom. If all the countries did poorly, there would be no glory to being at the top. Headlines about how “our” schools are doing compared to “theirs” are based on the premise that what matters is relative performance, which suggests that we’re less concerned with the quality of education than with whether we can chant, “We’re Number One!”63

Apart from the specific tests, claims about our failing schools often seem a little suspicious for several reasons. First, just about every generation, going back more than a century, has sounded remarkably similar alarms about how the educational system is falling apart—and some of them have been sounded during periods now regarded as the golden age of education.64 Second, it’s worth noticing that the schools are blamed (without any real evidence) when the economy sputters,65 but when the economy hums along splendidly the schools never get the credit. Moreover, the Tougher Standards movement, ushered in amid charges that our economy was being dragged down by the schools, has persisted and proliferated even after the economy recovered. It’s hard not to suspect that economic circumstances were merely an excuse for getting tough with students and teachers.

Lending credence to that suspicion, some warnings about the mediocrity of our schools are issued for reasons that clearly have little to do with the objective state of education. In the late 1950s, dire pronouncements about a crisis in U.S. science education were provoked not by any measurement of students’ progress but by the Soviet launch of Sputnik. In 1983, the Reagan administration released a report (“A Nation at Risk”) that used near-apocalyptic language to describe the state of our schools—a claim that just happened to set the stage for the conservative agenda being proposed. These days, some of the loudest critics of our schools are people whose real agenda is to privatize American education. More and more, public schools are under attack “not just because they are deemed ineffective but because they are public.”66

Any announcement that our schools are inadequate finds a sympathetic audience since, for many of us, the way things are can never measure up to the way they used to be. The present, with its sharply etched flaws, can never compare to the lovely picture of the past preserved by our memories, with most of the problems having been airbrushed away. This bias is worth keeping in mind whenever people shake their heads in disgust about “these kids today” and how poorly they compare to students in the old days. More specifically, many of us are apt to “compare our own relatively homogeneous, even segregated, school experiences,” where plenty of students we never met “either dropped out of school or were tracked into custodial, nonacademic programs,” with a system that tries to serve a more diverse population.67

Yet another cause for skepticism: all the talk about how our educational system is faring assumes that the status of an entire country’s schools can be summarized by a single number. This is like looking at an average pollution statistic for the United States to determine the cleanliness of “American air.” In fact, our top states do as well on international tests as the top countries; our bottom states are down there with the lowest countries.68 Clearly, some U.S. schools are in real trouble by any measure: they are typically underfunded,69 and their students may worry more about surviving to adulthood than about passing an exam. A pair of educational researchers concluded not long ago that “on the whole, the American school system is in far better shape than the critics would have us believe”—but, at the same time, “some American schools are terrible places . . . because those schools lack resources and must contend with some of society’s worst social problems.”70

Finally, it is assumed that the standardized test scores used to draw all these conclusions are valid indicators of the quality of education. (That we routinely ignore this basic premise is itself enough to give one pause about the schools we attended.) You or I could design a test in half an hour that would be failed by most of the children, and even the adults, who took it. Then we could hold a press conference to fulminate about the ignorance of those kids and the Crisis of Our Schools. But until it is clear what was on the test, how reasonable and appropriate its content, such an announcement would deserve to be ignored. My guess, though, is that it would be on the front page of almost every newspaper in the country the next morning.

This concern is not hypothetical. Many of the specific tests being used to generate speeches and articles about the desperate plight of American education—and on which our children are being judged individually, by the way—are seriously deficient: students should not be taking them, and, in any case, we should not be taking them very seriously. As I’ll argue later, most of these tests don’t look for a deep understanding of ideas; they just measure how well students have memorized a bunch of words or facts, or how well they can apply fixed formulas about triangles or verbs. But most critics don’t bother to defend these tests. They aren’t even familiar with them. All they see is that a particular score is down, and that’s enough to start up the rhetoric about failing schools and falling standards. There is something unsatisfying, and even misconceived, about the whole debate between these educational Chicken Littles and those who challenge them. If the tests turn out to have an extremely limited value, we may be wasting our time arguing about the scores.

…

We are not wasting our time, however, if we ask whether students are learning effectively by more meaningful criteria. The story is told that John Dewey, while visiting a classroom one day, asked the students what they might find if they dug a hole in the earth. Nobody answered. He asked a second time and again was met with silence. Finally, the teacher suggested that Professor Dewey had asked the wrong question. “What is the state of the center of the earth?” she asked her class, and all the students chorused, “Igneous fusion.”71

As long as standardized tests avoid asking the “wrong” question, lots of students can and do answer them correctly. But even the most able are tripped up by unexpected challenges—those that require thinking in novel ways, connecting apparently disparate facts, or distinguishing between things that appear to be the same. Only when they are not expected to understand what they are doing does their performance seem satisfactory. This problem was identified as long ago as the 1840s and as recently as the latest assessment of students’ understanding of mathematical principles.72

In his book The Unschooled Mind, Howard Gardner of Harvard University explains how years of schooling fail to challenge the naive beliefs about the world that most of us form even before we set foot in kindergarten. We’ve learned plenty of new words and skills since then, but our knowledge is “fragile”: ask a probing question in almost any subject, and even those of us who are considered well educated will likely reveal the same basic misconceptions we started with.73 In Emily Dickinson’s lovely phrase, we have “the facts, but not the phosphorescence of thought.”74

So doesn’t this suggest that our schools really are failing—indeed, that they’re even more wretched than the conventional wisdom has it? Actually, the problems I am talking about are fundamentally different from those usually mentioned. Conventional methods of measuring success, notably standardized tests, aren’t merely uninformative about the educational issues that matter: they prevent us from understanding what is really going on and what to do about it. Complaints about low or dropping test scores are often based on misinformation, but the point is that this way of framing the issue will likely leave us with a very different prescription for our schools than if we focused on what is lacking in students’ understanding. We’ll end up “focusing on nonexistent problems while perhaps ignoring the real ones.”75 We’ll end up, in short, with a call for Tougher Standards.76



Five Fatal Flaws

Back in 1959, the education critic John Holt became concerned about the way some people were already starting to talk about improving education. “One ironical consequence of the drive for so-called higher standards in schools,” he remarked, “is that the children are too busy to think.”77 His implication is that higher standards and better thinking are not only different ideas in theory but may be opposites in practice—an idea that will seem surprising, even confusing, to a lot of people. But I think Holt has been proved right over the ensuing four decades. Specifically, I would contend that the Tougher Standards movement is fundamentally misguided in five separate respects. Each of the next five chapters will be devoted to one of these problems.

First, this approach proceeds from the assumption—one so widely shared as to be largely taken for granted—that students ought to be thinking constantly about improving their performance. This focus on results turns out to be remarkably simplistic, particularly when one considers the psychological issues involved. A preoccupation with achievement is not only different from, but often detrimental to, a focus on learning.

Second, as I’ve already noted, the Tougher Standards movement tends to favor Old-School teaching, the sort of instruction that treats kids as though they were inert objects, that prepares a concoction called “basic skills” or “core knowledge” and then tries to pour it down children’s throats. This model might be described as outdated were it not for the fact that, frankly, it never worked all that well. Modern cognitive science just explains more systematically why it has always come up short.

Third, this movement is wedded to standardized testing. “Excellence” and “higher standards” typically mean higher test scores, and that is what schools are pressed to produce. Indeed, much of the discussion about education today is arrested at the level of “Test scores are low; make them go up.” All the limits of, and problems with, such testing amount to a serious indictment of the version of school reform that relies on these tests.

Fourth, the Tougher Standards movement usually consists of imposing specific requirements and trying to coerce improvement by specifying exactly what must be taught and learned—that is, by mandating a particular kind of education. Even if we set aside the first three concerns—a very problematic set of beliefs about achievement, teaching, and measurement, respectively—we should be wary of the assumption that the way one changes education is simply to compel teachers and students to do things differently.

Finally, weaving its way through many of these ideas is an implicit assumption about what it means to improve, about the nature of “rigor” or “challenge.” That assumption can be summarized in three words: harder is better. This reductive (and really rather silly) premise is the basis for judging teachers, textbooks, and tests; it lurks behind complaints about “dumbing down” education and strident calls to “raise the bar.” Its first cousin is the idea that if something isn’t working very well—say, requiring students to do homework of dubious value—then insisting on more of the same will surely solve the problem.

After exploring each of these shaky foundations of the move toward Tougher Standards, we’ll look at what can replace the Old School as well as how we might rethink the whole idea of education.



Part One

TOUGHER STANDARDS Versus BETTER EDUCATION


Teaching requires the consent of students, and discontent will not be chased away by the exercise of power.

—John Nicholls, 1993
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Getting Motivation Wrong

The Costs of Overemphasizing Achievement

IF WE WANT to talk about schools in a way that matters, we have to talk about the people in schools. In fact, we have to make a habit of seeing things from the perspective of that student sitting right over there. You see her? She’s playing with her hair and wondering why the clock stops moving during math class. Meaningful educational reform requires us to understand her point of view: Can she connect at any level with what she just read? Does she have any reason for wanting to connect with it? What’s her goal when she opens a book? If she puts any effort into her writing, is it because she gets a kick out of finding the right words, because she wants to please her mom, or because she’s afraid of looking lame?

I don’t want to mention any names, but some social scientists specializing in education may as well be crunching numbers about E. coli or the electromagnetic spectrum. Even those who conduct research on motivation sometimes forget to ask students “what sorts of subject matter and what associated teaching methods make sense to them.”1 Likewise, some teachers are “more interested in what they’re teaching than in what students are learning,”2 more focused on the subject matter than on the kids.

These distinctions are not idle or incidental. They are not platitudes about the Importance of Children lifted from a soothing after-dinner speech. For anyone who cares about education, these are the issues that matter the most. They have the power to turn our beliefs and practices inside out, as we’re about to see. Does it matter whether your child studied last night? Yes; but what may matter even more is why he did so (or didn’t). Does it make any difference whether your child did well on a test? Sure; but what will be even more important over the long haul is why she thinks she did well—that is, how she accounts for her success. It is the student’s point of view—specifically, a psychologically informed understanding of that point of view—that determines whether real learning will happen and keep happening. As any number of studies have found, a child’s “thoughts and emotions while performing an action are more important in determining subsequent engagement than the actual outcome of that action.”3

The failure to understand this is the first distinguishing feature of those who march behind the banner of Tougher Standards. I refer especially to the people who sit on Mount Olympus, where no children live, and insist that students be made to learn. They like to talk about motivating kids, as though motivation could be imposed from the outside. They are fixated on observable, testable behaviors (such as correctly pronouncing the words on a page) while ignoring the people who are doing the behaving (and whether they care about, or understand, those words). They may even set up a dichotomy whereby we are supposed to choose between being committed to Excellence, on the one hand, and just being worried about how students “feel” about what they’re doing, on the other.

The fact is, unless we attend to how students feel about what they’re doing, it’s less likely that they will become excellent learners. All those demands to raise standards aren’t just disrespectful of kids; ultimately, they’re unlikely to succeed even on their own terms. This chapter explains why.


What Versus How Well

When he was the mayor of New York City, beginning in the late 1970s, Ed Koch was famous for wandering through the streets and asking passersby, “How’m I doin’?” This affectation he evidently regarded as endearing—as opposed to, say, neurotic. Getting students to ask this same question umpteen times a day seems to be a major purpose of our educational system. Indeed, the dominant version of contemporary educational reform consists of leaning on students, teachers, administrators, and parents until they focus ever more intently on results.

What could possibly be wrong with results? To answer this question, we first have to recognize that for people to think about how well they’re doing is not at all the same as thinking about what they’re doing.4 These represent two very different mind-sets for parents, students, and educators. Imagine two parents, for example, both of whose children mention that they wrote an essay in school that day. One parent wants to know how good the essay was and asks what the teacher said about it. The other parent asks about the essay itself and the process of writing it: Why did you choose that topic? Did your opinion about the subject change while you were writing? How did you decide what to include in the opening paragraph?

Or imagine a student who comes home from school announcing that “she had a great day because she got an A, did better than her best friend, or . . . won the spelling bee.” These accomplishments reflect a very different set of goals than those held by a student who says “she had a great day because she finally mastered long division, read a wonderful story about India, or tried to solve a really difficult problem.”5 One of these children regards learning as a means (to a grade or a victory or just to being able to say she was successful). The other regards learning as an end.

Teachers and administrators, too, may promote one mind-set more than the other. Consider a school that constantly emphasizes the importance of performance! results! achievement! success! A child who has absorbed that message may find it difficult to get swept away with the process of creating a poem, trying to build a working telescope, or figuring out why fighting always seems to be breaking out in the Balkans. He may be so concerned about the results that he’s not all that concerned about the activity that produces those results.

As students move from elementary to middle or junior high school, there is an especially marked, and often irreversible, shift from trying to figure things out to trying to be high achievers6—although it isn’t unusual to find even young children being led to think less about making sense of what they’re doing and more about how successful they’ve been at doing it. The two goals aren’t mutually exclusive, of course, but in practice they feel different and lead to different kinds of behaviors.7 Without even knowing how well a student actually did at a task or how smart she is supposed to be, we can tell a lot just from knowing whether she is more concerned about layers of learning or levels of achievement.

Like most people, I think it matters how effectively students are learning. It’s appropriate to sit down with them every so often to figure out how successful they (and their teachers) have been. But when we get carried away with results, we wind up, paradoxically, with results that are less than ideal. Surprising as it may seem, the evidence suggests that our long-term goals for children and schools are less likely to be realized when teachers, parents, and the students themselves become preoccupied with standards and achievement.




The Costs of Overemphasizing Achievement

Let’s be clear about exactly what is wrong with encouraging students to put “how well they’re doing” ahead of “what they’re doing.” An impressive and growing body of research suggests that this emphasis (1) undermines students’ interest in learning, (2) makes failure seem overwhelming, (3) leads students to avoid challenging themselves, (4) reduces the quality of learning, and (5) invites students to think about how smart they are instead of how hard they tried. Any one of these five consequences should be cause for concern; together, they make it abundantly clear that the conventional wisdom about schooling has to be rethought.

Interest. When students are constantly encouraged to think about how well they’re performing, the first likely casualty is their attitude toward learning. They may come to view the tasks themselves—the stories and science projects and math problems—as stuff they’re supposed to do better at, not stuff they’re excited about exploring. Or, as Carol Dweck, one of the leading researchers in this field, once put it, “Performance goals may well create the very conditions that have been found to undermine intrinsic interest.”8

We can immediately see that the kind of student who is “learning-oriented”—the student whose goal is to understand and who is thinking about what she is doing—is likely to enjoy school. But the flip side is that her classmate, who is mostly concerned with being a top performer, is probably a lot less eager. Research and experience teach us that when “performance-oriented instructional strategies” are used, such as emphasizing the importance of good grades and high test scores, students tend to value reading less.9

That doesn’t mean they won’t read. Indeed, some performance-driven or competitive students may persevere at a task when they’ve been told they have to do well. But a genuine interest in the task—or excitement about the whole idea of learning—often begins to evaporate as soon as achievement becomes the main point. Assuming it’s important to us that our children become lifelong learners, we have good reason to be concerned if too much attention to boosting achievement during school can make the whole idea of learning seem like a chore.

Reaction to Failure. No one succeeds all the time, and no one can learn very effectively without making mistakes and bumping up against limits. It’s extremely important, therefore, to encourage a healthy and resilient attitude toward failure. As a rule, that is exactly what students tend to have if their main goal is to learn: when they do something incorrectly, they figure out what went wrong and how to fix it. Their mood is generally positive and their attitude is optimistic.

Not so for the kids who are mostly concerned about how well they’re doing, who believe (often because they have been told explicitly) that the point is to succeed—or even to do better than everyone else. They seem to be fine as long as they’re succeeding, but as soon as they hit a bump they may regard themselves as failures and act as though they’re helpless to do anything about it. They are “always vulnerable to becoming overwhelmed by a failure experience,” so that a momentary stumble can seem to cancel out all their past successes.10 When the point isn’t to figure things out but to prove how good you are, it’s often hard to cope with being told you’re not so good.

Consider the student who falls apart when he gets a 92 instead of his usual 100. We’ve all seen such kids. We may even have such a kid or have been such a kid. The problem is that no matter how familiar we are with such a reaction, we invariably analyze what’s going on incorrectly. Consistent with our whole society’s tendency to ignore the bigger picture, we usually see it as a problem with the individual and conclude that such students are just too hard on themselves. But the distinction between “what I’m doing” and “how well I’m doing” can let us see what is going on here through a new lens. Instead of blaming the student’s anxiety or depression on his psychological makeup, we begin to realize that a systemic demand for high achievement may have led him to become debilitated when he fails—even if the failure is only relative. The important point isn’t what level of performance qualifies as failure (a 92 vs. a 40, say); it’s the perceived pressure not to fail. That can have a particularly harmful impact on high-achieving and high-ability students.11

Thus, reassuring such a student that “a 92 is still very good” or that we’re sure he’ll “do better next time” doesn’t just miss the point—it makes things worse by underscoring yet again that success is all that counts. We may intend to be supportive and helpful, but in fact we’ve managed to drive home the message that the point of school isn’t to explore ideas, it’s to do well. Similarly, it really doesn’t help to give students easier tasks so they can “experience success” and feel more confident, or to provide them with lots of positive feedback.12 None of this gets at what is really going on, which is emphasizing the level of achievement to the exclusion of learning.

Avoidance of Challenge. If the point is to succeed rather than to stretch one’s thinking or discover new ideas, it is completely logical for a student to want to do whatever is easiest. That, after all, will maximize the probability of success—or at least minimize the probability of failure. Again we have a new explanation for a familiar phenomenon: we’ve all seen children cut corners and do as little as they can get away with. But perhaps we shouldn’t assume it’s just because they’re lazy—another explanation based on the characteristics of individuals, which happens to be extremely convenient for adults because it implies that only the child has to be fixed. Perhaps “performance goals work against the pursuit of challenge.”13

A number of researchers have tested this hypothesis. Typically, a bunch of kids are told they
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