
At the start of each school year, the administration offers up the new “buzz words” that are dominating the educational field.  Inundated by new curriculums, new educational targets, new pedagogy (which often times resembles some educational philosophy that was popular 10 years previously), teachers set off into the classrooms to teach or so they may delude themselves.  However, in this climate, if teachers embrace the “new” bells and whistles deemed “en vogue,” have they lost sight of the true purpose of education that Dewey sets forth as a goal: “a curriculum which acknowledges the social responsibilities of education must present situations where problems are relevant to the problems of living together.”  If this is the aim of education, the curriculum that is selected, the tasks that are demanded of a student, need to meet this aim. 

As an AP English Language and Composition teacher, I find that the “complex” texts, that I throw down like a gauntlet into their evening activities, often are met with a cursory approach to the texts.  The intellectual challenges offered are often read by individuals who have too long relied on the “sit and get” model of a perfect student.  Some students progress through high school as “consumers” rather than as “producers.” However, as the teacher I have perhaps reward process over product in a grade hungry universe.  The aims of education cannot become dwarfed in the reward of cursory completion of tasks.  Thinking cannot be produced as if some product has been completed through the factory line.  In his “Intellectual Education as a Means of Removing Poverty, and Securing Abundance,” Horace Mann confronted a system that offered education to the elite few.  However, we may wonder if public education has become a new factory.  If “intelligence is the grand condition” as Horace Mann claims, we cannot content ourselves that only seems preoccupied with laborers, an underclass that serves the aims of the higher educated.  We need to examine if “the children of the work-people are abandoned to their fate” now, no longer the result of a lack of an education, but the result of a lacking education. In many ways, education needs “to change a consumer into a producer”—not just in terms of their economic viability but also in terms of their intellectual viability.  The “sit and get” consumer of knowledge will not produce a great nation.  Leon Botstein, in “Let Teenagers Try Adulthood,” argues that “the American high school is obsolete and should be abolished.”  Somewhere, in the education for all premise, the “most thoughtful young people suffer the high school environment in silence and in their junior and senior years mark time waiting for college to begin. Botstein argues the prompting students out of their isolated same-age existence and welcoming them into the dedication required by citizens of the real world is “immensely practical and efficient” if we are to “develop the motivations and interests that will serve them well in adult life,” and thus, creating opportunities for students to become producers.
 
Often, in the classroom, the teaching of the masses has lost sight of the true capabilities of the student.  Dewey highlights that education moves beyond the “three R’s mechanically treated.”  The consequences of such an educational practice are roundly dissuaded in David S. Broder’s “A Model for High School.”  The previous approach to mass education as resulted in “too many students are dropping out of high school, bored and dissatisfied with what it offers.”  In teaching the masses, teachers have lost the intellectual purpose.  If teachers hold themselves to the “three R’s mechanically treated,” they have not successfully achieved their aims.  The reality continues to demonstrate that, “if they go onto college, [students] need remedial classes in English and math.”  Broder argues that in this cursory approach to education, we have lost the depth that we wish our students to produce.  We have dismissed philosophy as too difficult; we have judged the lack of homework completion as a lack of ability.  We have forgotten that all students have a great potential to meet challenges; our country cannot “afford to waste their talents” by offering a mediocre education.  This mediocrity is reinforced with the statistics and analysis offered by Floyd Norris in “US Students Fare Badly in International Survey of Math Skills.”  Shockingly, the United States placed 28th in the 40 countries surveyed; only “10 percent of students were in one of the top two groups.”  Ironically, students had difficulty with the “practical aspects of mathematics” and did poorly on “questions that they would confront as citizens.”  

Ironically, in a society that seeks such high educational aims for its students, our population evidences information in a state of mediocrity.  In “The Liberal Arts in an Age of Info-Glut,” Todd Gitlin examines the “weapons of mass distraction” (a phrase coined by comedy writer Larry Gelbart) that have become for our students their own worst enemies.  Too often I see students wandering in from the bus still receiving the musical “white noise.”  Often I have to bear witness to PowerPoint presentations that offer up mediocre sources for arguments made.  The bar needs to be set higher.  Depth of Knowledge and Depth of Discussion is required; it is time to return to the rigorous challenges of Plato and Malcolm X, as Broder exampled in “A Model for High Schools.”   In the community college program for high school dropouts shows that is not necessarily students “failing” because of lack of ability are cannot be labeled “as hopeless losers.”  By adding the accountability factor to the program, an adulthood demand, students have flourished and prove that the education system cannot “afford to waste their talents.” Gitlin argues that teachers need to provide “access to a common, full-blooded humanities curriculum [that] will help our students cross social boundaries in their imaginations.”  Teachers can no longer shy away from the difficult texts and the difficult tasks in the construction of curriculum in the classroom.  Teachers must offer “rigorous” instruction alongside the “rigorous” texts that they set in front of our students.  Teachers must not offer students a “sound-byte” education, “shallow and scattered” and send them off to college “ill-prepared to learn.”

As an educational society (teachers, students, parents, administrations), we can no longer deny the “democratic spirit” that Dewey, Mann, Broder Norris, and Gitlin advocate if we seek to achieve our “great nation” status.  If we find that our citizenry lacks the depth of knowledge by which we evaluate their achievement through tests, through degrees taken, through job performance, we must begin anew.  We must move from the shallow end of the educational pool and swim in the depths of knowledge.
