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Whether you are a general educator or a specialist
in teaching English language learners,

Colorin Colorado is for YOU!

ColorinColorado.org, the nation’s leading ELL website for educators and
parents, is your one-stop shop for FREE research-based information on how
to help ELLs read and succeed!

For the past 10 years, the American Federation of Teachers and PBS station
WETA have collaborated to bring you the best, most comprehensive
information, including:
Strategies and articles
Classroom videos

Interviews with researchers,
educators, and authors

Reading tip sheets
Multicultural book lists

Information on the Common Core
and ELLs

Much, much more on what works
with ELLs

We invite you to join the millions of preK-12
educators of ELLs who have discovered
t""&,.:, thousands of resources on Colorin Colorado.
& W T -:' Start using them now!
phs -

Ef iColorin
colorado!

ColorinColorado.org

And on this 10th anniversary, we are proud to have the National Education
Association working with us to support Colorin Colorado!
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WHERE WE STAND

J»' Reading: A Lifelong Love

I RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

I CAN’T IMAGINE my life without books.
My father was an electrical engineer, and
my mother was a public school teacher;
books were an integral part of my
childhood. Throughout my career as a
lawyer, teacher, and labor leader, books
have remained my constant compan-
ions—stuffed into a briefcase, overflow-
ing on my bedside table, stacked on my
desk at work. Books have carried me to
distant worlds, opened new doors, and
made me feel empathy, compassion,
anger, fear, joy, acceptance—and
everything in between.

Forty-five percent of our nation’s
children live in neighborhoods that lack
public libraries and stores that sell books,
or in homes where books are an unafford-
able or unfamiliar luxury. At the same
time, two-thirds of the schools and
programs in our nation’s lowest-income
neighborhoods can’t afford to buy books
atretail prices. That means that, today,
32.4 million American children go
without books—even as study after study
has shown that literacy is crucial to
success in school, future earning poten-
tial, and the ability to contribute to the
nation’s economy.

Nearly four years ago, the American
Federation of Teachers joined forces with
First Book—a nonprofit social enterprise
that has provided more than 125 million
brand-new books to low-income children
since 1992. Through First Book’s unique
marketplace, educators serving students
in need buy books and educational
resources at deeply reduced prices or
receive them at no cost.

As one of First Book’s biggest partners,
we’ve put more than 2 million books in the
hands of children in need, and we've
helped First Book expand its marketplace
of registered users from 20,000 to 150,000.
AFT members have organized First Book
events in communities across the country;
last December alone, a total of 200,000
books were given away at five events in
Massachusetts, New York, and Oregon.

However, our partnership with First
Book is about more than just giving books
to students in need. Our aim is to build on
the empowerment that comes from
owning that first book to create lifelong
readers and lifelong learners.

Alandmark study by the Annie E. Casey
Foundation shows a correlation between
the ability to read by the end of the third
grade, continued academic success, and
the end of the cycle of intergenerational
poverty. Yet with 82 percent of fourth-
graders from low-income families failing
toreach the “proficient” level in reading
on the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress, achieving grade-level
proficiency in reading is a key issue for our
schools, our communities, and our nation.

We know that reading to children is a
crucial step. From the beginning, babies
who are read to are exposed to the
cadence of language, and school-age
children who read at home for 15 minutes
a day are exposed to millions of words.

Growing demands on parents—
whether they're single parents working
two jobs to make ends meet, or English is
their second language, or they lack a quiet
space to read—can make it difficult for
them to read with their children. At the
same time, growing demands on teachers
can mean there’s little time for educators
to connect with parents and give them the
tools they need to help their children.

In McDowell County, West Virginia,
one of the poorest counties in the nation,
the AFT has partnered with First Book to
teach parents how to make reading a fun,
nurturing activity. And through Share My
Lesson, an online community with free
resources, the AFT offers companion
materials for teachers and parents to help
the books come alive. In addition,
through our partnership with PBS station
WETA and Colorin Colorado, we provide
free online resources for parents and
educators of English language learners.

Although books expand horizons by
exposing us to worlds outside our own,

children also need to see themselves, their
experiences, and their cultures reflected in
the books they read. Unfortunately, for too
many children, this is not the norm. Only 3
percent of the 3,600 children’s books
reviewed by the Cooperative Children’s
Book Center featured African American

protagonists, while no more than 2 percent

focused on Asian Americans, Latinos, or
Native Americans.

Weingarten with a student at a Baltimore
First Book event.

We aim to change this. The AFT and
First Book are using the power of the
market, and the increasing number of
people we are bringing to the First Book
marketplace, to push publishers to print
more diverse books and support diverse
authors.

As educators, AFT members under-
stand the power of books. We’ve seen a
child’s face light up when he or she first
understands words on a page. We've seen
how books can create confidence in a
struggling reader—the more a child reads
and learns, the more that child wants to
read and learn, until reading becomes a
lifelong love and habit.

If you work or volunteer with children
in need, register now at FirstBook.org/
AFT and help instill a lifelong love of
reading and learning.
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For the Love of Reading

Engaging Students in a
Lifelong Pursuit
By DANIEL T. WILLINGHAM

What can be done when a student, who can read and generally understand texts
that she comes across, simply chooses not to read for pleasure? Rather than
throw up their hands and blame the lack of interest in reading on the desire to
engage with the latest technology, parents and teachers can turn to effective
research-based practices—and even use technology—to motivate reluctant

readers at school and at home.

Quieting the Teacher Wars

What History Reveals about an
Embattled Profession
By DANA GOLDSTEIN

A journalist explains why teaching
operates under an intense level of
political scrutiny and why educa-
tors, asked to do so much for
students and society, often receive
so little public support.

You Are Embarked

How a Philosophy Curriculum
Took Shape and Took Off
By DIANA SENECHAL

Although philosophy is not
typically taught in high school,
one teacher shares how the
philosophy curriculum she helped
create has sharpened students’
thinking and strengthened the
school community.

Puzzling Out PISA

What Can International
Comparisons Tell Us about
American Education?

By WILLIAM H. SCHMIDT AND
NATHAN A. BURROUGHS

Data from the most recent Program
for International Student Assess-
ment study show that inequality in
opportunity to learn math is
strongly related to student perfor-
mance in math, and that low-
income students are generally
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exposed to less-rigorous math
across the globe.

Group Work for the Good

Unpacking the Research behind
One Popular Classroom Strategy
By Tom BENNETT

A high school teacher in the United
Kingdom examines the research on
group work and discusses ways to
integrate it in the classroom, but
cautions against its overuse.
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Teachers Uncaged

Helping Educators Create
Meaningful Change
By FREDERICK M. HESS

S

4

Plenty of smart guidance for
teachers covers instruction,
pedagogy, and curriculum, but
precious little helps them deal with
everyday frustrations. Educators
need gentle reminding to tap into
their expertise and summon their
moral authority when advocating
for their students.

Download this issue for free at www.aft.org/ae.
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ESEA REAUTHORIZATION UNDERWAY

Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) is in full swing, and some of the most powerful messages
to Congress on what needs to change under the law have come
from educators. In January, teachers from New York City told a
Senate panel that high-stakes, test-driven sanctions under the
current law were corrupting good practice in the classroom. Ata
hearing in early February, a teacher from a Baltimore public
school described how community schools can help restore
opportunity in schools serving some of the city’s poorest
neighborhoods.

The AFT has been working to bring these frontline voices to the
fore. The union delivered a petition with more than 18,000 signa-
tures to the Senate, urging lawmakers to return ESEA to its original
mission: ensuring every school receives the resources it needs to
teach its students, particularly in poor neighborhoods. AFT Presi-
dent Randi Weingarten wrote in a recent column that ESEA
reauthorization needs to start with the premise that “all students
deserve a high-quality public education, and teachers need the
resources and support that will allow them to teach.” Read the
column at http://go.aft.org/AE115newsl.

BRINGING PARTNERSHIPS TO SCALE

Parent engagement and community schools emerged as key
themes when district and school improvement teams from several
states gathered in New York City Jan. 22-25 to discuss effective
labor-management collaboration. The setting was the AFT’s Cen-
ter for School Improvement Leadership Institute, which delivers
professional development and technical assistance aimed at
strengthening collaboration. About 160 educators, administrators,
union leaders, and school board representatives from school
systems in seven states attended the 2015 event. Read more at
http://go.aft.org/AE115news2.

SPOTLIGHT ON EARLY LEARNING

Early education and childcare took center stage when President
Obamareleased his budget proposal on Feb. 2. The administration
seeks funding in the 2016 fiscal year to make high-quality child-
care accessible to more than 1.1 million additional children under
age 4 by 2025. Separately, Education Week focused on early child-
hood and education in its latest Quality Counts report, which finds
that states’ performance in the early years is generally subpar. In
arecentblog post for the public advocacy group MomsRising, AFT
Executive Vice President Mary Cathryn Ricker lays out a compel-
ling case for putting affordable, high-quality childcare at the top
of the nation’s agenda. Read it at www.bit.ly/15xNObF.

“MIORAL MONDAYS"” IN ALBANY

The New York state capitol filled with 1,000 activists on Jan. 12 as
AFT affiliates joined “Moral Mondays” coalition partners to target
unequal educational opportunities and to challenge Gov. Andrew
Cuomo’s failing education policies. The keynote speaker, Rev. Wil-
liam Barber, who established the Moral Mondays movement in
North Carolina, spoke to the crowd about the hundreds of thou-
sands of children in New York who go without the high-quality
education that is their right. Days later, seven former New York
teachers of the year wrote an open letter to Cuomo criticizing his

policies, particularly his efforts to link half of a teacher’s evaluation
to student standardized test scores. “Merit pay, charter schools, and
increased scrutiny of teachers won’t work because they fundamen-
tally misdiagnose the problem,” the teachers wrote. “It’s not that
teachers or schools are horrible. Rather, the problem is that stu-
dents with an achievement gap also have an income gap, a health-
care gap, a housing gap, a family
gap, and a safety gap, just to name
a few.” Read the letter at www.
wapo.st/1DwXbec.

Rev. William Barber and AFT
President Randi Weingarten
lead a protest at the New
York capitol.

TEACHER TRAINING AND DIVERSITY

The AFT partnered with Howard University to hold a panel discus-
sion Jan. 27 in Washington, D.C., highlighting the negative impact
that the U.S. Department of Education’s proposed teacher-prep-
aration regulations will have on teacher diversity. The regulations
would mandate that states receiving funding under the Higher
Education Act must create new accountability systems for teacher
preparation. In a major change, states would be required to imple-
ment rating systems for teacher preparation programs that are
based on K-12 student performance, employment statistics, sur-
veys of principals and graduates, and accreditation/state program
approval. The potential impact for programs that train teachers
for high-need schools? They will likely receive lower ratings,
which could deter colleges and universities from training teachers
to work in these schools. A video of the discussion is available at
www.bit.ly/1Ep9qLl.

ETHNIC STUDIES MOMENTUM

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) late last year
joined the growing number of California school systems that
require ethnic studies in the high school curriculum. The district’s
school board voted 6-1 to offer ethnic studies at every high school
by the 2017-18 school year. By 2019, students must complete at
least one ethnic studies class to graduate. The vote was a victory
for Ethnic Studies Now, a coalition of students, parents, commu-
nity activists, and members of United Teachers Los Angeles. Long
a staple of college courses, ethnic studies is currently offered at
only 19 of 94 LAUSD high schools, reports the union’s newspaper.
The shortage “flies in the face of a wide body of research that con-
firms the academic and social benefits of the programs.” The full
article is available at www.bit.ly/1z1uAbo on page 7.
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For the Love of Reading

By DANIEL T. WILLINGHAM

ow should American teens spend their leisure time?
Irecently asked* American adults this question, after
explaining that the typical teen enjoys approximately
five hours of leisure time each weekday.! The activity
with the highest response, irrespective of race, education, and
other demographic factors, was reading. Adults thought teens
oughtto spend about an hour and 15 minutes reading for pleasure
each day.
How much time do teens actually spend reading? On average,
six minutes.”
What prompts a teen to choose reading over a different activity

Daniel T. Willingham is a professor of cognitive psychology at the University
of Virginia. He is the author of When Can You Trust the Experts? How to
Tell Good Science from Bad in Education and Why Don’t Students Like
School? For his articles on education, go to www.danielwillingham.com.
This article is adapted with permission of the publisher from his most recent
book, Raising Kids Who Read: What Parents and Teachers Can Do. Copy-
right 2015 Jossey-Bass/Wiley. All rights reserved.

during her leisure time? Several factors would contribute, surely.
Reading will hold little appeal if a student has trouble decoding
or has problems with comprehension.

But what if a student is a fluent decoder and generally under-
stands texts that she tackles? What if she just doesn’t often choose
to read? What might be done to motivate her, both at school and
athome?

The Science of Rewards

In a nutshell, the problem of motivation is this: we want the stu-
dent to do something we think is important, but she chooses not
to do it. That is, of course, not an unusual problem in classrooms,
and a potential motivator is some kind of negative consequence.

*The survey was conducted on MTurk, a website where volunteers can perform brief
computer tasks for pay. We paid each of our 313 participants (53.4 percent female,
mean age = 35.2 years) 35 cents. All were Americans at least 18 years old. The
instructions said, “The average American teenager between the ages of 15 and 19 has
5.1 hours of leisure time on a typical weekday. How would you hope that your child
would allocate his or her 5.1 hours (that’s 306 minutes) among the following activities?
Enter the number of minutes in the box next to each activity.” The wording varied so
that respondents without a teenage child were asked to answer as if they did.
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A student who doesn’t do the required work will receive low
grades, or perhaps feel guilty for disappointing the teacher, or feel
embarrassed should the failure become public. But by the time a
student is in middle school, these blades have longlost their edge.
Most unmotivated readers have the self-assurance to persuade
themselves that reading is not all that important. Teachers and
schools are not enthusiastic about punishment in any event, so
many turn to rewards as motivators.

We want the student to read, and surely we want reading to be
a positive experience. What if I offered a reward? Say I told a
fourth-grader, “If you read that book, I'll give you an ice cream
sundae!” The student might take me up on the deal, and he’d prob-
ably have a positive experience. So won't he then be motivated to
read? It sounds so simple that it might be too good to be true.

Rewards do work, atleast in the short term. If you find a reward
that the student cares about, he
willread in order to getit. But what
we'rereally concerned about s his
attitude toward reading; we want
the student to read even if we're
not around to dole out sundaes.
Will the reward boost the reading
attitude? Research indicates that
the answer is probably no." In fact,
the reward is likely to make the
attitude less positive.

The classic experiment on this
phenomenon was conducted in a
preschool.? A set of attractive
markers appeared during free
play, and the researchers affirmed
that children chose the markers
from among many activities. Then the markers disappeared from
the classroom. A few weeks later, researchers took children, one
atatime, into a separate room. They offered some children a fancy
“good player” certificate if they would draw with the markers.
Other children were given the opportunity to draw with the mark-
ers but were not offered the certificate. After a few more weeks,
the markers reappeared during free play in the classroom. The
children who got the certificate showed notably less interest in
the markers than the children who didn’t get the certificate. The
reward had backfired: it had made children like the markers less.

The interpretation of the study rests on how children think
about their own behavior. The rewarded children likely thought,
“I drew with the markers because I was offered a reward to do so.
Now here are the markers but no reward. So why would I draw
with them?” There have been many studies of rewards in school
contexts, and they often backfire in this way.*

We can imagine that rewarding children for reading could work
as intended in certain circumstances. What if the child has such
a positive experience while reading that it overwhelms his think-
ing that he’s reading only for the reward? In other words, the child
thinks, “Gosh, I started this book only to get that ice cream sundae,
but actually it's awesome. My teacher was a sucker to offer me a

For more on the effectiveness of rewards, see “Should Learning Be Its Own Reward?”
in the Winter 2007-2008 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
winter2007-2008/willingham.

Academic reading feels like
work because it is work. But
pleasure ought to be the litmus
test for reading for pleasure.

sundae as a reward!” That’s great when it does happen—and I
think it can—but it means that rewards represent a risk. We're
gambling that the book is going to be a big hit.

What about praise instead of a reward?* Generally, praise is
motivating to children: they will do more of whatever was praised.
But praise can go wrong if it’s overly controlling (“I'm so glad to
see you reading. You really should do that every day.”) or if the
child thinks it’s dishonest (“You are the best reader at school.”).
But if the praise seems like sincere appreciation, it’s motivating.
And one of the advantages of praise is that it lacks the downside
of rewards. Rewards are usually set up in a bargain before the
action: if you read, you'll get ice cream. Praise is generally spon-
taneous; you don’t promise praise contingent on good behavior.
That means that the praised child won’t think, “I did that only to
get the praise,” the way the rewarded child thinks, “I did that only
to get the reward.” The praised
child engages in the desired
behavior of her own accord, and
then the praise comes spontane-
ously. The problem is that the
child must choose to read on her
own before you get a chance to
praise her.

AsI'msure is clear by now, 'm not
a big fan of school-based rewards
for reading. That includes class-
room displays of reading achieve-
ment—for example, postingon a
bulletin board the number of
books each student has read, or
adding a segment of a class bookworm for each book. To my
thinking, it puts too much emphasis on having read rather than
on reading. Some students (I was one) will pick easy books to
boost their “score.” And as a way to recognize student achieve-
ment, it doesn’t account for student differences; for some, get-
ting through a book in a month may be a real accomplishment,
yet they will feel inadequate compared with their peers. Some
more formal programs, like Accelerated Reader and Pizza Hut’s
Book It, try to make up for some of the problems inherent in a

*For more on the effects of praising students, see “How Praise Can Motivate—or Stifle”
in the Winter 2005-2006 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
winter2005-2006/willingham.

DANIEL T. WILLINGHAM
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Y P B Raising Kids Who Read: What
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Who Daniel T. Willingham, is published

by Jossey-Bass/Wiley, which is
offering a 25 percent discount off
the purchase of this book through
April 30, 2015. To order, visit
www.wiley.com and use discount
code AFT25 (offer only valid in
North America).
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reward system. Books are allocated different points based on
difficulty, for example, or each student is assigned a personal,
teacher-set reading target.

All in all, I think it’s a mistake to be absolutist and say that
rewards should never be used. Instead, I suggest they not be the first
thing teachers try, and [ want educators to be aware of the research
literature on potential drawbacks. I know that some districts adapt
Accelerated Reader or another program for their own use, ignor-
ing the point system, for example. The research literature on
Accelerated Reader in particular is, in fact, mixed.> Much appears
to depend on how itis implemented.

Such programs bring to mind a conversation I had with a district
administrator. Students in her schools come from very poor homes,
and she told me that they do not
grow up seeing their parents read.
A benefactor started a program

My concern is that children might confuse academic reading
with reading for pleasure.® If they do, they will come to think of
reading as work, plain and simple. Sure, we’d like to think that
academic reading is pleasurable, but in most schools, “pleasure”
is notalitmus test. The student who tells the teacher, “I tried read-
ing that photosynthesis stuff, but it was too boring,” will not be
told to find something else she’d prefer. Academic reading feels
like work because it is work. But pleasure ought to be the litmus
test for reading for pleasure.

I'thinkit’s a good idea for teachers to communicate these dis-
tinctions to students—not that “most of the reading we’re doing
is academic and therefore not fun,” but that reading serves differ-
ent purposes and that there is a distinction between academic
reading and pleasure reading.

In some classrooms, pleasure
reading is segregated from aca-

whereby children earn cash for
reading books, and the adminis-
trator felt that it was helpful. Chil-
dren had not been reading, the
rewards got them started, and
they discovered they really liked
to read. I think it would be high-
handed and naive to suggest that
the district stop the program. In
fact, this seems exactly the situa-
tion in which to tryrewards: when
you can’t otherwise get a toehold,
rewards offer a way to get children
to at least try pleasure reading.
Children may then discover that
they like it, and even when the
rewards stop, they keep going.
But if rewards are to be a last
resort, what ought to be tried first?

Academic versus
Pleasure Reading

Our goal is to encourage chil-
dren to read so they can feel the
pleasure of reading; rewards are
meant to be a temporary incen-
tive to start the process.

What if children don’t need
rewards? What if they already feel
the pleasure of reading, but that feeling gets lost in less positive
feelings—feelings created by the other demands of school-
work? We expect students to feel the joy of reading when they get
lost in a narrative or feel the pleasure of discovery when reading
nonfiction. But as they move through elementary school and on
to middle school, we add other purposes to reading. One purpose
is learning: the student is expected to read a text and study it so
that he can reproduce the information (e.g., on a quiz). A second
purpose is to help complete a task—a project, say—which usually
entails gathering information. A third purpose is to analyze how
a text works—that is, how the author writes to make the reader
laugh or cry. I'll use the umbrella term “academic reading” to
contrast these purposes with pleasure reading.

in reading.
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Setting aside class time for

silent pleasure reading seems
to me the best way to engage
a student who has no interest

demic reading: we read because
we love reading, and then we also
learn how to work with texts. But
the way pleasure reading is han-
dled can still send a silent mes-
sage to students that reading is
work. Coercion sends that mes-
sage. If a teacher makes pleasure
reading a requirement (10 min-
utes per night, say) or demands
accountability (by keeping a
reading log, for example), she
risks sending the message that
reading is nothing students
would do of their own accord.

Pleasure Reading
in Class

Drawing a distinction between
academic reading and pleasure
reading will probably not be
enough to get children actually
reading. What else might be
tried? Schools and teachers can
strive to make reading expected
and normal by devoting some
proportion of class time to silent
pleasure reading. Research shows
that many reading programs
don’t actually allocate much time to reading.” Successful pro-
grams for silent classroom reading tend to have certain elements
in common:?

* Students have adequate time set aside for reading; they need
at least a 20-minute reading period to get into their books.
Teachers set the duration dependent on their students’ reading
stamina (i.e., how long they can sustain attention).

¢ Students freely choose what they read. Choice is enormously
important for motivation,® but there must be teacher guidance
and teacher-set limits. Given the chance, some students will
pick books that entail no reading at all. (As researcher Nell
Duke ruefully noted, “independent reading time” too often
turns into “independent find Waldo time.”)!° Teachers must



not only monitor text difficulty, but also ensure that students
are exposed to a variety of genres.

e Students have ready access to a good number of books.

¢ Students have some opportunity to feel a sense of community
through reading with book discussions, recommendations,
and other sorts of activities that avid adult readers practice.

e Theteacher actively teaches during this time: fielding questions,
helping students select books, and conferring with students. The
alternative is that the teacher reads her own book at the same
time as the students, with the idea that she’s modeling what a
good reader does. But students can’t necessarily appreciate what
she’s doing. Teachers actually teaching during in-class reading
time seems to be essential to student success. Some of the most
careful experiments indicate
that without this feature, stu-
dents don’t benefit from silent
reading time in class."

Setting aside class time for
silent pleasure reading seems to
me the best way to engage a stu-
dent who has no interest in read-
ing. It offers the gentlest pressure
that is still likely to work. Every-
one else is reading, there’s not
much else to do, and a sharp-
eyed teacher will notice those
who are faking it. Freedom of
choice also allows the greatest
possibility that when the reluc-
tant reader does give a book a
try, he’ll hit on something that
he likes.

Given thatI'm recommending
this practice, you probably think
there must be good research evi-
dence that it’s effective. In truth,
I'd say the latest data indicate that
it probably improves attitudes,
vocabulary, and comprehen-
sion.’? Some studies show a posi-
tive effect, but some don't.

I think the squishiness of the
findings is attributable to the dif-
ficulty of the teaching method.
I'm sure classroom pleasure
reading is easy to implement poorly: stick some books in the
room, allocate some class time, and you're done. But the teacher’s
responsibilities when it’s done well are heavy indeed. She must
help students select books that they are likely to enjoy. That means
really knowing each child, and a middle school teacher likely has
more than 100 students. If a teacher is going to be able to confer
with students about what they have read, she needs to have read
the book herself. Hence, she needs comprehensive knowledge of
the literature appropriate to the grade level. And although I've
said that silent pleasure reading is a good way to gently persuade
reluctant students to give reading a try, let’s not pretend this is
easy. A sixth-grader who believes that reading is boring has a
pretty firm sense of herself as decidedly not a reader; a teacher

Teachers must help students
select books that they are
likely to enjoy.

must be a skilled psychologist to work around that attitude and
help the student be open to reading.

Reading at Home

I've mentioned that students’ reading responsibilities change at
schoolin later elementary years. An important change athome is
their greater access to and use of digital technologies. What
impact do these have on how much children read and their atti-
tudes toward reading?

Most of the parents I talk to are convinced that digital devices
are having a profound and mostly negative impact on reading.
The research on this issue is more limited than you might guess.
We're predicting a long-term consequence of the use of digital
technologies, but these technolo-
gies haven’t been available all
that long. That said, I think the
digital age is having a negative
effect on motivation, but not
through the mechanism that
most parents fear.

Concentration Lost

Teachers may think that students
today are easily bored because of
digital devices.”®* Why? Some
observers—including prominent
reading researcher Maryanne
Wolf—have suggested that habit-
ual web reading, characterized
by bouncing from one topic to
another and skimming rather
than reading, changes the ability
toread deeply.'* Nick Carr popu-
larized this sinister possibility
with the question: “Is Google
Making Us Stupid?”'® In that
article (and in a follow-up book,
The Shallows), Carr argued that
something had happened to his
brain.'® Years of quick pivots in
his thinking prompted by web
surfing had left him unable to
read a serious novel or long arti-
cle. That does sound similar to
the mental change many teach-
ers believe they have seen in their students in the last decade or
two; students can’t pay attention, and teachers feel they must do
a song and dance to engage them.

I doubt that reading on the web renders us unable to concen-
trate, and although a formal poll has not been taken, I suspect
most cognitive psychologists agree.'” Yes, video games and surfing
the web change the brain. So does reading this article, singing a
song, or seeing a stranger smile. The brain is adaptive, so it’s
always changing.

If the brain is adaptive, couldn’t that mean that it would adapt
to the need for constant shifts in attention and so maybe lose the
ability to sustain attention to one thing? I don’t think so, because
the basic architecture of the mind probably can’t be completely
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reshaped. Cognitive systems (vision, attention, memory, problem
solving) are too interdependent for that. If one system changed in
a fundamental way—such as losing the ability to stay focused on
one thing—that change would cascade through the entire cogni-
tive system, affecting most or all aspects of thought. A shorter
attention span would not only affect reading, it would affect our
ability to reason or solve problems, for example. The brain is prob-
ably too conservative in its adaptability for that to happen.

More important, I don’t know of any good evidence that young
people are worse at sustaining attention than their parents were at
their age. Teens can sustain attention through a three-hour movie
like The Hobbit. They are capable of reading a novel they enjoy, like
The Perks of Being a Wallflower. So I doubt that they can’t sustain
attention. But being able to sustain attention is no guarantee that
they’ll do so. They must deem something worthy of their attention,
and that is where digital technologies may have their impact: they
change expectations.

A Friend in First Book

“1'm Bored. Fix It.”

Despite the diversity of activities that digital technologies afford,
many share two characteristics. First, whatever experience the
technology offers, you get it immediately. Second, producing this
experience requires minimal effort. For example, if you don’t like
the YouTube video you're watching, you can switch to another. In
fact, the website makes it simple by displaying a list of suggestions.
If you get tired of videos, you can check Facebook. If that’s boring,
look for something funny on TheOnion.com.

Watching television offers the same feature: channels abound
on cable, butif nothing appeals, pick something from Netflix. If you
have a smartphone—and about 80 percent of teens do—then all
these amusements are with you all the time.'®

The consequence oflong-term experience with digital technolo-
gies is not an inability to sustain attention. It’s impatience with
boredom. It’s an expectation that I should always have something
interesting to watch, read, or listen to, and that creating an interest-

What started out as a simple book-give-
away event has blossomed into a far-
reaching partnership to expand access to
books for children and families in need. As
part of the AFT’s 2011 Back to School tour,
First Book, a national nonprofit dedicated
to donating books and raising the quality
of education, gave 1,500 free books to
West Side Elementary School in Charleston,
West Virginia, during AFT President Randi
Weingarten'’s visit, to stock the school’s
library.

Since then, more than 50,000 AFT
members and community-based programs
have registered with First Book to take
advantage of its high-quality, low-cost
books, educational resources, and school

Immediate right: Richard E. Franklin,
president of AFT Local 2115 in Birmingham,
Alabama, with students receiving books at
Daniel Payne Middle School. Far right: AFT
President Randi Weingarten with students
holding new books in Baltimore. Below:
Students enjoy books from First Book during
the AFT’s 2012 convention in Detroit.
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supplies. Together, the AFT and First Book
have also cosponsored hundreds of events
across the country to promote literacy and
ensure students from low-income families
have access to books.

How does First Book make books
available to children in need? The nonprofit
developed an award-winning distribution
model in which it partners with publishing
companies to distribute books either for
free or at significantly reduced prices. The
model relies on several strategies to
distribute books. First, there are book banks,
in which a publisher donates and ships up to
half a million books to a warehouse
temporarily donated to First Book. Then
there’s the First Book Marketplace, where

L

First Book has purchased at discounted
prices 6,500 titles (and growing) that are
available online for approximately $3 each.
Here, users can order a specific book for
their students, classroom, or school. Check it
out at www.fbmarketplace.org.

Recently, the AFT and First Book
pioneered another way to promote reading
for pleasure among children—book trucks.
To bring a truck loaded with more than
40,000 books to their areas, AFT affiliates
work with local partners to register 2,000
educators and programs with First Book.
Not only do book-truck events bring
thousands of books directly to students,
they also help build community goodwill
and excitement around reading, and new
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ing experience should require little effort. The mind-boggling avail-
ability of experiences afforded by digital technologies means there
is always something right at hand that one might do. Unless we're
really engrossed, we have the continuous, nagging suspicion that
“there must be a better way to spend my time than this.” That’s why,
when a friend sends a link to a video titled “Dog goes crazy over
sprinkler—FUNNY!” I find myself impatient if it'’s not funny within
the first 10 seconds.

In other words, we're not distractible. We just have a very low
threshold for boredom.

And this low threshold is not due to long-term changes in the
brain. It’s due to beliefs—beliefs about what is worthy of sustained
attention and what brings rewarding experiences. Beliefs are dif-
ficult to change, but they can be changed.

The Displacements

There’s no time for reading! This idea is not new. It’s called the dis-
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u LIBRARIES &
MUSEUMS

SHELTERS & CLINICS

WHO CAN

MILITARY FAMILY
SUPPORT PROGRAMS

placement hypothesis, and though it comes in several varieties, the
basic idea is that when a new activity (like browsing the web)
becomes available, it takes the place of something else we have
typically done (like reading). Evaluating whether that’s true is tricky
because lots of factors go into our choices. For example, if you sim-
ply ask, “Does television displace reading?” you're expecting a
negative correlation: people who watch more TV read less, and
people who watch less TV read more. But research shows that the
wealthier you are, the more leisure time you have. So even if televi-
sion does bite into reading time, we may not see the data pattern
we expect because both activities are facilitated by free time.

So has reading been displaced by digital technologies? On bal-
ance, the answer seems to be no, although most of the research in
this country has focused on adults, not children.' Researchers have
examined correlations between time spent on the Internet and time
spent reading, statistically controlling for other variables like overall
amount of leisure time. The correlation in most studies seems to
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users gain access to First Book’s low-cost
books and resources for years to come.

At recent book-truck events, such as
those held in Rochester, Syracuse, and
Staten Island, New York, and Lynn, Mas-
sachusetts, students and their families were
invited to come and choose books to take
home. They also received free AFT-devel-
oped materials, such as bookmarks with tips
on effective ways parents can read to their
children.

The AFT-First Book partnership centers
on more than just increasing the quantity of
books. It also focuses on expanding the
quality of books. By combining the AFT's
grass-roots reach and First Book's purchas-
ing power, this partnership is achieving

AND MANY MORE!

-’

SCHOOLS

what neither organization could do alone.
They are showing publishers the need and
market for diverse characters and storylines
to help all children see themselves and their
own experiences reflected in books, to
inspire them to read more. Check out the
Stories for All Project on the First Book
website to see this ever-expanding list of
books.

In four short years, the AFT and First
Book have jointly distributed more than 2
million free books. This partnership has
taken off because AFT members see First
Book as a tangible and easy-to-use way to
instill in children a love of reading and
learning.

If you work or volunteer in a Title |

school or any program
where at least 70
percent of the children
come from low-income
families, register at
FirstBook.org/AFT to
start receiving free or low-cost books,
school supplies, and other resources for
your students today.

And don’t forget to visit ShareMyLesson.
com, which offers lesson plans, handouts,
and classroom materials for elementary,
middle, and high school grades that align
with books in the First Book Marketplace
(see links in the box below).

AFT Secretary-Treasurer
Lorretta Johnson and
First Book CFO Jane
Robinson read to
Baltimore students.

—EDITORS

First Book and Share My Lesson

* http:/go.aft.org/SMLFirstBook-EarlyElem
e http://go.aft.org/SMLFirstBook-LateElem
e http://go.aft.org/SMLFirstBook-Middle

e http://go.aft.org/SMLFirstBook-High
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o
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be nil or slightly positive (in the direction opposite that predicted
by the displacement hypothesis). Research on television viewing
does indicate that heavy viewing (more than four hours each day)
is associated with less reading.?

Given the enormous amount of time devoted to digital technolo-
gies, howis it possible that children don’t shove reading aside? One
answer is that most people read so little, there isn’t much to be
shoved aside. In 1999, when they had virtually no access to digital
technologies (outside of gaming), children (ages 8 to 18) spent an
average of just 21 minutes per day
reading books. In 2009, when
access was much greater, they
averaged 25 minutes.” These data
are a little deceptive, however,
because they are averages. It’s not
that every child in 1999 read for
about 21 minutes. Rather, some
read quite a bit and some (about
50 percent) didn’tread at all. So for
half of kids, there was no chance
for digital technologies to displace
reading.

For the kids in 1999 who did
read, it may be that reading pro-
vided a sort of pleasure that digital
technologies didn’t replace. They
liked the fun that digital technolo-
gies provide, but it was a different
sort of fun than they got from read-
ing. Notably, magazine and news-
paper reading did drop during the
decade that followed, arguably
because that sort of reading can be
done on the Internet.

I'm offering a mixed message.
Good news: I doubt digital activi-
ties are “changing children’s
brains” in a scary way, and I don’t
think they soak up reading time.
Bad news: they are leading chil-
dren to expect full-time amuse-
ment, and for some, reading time
isn’t soaked up only because there’s little to soak up. It’s already
dry as a sun-bleached saltine.

Which leads to a rather glum conclusion: most children don’t
read, and even if digital devices aren’t directly absorbing time that
might otherwise be devoted to reading, they might be making chil-
dren expect instant gratification from leisure activities. But don’t
despair. Parents and teachers can take positive steps that might
even tempt a sulky teen to read.

How Parents Can Help

Alot of students mistakenly believe that reading means books writ-
ten by dead people who have nothing to say that would be relevant
to a teen’s life. Nevertheless, students are expected to pore over
these authors’ words, study them, summarize them, analyze them
for hidden meaning, and then write a five-page paper about them.
To children, that’s reading. It’s not contemporary. It doesn’t have
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The consequence of long-
term experience with digital
technologies is not an inability
to sustain attention. It's
impatience with boredom.

characters a student can identify with. It's not nonfiction. It’s not
magazines or graphic novels.

If a student hates reading, what might tempt her to give it a try?
One entry pointis a book with a story she already knows, for exam-
ple, anovelization of a movie she loved. Or perhaps a book of trivia
and backstage gossip about a television show she enjoys. Or you
might branch out by seeking a book with less familiar content but
related to her interests. For example, my niece (along with millions
of other teens) got interested in forensic science through the televi-
sion show CSI.

Parents should consider books
that look fun. A thick book with
small print looks intimidating to
less-than-confident readers. Go
for books that have short chapters
or go for graphic novels, which
look easy because of the pictures.
(But be advised, many are chal-
lenging.) Children in their mid-
to-late elementary school years
mightappreciate a collection ofa
comic strip they enjoy. And older
kids may be interested in manga
(pronounced mayn-ga), a variety
of comic from Japan. Manga are
published in just about every
genre you can think of: adven-
ture, mystery, horror, fantasy, and
comedy, but note that mature
themes (sexuality, violence) are
notrare.

Another source to consider:
websites like Wattpad and Fig-
ment. These operate a bit like
social networking sites in that
users “follow” people who post
content. Users can also upvote (or
“like”) content and comment on
it. On these sites, the content is
fiction. Amateur writers post sto-
ries, hoping to gain an audience.
Much of the content is aimed at
teens and preteens, and people often serialize their content; they
don’t post an entire novel, but rather post a chapter at a time. These
bite-size portions might appeal to a reluctant reader—3,000 words
can be read on your phone during a bus ride.

Parents may object that this sort of reading material is poorly
written and glorifies aspects of popular culture that they find dis-
tasteful. That’s a judgment call, of course. I would not let my chil-
dren read material that is misogynistic, racist, or the like. But if my
teen avoided all reading, I would be fine with him reading “junk”
Before he can develop taste, he must experience hunger. The first
step is to open his mind to the idea that printed material is worth
his time. I believe parents will further their own goals by showing
curiosity about their children’s interests rather than disdain. Taking
your child seriously as a reader—by, for example, taking a reading
recommendation from him—might make him take himself more
seriously as areader.



Use social connections. How do students learn about movies
they want to see or video games they want to play? Through media
advertising and their friends. Save a few highly successful series,
there is no advertising for print material. It’s all word of mouth,
and most kids don’t read.

Parents can try to correct this knowledge deficit directly by tell-
ing their children about content they think they’d like, but it would
likely be more effective for students to hear these things from peers.
For adults, reading is often social. Part of the success of Oprah Win-
frey’s book club is the feeling of
being part of a group. Teens are ]
hypersocial, so reading ought to
be social for them as well.

Technology can help. There
are countless book groups on the
web—boards where kids discuss
books, trade recommendations,
post fan fiction, and the like.
Booksellers offer online book
reviews and discussions that are
heavily populated (see www.
amazon.com/forum/book and
www.barnesandnoble.com/
bookclubs). Social cataloging
sites, such as www.goodreads.
com/genres/young-adult, www.
shelfari.com, and www.library
thing.com, allow users to com-
ment on other people’s posts, let
others know what they read or
plan to read, get recommenda-
tions, offer commentary, engage
in discussions, and so on.
Goodreads also allows the post-
ing of pictures and animated
GIFs, which teens do in abun-
dance. And for serious readers,
several websites offer reviews,
blogs, author interviews, and
other information that might
provide a welcome home for
teens who like reading but don’t
have friends who do. For example, see www.readergirlz.com, www.
guyslitwire.com, and www.teenreads.com.

A child is notlikely to dive into one of these communities. The
most probable entry point would be through that rare book that
does capture her imagination; that’s the moment parents should
make sure she knows that there are websites where other enthu-
siasts are discussing the book.

Make it easy to access books. Will an electronic reader help
motivation? There are a few scattered studies on this question,
showing mixed results.?? Honestly, I'd be surprised if an e-reader
made books appealing to a child who hates reading. Pleasure
reading is just not that different on an e-reader, and when asked,
students say they actually prefer paper; 80 percent who have
experience with e-books say they still read print more often.*

Yet these same students say they think they would read more if
they had access to e-books, and I tend to believe them. I don’t think

Teens are hypersocial, so read-
ing ought to be social for them
as well. Technology can help.

e-readers make reading more fun, once the device has lost its gee-
whiz luster, but an e-reader improves access. Being able to down-
load virtually any book you want as soon as you want it (barring
cost considerations) is a great advantage. If a child has just finished
book two of a trilogy and is eager to read the final book, or he has
justheard from a friend about a fantastic new title, that’s when he’s
most excited to get it. But if he has to wait a few days to get to a
bookstore or library, his interest may have moved on to something
new. Older students can download an e-reader for their phones.

It’s free, and that way they can
i always have a book with them.

What Teachers Can Do

A friend of mine works for a pro-
gram that provides information
and services to low-income par-
ents. My friend told me of a young
mother saying that she appreciated
the books the group had provided
for read-alouds and wondered if
she could have more. My friend
was pleased but surprised, as the
mother had already received a
large number of books. As they
chatted, it became clear that the
mother had been discarding each
book after her child had heard it
once. She didn’t know it was per-
missible (let alone desirable) for
her child to hear the same book
more than once.

You may have students in your
class who have parents like this
mother: they want to do the right
thing but need a lot of help, down
to details of execution that others
take for granted. Teachers also tell
me of parents who are less open to
the idea of a central place for read-
ing in their homes. They did not
grow up in reading homes, and
they feel that they turned out just
fine. Or they like the idea in principle but are not confident about
their own reading. What can teachers do to promote reading in
children with parents who don’t know how to support it or per-
haps aren’t eager to do so? I can offer three suggestions.

Offer parent workshops. Research shows that telling parents
aboutresearch-based practices in reading does lead to improve-
ment in children’s reading.?* A team of teachers might develop
workshops that:

e Offer information about the impact of parents’ attitudes on
children’s success. Even though literacy is important to a child’s
success in school, reading at home should focus on pleasure.
Teachers should teach; parents don’t need to. Parents should
support reading as a gateway to pleasure. Research shows that
parents who view reading as fun actually have kids who read
better than parents who view reading as an academic skill.”®
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» Offer information about how to read to a young child: how to
fititinto one’s day, what to do when the child is fidgety, how to
find interesting books, and so on. For parents of older kids,
provide information about how to support the emergent
reader: when to offer support and of what sort, how long the
child should read, and what sort of material he should read.

» Offerinformation about how to include more reading in daily
life—for example, encourag-
ing the child to bring a book
for the ride to school—and
suggestions for ways to reduce
television watching and video
gaming.

If workshops are to have an
impact, parents must attend, so
organizers might consider ways
to make it as easy as possible for
parents to do so. In addition to
good publicity, strategies might
include providing childcare,
holding the workshop on the
first floor so parents with stroll-

ers aren’t thwarted, and sched-
uling with sensitivity to working
hours (or better, scheduling the
same workshop at different
times). Organizers might also
consider an initial parent-child
event that has nothing to do with
reading at all but is meant only
to establish the school as a wel-
coming place. I visited a school
that held a mother-daughter
nail-art night for this purpose.

Provide books. Suppose you
simply gave kids free books?
Would they read them, and
would their reading improve?
Research on the impact of free-
book programs has typically focused on the summer months
because that’s when kids who don’t read really fall behind those
who do.* It’s a special problem for low-income kids,* as they
don’t have the access to books (either at home or at libraries)
that wealthier children do.? Summer school programs meant to
encourage kids to read at home are known to be effective,? but
they are expensive.

The less expensive alternative is to provide books and hope
for the best, and there is some indication that doing so does
promptreading and, in turn, boosts reading skills.** As you might
guess, free-book programs seem to have a bigger impact on low-
income kids than middle-income kids.*

A number of organizations provide free books to children in
need (see the box on page 13). A small team of teachers might
take on the task of contacting these organizations to procure
books that can be distributed directly to students.

Plant a seed. Even if parents won’t come for a workshop, you
can still use the brief snippets of time you have with them to try
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Telling parents about research-
based practices in reading does
lead to improvement in
children’s reading.

to plant a literacy seed: if they come for a parent-teacher confer-
ence, great, but if not, perhaps it’s an opportune moment at
pickup when the child is struggling into his jacket. What might
such a seed be? If parents seem very reluctant to accord a larger
role for literacy, a greater emphasis on conversation at home
may lay the groundwork for literacy later.

Much has been written about the importance of talking to
children, but the dictate “talk to
your kids” says nothing about
the quality of the speech.* Child-
directed talk composed mostly
of directions (e.g., “Go get me
the milk”) or prohibitions (e.g.,
“Stop that”) is not what we have
in mind, but that may be what
the child receives if a parent sees
conversation with children as
frivolous. A way around this is to
suggest that parents share with
their children stories of their
own childhood. Stories provide
structure for extended talk that
is social, family-oriented, and
not directive. From about age 5
until pubescence (and some-
times into the teen years), chil-
dren often enjoy hearing stories
that verify the remarkable fact
that their parents were once
young.

Another option is to suggest
that parents ask their child ques-
tions. Hearing adult speech is a
useful model, but the child also
needs practice in formulating
and expressing her ideas. In
addition, asking questions sends
an important implicit message
about the nature of speech. The
parent who uses speech mostly
to tell his child what to do silently communicates to the child
that the purpose of language is to make one’s wishes known to
others. The parent who asks questions shows that another pur-
pose of language is to gain new information, to learn things from
others.® It’s a way to model curiosity.

A natural topic for questions is what happened during the
school day. Teachers can help by letting parents know when a
student was particularly excited about some work during the
day, and suggesting that the parent ask about it. For willing par-
ents, a teacher could even arrange to make such communica-
tions regular, for example, by sending a text message every few
days that tells parents something about classroom life that they
could ask their children about: which book was read aloud, for
example, or what the writing prompt was that day.

*For more about the word gap between low-income and more-affluent children, see
“The Early Catastrophe” in the Spring 2003 issue of American Educator, available at
www.aft.org/ae/spring2003/hart_risley.
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hat parents and teachers really want for children
is to experience reading pleasure. What sort of
reading pleasure? For me, reading affords a plea-
sure of understanding. Food writer Ruth Reichl,
for example, can snare in words the elusive subtleties in the
flavor of toro. Other writers make me understand things about
myself, not always appealing things. After reading the memoir
Clear Pictures, I remember reflecting on how lucky Reynolds
Price was to have grown up among such wise and interesting
people, only to realize that it was Price’s acumen and sensitivity
that made them so; had I known them, I would likely have missed
their finest qualities. As an adult, I get great satisfaction from, at
long last, coming to a better understanding of ideas that I've
often encountered but only dimly comprehended; mostrecently,
it’s been the tensions among the founders of the United States.

An altogether different sort of pleasure comes from being
carried to distant times and places when I read. How better to
see the French Riviera during the 1920s than through the
debauched, exhausted eyes of Dick Diver in Tender Is the Night?
How could I enter the alternately solemn and boisterous world
of New York’s Hasidim if Chaim Potok did not take me there?
And then too sometimes the pleasure lies not in the charms of a
new world but in escape from my own. During graduate school,
Iread Herman Wouk'’s two-volume World War II epic The Winds
of War and War and Remembrance nearly daily at lunch; I used
it like worry beads to manage the anxiety consequent to my
demanding academic program.

I maintain that these joys cannot be experienced through
television or other media. Only reading elicits your contribution
to the experience by demanding that you mentally create the
world described. Only fiction demands that you live with the
characters as long or as deeply. And with few exceptions, prose
stylists show greater love of language than artists in other media.

I'want my children—and yours—to experience those joys, or
ones like them. And that’s the goal you must keep in the forefront
of your mind. As someone who has spent all of his professional
life around 18- to 22-year-olds, I'll offer my impression as to what
causes the greatest conflict between parents and teens: Parents
are under the impression that they want their children to be
happy. Children are under the impression that their parents
want them to be happy the way their parents think they ought to
be happy.

The danger lies in children feeling pressured and unhappy
aboutreading. Remember that your goal is that they enjoy read-
ing, not that they enjoy reading as you do. O
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Quieting the Teacher Wars

What History Reveals about an Embattled Profession

By DANA GOLDSTEIN

began writing my book The Teacher Wars in early 2011 with a
simple observation: Public school teaching had become the
most controversial profession in America. Republican gover-
nors in Wisconsin, Ohio, and Indiana, and even the Demo-
cratic governor of deep-blue Massachusetts, sought to diminish or
eliminate teachers’ rights to collectively bargain. Teacher tenure
was the subject of heated debate in statehouses from Denver to
Tallahassee, and President Obama swore in his State of the Union
address to “stop making excuses” for bad teachers.!
Onerising-star Republican, New Jersey Governor Chris Chris-
tie, even became a conservative folk hero after appearing in a
series of YouTube videos in which he excoriated individual public
school teachers—all of them middle-aged women—who rose at
public events to challenge him on his $1 billion
in education budget cuts, even as he cut $1.6 bil-
lion in corporate taxes.

Dana Goldstein is a staff writer at the Marshall Project
and a contributor to Slate, The Atlantic, and other
magazines. She writes about education, social science,
inequality, criminal justice, women'’s issues, cities, and
public health. This article is excerpted with permission
from her book The Teacher Wars: A History of America’s
Most Embattled Profession. Copyright © 2014 by Dana
Goldstein. Published by arrangement with Doubleday,
an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group,
a division of Random House LLC.

Clockwise from left: A teacher and her integrated kindergarten class
in Washington, D.C., in 1954; long before his presidency, Lyndon B.
Johnson with his first pupils in Cotulla, Texas, in 1928; Susan B.
Anthony and W. E. B. Du Bois, both of whom also taught.

Few other professions operate under this level of political
scrutiny. In 2010, Newsweek published a cover story called “The
Key to Saving American Education.” The image was of a black-
board, with a single phrase chalked over and over again in a child’s
loopy handwriting: We must fire bad teachers. We must fire bad
teachers. We must fire bad teachers. Wide-release movies like Wait-
ing for “Superman” and Won’t Back Down, funded by philanthro-
pists who made their fortunes in the private sector, portray teacher
tenure and its defender, teachers unions, as practically the sole
causes of underperforming schools.

Everywhere I traveled as an education reporter, from the 2008
Democratic National Convention to the 2010 meeting of former
president Bill Clinton’s Clinton Global Initiative, powerful people
seemed to feel indignant about the incompetence and job security
of public school teachers, despite polls showing that the American
public considers teachers highly respected professionals, nearly
on par with medical doctors.?

To an extent, anxiety about bad teaching is understandable.
Teachers do work that is both personal and political. They care for
and educate our children, for whom we feel a fierce and loyal love.
And they prepare our nation’s citizens and workers, whose wis-
dom and level of skill will shape our collective future. Given that
teachers shoulder such an awesome responsibility, it makes sense
that American politics is acutely attuned to their shortcomings.
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SoIwantto begin by acknowledging: Itis true that the majority
of American teachers have academically mediocre backgrounds.
Most have below-average SAT scores and graduate from nonselec-
tive colleges and universities.? It is also true that one large review
of practices within typical American elementary school class-
rooms found many children—and the majority of poor children—
“sitting around, watching the teacher deal with behavioral
problems, and engaging in boring and rote instructional activities
such as completing work sheets and spelling tests.”*

In the Obama era, the predominant policy response has been
a narrow one: to weaken teachers’ tenure protections and then
use “measures of student learning”—a euphemism for children’s
scores on an ever-expanding bat-
tery of hastily designed tests—to
identify and fire bad teachers.
One Colorado teacher told me
(hyperbolically) that the dispro-
portionate focus on punishing
awful teachers made her feel
“I've chosen a profession that, in
the public eye, is worse than
prostitution.”

A spate of online videos and
blog posts, in which angry teach-
ers publicly quit their jobs, has
gone viral. “I can no longer coop-
erate with a testing regime that I
believe is suffocating creativity
and innovation in the class-
room,” wrote Ron Maggiano, a
Virginia high school social studies teacher and winner of two
national teaching awards. In Illinois, Ellie Rubenstein tendered
her resignation via YouTube, explaining, “EverythingIloved about
teaching is extinct. Curriculum is mandated. Minutes spent teach-
ing subjects are audited. Schedules are dictated by administrators.
The classroom teacher is no longer trusted or in control of what,
when, or how she teaches.”®

Olivia Blanchard chose to leave her Teach for America place-
ment in Atlanta, where hundreds of thousands of dollars in merit
pay bonuses had been paid to administrators and teachers who
cheated by erasing and correcting students’ answers on standard-
ized tests before submitting them to be graded. After a round of
indictments, those teachers who remained in the district were left
demoralized and paranoid. When Blanchard clicked send on her
resignation e-mail, she was “flooded with relief,” she recounted
in The Atlantic.®

Blanchard, Maggiano, and Rubenstein represent alarger trend.
Though polls show teachers feel more passionate and mission-
driven about their careers than other American professionals, a
MetlLife survey of teachers found that between 2008 and 2012, the
percent who reported being “very satisfied” with their current job
plummeted from 62 to 39 percent, the lowest level in a quarter
century.

A classroom in New York City’s

Lower East Side, circa 1886

History Repeating Itself

I had assumed this war over teaching was new, sparked by the
anxieties of the Great Recession. After all, one-fifth of all American
children were growing up poor—twice the child poverty rate of

England or South Korea. Young adults were suffering from a 17.1
percent unemployment rate, compared with less than 8 percent
in Germany and Switzerland. More than half of recent college
graduates were jobless or underemployed for their level of educa-
tion.” A threadbare social safety net, run-amok bankers, lackadai-
sical regulators, the globalization of manufacturing, and a culture
of consumerism, credit card debt, and short-term thinking might
have gotten us into this economic mess. But we’d be damned if
better teachers couldn’t help to get us out. “Great teachers are
performing miracles every single day,” Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan said in 2009. “An effective teacher? They walk on
water.”® The rhetoric could provoke whiplash. Even as we were

For 200 years, the American
public has asked teachers to
close troubling social gaps.
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obsessed with the very worst teachers, we were worshipping an
ideal, superhuman few.

This confusing dichotomy led me to wonder: Why are Ameri-
can teachers both hated and idealized, when teachers in other
nations are much more universally admired? In South Korea,
teachers are referred to as “nation builders.” In Finland, both men
and women name teaching as among the top three most desirable
professions for a spouse. Meanwhile, that old American saw—
“Those who can’t do, teach”—continues to reverberate, reflecting
elite condescension toward career educators.

I suspected that the key to understanding the American view
of teachers lay in our history, and perhaps had something to do
with the tension between our sky-high hopes for public education
as the vehicle of meritocracy and our perennial unwillingness to
fully invest in our public sector, teachers and schools included.

For 200 years, the American public has asked teachers to close
troubling social gaps—between Catholics and Protestants; new
immigrants and the American mainstream; blacks and whites;
poor and rich. Yet every new era of education reform has been
characterized by a political and media war on the existing teach-
ers upon whom we rely to do this difficult work, often in the
absence of the social supports for families that make teaching and
learning most effective for kids, like stable jobs and affordable
housing, childcare, and healthcare.

The 19th-century common school reformers depicted male
teachers—90 percent of the classroom workforce in 1800—as
sadistic, lash-wielding drunks who ought to be replaced by kinder,
purer (and cheaper) women. During the Progressive Era, it was
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working-class female teachers who were attacked, for lacking
the masculine “starch” supposedly necessary to preside over
60-student classrooms of former child laborers. In the South dur-
ing the civil rights era, Brown v. Board of Education prompted the
racially motivated firings of tens of thousands of black teachers,
as the Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations
looked the other way. Then, at the height of the Black Power move-
ment in the 1960s and 1970s, it was inner-city white teachers who
were vilified, for failing to embrace parental control of schools and
Afrocentric pedagogical theories.

Over the course of history, teachers have been embattled by
politicians, philanthropists, intellectuals, business leaders, social
scientists, activists on both the right and left, parents, and even by

The public has gotten the
message that public school
teaching—especially urban
teaching—is a broadly failed
profession.

Author and
teacher Henry
David Thoreau

one another. Americans have debated who should teach public
school, what should get taught, and how teachers should be edu-
cated, trained, hired, paid, evaluated, and fired. Though we've
been arguing about these questions for two centuries, very little
consensus has developed.

Amid these teacher wars, many extraordinary men and women
worked in public school classrooms and offered powerful, grass-
roots ideas for how to improve American education. Henry David
Thoreau, Susan B. Anthony, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Lyndon B.
Johnson are just a few of the famous Americans who taught. They
resisted the fantasy of educators as saints or saviors, and under-
stood teaching as a job in which the potential for children’s intel-
lectual transcendence and social mobility, though always present,
is limited by real-world concerns such as poor training, low pay,
inadequate supplies, inept administration, and impoverished
students and families. These teachers’ stories, and those of less-
well-known teachers, propel this history forward and help us
understand why American teaching has evolved into such a pecu-
liar profession, one attacked and admired in equal proportion.

A Moral Panic

Today the ineffective tenured teacher has emerged as a feared
character, a vampiric type who sucks tax dollars into her bloated
pension and healthcare plans, without much regard for the chil-
dren under her care. Like past conflagrations over crack babies or
welfare queens, which exemplified anxiety over public spending
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on poor people of color, today’s “bad teacher scare” employs all
the classic features of a moral panic.

According to sociologists who study these events, in a moral
panic, policymakers and the media focus on a single class of
people (in our case, veteran public school teachers) as emblems
of alarge, complex social problem (socioeconomic inequality, as
evidenced by educational achievement gaps). Then the media
repeats, ad nauseam, anecdotes about the most despicable
examples of this type of person (such as “rubber room” teachers,
who collect pay, sometimes for years, while awaiting termination
hearings on accusations of corporal punishment or alcoholism).
This focus on the worst of the worst misrepresents the true scale
and character of what may be a genuine problem.’

As aresult, the public has gotten
the message that public school
teaching—especially urban teach-
ing—is a broadly failed profession.
The reality is concerning, but on a
more modest scale: teacher-quality
advocates estimate that somewhere
between 2 and 15 percent of current
teachers cannot improve their prac-
tice to an acceptable level and ought
to bereplaced each year."

Far from confirming the percep-
tion that low-performing urban
schools are uniformly bleak, talent-
less places, the latest research quan-
tifies what history shows: that even
the highest-poverty neighborhood
schools in cities like New York and
Los Angeles employ teachers who
produce among the biggest test score gains in their regions. What's
more, veteran teachers who work long term in high-poverty
schools with low test scores are actually more effective at raising
student achievement than is the rotating cast of inexperienced
teachers who try these jobs out but flee after one to three years."

The history of American education reform shows not only
recurring attacks on veteran educators, but also a number of failed
ideas about teaching that keep popping up again and again, like
a whack-a-mole game at the amusement park. Over the past 10
years, cities from Atlanta to Austin to New York have experimented
with paying teachers bonuses for higher student test scores. This
type of merit pay was attempted in the 1920s, early 1960s, and
1980s. It never worked to broadly motivate teachers or advance
outcomes for kids.

For over a century, school reformers have hoped that tweaking
teacher rating systems would lead to more teachers being declared
unfit and getting fired, resulting in an influx of better people into
the profession. But under almost every evaluation system reform-
ers have tried—rating teachers as good, fair, or poor; A, B, C, or D;
satisfactory or unsatisfactory; or highly effective, effective, devel-
oping, or ineffective—principals overburdened by paperwork and
high teacher turnover ended up declaring that over 95 percent of
their employees were just fine, indeed.'? Fast-track teacher train-
ing programs like Teach for America, the Great Society-era
Teacher Corps, and the 19th-century Board of National Popular
Education are likewise a perennial feature of our school reform
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landscape. They recruit ambitious people to the classroom, but
on a small scale, and do not systemically improve instruction for
kids.

History also shows that teacher tenure has been widely misun-
derstood. It is true that tenure protections make it costly, in both
time and money, for schools to fire veteran teachers. Thatis because
due process rights allow tenured teachers accused of poor perfor-
mance to “grieve” their evaluations and terminations to an arbitra-
tor, who can rule to send them back to the classroom.

Yet tenure predates collective bargaining for teachers by over
half a century. Administrators granted teachers tenure as early as
1909, before unions were legally empowered at the negotiating
table to demand this right. During the Progressive Era, both good
government school reformers and then-nascent teachers unions
supported tenure, which prevented teaching jobs from being used
as political patronage and allowed teachers to challenge dismiss-
als or demotions, once commonplace, based on gender, marital
status, pregnancy, religion, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, or
political ideology. Tenure has long existed even in southern states
where teachers are legally barred from collective bargaining.

Today it is usually assumed that teachers enjoy much more
job security than workers in the private sector. Even if we set
aside the nearly 50 percent of all beginner teachers who choose
to leave the profession within five years—and ignore the evi-
dence that those who leave are worse performers than those who
stay—itis unclear whether teachers are formally terminated for
poor performance any less frequently than are other workers. In
2007, the last year for which national data is available, 2.1 per-
cent of American public school teachers were fired for cause, a
figure that includes tenured teachers. Compared with federal
workers, whom one study found are fired at an annual rate of .02
percent, teachers are exponentially more likely to be terminated.
There is no comparable data from the private sector, because the
Bureau of Labor Statistics groups layoffs with firings. Butin 2012,
companies with over a thousand employees, the closest private
counterpart to large urban school systems, lost only about 2
percent of their workforce from firings, resignations, and layoffs
combined.”

In some recent years, the number of new teachers hired—
about 200,000 per year—equaled the total number of American
college graduates minted by selective institutions (those that
accept fewer than half of their applicants). The National Council
on Teacher Quality estimates that high-poverty schools alone hire
some 70,000 new teachers annually." Reformers sometimes claim
that this huge demand for teachers is driven by overaggressive
class size limits, and they argue for decreasing the number of
teachers while raising class sizes and recruiting a smaller, more
elite group to the profession.'® But the leading teacher demogra-
pher, Richard Ingersoll of the University of Pennsylvania, has
shown that the decrease in average elementary school class sizes
since 1987, from 26 to 21 children, does not fully explain the “bal-
looning” of the teaching force.'

According to Ingersoll, there are two other factors that together
account for a larger part of the change: first, the explosion in the
number of students with high-needs special education diagnoses,
such as autism spectrum disorders, and second, the increase in
the number of high school students who enroll in math and sci-
ence courses. Those trends are not likely ones we can or should

reverse. While teacher prep programs in regions with an over-
supply of teachers should raise their admission standards or shut
down, calls for 100 percent of American teachers to hail from
selective colleges are, frankly, absurd—especially if we also lay off
the bottom, say, 2 to 15 percent of teachers each year (66,000 to
495,000 people), as some reformers would like. Currently, just 10
percent of teachers come from the most selective colleges."”

Moreover, with the possible exception of high school-level
math teachers, there is little evidence that better students make
better teachers.'® Some nations, such as Finland, have been able
to build a teaching force made up solely of star students. But other
places, such as Shanghai, have made big strides in student
achievement without drastically adjusting the demographics of
who becomes a teacher. They do it by reshaping teachers’ working
days so they spend less time alone in front of kids and more time
planning lessons and observing other teachers at work, sharing
best practices in pedagogy and classroom management."

have great sympathy for educators. American public school
teaching has typically attracted individuals taking their first,
tentative steps out of the working class, and one of them was
my maternal grandfather, Harry Greene, a high school drop-
out. In his first career as a printer, he led a drive to organize a
union at a nonunion shop, and for a while the fallout from that
made it difficult for him to find work. When he was 52 years old,
Harry finally earned an associate’s degree, and in 1965 began
teaching vocational courses in New York City public high schools.

My dad, Steven Goldstein, was another first-generation college
graduate who became a public school teacher. Always the jock
(he attended Adelphi University on a soccer scholarship), my dad
discovered he had a passion for history, too, and taught middle
and high school social studies for 10 years before going into school
administration, because he wanted to earn more money.

For me, the hostility directed at veteran teachers never rang
true. In addition to being the daughter and granddaughter of
educators, I attended public schools in Ossining, New York, with
a diverse group of white, black, Latino, and Asian classmates. A
few parents, like my mom, commuted down the Hudson River to
New York City for corporate jobs; others were single mothers on
public assistance or line cooks in the kitchen of our town’s maxi-
mum-security prison, Sing Sing. But regardless of whether they
were college professors or home health aides, the most involved
parents in Ossining wanted their kids in the classrooms of the
most experienced teachers. My junior year math teacher, Mr.
DiCarlucci, wore a full suit and tie every day, accessorized with
blingy gold jewelry. Though he taught precalculus, he assigned
research papers on high-level concepts like topology, to inspire
us to stick with math over the long term. The white-haired Mr.
Tunney guided English classes through dense classics like All the
King’s Men with uncommon energy drawn from his infectious love
for the books he taught. When teachers like that retired, the entire
community mourned.

When I began reporting on education in 2007, I quickly learned
how luckyIhad been. Most American schools are socioeconomi-
cally segregated, very little like the integrated schools I attended
in Ossining, where highly qualified teachers aspired to build long
careers and to teach both middle-class and poor children. In 2005,

(Continued on page 44)
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You Are Embarked

How a Philosophy Curriculum Took Shape and Took Off

By DIANA SENECHAL

utdoors, the wind blew and the rain fell. Indoors, 10th-

graders wrestled with Blaise Pascal’s Wager—his argu-

ment that one has everything to gain and little to lose

by choosing to believe in God. “Yes, but you must
wager,” he writes. “It is not optional. You are embarked.”! He then
uses an early version of mathematical probability to demonstrate
that one is better off believing.

I'looked at the students poring over the text—underlining pas-
sages, raising their hands, commenting to their peers—and I saw
that they themselves were embarked, although in a different way.
They had chosen to take the philosophy course seriously. A few
years ago, when I began teaching at Columbia Secondary School
for Math, Science, and Engineering, I could not take this for granted.

Diana Senechal teaches philosophy at Columbia Secondary School for
Math, Science, and Engineering in New York City; in addition, she serves
on the faculty of the Sue Rose Summier Institute for Teachers at the Dallas
Institute of Humanities and Culture. She is the 2011 recipient of the Hiett
Prize in the Humanities and the author of Republic of Noise: The Loss of
Solitude in Schools and Culture.

Some students took enthusiastically to my courses; others chatted
in class or complained that I didn’t give them enough fun things to
do. Now, the vast majority showed interest in class and turned in
their work; many contributed to the school’s philosophy journal
and took part in philosophy roundtables. In addition, students now
in college have commented that the philosophy courses have
helped them with all of their work by introducing them to seminal
ideas, modes of argument, and an intellectual way of life.

If someone had told me five years ago that  would be a high
school philosophy teacher, I would have been astounded and
thrilled. At age 12, I began taking Latin and Greek at school; soon
after, I read ancient philosophers in the original and in transla-
tion. In college, I studied Russian literature and took electives
in European intellectual history, African American intellectual
history, Renaissance thought, and other topics involving phi-
losophy; in graduate school, I dug into Russian philosophy,
theology, linguistics, and mythology for my dissertation and
other work. Later, teaching English as a second language in
middle school in Brooklyn, New York, I introduced my students
to Plato, Aristotle, and Augustine; my book, Republic of Noise:
The Loss of Solitude in Schools and Culture, devotes much atten-
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tion to philosophical ideas and texts.* Yet until 2011, I did not
know that it was possible to teach philosophy in a public school.

A Brief History

Columbia Secondary School’s philosophy program dates to
the school’s beginnings in 2009. The founding principal, José
Maldonado-Rivera, envisioned a philosophy curriculum through-
out the grades (6-12). In the school’s initial years, the scholar and
educator Paul Thomson spearheaded the program and brought
alively dialogical spirit to the classes; teachers, graduate students,
researchers, and others took part in the work. Thomson left the
school in 2011 and died in 2013; the first issue of our philosophy
journal, CONTRARIWISE, is dedicated to his memory.

The philosophy program is intended to enrich students’ overall
education by introducing them to argument, questioning, and
rich philosophical works. In addition, philosophy serves to con-
nect sciences with humanities and foster dialogue within the
school’s diverse community. Columbia Secondary School is a
selective public school in New York City with a highly diverse
student body. Approximately 46 percent of the students identify
as Hispanic, 21 percent as African American, 18 percent as white,
and 13 percent as Asian; the students come from numerous
nationalities and speak a range of languages at home. Approxi-
mately 56 percent qualify for free or reduced-price meals. The
school has a partnership with Columbia University, through
which qualified students may take Columbia and Barnard courses.

After its promising beginnings, the school suffered tragedy and
turmoil: a student drowned on a field trip to a beach, the principal
was eventually removed, and there was much staff and student
turnover. In September 2011, Miriam Nightengale came on board
as the new principal; she hired me as a part-time curriculum
adviser. (Miriam is a staunch supporter of strong curricula and
has an unusually rich background in humanities and mathemat-
ics.) The philosophy program was in flux; the original philosophy
staff had departed or was soon to depart, and courses were left
without clear direction. Part of my job was to address this. Given
the instability of the department at the time, I soon realized that
the best approach would be to write a curriculum myself.

To start out, I designed and cotaught a unit on the “Good Life”
(with readings from Plato, Seneca, Tolstoy, and Chesterton); see-
inghowwell the students responded, I offered to write and teach
the entire high school philosophy curriculum. I designed a series
of courses: Rhetoric and Logic (grade 9), Ethics and Aesthetics
(grade 10), and Political Philosophy (grade 11). In 2012-2013, I
taught them all; in subsequent years,  handed two of the courses
over to other teachers. Once we had a 12th grade, my colleague
Ari Rubin taught Literature of Existentialism, which he developed
from a course by the acclaimed educator Ruthie Stern. The middle
school teachers worked out their own philosophy curriculum,
which was integrated with English or social studies. By the fall of
2013, we had philosophy courses throughout the grades, in fulfill-
ment of the original vision.

This dream position was not always pleasant. In 2012-2013,
I'had 260 students in all (and was still on a part-time schedule). I
took piles of assignments home to grade and, like many dedicated

*For more on this book, see “The Cult of Success” in the Winter 2011-2012 issue of
American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/winter2011-2012/senechal.

teachers, put in far more unpaid than paid hours. Students, too,
had to adjust to the new workload; I was asking them to read and
write about challenging works. Students were not willfully disrup-
tive, but they were unused to the kind of focus required. Those
who chatted during class made it difficult for others to pay atten-
tion. There were days when I could not bring quiet to the room
and went home in tears.

As the months passed, I saw something remarkable taking
shape. In the students’ discussion and writing, I saw eloquence,
struggle, wit, and dedication. Some students discovered a new
interest in philosophy; others developed their interest further.
Sometimes their writing was so funny and surprising that I roared
with laughter; at other times, their errors helped me improve my

The philosophy program introduces
students to argument, questioning,
and rich philosophical works.

lessons. In short, I had to trust in the good that was happening and
strive to build on it. Yet to do so, I had to resist many pedagogical
trends.

Teaching Philosophy

There is currently great prejudice against so-called traditional
teaching. Many characterize such teaching as routine and retro-
grade: the students sit passively and take notes, while the teacher
tells them what to think and say. To counteract such passivity,
classroom evaluation rubrics (for teachers and schools) favor
group work, student activity, and student talk.

The problem is that to teach something substantial, you need
to make room for thinking about it. Thinking is by no means pas-
sive; a student listening to a teacher may have questions, coun-
terpoints, realizations, and much more. It is true that if the teacher
talks the entire time, students may fall into passivity—but it is
possible, within a so-called traditional framework, to ask the stu-
dents to listen, engage in dialogue, and think on their own. In
some ways, such a framework creates more room for thought than
a setup where everyone works in groups and the room is filled
with talk. I chose a traditional approach with many variations.

In addition, I had to resist pressure to hold frequent debates. At
the outset, many of my students asked why we didn’t “just have a
debate.” I responded that debates had a place but should not
replace the careful consideration of an idea. Too often, debaters
focus on out-arguing (sometimes even out-shouting) the other side
instead of seeking truth. Debate carries great benefits—it can bring
out the students’ logic and ingenuity—but if the students do not
have a foundation of knowledge, it can quickly become reductive.
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SoItold the students that Iwould gladly have debates but that they
would not be our primary mode of discussion. Instead, I wanted
students to take part in sustained dialogue about the texts and ideas.

One day, when I'was introducing students to Kant’'s Groundwork
of the Metaphysic of Morals, I took them to the passage where he
discusses suicide. A student asked, “Can’t we debate suicide?” I
explained that if we actually considered what Kant was saying, we
would have a basis for discussing the topic. Kant maintains that,
when contemplating an action, one should consider whether one
would want the maxim behind it to become universal moral law.
Thus, if one is contemplating suicide because one feels miserable,
one should ask: “Could the following maxim serve as universal
moral law: that a person who feels profoundly miserable should,
out of self-love, end his or her life?” Kant saw such a principle as
self-contradictory; self-love, which by essence seeks to promote

life, cannot also seek to bringlife to an end. Students may disagree
with Kant—but only after grappling with his argument. The argu-
ment goes far beyond the assertion that “suicide is immoral” or
“suicide should not be allowed”; it involves a method for evaluating
such a question. (Kant's argument has flaws, of course—and I wel-
comed discussion of those.)?

A few students continued to press for a debate on suicide, and I
continued to push back. One day, a student asked, yet again, “Why
can’twe just debate this?” Exasperated, I replied: “In a debate, there
are two sides—and I want you to go beyond thinking in terms of
two sides. I want you to see what'’s actually in this text, and to con-
sider how itinfluences your own ideas. We could go back and forth
for days about whether suicide is ever justified—but here Kant is
offering a way of thinking about the issue. If we have a debate now,
itwill be opinion versus opinion—but if we consider Kant first, then
we’ll have something to debate at another level. My responsibility
isto help youreach that newlevel. Iwill not do otherwise.” Students
looked up in surprise. A student near the front muttered, “Never
argue with your philosophy teacher” (He meant this as a joke, as he
was one of the liveliest arguers.)

Itwas probably then that I realized we were embarked, that there
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was something worth sustaining and building. I was not giving the
students exactly what they wanted—and here some educators
might criticize me—but I was also listening carefully to them. My
point was not to ignore their interests but rather to help give them
shape. Iinsisted that if students could consider a philosophical text
or idea in depth, they would be in a better position to pursue cre-
ative projects of their choosing.

Avyear and a halflater, in February 2014, my students’ philosophy
journal, CONTRARIWISE, arrived from the printer in big boxes. The
name, inspired by the words of Tweedledee in Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking-Glass, connotes both playfulness and argu-
mentation. The idea for an annual journal came about in Septem-
ber 2013, when I was reading my students’ continuations of Book
VIII of Plato’s Republic, in which they imagined what would follow
after tyranny. Their writing was so imaginative and insightful that I
thought it should be preserved. I asked by email whether they
would prefer a booklet or a journal; the responses were so enthu-
siastic that I knew this had to happen. (One student, who soon
afterward became one of the two editors in chief, wrote, “Journal!
Totally journal!”) The work took off from there.

Five months after the journal’s beginnings, the editors in chief
opened the first box and took the beautiful books in their hands.
The excitement spread quickly throughout the school. The students
could now see the results of their writing, editing, editorial deci-
sions, artistic work, last-minute inspiration, and much more. It was
no ordinary journal; in addition to the lively selection of essays,
stories, poems, dialogues, and letters, it had an “Infrequently Asked
Questions” page, a “Cast & Crew” page, a fake mathematical proof,
an absurd index, and many other touches. Through the journal, the
students had taken philosophy into their hands and shown them-
selves and others what was possible. The second issue, published
in early March 2015, features an international writing contest.*

Challenging Texts

How does one go about teaching philosophy at the high school
level? Iwill try to answer this question by describing the curricu-
lum and reflecting on the program as a whole. I do not claim to
have the last word on the subject; other teachers of high school
philosophy may have markedly different approaches. All I offer
here is some insight into what has gone well.

When I first began drafting ideas in the spring of 2012, some-
one asked me why I chose to have students read philosophical
texts. After all, many textbooks and workbooks had summaries of
philosophers’ views; wasn't that sufficient for students at this age?
Ireplied, “But the texts are interesting and beautiful” It hadn’t
occurred to me that anyone would consider them too cumber-
some for teens.

Without reading the original text, how could students ever
come to appreciate Thrasymachus’s great challenge to Socrates
in Book I of Plato’s Republic? How could they understand
Socrates’s response (which arguably fills the remainder of the
work)? When would they have a chance to read beautiful passages
like this (from Saint Augustine’s Confessions)?

*For the CONTRARIWISE international contest, students around the world were invited
to imagine their favorite cultural dish as its own nation and then describe its struggle
with a philosophical problem. The winning entries and honorable mentions (who hail
from the United States, Italy, China, Turkey, and the United Kingdom) were published
in the second issue of CONTRARIWISE.



And whatis the object of my love? I asked the earth and it said:
‘Ttis not I T asked all that is in it; they made the same confes-
sion (Job 28: 12f.). I asked the sea, the deeps, the living crea-
tures that creep, and they responded: ‘We are not your God,
look beyond us! I asked the breezes which blow and the entire
air with its inhabitants said: ‘Anaximenes was mistaken; I am
not God! I asked heaven, sun, moon and stars; they said: ‘Nor
are we the God whom you seek’ And I said to all these things
in my external environment: ‘Tell me of my God who you are
not, tell me something about him And with a great voice they
cried out: ‘He made us’ (Ps. 99: 3). My question was the atten-
tion I gave to them, and their response was their beauty.

Itis not only the beauty that makes these texts worth reading,
but the sustained thought, surprising insights, and implied way
of life. These philosophers are dedicated to probing and reflec-
tion—not simply sitting around and thinking, but following a
question as far as possible, even when it means recognizing their
own errors. The texts contain wit, poetry, logic, paradox, vivid
examples, and dialogue; how could a curriculum exclude them
without impoverishing itself? It is true that they may be a bit too
complex for young children, but many high school students are
ready for this level of challenge.

They are also ready for texts that offer an alternative to snap
judgments and group opinions. To be a philosopher is to be
dedicated to ongoing questions that offer no easy solutions. Such
questions can be tackled, but this takes patience, perception,
and solitude. In a culture that values confidence, certainty, and
group thinking—where students and others are under pressure
to present well, answer questions swiftly, and arrive at group
solutions—philosophical texts show ways of slowing down,
honoring uncertainty, and being with one’s own thoughts.

I chose to make texts a major part of the philosophy courses.
Yet the goal was to have students not only learn the arguments
and ideas, but respond to them. This was no easy undertaking. To
respond to a text, one must be clear about what is in it; muddy
interpretations lead to sloppy retorts. It would be easier to focus
on the contentalone, or on the students’ ideas alone; bringing the
two together is an ongoing challenge, and a worthy one. For me,
it means rereading the texts over and over; each time that I have
taught the courses, I have presented the materials somewhat dif-
ferently. I have learned to clarify common points of confusion and
to highlight key passages that will help students see the train of
argument.

Each of the courses (for grades 9-11) consists of four long units.
Each course meets twice a week; students must read and write in
preparation for every class session. (There are about 90-100 stu-
dents in each grade and up to 34 in a section.) The sequence
allows students to draw on their previous learning; the Ethics and
Aesthetics course makes frequent reference to rhetoric and logic;
the Political Philosophy course, to rhetoric, logic, and ethics. In
addition, there are many connections to be drawn between phi-
losophy and other subjects; students find themselves applying
ethics to global history, or political philosophy to works such as
The Crucible. Some students have even found ways to relate politi-
cal philosophy to mathematics; for instance, they have drawn
analogies—and identified differences—between philosophical
arguments and mathematical proofs.

The ninth-grade course, which focuses on rhetoric and logic,
consists of the units “Introduction to Rhetoric”; “Arrangement
and Style”; “Speeches and Declamation”; and “Formal and Infor-
mal Logic.” Texts for the course include Plato’s Apology, Pericles’s
funeral oration, Mark Antony’s speech in Julius Caesar, The Fed-
eralist, No. 10 (by James Madison), and Martin Luther King Jr’s
“Letter from Birmingham Jail,” among other speeches, essays, and
poems. Students work with rhetorical techniques, analyze the
style and structure of the texts, write and deliver speeches, and
solve logic problems. The course has changed somewhat as other
teachers have begun teaching it; last year, some teachers brought
additional texts and techniques into the course, and this year the
teacher focuses as much on the texts’ substance as on their rheto-
ric. I view all of these changes as enriching; the course has taken
on its own life and momentum.

Philosophical texts show ways of

slowing down, honoring uncertainty,

and being with one’s own thoughts.

The 10th-grade Ethics and Aesthetics course consists of the
units “The Quest for an Ethical Principle”; “Virtue and the Golden
Mean”; “Free Will and Responsibility”; and “Aesthetics.” Students
read the Book of Job, Pascal’s Wager, an excerpt from Kant'’s
Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, Martin Buber’s I and
Thou, Saul Bellow’s novella Seize the Day, Desiderius Erasmus’s
Praise of Folly, the second book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,
and Nikolai Gogol'’s story “The Nose,” among other works. During
the year, they write many compositions, including an essay on two
of the works read in class (or, for honors students, an essay on an
ethical topic of their own choosing).

The junior year Political Philosophy course begins with the
question: How are various forms of government—in theory and
practice—based on assumptions about human nature? Students
explore the relation between conceptions of human nature and
political theories and systems. Throughout the year, they read
Thomas Hobbes, Niccolo Machiavelli, John Locke, John Stuart
Mill, Thomas More, Virginia Woolf, Eugéne Ionesco, Jonathan
Swift, George Orwell, Hannah Arendt, and others. In addition to
writing analytical and argumentative essays, they write a dialogue
in the style of Plato’s Republic, a detailed description of a utopia
or dystopia of their own creation, and a satirical piece.

This is the basic layout of the philosophy curriculum. I have
notincluded the 12th grade existentialism course, since it is the
creation of one of my colleagues, but it follows beautifully on
what the students have studied. What astounds me is not how
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well the courses have gone, but how they have given rise to
philosophy-related activities such as the school’s philosophy
roundtables and journal.

Philosophy for All

It has been a longstanding dream of mine to bring people
together—of many ages and walks of life—to discuss works of
literature and philosophy. Once the philosophy courses were
underway, I thought of doing something like that for parents at
my school. In particular, I would invite them to take partin phi-
losophy roundtables, where we would discuss some of the texts
that students were reading in class. The first two roundtables
(which focused on Buber’s I and Thou and Mill’s On Liberty,
respectively) drew only a few people, but the discussion was
deep and lively. Then the principal suggested a student-led
roundtable. At first I worried: How could students lead a discus-
sion on texts that take a long time to sink in, texts that they had
onlyrecently read for the first time? I decided that they could do
it with support.

The first student-led philosophy roundtable took place on a
Thursday evening in June 2013. It focused on the question: How
does one preserve independent thought in a society that largely
discourages it? Texts included Orwell’s 1984, Ionesco’s Rhinoceros,
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, E. B. White’s essay
“Freedom,” and Erasmus’s Praise of Folly. I structured the prepara-
tion as an honors project; the 15 students who chose to take part
were exceptionally interested in philosophy and had brought
insight and dedication to the course all year long. I assigned dif-
ferent texts and portions of the discussion to different students—
yetI encouraged them to think about the overall topic and to take
partin the discussion as a whole.

More than 30 students, parents, staff members, and outside
guests participated; the ages ranged from 11 to 67. Despite the
immensity of the topic, the discussion flowed naturally and
intensely, with hands in the air, many thought-provoking and
witty comments, and much building on what had already been
said. The time went by too quickly; when we had only a few min-
utes left, one of the students burst out, “We can'’t let the evening
go by without a tribute to folly!” The room resounded with laugh-
ter; the students then explained why, in Erasmus’s work and
beyond, folly was so important, and how it related to the topic of
the evening. It seemed that we could have continued for another
hour—but the dean signaled to me, and I to student Khadijah

CONTRARIWISE

CONTRARIWISE, a philosophy
journal published by students at
Columbia Secondary School for
Math, Science, and Engineering,
was recognized in a national
contest of student literary journals
organized by the National Council
of Teachers of English. To learn
more about the journal, see www.
contrariwisejournal.com. To learn
more about the contest, see
www.bit.ly/1Blpo2e.
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McCarthy, the lead moderator, who made eloquent concluding
remarks and thanked everyone for coming.

For months afterward, people were commenting on this event.
It showed that it was possible for a school community to come
together to discuss philosophical ideas. The adults were
astounded by the thoughtfulness and insight of the students, who
were likewise surprised at how well this had gone. We decided to
have the final roundtable of each year be student-led; roundtables
during the year would be led by me, but with the help of students.

By the second year, the roundtables already had the feel of a tradi-
tion; by the third, people were asking why we didn’t hold them
more often (this year, we are holding five). Topics have included
time, humor, wisdom, and error.

Publishing Student Work

If the philosophy roundtables lit a torch of possibility, the philoso-
phy journal played with the rays and cast them far. In the introduc-
tion to the firstissue, the editors in chief, Ron Gunczler and Nicholas
Pape, defined the journal yet deftly avoided definition: “Here at
CONTRARIWISE, we love philosophy. We love arguing, pointless
banter, and utter nonsense that somehow comes together. We yearn
to understand morality and the intricate workings of the universe.
... We hope this journal will be a platform for philosophical thought,
understanding, and play. Especially play.”*

The playfulness is evident: the journal opens with a letter from
Folly® (the narrator of Erasmus’s essay) and ends with a transcript
of alighthearted yet profound Internet chat. In between, there are
many forms and topics: a “Roundtable on the Distribution of Health
Care Resources”; a description of two opposite utopias joined by a
bridge (“Following and Thinking”); a parody of Plato’s Republic that
somehow addresses political transformation, time travel, and world
hunger (“Two Dialogues: One Ancient, One Modern”); aletter from
Jiminy Cricket to Pinocchio on the ethics of lying; an essay on
Machiavelli and football coaching; and more. Then there are pieces
of amore solemn nature: for instance, a speech on wisdom, a reflec-


www.contrariwisejournal.com
www.bit.ly/1BIpo2e

tion on John Locke’s view of marriage, and an inquiry into the
nature of time.

The students barely had the first issue in their hands when a
review appeared on the blog of Cynthia Haven, a Stanford scholar
and literary critic.Thad sent her a copy of the journal, thinking she
might find it interesting—but I have never met her and had no way
of knowing whether she’d pick it up. She drew attention to the stu-
dents’ interest in humanities and mentioned five pieces she had
found intriguing (in addition to quoting from the editors’ introduc-
tion). The students saw that faraway strangers could take an interest

Good questioning is an essential
component of teaching—and
where is good questioning
found, if not in philosophy?

in the journal. This was no fluke; in the spring, the editors in chief
and two contributors participated in an interview with the com-
munications director of PLATO (Philosophy Learning and Teaching
Organization). At this point, they spoke with a sense of command
and purpose.” They understood how CONTRARIWISE differed from
other philosophy journals (and student publications) and where it
could go from here.

In May 2014, the students held a celebration at alocal bookstore.
Like the journal itself, the event was full of meaning and nonsense,
solemnity and play—all of it coming together in a delightful
sequence of reading, philosophical improvisation, questions and
answers, and humorous awards (such as the Godot award, which
was presented to a late arriver, and a Gogol award to the “one who
knows”). The audience listened, laughed, and sang; by the end, they
and the participants were joined in amazement over what had
taken place.

This is all interesting, some might say. But how does it apply
elsewhere? Clearly, you are at an unusual school and have an atypi-
cal background; what suggestions do you have for schools that lack
these resources? Is philosophy appropriate for all students, or
should it be reserved for the most advanced and motivated?

Notall schools have the resources to make philosophy a required
course, but there is value in doing so. Many students discover along
the way that they are interested in philosophy; if it were an elective,
only those with an initial interest would sign up. Making it an hon-
ors course would also be problematic; the students who do well in
philosophy are not always high achievers across the board. I have
seen students thrive in philosophy—students who might not have
taken it had it not been required.

That said, itis possible to include philosophical works and ideas
in an English, history, or science curricullum—whether by integrat-
ing them in the regular courses or offering philosophy electives.

Although many teachers are already overwhelmed with heavy
workloads, those with strong interest and a way of finding the time
can turn to organizations such as PLATO for resources and support.
They can then develop philosophy courses and hold faculty work-
shops on philosophical topics. As more schools follow suit, philoso-
phy might gain recognition as a subject in its own right.

Schools can also become involved in philosophy organizations,
initiatives, contests, and so forth—and keep students informed of
opportunities. Some students will respond eagerly and may choose
to form a philosophy club, “Ethics Bowl” team, or other group. Such
experiences could inspire students to study philosophy in college,
read on their own, or investigate a problem that interests them.

In addition, teachers can study and practice philosophy; their
work will affect their teaching in subtle and overt ways. Good ques-
tioning is an essential component of teaching—and where is good
questioning found, if not in philosophy? The teacher who reads
Plato, Pascal, Spinoza, Frege, and others will find new ways of think-
ing about all subjects. Moreover, she will see how to encourage such
thought in students.

ack to the windy, rainy day: Pascal used probability to

argue that one is better off believing in God. If one stakes

one’s life (a finite entity, according to Pascal) on faith in

God’s existence, one has infinity to gain and only a finite
mortal life to lose. By contrast, according to Pascal, not believing in
God results in a finite gain (if even that) or an infinite loss. When
we were discussing his argument, one student raised her hand.
“Pascal is wrong,” she said. “He’s assuming that the values in his
argument are fixed. Butif God doesn’t exist, that changes the entire
picture. Human life then becomes immensely valuable. It becomes
all we have” Indeed—not only had she found a serious flaw in his
argument, but had called his very axioms into question. That was
part of the point of reading Pascal’s Wager in the first place: not to
debate God'’s existence (this was a course in ethics, not religion),
but to examine Pascal’s argument.

As I continue to build the philosophy curriculum, I keep in
mind that it may change considerably. Teachers come and go,
priorities change, and students bring new ideas to the table. Yet
for everyone involved, there is no turning back. We are not the
same as we were before we undertook this project. Each text,
roundtable, and CONTRARIWISE piece has propelled us along.
Wherever we go from here, we will carry this with us and will be
carried by it. We are embarked. d
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Puzzling Out PISA

What Can International Comparisons Tell Us
about American Education?

By WiLLIAM H. SCHMIDT AND
NATHAN A. BURROUGHS

tis no secret that disadvantaged children are more likely to
struggle in school. For decades now, public policy has focused
on how to reduce the achievement gap between poorer stu-
dents and more-affluent students. Despite numerous reform
efforts, these gaps remain virtually unchanged—a fact that is deeply
frustrating and also a little confusing. It would be reasonable to
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assume that background inequalities would shrink over the years
of schooling, but that is not what we find. At age 18, rather, we find
differences that are roughly the same size as we see at age 6.

Does this mean that schools can’t effectively address inequal-
ity? Certainly not. One of the key factors driving inequality in
schools is unequal opportunity to learn (OTL) mathematics. In
previous articles for American Educator and elsewhere, we
define OTL as the important yet often overlooked relationship
between mathematics performance and exposure to mathe-
matics content.*

As we will explain, it is very unlikely that students will learn
material they are not exposed to, and there is considerable evi-
dence that disadvantaged students are systematically tracked
into classrooms with weaker mathematics content (e.g., basic
arithmetic taught in a so-called algebra class). Rather than miti-
gating the effects of poverty, many American schools are exacer-
bating them.

*See “Equality of Educational Opportunity” in the Winter 2010-2011 issue of
American Educator and “Springing to Life” in the Spring 2013 issue, both available at
www.aft.org/ae.
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Previous work in this area has been limited by the data avail-
able,! but the most recent Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) study, coordinated by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), opens up new
opportunities for analysis. The 2012 PISA includes student-level
measures of mathematics OTL and provides powerful evidence
ofinequality in OTL and its relationship to student performance.
Specifically, the latest PISA data find that:

e Thereislarge variation in exposure to mathematics content;

e OTLis strongly related to student performance; and

¢ Lower-income students are generally exposed to less-rigorous
math.

It’s not just that lower-income students are less well prepared
when they enter school; the weakness of their math coursework
actually keeps them from catching up.

What is truly fascinating about the PISA results is that this is a
global phenomenon. In every country, more exposure to formal
math content was related to better math performance, and almost
every country showed a statistically significant relationship
between student socioeconomic background and OTL. In other
words, the problem we identified in the United States turns out to
be a problem everywhere.

One interesting finding of PISA was that most of the variation
in student performance was within schools rather than between
them. Here in the United States, we are accustomed to talking
about “good schools” and “failing schools.” According to PISA,
this perspective may be overstated. On average, nearly two-thirds
of the differences in student achievement in math are found in
the same school, not in different schools. Much of this difference
resides between classrooms, as students in the same grade cover
profoundly different mathematics content—even when their
classes share the same course title.? The United States does stand
out, butnot how you might expect: here, more like three-quarters
of the differences in math achievement are within the same
school. The issue appears to be less unequal schools than unequal
classrooms.

These findings should make us reconsider our approach to
education reform. Educational inequality is not a U.S.-specific
problem, but some education systems do a much better job than
we do in coping with the effects of poverty. More important, the
math content thatis taught in the classroom plays a critical role—a
factthathas received far too little attention and one that we exam-
ine here.

Dispelling PISA Myths

PISA is an international assessment that measures 15-year-old
students’ literacy in mathematics, reading, and science. First
administered in 2000, PISA is given every three years. The results
from the most recent assessment, administered to more than
500,000 students globally in 2012, were released in December 2013.
Participating governmental entities were the 34 OECD countries,
including the United States, as well as 28 non-OECD countries (and
three jurisdictions in China: Hong Kong, Macao, and Shanghai).
We focus this article on the PISA mathematics results of the 34
OECD countries.

The results of the latest PISA study of mathematics were quite
similar to those of other international assessments: the perfor-

mance of U.S. students (481) was to a statistically significant degree
below the average of other wealthy OECD countries (494) and
substantially behind the top-performing countries (such as South
Korea at 554). Despite several rounds of education reform, the
standing of the United States is pretty much where it was nearly two
decades ago.

The response to these results has been familiar, with advocates
interpreting them to fit their preconceptions. Some argue that the
continuing mediocrity of U.S. students in mathematics is a dire
problem requiring major action (which varies based on the ideo-
logical predisposition of the speaker), while others explain away

PISA provides powerful evidence
of inequality in opportunity

to learn math and its relationship
to student performance.

these findings by suggesting that international comparisons are
unfair because of the greater diversity of American students and/
or the greater commitment of the United States to the concept of
equalizing educational opportunity for all students.

We can also expect to see that one of the top-performing coun-
tries on PISA will become something of an educational fad, with
scores of newspaper articles and mounds of policy papers dedi-
cated to understanding the secret of its success—just as previous
rounds of PISA have witnessed serial infatuations with Japan,
Singapore, and Finland. This isn’t to say nothing has been learned
from these countries, of course.’

While certainly understandable, these reactions all rather miss
the point. Before digging into what PISA can usefully tell us about
mathematics learning in the United States and how we might
improve it, let’s first dispel a few misconceptions. First is the long-
held belief that the weak-to-middling scores of U.S. mathematics
students can be explained by a difference in who takes the test. It's
amazing how often one hears the assertion that other countries
only allow their elite students to take PISA while the United States
ensures that students from all academic levels are tested.

The reality is that every OECD country participating in PISA or,
for that matter, TIMSS (the Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study, another prominent international assessment)
must meet very strict requirements in terms of student participation
in order to be included. The organizers of the study are extremely

fFor more on what the United States can learn from Finland, Singapore, and Japan,
see “A Model Lesson” in the Spring 2012 issue of American Educator, “Beyond
Singapore’s Mathematics Textbooks” in the Winter 2009-2010 issue, and “Growing
Together” in the Fall 2009 issue, all available at www.aft.org/ae.
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sensitive to the problem of sample bias. Without getting too techni-
cal, PISA is given to a random sample of all schools in a country,
and within each sampled school, to arandom sample of all 15-year-
olds. The researchers conducting PISA make sure that the students
taking the test accurately reflect the whole population of 15-year-
old students in each country.

A common misunderstanding of the nature of international
test scores often results in an exclusive focus on the “horse race”
results of PISA: ranking the nations by their scores and trying to
discern which ones are doing well and which are doing poorly.
Making such comparisons is tempting and reflects our similar inter-
estin comparing how well countries perform in the Olympics and
the World Cup. But country rankings on PISA are not the same thing
as comparing win-loss records for sports teams.

As we discuss below, most of the variation in student perfor-
mance is within countries, not between countries. Yes, affluent
students in Japan do better than affluent students in Germany,
but the gap between richer and poorer students within either

U.S. performance in algebra may be linked to the greater emphasis
on algebra topics in state eighth-grade curriculum standards
starting about a decade ago.

That said, the United States still has a way to go in ensuring all
students are exposed to algebra in eighth grade. As we have writ-
ten previously, such exposure prepares them for higher levels of
math in high school and postsecondary education. According to
our research, algebra and geometry are topics taught in eighth
grade in virtually all of the countries that participate in TIMSS,
but in the United States, there is great variability in what math
content students learn in eighth grade. We have found that by
international standards, our eighth-grade students are too often
taught sixth-grade math content.

The Common Core State Standards in math, however, give us
hope in that they resemble the standards of high-achieving coun-
tries by exhibiting the key features of coherence, rigor, and focus.
The emphasis these new standards place on algebra is also
encouraging. For instance, an operations and algebraic-thinking

We now have reason to believe 4
that tracking is not just a problem
with American schools but also a
global problem.

country is far greater than the gap befween countries. As a result,
comparing cross-country variations rather than rankings based
on PISA scores might be the most useful of international compari-
sons. Comparing a group of higher-performing countries to others
on a few key metrics, such as gaps between richer and poorer
students, to see what general patterns emerge contributes to a
deeper understanding of key educational issues within each
country and around the world.

We should also resist the temptation to assume that the U.S.
education system has seen no changes in score in the last dozen
years. Although the U.S. PISA mathematics ranking is essentially
unchanged, there are signs of progress. For example, on the 2003
PISA, the performance of U.S. students was to a statistically sig-
nificant degree below the OECD average on all four mathematics
content subscales: (1) change and relationships, (2) space and
shape, (3) quantity, and (4) uncertainty and data.® Nine years
later, the mathematics performance of U.S. students was statisti-
cally indistinguishable from the OECD average on two mathe-
matics subscales: change and relationships (which is closely related
to algebra), and uncertainty and data (which is closely related to
probability and statistics). This represents notable if unspectacular
progress. Although we cannot say with certainty, the improved
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domain for grades kindergarten to 5 lays a foundation for algebra
in eighth grade.

A Look at PISA and TIMSS

As we see it, one important benefit of PISA is that its data can be
used to draw tentative conclusions about what influences student
learning for good or ill. PISA shows us that what students are
taught—the content of mathematics instruction—critically influ-
ences what students know. Just as important, it reveals that educa-
tional opportunities related to the coverage of that content widely
vary in every country, and that students from disadvantaged back-
grounds are systematically exposed to weaker mathematics con-
tent, worsening educational inequality.

Readers of our earlier pieces in American Educator might be
thinking that this all sounds familiar, and it should. In those
pieces, we wrote about opportunity to learn and about how
American schools are characterized by pervasive inequality in
OTL—inequality that is strongly associated with student socio-
economic background.

Although the explicit tracking of U.S. high school students has
generally diminished, our studies indicate that it is still a very com-
mon but often overlooked practice.* With the most recent PISA



results, we now have reason to
believe that tracking is not just a

problem with American schools but Table 1. 2012 PISA Results in OECD Countries and Select Non-OECD Countries and Regions

also a global problem. % OTL
The foundation for studying OTL Within- Variation
internationally is rooted in TIMSS, ) Exposure to Cc.>ur.1try' Within-School Exposu.re to Exposure
. . . Mathematics Formal Variation in for Formal Applied to Word
which allowed us to identify the Country Literacy Mathematics Formal Math Math Mathematics  Problems
strong relationship of OTL to stu-
dent learning more than a dozen Australia 504 17 134 80% 2 1.8
years ago.’ But there are limitations Austria 506 15 129 57 1.8 2.1
to how far an analysis could go using Belgium 515 18 141 72 1.9 1.9
TIMSS data. In TIMSS, the measure Canada 518 2 100 89 2.1 2
of OTL was based on a survey of Chile 423 17 92 75 2.1 2
teachers in a small number of ran- Czech Republic 499 1.8 78 71 1.6 1.6
domly sampled classrooms within Denmark 500 16 98 88 2 1.9
each school. The newest PISA, by —— 521 2 56 92 1.8 1.8
contrast, asks a random sample of Finland 519 1.7 % 88 1.7 2.1
all students at a school, and there- France 495 1.9 87 @ 2.1
fore from multiple classrooms, Germany 514 1.7 118 67 2
about the mathematics content to . 453 1.9 92 93 1.9 13
which they had been exposed, Hungary 477 2 80 72 1.9 2
whether formal mathematics, T 493 1.1 105 9% 2 2.4
applied mathematics, or word Ireland 501 15 100 91 19 18
problems. Israel 466 18 1 80 18 17
While PISA questions are less Italy 485 18 107 68 1.8 1.7
extensive than the ones asked in Japan 536 2.1 61 72 1.7 1.6
TIMSS, PISA includes questions Luxembourg 490 14 138 86 1.9 2
about a student’s family back- Mexico 413 18 117 82 2.2 1.8
ground, permitting the develop- Netherlands 523 15 123 68 2.1 16
ment of an index of student New Zealand 500 15 139 83 2 1.6
socioeconomic status (the PISA Norway 489 * * o 1.8 1.8
educational, social, and cultural OECD Average 494 17 100 80 1.9 1.9
index) capable of being applied Poland 518 1.8 82 92 2 2
across countries. The advantage of Portugal 487 17 100 90 2.2 15
these questions is that we can now Slovak Republic 482 17 86 67 19 2
study inequalities in OTL and stu- Slovenia 501 19 86 79 1.9 2.1
dent socioeconomic background, South Korea 554 2.1 74 74 1.8 1.7
and the relationship between them, Spain 484 1.9 119 88 2 2.2
in a much more detailed way, one Sweden 478 0.8 86 92 1.7 1.9
that more fully represents the diver- Switzerland 531 14 137 60 19 2.1
sity in schooling within countries. Turkey 448 19 83 85 2 1.3
A further distinction between United Kingdom 494 16 118 82 19 19
PISA and TIMSS is in how they United States 481 2 13 90 2 1.8

define the idea of opportunity to
learn. In the original TIMSS (1995),

Select Non-OECD Countries and Regions

Brazil 391 1.4 139 72% 2 1.5
OTL was defined as (1) exposure to Chinese Taipei 560 2 89 82 1.7 15
mathematics topics, and (2) the Colombia 376 17 138 84 2.2 1.9
amount of time devoted to those Hong Kong~China 561 1.8 111 93 1.8 1.4
topics by teachers. In the latest PISA Indonesia 375 16 91 82 2.3 1.9
study, OTL is identified as familiar- Russian Federation 482 2.1 45 95 2 2
ity with and exposure to a small set Shanghai-China 613 23 57 83 16 13
of key mathematics topics (much Singapore 573 2.2 113 83 2 1.6

like the list of topics found in TIMSS)
as well as real-world applications
and word problems. The mathemat-
ics topics are mainly those typically
found in grades 8 through 12 defin-
ing the academic content of the

SOURCE: PISA 2012 DATABASE, HTTP://PISA2012.ACER.EDU.AU.

*Norway did not provide OTL data and therefore was excluded from the analyses. Data from France do not permit
within-school analysis.
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lower- and upper-secondary curriculum. The OECD labels this
“formal mathematics.”® While TIMSS assesses formal mathematics
knowledge (including the concepts, skills, algorithms, and prob-
lem-solving skills typically covered in schools), PISA assesses
mathematics literacy, which is defined by the OECD as “an indi-
vidual’s capacity to formulate, employ, and interpret mathematics in a
variety of contexts. It includes reasoning mathematically and using
mathematical concepts, procedures, facts, and tools to describe,
explain, and predict phenomena. It assists individuals in recognising
the role that mathematics plays in the world and to make the well-

Figure 1. The Relationship between Formal Mathematics and
Mathematics Literacy
(OECD average = 100)
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founded judgments and decisions needed by constructive, engaged,
and reflective citizens”

The Relationship of OTL to Performance

First, we used PISA to examine how exposure to formal mathe-

matics, applied mathematics, and word problems relates to

mathematics literacy (see Table 1 on page 27). A comparison of

country averages for these three OTL variables reveals consider-

able variation across countries on the emphasis placed on each,

as measured on a 0 to 3 scale. Among the 33 OECD nations that
participated in the study of OTL (Norway did not
collect OTL data, while data from France do not
permit within-school OTL analysis), Japan and
South Korea had the highest average for formal
mathematics (2.1) and Sweden the lowest (0.8).
Portugal and Mexico averaged 2.2 on applied math-
ematics compared with the Czech Republic’s 1.6,
while Turkey and Greece placed the least emphasis
on word problems (1.3) and Iceland the most (2.4).
A comparison across countries suggests that those
education systems that spent the most time on
applied mathematics tend to have lower average
PISA scores—a relationship that is statistically
significant.

However, as we mentioned earlier, the ranking
of countries can be quite misleading. For example,
a different story emerges when we focus on the pat-
terns within the OECD countries. We found that
within countries, all three measures of opportunity
to learn—formal mathematics, applied mathemat-
ics, and word problems—had a statistically signifi-
cant positive relationship to student performance.”
In other words, when students had more opportu-
nities to study formal mathematics, applied math-
ematics, and word problems, their performance on
PISA tended to in