Chapter 2
History and Culture: WRestling with the Traditions of American education
Overview

Chapter 2, “History and Culture: Wrestling with the Traditions of American Education,” explains the conflict within Americans as they both pursue and avoid the ideal of the “common school.”  We probe four deeply held modern beliefs—the myths of merit, efficiency, competition, and progress—that insulate schools from crucial research and practices.  The first, merit, is the belief that people deserve what they have, and if they have little, that is all they deserve.  The second, factory efficiency, is the belief that a rational, scientifically run organization geared to produce the greatest return, outcome, or “bottom line” benefits everyone working within that system.  The third, marketplace competition, claims that social benefits are fairly and justly distributed through unfettered competition.  Fourth and finally, progress suggests that current practices result from a progression of improvements and that only further improvement and “fine-tuning” of these practices is necessary.  The chapter concludes with arguments that each of these cultural beliefs has been tested in schools and is collapsing under global, postmodern demands for a skilled, flexible, and diverse citizenry.  Meeting the demands of the twenty-first century in the democratic spirit of the common school requires the preeminence of a fifth American cultural belief that comes to Americans from our shared heritage of slavery: struggle.  To struggle is to direct one’s unflinching commitment, endurance, and hope in order to achieve social justice.  In a world that does not promise moral victories, struggle promises a moral journey.
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History and Culture: Wrestling with the Traditions of American Education 

1. Third-grade teacher Kim Min eloquently states: “Inequality, injustice, discrimination, and racism are terms we generally do not associate with school.  However, they are real.  We must face and define these terms for our children and ourselves, as we try to make sense of what school is and can be.”  Her words raise a number of important questions: To what extent do you agree with this statement?  Consider your own experiences as a student and/or teacher.  In what ways has your experience in schools been influenced by historical injustices and inequalities?  How does this history of schooling affect the way schools are now?  How does it impact our ability to imagine the way schools could be?  In what ways might it limit and/or inform our understanding of current inequalities?    
A History of Increasing Expectations
2. Oakes and Lipton note that public schools have faced increasing expectations over the past 350 years, as society has charged them with various social responsibilities, such as securing democracy, preserving American culture, supporting the nation’s economy, ensuring national security, and addressing social inequalities.  In your view, how realistic are these expectations?  In particular, how much of an impact do you believe schools can have on improving social inequalities?  What other social processes, structures, and institutions might mediate the extent to which educational reforms can even succeed, let alone impact broader social reforms?  How does this expectation relate to expectations around preserving American culture and supporting the national economy?  To what extent can schools be expected to take on all of these social roles simultaneously?  In what ways might some of these expectations contradict each other?       
3. In discussing Thomas Jefferson’s views on public education, Oakes and Lipton note that his plan for the schooling of slaves was limited to industrial and vocational training and that he “was not confident that African Americans ‘could be made the intellectual equals of white men’.”  It was this thinking that supported much of segregation’s legal status until the mid-twentieth century.  What is the impact of this legacy on schooling today?  In particular, do you think that current disproportionate dropout rates, behavior referrals, and academic underperformance are related to this historically unequal access to educational opportunities?  If so, explain how.  
4. Oakes and Lipton discuss the push for “Americanization” that emerged in response to increased immigration from southern and eastern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century.  Do a dictionary search for “Americanization” and “assimilation.”  What can be some of the risks and benefits of these cultural processes?   
Interestingly, such calls for assimilation have historically coincided with significant demographic shifts.  In what ways is the current influx of Latino immigrants to the United States similar to this earlier demographic shift?  To what extent has it generated a similar response from educators and policymakers?  In what ways has it generated a different response?   

5. Continuing with this theme, Oakes and Lipton also suggest that the push for Americanization was a response to both “hopes” and “fears.”  To what extent can the same thing be said about the response to current demographic shifts in the United States?  Do you think that recent English-only legislation in the southwest (e.g., California’s Proposition 227 and Arizona’s Proposition 203) is a response to fears more than it is a response to hopes?  If you believe that it is more a response to fears, then what exactly do you suppose voters are afraid of?  Oakes and Lipton argue that many Americans “perceive the newest waves of Latino immigrants as threatening ‘American’ culture.”  Do you agree with this assessment?  Why or why not?   

6. Only a Teacher. The first segment of the video A Teacher Affects Eternity, also entitled, “A Teacher Affects Eternity,” touches on many of the themes covered by Oakes and Lipton in Chapter 1.  Kathleen Weiler, one of the scholars appearing in the video, speaks about schools as mechanisms that support economic stability.  She posits that the common school and common curriculum emerged to prevent the working classes from rebelling against their bosses, thus undermining the capitalist economy.  Do you believe this to be true?  Why or why not?  What evidence do you see of this in schools today?

7. Only a Teacher. According to “Assimilating the Alien,” a segment from the A Teacher Affects Eternity video, and authors Oakes and Lipton, schools at the end of the nineteenth century were institutions that preserved culture in addition to maintaining patterns of economic distribution.  Do you believe that schools today generally still share this purpose of cultural and economic preservation?  What evidence do you have (from current policy debates) to support your position?  Can you find some exceptions to your general view? 

8. Only a Teacher. Oakes and Lipton also argue that conservatives’ partial answer to poor school performance is to provide “character education” and instill “traditional values.”  Considering the “Assimilating the Alien” segment of the A Teacher Affects Eternity video, can this emphasis on character and tradition be considered a form of assimilation?  Why and/or why not?
9. How did you learn about democratic behavior?  Of course, this is an incredibly complex question, but try to identify several specific experiences in democratic practice (at home, at play, in the community, at school, at work, etc.) that probably contributed to developing your democratic sensibilities.

10. Consider two different emphases that schools might take to promote a democratic society: first, to teach students to change society so that it is more just and democratic; and second, to teach students to fit into a society that, if not perfect, is pretty much worth keeping as it is.  Few people would argue that either of these emphases should be excluded, and most would claim to have a vision that could accomplish both; however, most people would lean toward one of the two positions.  Which position are you inclined to favor?  Why?  How might your inclination be related to the ideologies that have predominated in schools historically?
11. Have you ever wondered why governments seem unwilling to provide children of color in working class communities with schools that are as well-equipped and teachers who are as well-qualified as those intended for wealthier white students? How can you explain this?  To what extent do you think race and/or racism plays a role in such unequal spending?  Consider, for example, that California is the only state in the nation in which people of color outnumber white people and that it ranks lower than nearly all other states on per-pupil spending on education.  Is this merely a coincidence or might race/racism have something to do with decisions regarding the allocation of funds?  
12. Oakes and Lipton briefly trace some of the historical links between racism and conceptions of intelligence (and provide further background in Chapter 6). How much of this history did you already know?  Is such background information appropriate for students to learn in their K-12 schooling?  In your own schooling, did you ever learn about these historical explanations of race and the qualities that were attributed to race?  Can you think of any current policies and programs that might be informed by these racist conceptions of intelligence?  In what ways can standardized tests perpetuate this racist legacy?  Do you think that race-based conceptions of intelligence still influence people’s thinking about education and still influence educational outcomes?  If so, how?  
13. Many people who are personally horrified by the existence of racial prejudice and believe themselves to be free of it are surprised to learn how extensive, logical, and scientific sounding are the arguments prejudiced people use to support their beliefs.  Describe a person you know who cannot be swayed from a belief in the fundamental inferiority of one or more groups of people.  Provide this person’s arguments in as much detail as possible. 

14. Any exploration of racism in the United States is bound to be long, complex, deep, and uncomfortable—even painful. Why do you think that is?  And because a single discussion neither eliminates experience nor changes society, such conversations require extraordinary patience, goodwill, and endurance.  Try talking about these difficulties with someone of your own race.  Then try talking about them with someone whose race differs from yours.  Were the conversations different?  In what way?  How do you make sense of any differences? 

15. Describe racism that you experienced or witnessed in school.  Some people tend to see a certain “equality” in racism—finding all racism basically alike and equally deplorable.  For example, they might consider racial conflicts between African Americans and Latino students (or teachers) and those between whites and other races to be essentially the same.  They may go so far as to say that “since everyone has prejudices,” we cannot suggest that any one group has a greater responsibility for changing its attitudes than any other group.  Other people, while not condoning any racist behaviors, believe that racist attitudes can never be separated from the relative power that groups have in society in general.  People with this view would say that racist actions taken by groups with the most power, such as whites, are more serious and damaging than racist actions taken by less powerful groups.  Do your experiences lead you to one of these positions?

16. Consider the anti-immigrant measures highlighted by Oakes and Lipton (such as California’s Propositions 187 and 227). As a teacher of students who might be affected by these laws, what do you see as your role?  Would you comply?  Resist?  Perhaps a combination of both?  To what degree would you involve your students in the struggle?  Is involving the students appropriate/ professional? 

17. The latter half of the twentieth century has seen increasing “privatization” of many previously public services.  Corporations such as Federal Express do work previously done by the Post Office; private security services guard some neighborhoods previously watched over by the police; and private K-12 schooling is increasingly promoted as preferable to public education.  What do you think of these trends?  Do they threaten, enhance, or have no bearing on the common interests in a democracy?  
18. Jonathon Kozol writes of “savage inequalities” between the education offered to poor minority students and that offered to middle-class white students.  What makes these particular inequalities so starkly horrifying is that they often exist within the same community—perhaps just across a street.  You may notice a contrast of opportunities within your community, or one with which you are familiar.  Describe this contrast.  What “deficit” explanations might a person use to argue that these conditions are essentially the fault of students and their parents, rather than unfair institutions or prejudice?

19. Oakes and Lipton assert, “It is unthinkable that the nation would tolerate a lack of textbooks in an entire urban school district . . . if its children were white and not poor” (p. 14).  Do you agree?  Visit a “resource-rich” school in an affluent neighborhood.  Describe the conditions there, paying particular attention to facilities, books, teacher qualifications, class size, how demanding the curriculum is, and so on.  Focus on those elements that you think an “ordinary” or poor school might lack.  Similarly, seek out a school that serves poor children, but has a reputation for being well-equipped with resources and having well-qualified teachers.  Compare this school with a school in an affluent neighborhood.  Are there similarities?  Are there subtle differences?   Do an Internet search to see how much of this information is on-line for your state.

20. Oakes and Lipton describe several examples of lawsuits that attempted to make educational equity and “adequacy” legal requirements.  Yet they also assert that taking legal action is only the first step.  Decisions such as 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education show the importance but also the limitations of court decisions.  If this is true, what needs to happen in addition to legal action?  What is the role of policymakers, community members, grassroots organizations, and teachers?  Investigate one of the educational equity cases from the late twentieth or early twenty-first century.  Consider what additional work will be needed at the state, school district, and community levels in order to achieve the goals of the equity-based legal action.

A Culture of Powerful Ideologies
21. Oakes and Lipton state that “the problem with the myth of merit is that it presumes a basic equality of opportunity and resources for success, and that the only variable is that of individual merit.”  Given, as we saw in Chapter 1, that all other things are not equal, how is it that so many people still believe in the myth of merit?  Listen to someone you know who argues in favor of the idea of meritocracy and try to identify the logic in their argument.  Do they address the issue of unequal opportunities?  If so, how?  If not, try to complicate their argument by suggesting that they consider that equality of educational opportunities does not exist.  How do they address or try to get around this fundamental issue?

22. Note some instances when you received benefits for something you may have “deserved” but did not necessarily “earn.”  Do you believe that “merit” can be passed from parent to child—such as when a person claims to deserve optimal schooling opportunities because “my parents worked hard to raise me right and give me a good education”?

23. Only a Teacher. The trend for women to act and be treated according to traditional female stereotypes is much diminished in today’s schools, but it still continues.  What teaching and administrative practices have you noticed that indicate that gender stereotypes persist in schools?  Several segments in the second video in the Only a Teacher series: Those Who Can . . . Teach (“Those who Can Teach,” “The Crusade to Educate Teachers,” “The Teacher’s Calling,” and “The Fight for Teachers’ Rights”) provide concrete images of how the role of women has evolved in the teaching profession.  View and discuss these.  

24. The authors contend that consistently, schools have tried to economically spot-fix or target specific school deficits without wasting money on “things that couldn’t be proven to raise test scores.”  Given the national trend emphasizing high-stakes testing, schools and districts may be even more inclined to address problems in this way.  Describe an alternative to high-stakes testing that might in the long run be more effective in improving schools.
25. First-grade teacher Rosalinda Perez Silva describes the deficit thinking of teachers at her school: “Prior to the first day of school, I had already been told that ‘these kids are low,’ and not to worry if the students did not do as well as I hoped because ‘the entire school is low overall.’”  Think about teachers’ attitudes at your own school.  Have you ever encountered this type of deficit thinking?  How do you (or how would you) respond to such deficit views about students?
26. “Privileged” may be defined as possessing special opportunities that not everyone has.  Perhaps this explains why, in a democracy, it is not a label that people wear comfortably when it refers to advantages that we think we ought to earn rather than something we are born with.  How can being middle class or wealthy or going to a fine school be described as privileges?   How is it the same or different to say that one is privileged to have nice parents or to live in the United States?  How can simply being white or male privilege members of these groups?  

27. Oakes and Lipton argue that white privilege “allows the most powerful Americans to believe that their ways of knowing and being in the world represent intelligence and merit, and, therefore, they deserve the disproportionate school and life advantages they enjoy.”  If you are a person of color, have you ever been able to talk to a white person about their privilege?  If so, did they acknowledge their privilege?  What made this conversation difficult or easy?  If you are white, to what extent do you acknowledge the privilege that you have by virtue of your racial identity?  If so, what enabled you to do so?  Is this something that is difficult for you to talk about?  Have you ever talked to a person of color about this?
Teaching for Democracy in a Contradictory Culture
28. High school history teacher Matthew Eide wrestles with the history and traditions of schooling as he seeks to implement a transformative and culturally relevant pedagogy for his students.  He asks himself the following questions: “How do issues of race, class, language, and gender influence what I do?  How does my classroom resist and perpetuate the institutional racism, classism, linguicism, and sexism of education and society?”  To what extent do such questions inform your own teaching and/or thinking about schools and students?  How can an understanding of the history and traditions of U.S. schooling better enable you to provide a more transformative and socially just education for your students?  

Web Sites

· http://www.theatlantic.com/atlantic/issues/95sep/ets/gsortind.htm—A series of articles published in the Atlantic magazine on testing and meritocracy in America from 1896 to 1980. Simply type the words “testing and meritocracy” in the search box for a wealth of information.

· http://www.uscharterschools.org—Comprehensive, accessible page with extensive resources and links about charter school reform.

· http://www.baylor.edu/~Scott_Moore/West_info.html—Personal Web site with many links (to sites and articles) about Cornel West, racial/ethnic issues. 

· http://www.americanpromise.com—A companion site for the PBS series American Promise. Focuses on stories of individuals who have confronted democratic/civil/moral challenges. Includes a teaching guide with general information and particular subject areas, as well as a Teachers’ Discussion Forum. Filled with pragmatic, inspiring stories, this site is worth exploring with a critical view of the modernist ideology that undergirds the hope and “promise” under discussion. Sponsored by Farmers Insurance Group.

THE ONLY A TEACHER VIDEO SERIES

Relevant Video Segments:
A Teacher Affects Eternity (Video 1)

“A Teacher Affects Eternity” (5:00–19:15)

“Saving Souls” (27:00–35:00)

“Assimilating the Alien” (40:00 )

Those Who Can . . . Teach (Video 2)
“Those who Can Teach” (5:50)

“The Crusade to Educate Teachers” (14:10–18:50)

“The Teacher’s Calling” ((23:56–28:42)

“The Fight for Teachers’ Rights” (28:42–32:06)
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