Chapter 4
The Subject Matters: making school knowledge meaningful
Overview


Chapter 4, “The Subject Matters: Making School Knowledge Meaningful,” spells out how the professional and political curriculum debates surface in four major academic content areas, shaping what and how students learn in each.  The standards movement has brought discussions of exactly what math, language arts, science, and social studies students should learn into the political arena.  One side—political liberals, social progressives, and most experts on teaching the subjects—argues that a socially just curriculum gives every child access to the most important ideas of the core disciplines.  This happens, they contend, when teachers emphasize meaning-making and understanding and recognize that facts and skills can best be learned in the context of these important core ideas.  The other side—political conservatives, traditionalists, and some scholars in the subject areas—focuses first on the mastery of basic facts and skills.  They insist that basic facts and skills are prerequisite to complex ideas.  These disputes have been intense: they are often called history, science, math, and phonics “wars,” as they are fought by local school boards and state and national policymaking bodies. 
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The Subject Matters: Making School Knowledge Meaningful
1. As background for this chapter and for the questions that follow, take a look at a few “curriculum guides” used by different grade levels, for different subjects, in different schools.  When you can, interview teachers or administrators to get a sense of whether and how these guides reflect what these educators think is their most important work.  Look for evidence in the guides—particular items and language or terms used to express them—showing whether sociocultural perspectives are thought to be important in the school or district.  To what extent is the curricular content in these guides explicitly connected to contexts and activities that are relevant to the students’ and their families’ backgrounds, histories, and standings in their communities? 
Mathematics
2. Oakes and Lipton discuss how the mathematics curriculum “diverges for different students” beginning in middle school, with more successful students promoted to advanced math classes and less successful students relegated to “dead-end remedial courses.”  Briefly sketch the history of your own mathematics coursework.  Would you identify yourself as highly competent, not very competent, or somewhere in between?  Did you take calculus in high school?  Why or why not?  What was the highest level math course you took?  How do you make sense of your own successes and/or struggles in math?  If you did take “advanced” math courses, what was the racial and gender composition of those classes?  How do you explain that?  Once you graduated from high school, was a college major in mathematics, the sciences, or engineering a realistic choice for you (assuming that you at some point had an interest in these career areas)?  In your estimation, does it take special talents to acquire skill in mathematics?  Recount instances when someone skilled in mathematics lavished encouragement on you to study math.  Describe the circumstances of your meeting—perhaps a guest speaker in a mathematics class, or a woman engineer, mathematician, or scientist.  Did you ever have an African American mathematics teacher?  Share and analyze these questions and answers, along with others that may arise. 

3. Is the discussion of progressive views of mathematics learning in this chapter consistent with your prior understanding of math learning?  Or have you always assumed that traditional approaches were the “only” way?  Do you think your math learning—both knowledge and appreciation of mathematics—might have been different if you had had progressive mathematics teachers in elementary and high school?  On the other hand, not all progressive approaches in mathematics education are necessarily carried out competently.  Describe your best and worst math class experiences—whether traditionally or progressively taught.

4. As Oakes and Lipton note, the mathematics standards originally proposed by the NCTM in 1989 suggested that mathematical ideas should “be embedded in problems that are familiar and meaningful to students.”  In your opinion, why might this be important?  Is this how math is taught at your school?  How might you connect mathematical ideas to contexts and problems with which your students are familiar—even if you are not a mathematics instructor?  Think back to your own experience learning math.  How, if at all, did your teachers embed mathematical ideas within familiar and meaningful problems?  
5. First-year teacher Zeba Palomino describes her “critical” approach to teaching high school mathematics.  Many of her ideas reflect the constructivist and student-centered philosophy posited in Everybody Counts.  Discuss the degree to which Palomino’s discussion applies to younger students in elementary school.  Which aspects of her approach would apply to teaching elementary school students?  What modifications might need to be made?  
6. Oakes and Lipton mention Eric Gustein’s approach to connecting mathematics instruction with social justice goals, suggesting that it is one model for making math more accessible to African Americans, Latinos, girls, and other groups that have been underrepresented in mathematics.  Based on what you know of traditional and contemporary learning theories (see Chapters 2 and 3), what types of pedagogical approaches do you think Gustein would advocate?  Why do you think these approaches would be effective for African Americans, Latinos, and girls from all racial groups?

7. Using your answer to number 7 as a guide, design a math lesson plan that employs a culturally relevant and gender-sensitive pedagogical approach for the grade you (would like to) teach.  How would you strategically go about teaching such a lesson, given the fact that the current mathematical standards focus heavily on rote computation?  (Secondary teachers, do not “excuse” yourself from this question with the claim that you are not a math teacher.  Reflect critically on your own math classes and discuss instances of cultural and gender relevance and sensitivity.  Also, discuss how the teacher might have made a particular lesson more relevant and sensitive.)

English Language Arts
8. Oakes and Lipton contrast traditionalists’ narrow views of reading and writing (as discrete sets of skills) with progressives’ more expanded notions of literacy (as a meaningful cultural practice).  Which of these conceptions of literacy most closely matches your own views about what reading and writing are and how they should be taught?  Which most closely matches the way that you learned to read and write when you were in school? 

9. The authors discuss the importance of incorporating multicultural literature as a means of making the language arts curriculum more inclusive.  In your view, why is this important?  What implications are there with respect to student identity and motivation?  What implications are there with respect to improving inter-racial communication and understanding?  Has reading fiction broadened your cultural horizons?  List those novels that have opened your eyes and heart to peoples of different cultures, backgrounds, ethnicities, and so on.  In particular, list the novels you have read by African American, Latino, Asian, or non-American, nonwhite authors.  Select one or more to comment on specifically, and comment on your overall experience reading (or not reading) these works.  Were any of these works assigned in school?  If not, who, if anybody, suggested that you read them?

10.  The “Balanced Literacy Approach” described in this chapter refers to a literacy program that emphasizes teaching phonics (phonemic awareness).and other literacy skills within meaningful contexts (e.g., while reading quality children’s literature or engaging in purposeful activities).  One reason to implement such an approach is that a wealth of research demonstrates that teaching skills in a meaningful context is more effective than teaching them in isolation. Based on your own experience as a student and/or teacher, do you believe that such a “balanced” approach is more effective than emphasizing the mastery of isolated skills before engaging students with stories, themes, and more complex literacy skills?  Thinking back on your own teaching and/or learning, discuss examples of successes and/or difficulties that have resulted from using “balanced” and skills-based approaches to language arts instruction. 

11. In discussing the conservative backlash against whole language, Oakes and Lipton describe the ever-growing trend to adopt “scripted” language arts programs, especially in “underperforming” districts that tend to serve low-income students of color and English learners.  Such programs tend not to support the balanced literacy model, favoring instead an approach that emphasizes skills over meaning.  What are the implications of this trend for teachers who must follow such top-down mandates and yet still want to expose their students to a rich and meaningful curriculum?
12. First-grade teacher Benji Chang describes how he incorporated multicultural literature as a way of supplementing his school district’s scripted language arts curriculum.  How might you use similar resources to supplement the scripted language arts curriculum in your school/district?  What texts could you incorporate in order to emphasize meaning over isolated skill development?  Are there other ways to creatively resist the top-down imposition of scripted curricula?  Brainstorm a list of strategies, techniques, and resources that you might draw on in order to ensure that your students receive the instruction that they need and deserve.  

13. Oakes and Lipton continue to emphasize the political influences on determining what is legitimately taught in school.  Interview one or more teachers and ask how their curricular decisions are influenced by the political climate in their school district, community, or state.  Probe for specific short-term effects that result from recent legislation or school-board policy, as well as long-range influences that teachers notice taking place over many years.  Be sure to ask your interviewee to reflect on trends or events that he or she sees as positive.  Some teachers develop a perception that they are not affected by circumstances outside their schools or classrooms.  With this in mind, be sure to prepare for the interview by having specific knowledge of the political climate and recent events in the teachers’ communities or states.  This knowledge will help you think of follow-up questions and prompt more complete answers.

14. Consider the extent to which decisions about language arts curricula are influenced by political views and agendas rather than by an informed understanding of how children actually learn.  What political and economic interests stand to gain when districts mandate certain curricular models and/or particular textbooks?  Who benefits, for example, when multi-million dollar contracts are signed between school districts and publishing companies?  To what extent do such decisions take into account students’ needs or research-based theories about student learning?  

Social Studies
15. Judy Smith presents social studies to her high school students in ways that encourage them to make critical connections to their own experiences and practices.  What do you think about this approach to teaching social studies?  Is it appropriate and/or effective to ask students to reflect critically on how social practices, including their own, relate to broader social injustices?  What are the potential benefits of this approach?  

16. Conservative educators express concerns that critical multicultural approaches in school, especially as they relate to United States history, cause cultural divisiveness, pit races and ethnicities against each other, and deny students the factual building blocks necessary to ensure national unity.  In your opinion, how legitimate are these concerns?  Is it important and/or necessary to represent history from a critical perspective?  If so, is it possible to do so without undermining national unity?  Have you ever experienced such multicultural pedagogy?  If so, how did it contribute to your understanding of your own role as a citizen or resident of this country?  
17. The authors note that one progressive approach to teaching social studies is to “challenge students to view history from the perspective of those at the bottom of the social ladder.”  Can you think of a time when you were encouraged to look at an historical event from the perspective of a non-dominant group?  Can you think of a time when you encouraged students to do so?  Brainstorm examples of how changing one’s perspective would afford a deeper understanding of a particular historical event or era.  Examine a current social studies textbook to determine whose perspectives are privileged and whose are marginalized or ignored.  Discuss why this is important.    

18. Review the history of oppressed peoples in your locale: Native Americans, African Americans, Asians, Latinos, and other people of color, immigrants, and/or religious groups.  How and how extensively are these histories represented to local schoolchildren?  What distinctions are made among the experiences of these groups according to their ethnicity and/or race?  What are the lasting or continuing effects of these histories on today’s populations?  Is there evidence that not all non-dominant groups experience similar social or educational effects due to their inclusion or omission—representation or misrepresentation—in texts and schools? 

19. Oakes and Lipton cite the social studies standards’ distinction between “historical thinking skills” and “historical understandings,” but they do not develop these with examples.  Select a contemporary “event” that is likely to have historical significance, and suggest how students in K-12 schools might find the relevance of this event by focusing both their historical thinking skills and their historical understandings on the event.

20. The authors suggest that “teachers who want to press their students to think deeply and ask hard questions about the rhetoric and realities of social life may have to look elsewhere—besides standards and textbooks—for help.”  Why do you suppose this might be necessary?  What is missing from official standards and textbooks?  What other resources could you draw on in order to develop a more comprehensive and critical social studies curriculum?  

Science
21. Review your K-12 science experiences.  Were they largely based on project and laboratory experiences, or were they largely lecture/demonstration/ reading/memorizing?  Describe a course that gave you important scientific knowledge, interest, and background.  Do you recall any particular passionate science, social, or political interests of the teacher of this course?  How were these interests relevant or irrelevant to your own interests?  What concepts or ideas do you remember most clearly from this course?  Why? 

22. Often, middle and high schools use mathematics background or achievement as a “filter” to screen students they expect to be low achievers out of higher-level science classes.  Were your science opportunities influenced (either positively or negatively) by your proficiency in mathematics?  Explain/analyze the effects of linking math proficiency to science on your own course-taking and future science interest.  How could this linkage have social-justice implications?

23. Given the current emphasis on “back-to-basics” literacy and math instruction in elementary and middle schools, there is little time for other academic subjects such as science.  How might you go about integrating content areas through thematic units?  What connections do you see between concepts, themes, and standards across language arts, math, social studies, and science?    

24. Oakes and Lipton identify the following four “new” conceptions of science content contained within the science standards, calling them “provocative and exciting”:

· The content of science cannot be placed outside of science’s unifying concepts and processes.

· Participation in inquiry is scientific content, not just process. 

· Scientific knowledge is not distinct from societal challenges.

· The history of science is science content that underscores science as a human and social enterprise.

These standards are far from what most people are used to thinking of as science content.  Select one of these standards and offer arguments that might be posed by someone who holds a traditional view of curriculum.  How would you respond to these arguments?
Web Sites

· http://www.ncte.org—The National Council of Teachers of English.

· http://www.reading.org--International Reading Association.

· http: //www.writingproject.org/--Home page of the National Writing Project.

· http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/nchs/--National Center for History in the Schools

· http://www.ncss.org/—The National Council for the Social Studies.

· http://www.facing.org/—Facing History and Ourselves connects history to the day-to-day experiences of students by revealing how violence and hate can destroy a society, and how the decisions of ordinary people shape an age and ultimately history.

· http://www.nsta.org—Home page of the National Science Teachers Association.

· http://www.ncge.org — National Council for Geographic Education.

· http://www.nctm.org/—The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics.

· http://www.lhs.berkeley.edu—Lawrence Hall of Science at the University of California at Berkeley offers an exciting collection of hands-on science and math activities and materials.

· http://www.goenc.com — Affiliated with the discontinued ENC (the once federally-funded Eisenhower National Clearinghouse for math and science education), goENC.com is a subscription service that provides resources related to mathematics and science teaching.

· http://archives.math.utk.edu—Extensive list of links to other math- and science-related sites.

· http://www.ed.gov/pubs/Excelling/excelling.html—The “Excelling in Math and Science” site sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education.

· http://primarysource.org—Resource center/network for K-12 teachers teaching “more inclusive” social studies. Five main content areas: China Studies; African-American Intellectual History; Mayan Studies; Caribbean Studies; the American West. Useful for its links.

· http://www.MathematicallySane.com/—Responds to the “Math Wars.” Seeks to help educators, citizens and policy-makers at all levels make a stronger case for better mathematics programs and provides a forum for reform-minded mathematics educators. This site also provides a wealth of links that can support mathematics teachers with curriculum development.

· http://www.eduplace.com/rdg/res—Provides information and resources for K-12 balanced literacy instruction. 

· http://nationalgeographic.com/education — Provides teachers with countless resources, including standards-based lesson plans and activities.  
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