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In the 3-7-10 Sunday edition of the Concord Monitor, it was reported that one Northwood voter at a school district meeting said, “I personally like my house and want to live in it. The hell with the kids”. While many disagree with this statement, it does express a prevalent value in the United States and, in particular, New Hampshire with its emphasis on “adequate” education and a tax structure that pits the elderly against children. 
Even when education is valued, it is often the factory model that receives the most adoration, and this comes from habit as well as the paddle-drill-memorize-salute folks who view education from an extremely narrow perspective. Of course, memorization and drill play some role in learning as in learning the times tables but education is so much more than that. Education determines the political foundation of a country and its policies and values.

In his article, “Schools of Conscience”, Charles C. Haynes stated that, “At a time when the U.S. faces unprecedented challenges at home and abroad, public schools must do far more to prepare young people to be engaged, ethical advocates of "liberty and justice for all." After all, the character of a nation is determined by the character of its people.” One reviewer commenting on this article said that     “Haynes, a lifelong advocate of social justice and First Amendment rights, vigorously supports character education and civic learning as high priorities in public education. He explains how each and every small act of honesty, service, responsibility and compassion that teachers and administrators encourage daily in their students -- and model consistently in their own lives -- helps create moral and civic habits of the heart that instill in students the courage to care. He also defines conscience and describes the problem of moral illiteracy.”
One country that reflects this kind of education is Finland that has the highest achievement scores in the world, very powerful teacher unions, high teacher pay, high respect for education, an extremely low high school dropout rate, and college teacher education programs that are highly competitive.  Of course there are many skeptics who point out that Finland is a small, homogeneous country, and that’s why they can have such a good education program.  To me, this is a poor excuse because the U.S. excels in many other areas and not being a small, homogeneous country didn’t stop us from achieving well in those areas.  Also, witness our large number of Nobel prizes and Olympic medals. Our large size and diversity didn’t prevent us from achieving highly in these areas as well as in medicine, for example. My own grandparents were from Finland, and my grandfather’s name was Alexander Robert Hietalahti.  His last name meant “sandy inlet”, hence the translation into Sandy upon his arrival in the U.S. in 1901. Despite my connection to and fondness of Finland, I feel that I still would be using it as an example of how education can lead to both a moral and competent society.  

On reading Haynes’ article, I am reminded of a Finnish report card and what it has for grading criteria The International School of Helsinki, Finland has a report card with ten criteria - Inquirers, Thinkers, Open-Minded, Knowledgeable, Well-Balanced, Caring, Communicators, Risk-Takers, Reflective and Principled. Thus, Finnish children are expected to “conduct purposeful, constructive research…actively enjoy learning (that) will be sustained throughout their lives…, critically and creatively make sound decisions and solve complex problems…,(be) accustomed to seeking and considering a range of points of view…,explore themes which have global relevance and importance…,understand the importance of physical and mental balance and personal well-being…, show sensitivity towards the feelings and needs of others (and) have a sense of personal commitment to action and service…, receive and express ideas and information confidently in more than one language, including the language of mathematical symbol…,have the confidence and independence of spirit to explore new roles, ideas and strategies (and be) courageous and articulate in defending those things in which they believe…, analyse their personal strengths and weaknesses in a constructive manner…, and have a sound grasp of moral reasoning (and) integrity, honesty and a sense of fairness and justice”. 
What is it about these dimensions that would prevent their assimilation into the United States’ education system?  To me it is a lack of will due to values that are inimical to quality education. What a country values will be expressed in what it prioritizes and spends its money on but money is not the sole issue.  Unless we move from a culture of war to a culture of peace, we will continue on a moral, economic, political and spiritual decline because we will reap what we sow. What is best for this country and every other country in the world is what is best for the children. I notice that many letter writers appear to be self-proclaimed experts on education. However, the real experts are the ones who are doing things well. These experts are not just from Finland but exist right here in the United States. The schools they run are model schools that exemplify best practices based on sound research.  They are the elephants in the room that no one wants to talk about. We need to study these schools and use them as models for reforming education as a whole. The most important question we must ask is what kind of adults do we want our children to be. Once we establish those criteria, then we are well on the way to the kind of education that will make our country and others vibrant, peaceful  and productive as well as significant contributors to our common home – Spaceship Earth.
