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I have been teaching undergraduate students since 1971 and the thing that disturbs me the most is how underestimated students are in high school. When they come to college from an experience that retards abstract thinking, censors knowledge and suppresses critical examination, they experience culture shock. However, as they proceed through college, many of them blossom because their minds become  liberated. This is due for the most part to the academic freedom that professors have.  When high school students are not provided with ethical dilemmas and given a bland curriculum, they sense that people don’t trust them to problem solve or deal with contradictory information and controversy. As a result, they begin to doubt their own abilities, which, in turn, causes them to have low self-confidence and only go through the motions of learning. That’s what I see with many first year college students. They maintain a neutral expression and rarely make comments or ask questions. But as they gradually begin to develop trust, they emerge from their self-imposed cocoons ready to engage in the dialogue of learning. It is my sense that high schools are dialogue deficient and students struggle to express themselves orally not because they are incapable of doing so but because they lack the experience and the courage that comes with such experience. It is interesting that when I assign students to give group oral presentations, the groups that their classmates rate the highest are the ones that generate the most discussion and present opposing views .  When students are spoon fed information, they don’t engage the material in a way that has meaning for them. Lectures represent what Paulo Freire calls the “banking system” of education whereby students are assumed to have empty heads to be filled by isolated facts of which 95 percent are soon forgotten. Such an approach extinguishes a passion for learning and causes students to use avoidance tactics like skipping classes and survival tactics like cheating. Learning becomes synonymous with passing tests and getting good grades rather than valued in its own right.   
I believe that if high schools were more exciting places instead of the factories that most of them are, fewer students would drop out of them and those who enroll in college would come all fired up to learn. They would also come equipped with superb oral and written skills including good grammar, spelling, punctuation and sentence structure.  They would also be more creative, imaginative,  aware and have a good sense of whom they are and where they are going. Colleges and universities are supposed to assist with the development of students and build on what high schools have done instead of starting from scratch. For example, remedial courses and programs are now commonplace in higher education because so many students are unprepared.  If high schools could do their jobs without bureaucratic and parental interference, I and my colleagues would see first year students with more inquisitive expressions and hands frequently raised. These students would express excitement, disagreement, make incisive comments and raise thoughtful questions.  They would actually do their reading and come to class eager to raise points about what they had read. I firmly believe that there are no lazy students. There are just students highly motivated not to learn because they have had that natural, inborn desire to learn squeezed out of them by years of inane experiences that Bill Ayers refers to as “schooling”. According to Ayers, “education is about opening doors, opening minds, opening possibilities. School is too often about sorting and punishing, grading and ranking and certifying. Education is unconditional -- it asks nothing in return. School routinely demands obedience and conformity as a precondition to attendance. Education is surprising and unruly, while the first and fundamental law of school is to follow orders. Education frees the mind, while schooling bureaucratizes the brain. An educator unleashes the unpredictable, while a schoolteacher sometimes starts with an unhealthy obsession with a commitment to classroom management and linear lesson plans".
If high schools are going to prepare students to enter the world of college or work and be successful in those environments, they are going to have to change radically. First of all, the teachers would have to be highly paid professionals who model inquisitiveness, scholarship and service. They would have academic freedom and tenure so that they would not have to look over their shoulders every time they introduce controversial subjects into the classroom. In fact, they would deliberately introduce controversy because a “pedagogy of discomfort” is needed to shake students from lethargy and mindlessness.  When students experience cognitive dissonance, it allows them to see things from new perspectives. In history, for example, students would not only study a sanitized textbook but also the writings of those who have a left and right wing view on historical events. The school might use Robert Muller’s world core curriculum to liberate students from the confinements of their own immediate experiences and understanding. Students would also study world religions and compare and contrast their teachings. Their teachers would have to be caring and nurturing people with high expectations who encourage students but also place high but reasonable demands on them. In this school there would be strong parental involvement in the form of collaboration rather that coercion. There would be a child development center where students take a required course in parenting and have to change and feed babies as well as observe them as part of their coursework in child development. This experience would introduce them to the awesome responsibilities of parenting. Students would also take courses in nonviolence, ecoliteracy, media literacy, communication skills and conflict resolution. Music and art would be highly funded and valued. All students would be required to do service learning where they would be involved in the community and relate their experiences to subjects they are learning. Subjects would not be taught as discreet or episodic units but would be integrated within projects. A lot of time would be spent outside of the classroom where students would be learning in small groups with teachers who are more like coaches. Students, parents and teachers would be involved in school governance and all would have an equal chance of doing so through a democratic process. Every student would have an individual educational plan based upon their aptitudes, interests, strengths and weaknesses all of which would be assessed in depth.  This would help students in choosing a vocation that would be a good fit for them. Basically, the curriculum would be socially constructivist where students learn to become problem solvers  - the kind of active and involved citizens that make a democracy viable. Will such a school ever exist? I believe so because we are just coming to realize that good writing, good speaking, good citizenship, quantitative reasoning, an ethical/moral orientation, aesthetic appreciation, critical thinking, social and problem solving skills are not just for the elite. They are necessary for a strong economy and a kinder and gentler society.  Unless we make education the highest national priority, we will continue to experience a failing economy and a general decline in our culture.
