
While reading the book The Challenge to Care in Schools by Nel Noddings, I was struck by the omission of a thorough discussion on standards and measuring student achievement, as well as teacher preparedness.  While I appreciate Noddings' viewpoints and ideas concerning the role that caring should play in schools, without an appropriate mechanism to gage student progress, I fear that we will continue to see a decline in the quality of education our children.  With this in mind, I would like to have a discussion about our standards and expectations, of students and teachers, while attempting to remain true to Noddings' vision and my own personal philosophy. 


While thinking about student learning and our evaluation of that learning, I am reminded of the saying, students will perform to your expectations, or as former President G.W. Bush  said, we can not succumb to the “soft bigotry of low expectations.”  For my own part, I tend to have fairly high expectations of my students, sometimes too high.  Even though it is frustrating to me when they do not perform to my hoped standards, the excitement they, and myself,  feel when they do makes it worth it.  In the past, I often worked with students whose teachers were content to let them get by once they met the minimum requirements.  I initially met with a fair amount of resistance from the students once they realized that simply meeting the minimum standard would not suffice with me if I knew that they were capable of more.  However, once they understood that I expected more from them because I cared enough to challenge them intellectually and expected them to challenge themselves, I could see them gaining self-confidence as time went by.  Students that previously sat in such a way to make themselves as small as possible, in fear of being called on and ridiculed, suddenly began to contribute to discussions.  


When I taught sixth grade, a part of our math routine was to take a look at a single math problem that required students to take a concept already learned, and apply to a unique situation.  At first, the students were skeptical that they had the skills needed to find the solution.  Yet after working through some of them together, and a fair amount of cajoling, and even some bribery, the class tried their hand and soon they were begging for more.  Even the students that typically did not fair well in mathematics were excited when I began to lay out the problem on the over head projector.  Even more interestingly, it was these same students that were consistently competing with the students that generally excelled in math.  


Here is one such problem that I gave to my students during the section of geometry, specifically finding the areas of various shapes.  At first glance, the problem appears incomplete, as in missing needed information.  Yet my sixth grade students took the knowledge they gained from the textbook, and applied it in an unorthodox way to solve it.  Only a handful of students found the correct answer, including one who was a self professed math hater, and several more had discovered the correct method  but had made figuring errors, yet every student in the class was working on it diligently, trying different approaches and using all the thinking that their brains could muster.  After fifteen minutes of letting them work, we worked through the problem together as a whole class.


While this may seem at first to be far fetched way of showing that I cared, I prefer to think of it in terms of respecting them as capable learners and caring about them enough to want them to exceed even their own expectations.  Exercises such as this one can serve to boost a student's self-confidence, which is often the only obstacle in their way to being successful in school.  In her chapter on caring for ideas, Noddings (2005) lambasts, and rightfully so, the idea of using examples to illustrate a math concept that may be foreign to a student.  Her example regarded a proposed graphing problem that required the students to chart pH levels, whether they had any idea what pH was (Noddings, 2005).  I agree that these sorts of questions should be avoided,  which is why all of my  own problems were either culturally neutral, or culturally universal.  While Noddings proposes to tailor fit math concepts to the individual interests of each student, I was never in a position to find this a feasible option.  


My high standards did not just apply to mathematics, but to every subject I taught.  During language arts or social studies lessons, I would rely upon the Socratic method to challenge the students on their ideas and understanding, and would think out loud while I challenged my own.  I made it a point to be the first one in the room to admit my own mistakes or misunderstanding, which they delighted in at first, but gradually grew indifferent to as they came to understand that I was not infallible, nor pretended to be.  I would like to think that the relationship that we had was, while not equal, reciprocal.  


However, I think the greatest factor in building that relationship was when I showed my vulnerability to my students, which was frightening to me.  On the anniversary of September 11th, I read a poem to the students about the American flag.  One line of the poem hit me particularly hard, about the flag being used as a bandage for wounded soldiers on the battlefield.  This struck close to home for me, being a Iraq War veteran, and I began to cry.  The students knew I was a veteran and readily saw why I was upset. They did not laugh or giggle, or even appear embarrassed.  They all simply sat there, waiting patiently for me to gain composure to finish the poem.  Although there were more than a few shocked faces in that class, none of them doubted the sincerity of the emotion.  This moment of exposing my own emotions did more to show the students that I was a person too, with problems just like them, and I was approachable.  


When Noddings (2005) devotes time to a discussion on measuring student success, she outlines an assessment program that does not appear to be feasible or effective.  Her plan would not produce any quantitative data for recording student achievement, nor would it allow comparisons from one student to another, or one year to the next.  This, in my opinion, is a tremendous over sight and disregards the long standing traditions of western school systems.  While she acknowledges the need for students to self-evaluate, she gives no advice on how to encourage such a high order thinking skill (2005).  Given that students are so accustomed to evaluation from external forces, such as teachers or parents, having them reflect inward and honestly assess their learning would prove difficult.  This difficulty would be confounded by the fact that the ability to appropriately assess is a skill that depends greatly on the maturity and cognitive development of the child.  Indeed, even the idea of grading day to day assignments is absent from her discussion of evaluation.  Would Noddings agree that in caring for a child it is appropriate to give them grades, or would she deem them harmful?  After reading her book, I am left with no answers, only more questions.


The one insight I was able to glean was Noddings (2005) is not a fan of testing students using standardized testing instruments.  While I do agree that students are over tested, I am not convinced that tests are evil and should be discarded.  Rather, I see standardized tests as being able to produce something that no other form of assessment can, which is reliable, quantifiable data.  Why educators are scared of this is beyond me, but I myself welcome the opportunity to see how we compare to other countries and to ourselves.  Noddings proposed method of informal assessment, to my mind, would leave little room to accurately address problems on a large scale.  While her goal may be to concentrate on the individual student, I feel that the elimination of a large scale evaluation method does a disservice to the students individually and the school system as a whole.  Without data of a system wide nature, Noddings herself may not have seen the need to revamp the school system with her own proposals.


I concede that the performance of our school system is no longer the pinnacle of success, if it ever was.  However, spending some time with the data provided by the National Center of Educational Statistics of the U.S. Department of Education  can be enlightening.   For example, in their 2006 data set for the reading ability of fourth grade students, the United States placed 11th out the 45 countries that participated (Department of Education, 2009).  While this may not sit well with our ideas of American exceptionalism, I think we can all agree that it is hardly worthy of hysteria.   
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The above is a graph I constructed from the data collected from the 2006 testing.  Disregarding how we compare to other countries and simply focusing on how we did on the test, we see that 82% of students fell in the intermediate or higher categories (Department of Education, 2009).  Indeed, by simply looking at the graph we see that the scores form a curve of natural distribution, which we would expect,but skewed towards the higher end, which we should be delighted with.  I will not go into detail on the rest of the findings, but  the story is the same in other age groups.  Compared to other countries, the U.S. is average, and when compared strictly against the test, we find natural distribution curves skewed to the higher end.  I would have appreciated a discussion on data such as this from Noddings, yet her only contribution was an anecdote about achievement scores dropping when changes such as the ones she proposed were implemented (Noddings, 2005).  I can hardly imagine that going over well if that were to happen to our nation as a whole.  


Because Noddings and I have a difference of opinion on what the end product of a school should be, it will be difficult for me to describe solutions in her terms.  However, I would like to point out a few statistics that I feel are vital to understanding where some of our perceived problems come from.  If we want to make a serious effort to improve our schools, we must take a hard look at the quality of our teachers.  If we suppose that the goal of a teacher is to educate students so that they may show a high degree of intelligence, then it is reasonable to assume that teachers would do the same for themselves.  Yet, research has shown this to not be the case.  In his 2006 report Educating School Teachers, researcher Arthur Levine found that middle school teachers scored comparably to the national average on  the G.R.E., yet elementary school teachers placed near the bottom with scores 100 points below the national average (Levine, 2006).  The report went on to highlight the dissatisfaction many teachers, 61 percent, feel with their training programs in preparing them for facing the realities of today's classrooms and their challenges (Levine, 2006).


With this in mind, I think the first step in improving our schools is to improve the quality of teachers and their training.  Any attempt to restructure the school system without addressing the shortcomings of the people tasked with running it is doomed to failure.  Levine (2006) gives recommendations on how to improve teacher readiness, including higher admission standards and incentives to attract the best and brightest.  We would do well to carefully consider his findings and recommendations when discussing improving our schools.

Works Cited


Levine, Arthur (2006).  Educating school teachers.


Noddings, Nel (2005).  The challenge to care in schools.


United States Department of Education.  The Condition of Education. Retrieved from 



http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2009/analysis/index.asp

� EMBED opendocument.ChartDocument.1 ���








_99659244.unknown

