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Good Reporting Places Education Wars in Context

Go beyond the fiery rhetoric to show readers how competing philosophies affect learning.

By Dale Mezzacappa

Reading wars. Math wars. History vs. social studies.
Multiculturalism vs. cultural literacy and a common
culture. Skills vs. content. Instruction vs. discovery.
Self-esteem vs. standards.

Sometimes schools and education feel like a battle-
field, with competing political, social, religious, and
philosophical forces vying for position with studies,
reports, laws, and press releases as their weapons. These
fights often are not polite disagreements over technique
or emphasis. They can
escalate into bitter public
affairs, where one set of
protagonists
another of destroying chil-
dren’s futures, brainwash-
ing them, or undermining
the family. Parents can be
the protagonists, and par-
ents, children, and
reporters can become
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the open, journalists have
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in all subjects is remarkably stable — for better but often
for worse.

Broadly speaking, theories of education have set-
tled into two camps. One, which in part goes back to
Plato, contends children are vessels to be filled with the
knowledge and skills deemed most valuable, and they
need systematic instruction, drilling and repetition to
master them. Plato saw the role of education as reveal-
ing the beauty of an orderly universe. Once taught

truth, he believed,
pupils would reject its
opposite. The other
understanding camp — largely guided by
; the theories of American
philosopher John Dewey
and the Swiss philosopher
and psychologist Jean
Piaget — argues that chil-
dren, and society, con-
struct knowledge and
reality through activities
and experiences over time.
The  differences
between the two philoso-
phies guide competing
visions of the role of the
teacher. In the first, the
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to explain to readers or

listeners the more vital story, which is about classrooms
and how the political and philosophical confrontations
are affecting teaching and learning. After the raucous
meeting of the local or state school board, reporters
need to work hard to understand the larger context of
the dispute and get out into classrooms to provide a
reality check.

These fights are part of the larger tug-and-pull in
our society known as the “culture wars,” which are
fought over values, traditions, morality, and politics.
Such conflicts are not new, even if they flare up period-
ically in different locales. But regardless of the noise
these debates generate, actual classroom instruction

other, the teacher gen-
tly guides children through learning activities in which
they discover ideas and knowledge for themselves. For
example, one way of teaching young children the
Pythagorean theory is to explain and illustrate it, pro-
vide examples, demonstrate the algebraic application
and then have students practice. Another way would be
to provide groups of students with protractors and
rulers and a series of triangles and ask them to work
together to discover the relationship and then describe
it. Since students need to both gain knowledge and be
able to apply it, both approaches have merit.
There is often greater consensus about these issues

than the warring parties acknowledge.  conmmue nexr pace
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Top-notch reporting, by journalists who get into class-
rooms and know what to look for, can blunt rather than
fuel the vehemence of these controversies.

The READING Wars: phonics vs. whole language

Some of us are old enough to remember “Dick and
Jane,” mainstay of the “look-say” method of teaching
reading. In 1955, Rudolf Flesch wrote “Why Johnny
Can’t Read,” a hugely influential book that denounced
this method and advocated the systematic teaching of
the sounds associated with letters, known as phonics. By
the 1990s, “whole language,” whose proponents
believed that children needed to know only small
amounts of phonics as they concentrated on absorbing
the meaning of the passages, became popular.

These days the term “whole language” is no longer
in vogue, driven out by attacks on its effectiveness start-
ing in the 1990s. Instead, you’ll hear the term “balanced
literacy.” This approach is a bit more structured but still
pays less explicit attention to letters and their sounds
than many would like. Those who think phonics are
overemphasized use the epithet “drill and kill” to signal
their opposition to lessons they say destroy creativity
and imagination. But keep in mind that phonics is not a
teaching method — it’s one of the elements good readers
must master.

Despite those debates, researchers agree that stu-
dents need to know phonics, be aware that words can be
broken into sounds, have a good working vocabulary
and be able to read fluently and comprehend meaning.
Catherine B. Snow, a prominent researcher at Harvard
University, says comprehension is a major issue and the
source of the huge gaps in reading scores that open up
after the fourth grade along socioeconomic lines.

What you’ll see in good classrooms:

In good primary grade classrooms, where reading is
taught most explicitly, you’ll see a variety of techniques
and activities: teacher-led reading, individual reading,
discussions of the sounds of letters, practice with the
sounds of letters, many opportunities to write, children
talking about authors, and so on. You should be able to
see such variety in the classrooms of teachers who rely
on direct instruction as well as those whose lessons
resemble literacy workshops.

The MATH Wars: reform math
vs. traditional math

Like the reading wars, math wars have a long his-
tory. But the terms “reform” and traditional math have

been in use for only about the past 20 years, since the
1989 publication of a set of standards by the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics that tried to nudge
teachers away from concentrating solely on accurate
calculation. Experts such as Deborah Loewenberg Ball
of the University of Michigan urge reporters to eschew
both terms, saying they mean little.

Some of the controversies here involve the proper
use of calculators, the use of objects called “manipula-
tives” to illustrate math concepts, the proper role of
memorization, and the need to learn and practice stan-
dard “algorithms” or mathematical processes. Contro-
versies tend to erupt over commercial curricula such as
TERC or “Everyday Math” or “Connected Math,” all
of which were created based on the 1989 standards.
They spark controversy because critics say they under-
emphasize the need to learn to do rapid calculations.
Despite those worries, surveys of classrooms have found
that most of the time devoted to math in the United
States is spent learning to calculate.

Regardless of the program or philosophy, students
need to:

M Understand mathematical concepts and opera-
tions, such as addition and subtraction, and solving
algebraic equations.

B Perform these procedures fluently and accurately.

M Be able to represent a situation mathematically. (If
Johnny has 15 candies and four friends he wants to
share with, how many candies does each get ...)

M Be able to talk about the math, explaining one’s
reasoning.

M Be inclined to think that math is sensible and worth
working to learn.

What you will see in good classrooms:

Many different representations of math and math
problems, regular math lessons (some observational
studies have found that math can get short shrift), kids
talking about math and explaining their work, evidence
that students know math facts and procedures.

The HISTORY Wars

This is one battle that seems to have been put to
rest with the advent of state academic standards laying
out what students need to learn. Controversies in the
past involved whether history should be taught from a
multicultural perspective — to recognize the contribu-
tions of minority groups — or as a way of uniting society
through a common history. But conflict still can break
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out, especially when periodic assessments show that
American students still don’t know much about history
or when textbooks incorporate recent events, such as
the 9/11 attacks. The proper balance between learning
facts-such as the dates and causes of the U.S. Civil War
—and being able to conduct research, use original doc-
uments, and make inferences will always be a part of
education debates. But clearly both are necessary and
the issue again comes down to the skills of the teacher
and whether schools are providing appropriate curricu-
lar materials and modes of instruction.

What you’ll see in good classrooms:

In middle and secondary school classrooms, stu-
dents should be expected to do research and write about
their findings. They should engage in discussions, based
on their research and not just opinions, and should have
opportunities to work with original documents, con-
temporaneous letters, and data.

The SCIENCE Wars

As with history, educators don’t always agree on the
proper balance between knowing facts and being able to

apply them. There is little disagreement, however, that
it’s essential that students learn the fundamentals of
the scientific method. In fact, the National Science
"Teachers Association recommends that 80 percent of
class time be spent on experiments and hands-on activ-
ities. Beyond that, reporters should have a sense of
what’s in the state standards regarding science.

To learn science well, students need to be taught by
well-trained teachers who know their subject well. And
they need to be able to conduct experiments in well-
equipped laboratories. Many states are increasing grad-
uation requirements for science but have no plans for
making sure teachers are well-prepared or classrooms
are well-equipped.

Summing up

Regardless of the subject matter, education writers
must get beyond “the wars” and the political conflict
that accompanies them. They need to get out into
schools and classrooms and learn about the real issues —
knowledge and preparation of teachers, class size,
equipment, and materials — that prevent American chil-
dren from learning as well as they should. m
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It's often hard to get out of the newsroom and into class-
rooms, with all the pressure to crank out stories... When
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