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Before I sat down to write this essay, I took a quick look at the official course description for this class-Foundations of American Education.  The purpose of this class has been to introduce the students to the issues and obstacles of teaching in American schools by presenting historical information, current situations, and the cultural influences found along the way.  The idea is to encourage the students to think about how all of these different things can and do influence teaching and schools.  The ironic thing is that the course description could actually be the cover read for Deborah Meier's book.  In her book, Meier discusses the history of her school district, the issues the district has and still faces, the cultural influences that abound, and how she and a few fellow teachers set out to teach effectively within those parameters.  In other words, her book is a case study for Foundations of American Education.


Aside from other things that add to her concept, one of the key components to Meier's school is the idea of a small school that teaches to no more than 450 students.  She bases her small school idea on six reasons.  The first reason is the ability to self-govern.  Meier feels that schools have lost their way due in part to all of the political and bureaucratic policies they are forced to work around or under.  By being allowed to self-govern, small schools are better able to make decisions based on the needs of the teachers, students, and parents that make-up the school itself.  Additionally, self-governance also allows each of the interested parties the opportunity to take part in the issues that will affect them and their learning environment.


The second reason Meier states for small schools is accountability on the part of the faculty to be collectively responsible for what happens within the school and with the students.  Teachers in a small school find themselves in the unique position of holding all of the power while having to share that power with those they work with.  A teacher in a small school cannot survive alone, so a felling of unity and togetherness is fostered and lessons are learned.


The third reason is the ability to know each and every student and what makes them tick right down to the type of work they produce. Given the design of school classes and the decreased number of students, each teacher knows each student and vice versa.  This relationship provides the teachers with the knowledge they need to bring out the best in each student.  Teachers knowingly can discuss a student to find out how the student reacts in another class or in what subjects they truly excel.  The students receive personal attention without feeling singled out.


The fourth reason for small schools according to Meier is safety.  Because the school functions as a community where everyone knows everyone else, the temptation to violate or harm those in the same area is not as great.  Outsiders are easily recognized and removed before they can cause trouble.  Additionally, having a small population that will all fit into a somewhat intimate setting, allows for school meetings or discussions concerning problems that could potentially turn into safety related issues.


The fifth reason is accountability related to the access of matters of public access.  As you might guess, smaller numbers make it easier to determine when things aren't quiet right or things are missing.  They also make it easier for those in leadership positions to speak directly to concerns, issues, and even matters of everyday practice since they can actually take the time to learn about the minimal number of teachers and students in their school.


Finally, the sixth reason for small schools is the ability to craft an environment for students that has been created by adults.  Such an environment allows each student to acquire and practice the skills associated with becoming a compassionate person and hopefully somewhat like an adult.  Meier feels that environments like this provide teachers and students with opportunities to recognize each other and the things that are happening in each other's lives.


If you simply look at her six reasons for starting a small school, then it becomes difficult to say anything other than this is the type of school any teacher would like to teach in.  The teachers are all involved in the decisions that affect them.  They are accountable for what happens inside the school, and this accountability fosters a sense of team that can never be found in a large school where the teachers are solely responsible for just themselves and nothing else.  Every teacher worth their salt dreams of being able to know each student by their name and the best ways to reach those students in the lessons they teach.  Ideally, they visualize the ability to go to the teacher down the hall and discuss that one student's progress.  This just is not the case in a large school, but it is very much the case in Meier's small school.


We live in a world where safety is an issue in the places where we are educating our children.  Some large schools greet their students with armed guards and metal detectors.  What teacher would not want to work in a school where safety was almost a given since strangers are as easy to spot as students that are having a bad day?  And, what teacher would not want to work in a place where everyone thought of each other as an extension of their family?  Safety is a concern that could once again be taken for granted in a small school like Meier's.


Speaking as a teacher and a parent, it would be magical to think that secondary students could conduct themselves in a manner not unlike adults simply based on the environment created by the school.  School would be a pleasant place for the teacher and the student if everyone involved looked out for each other.


Unfortunately, I am not convinced that all teachers share my feelings on this subject.  There are the teachers that have been teaching for many years that would be reluctant to change the way they teach.  There would be the teachers that just simply would not want to put the time and effort into a small school that would be required to make the school a success.  Then there are the parents that would want to dictate too much of their own opinions into the structure of the school.  The list of negatives goes on and on.  Did I mention the funding that such a task would require?  I simply think it is a great theory that worked in Harlem, but would be very hard to implement in most areas, regretfully.


However, I do see potential in my individual classroom for what I think is Meier's best and most significant idea, the idea that teachers should teach each subject based on the Five Habits of Mind or centered around the idea of the scientific method.  Each subject we are exposed to has so much to offer.  It becomes so easy to just skim the surface and move on, or to just lay it out on the table and jump to the next topic.  I think teachers are in such a rush to get through all of the material they are required to cover that they forget why they are in the school to teach in the first place-to learn and to pass on knowledge.  


The Five Habits of Mind allow a thorough study of each topic and open the door to discussion that may not have been possible if those particular questions had not been asked.  In the realm of computer science, it is easy to see the computer as the means to an end-the answer to everything.  But it is very important to teach students that what the computer has to offer is just one solution, that there are other answers or ways to find the answers.  And, even more dangerous, the answers the computer provides us are not always right or reliable.  The Internet is a wealth of knowledge but not all of the knowledge can be trusted.  The Five Habits of Mind are a great way to teach this lesson to secondary students.  By having the students answer each question in the Five Habits, they will be able to see for themselves that not every thing on the Internet is of value.


Deborah Meier is a brave educator that did more than talk about her ideas.  She put her ideas to work for the teachers, students, and parents of Central Park East.  While I really like her reasons for small schools, I, unfortunately, cannot see a future for a society full of them.  The American public just is not ready for such simple yet radical changes to its educational system.  Nonetheless, I think it is possible for me to take her ideas and incorporate them into my classroom to help me become a better teacher and to provide my students with an opportunity to learn just a little bit more. 
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