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PROBLEMS IN AMERICAN EDUCATION
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Peter Smagorinsky

American public education has been under

attack in the last few years, and for good reasons.
Scores on nationally standardized tests! have
dropped considerably; college professors claim
that, not only do students read and write at
levels lower than they used to, they do not think
as well: they give superficial treatment to issues.
unprepared to examine concepts in depth:?
interest in, and funding of, foreign language
programs has fallen off;® students’ knowledge of
classic literature is poor; in general, a malaise®
has enveloped the public school system. Students
complain that teachers don’t care, while teachers
say that students aren’t interested in learning. No
one is willing to"accept the responsibility, and,
tragically, the situation seems to be worsening.
Who is to blame? Is education actually in-
ferior to that of a decade ago? Are teachers less
competent? Are the students less bright? Is the
cause of the breakdown individual, or social? It is
doubtful that any one factor has caused the
decline in the efficiency of our schools in
educating our young.® We must immediately
dismiss the possibility of teachers being less
competent today than ten years ago for, in
general, the same people are teaching today who
were a decade ago. The teaching field has become
extremely crowded in recent years: attracted by
growing salaries, and the feature of only working
half the days of the year due to the numerous
holidays, many young people are attempting to
get started in the profession. They are finding,
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however, that such positions are quite difficult to
get; many, scared by the dismal reports of the
market, do not even bother applying; other more
industrious candidates send out well over a
hundred letters to school districts, hoping to get
even one interview. Jobs are unavailable for two
reasons: a decline in the birth rate has caused a
decline in enrollment; and teaching positions are
already filled, and have been for many years by
experienced teachers. The veterans generally
make up the greater part of most departments,
and occupy the important positions in education,
such as administrators and department chairmen;
so, it would be a weak accusation to blame the
decline in education on a correlative decline in
the quality of instruction.

Nor can we say that today’s student is less
intelligent than his counterpart® of a decade ago.
Unless there has occurred some heretofore’
unnoticed mass mutation in the nation’s genetic
structure that has spawned a generation of
dull-witted children, we can not seriously believe
that current students are of innately inferior
ability than those of years past.

The causes, then, must lie in areas other than
the abilities of the parties involved. They are to
be found in certain social phenomena, shifts in
attitudes that have caused fundamental changes
in people’s feelings towards not merely school,
but the whole culture; the problems of schools
can be seen as simply reflections of problems
that plague® our society. Some can be traced to
recent cultural developments that could not have
been foreseen; others appear to be difficulties
that are inherent in any prosperous capitalist
system.

A decade ago, drugs were almost unknown to
school children. The popular way to get high®
was through that old reliable medium, beer; the
more daring dabbled in'® hard liquor. Then, in
the late sixties, youngsters began to discover
pot.! ! The attitude was, at first, one of adventure,
due to pot’s esoteric nature; after the initial rush
was over, however, people continued to smoke it
because they enjoyed the effects. This would
have been for the most part harmless had they
confined their smoking to the nocturnal hours;
unfortunately, though, many students developed
a taste for getting high during school. Marijuana
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and other drugs have a feature that often leads to
overindulgence: they leave little trace. As a
result, many who might have been reluctant in
another age to get high before and during school
found the prospect so alluring that they began to
partake frequently. Getting high on beer in
school was impractical: the bottles were cumber-
some, and had to be kept cold; plus, a student’s
boozy'? breath would surely betray him. Pot, on
the other hand, was easily portable, needed no
temperature control, and could be smoked in a
lavatory between classes; after a few minutes,
perhaps aided by a wad of chewing gum, the reek
on the smoker’s breath would be gone.

A student thus besotten'® would be of little
use in a classroom. Though his breath might not
give him away,'* his glassy stare, and generally
unconscious countenance would certainly reflect
his state of mind. Several such students in one
class would obviously bog down'® the pro-
ceedings and make it difficult for a teacher to
conduct a worthwhile session, for certain
students would always require special attention,
thereby slowing the progress of the group.

Another culprit in blocking learning is that
ubiquitous American institution, the TV. Many
students report that they watch up to eight hours
of television a day; most watch at least a few
hours worth. Aside from the simple matter of
occupying potential study time, the watching of
TV serves generally to dull the mind. Rather than
challenging himself to do something dynamic and
constructive with his time, a box watcher'®
becomes lazy and dependent, rarely showing
much initiative for accomplishment. He comes to
expect to be entertained, instead of making the
effort to entertain himself. This attitude carries
over into school: he expects to be entertained by
his teachers. Students of this type are unaccus-
tomed to having to think on their own,!” and
often show no desire to. They are satisfied with
allowing others to do their thinking for them; in
school, therefore, they display little initiative or
creativity.

Students, as a result, expect their education to
be handed to them. Not used to having to work
for anything, they desire knowledge without
putting in the work required to get it. Things
have come too easily to most Americans, to the
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point where they do not appreciate the need for
labor. This country was built on the work
ethic;'® now that we are prosperous, though,
many people have become lazy. The capitalist
system places a value on getting the greatest
return from the smallest investment, and this
tenet has become engrained in the overall at-
titude of the American public towards any
endeavor: one tries to get the greatest rewards
from the least effort. The problems in schools,
then, are not unique to them; they are merely
reflections of some of the problems afflicting
the culture.

John F. Kennedy, in his inaugural address of
1961, suggested that each American “Ask not
what your country can do for you, ask what you
can do for your country.” This highly idealistic
plea has been largely disregarded by most
Americans. Kennedy asked that we each make
sacrifices, to work as a unit rather than as
individuals; to think of our country first, and
ourselves second. This attitude, however, is
antithetical to capitalist principles; and if any-
thing,'® we are more selfish now than ever.
While capitalism can lead to greater accumulation
of wealth among individuals, it can only fac-
tionalize the society; in schools, a selfish attitude
can only lead to a poor learning environment.
Students who expect something for nothing will
have conflicts with teachers who retain high
standards. Learning is a cooperative process, with
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the greatest tools the admission of ignorance and
the determination to overcome it; a person who
expects someone else to do his work for him will
never benefit from his opportunities.

The problem has been compounded by ad-
ministrators who coddle the students. An old
adage says that if we spare the rod, we will spoil
the child;®>® both academic and disciplinary
standards have been relaxed recently, and as a
result less is expected of the students. When less
is demanded of them, students become lazy, and
forget that the responsibility for learning is on
them; they go to school and expect to “get
educated,” as if knowledge could be handed to
them. Often they blame the teachers for not
teaching them; frequently, however, the problem
is that the students are unwilling to spend time
outside of class on mastering the lessons.

The problems in schools, then, seem to result
from prevalent social attitudes. No one thing can
be blamed, or it is an amalgamation of several
factors. They all point to a need for Americans
to return to the work ethic, so as to gain an
appreciation for hard work and the rewards it
can bring; if we can achieve this, then not only
will our schools be better off,2! but our society
as well.
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