Assignment # 13
How can we improve our educational systems?

In his chapter titled “Marita’s Bargain” of the book “Outliers”, Gladwell argues that the school system in the U.S. needs improvement, particularly through increasing the number of days in a typical school year. Gladwell cites a number of studies to support his argument. Along the same line, many have argued that the educational system in our country needs reform, particularly because the US has slipped to # 20 worldwide on the Education Index, according to a 2007 UN report. Improving our educational system has become such a hot topic, that President Obama made it one of his administration’s top priorities, as evidenced by the following articles commenting on an interview the president gave on NBC in 2010.

Good Thing Kids Can’t Vote

Obama backs the idea of a longer school year.

by Pat WingertSeptember 27, 2010 

American schoolkids attend school for fewer days than children in other educationally advanced countries, a situation President Obama said Monday needs to change. “I think we should have a longer school year,” Obama said in response to a question from the Today show’s Matt Lauer during a White House interview that kicked off the network’s weeklong “Education Nation” focus on American schools. Noting that many of our economic competitors keep their kids in school for an additional month a year, Obama said he believes “that month makes a difference.” He added that research shows many students “are losing a lot of what they learn during the school year” over summer break, and that the loss “is especially severe for poor kids. A longer school year makes sense.”

While the idea of a longer school year may not be very popular with many American students, teachers who prize their nine-month work year, or the industries that profit from the long summer break, it’s a notion that has been building steam in the education-research community for years. A Johns Hopkins research review found that by the end of eighth grade, disadvantaged kids were nearly three grade levels behind their more advantaged peers. The authors argued that this lag accounted for most of the achievement gap long noted between income groups. Some of the most effective inner-city charter schools, like the KIPP academies, credit much of their success to the fact that their students have a longer schoolday as well as a longer school year.

Obama said that one of the big barriers to extending the school year is money, because it costs more in terms of salaries and overhead, but added that he thought it would be “money well spent.” However, he did not say where that money should or could come from.

While some school districts have already taken the initiative to lengthen their school year or beef up their summer-school offerings, others are cutting back their schoolday and their summer programs because of recession-related budget declines. Some districts have even shortened their school week to four days to save money on transportation.

Education Nation NEWSWEEK's Jonathan Alter joins Andrea Mitchell to discuss the troubling state of American schools, and what President Obama is doing to solve the problem 
Documentaries like 2 Million Minutes have also made the case that our long summer vacations are one of the main reasons American students are falling behind other countries in math and science mastery. U.S. students, who once led the world, currently rank 21st in the world in science and 25th in math. During the interview, the president also mentioned that the U.S. Department of Education is launching a program to train an additional 10,000 new math and science teachers to “boost performance in that area.” Obama also called on parents to take a more active role in overseeing their children’s study habits and said he knows firsthand what a struggle it is to keep kids focused on their studies. “No matter how good the teacher, if the kid’s coming home from school and the parent isn’t checking to see if they are doing their homework or watching TV, that’s going to be a problem,” he said. “And that, by the way, is true here in this White House. Malia and Sasha are great kids, and great students. But if you gave them a choice, they’d be happy to sit in front of the TV all night long, every night. At some point you have to say, ‘Your job, kid, right now, is to learn.’ ” He said the message he gives his kids is that they are “not doing anything else until you do your homework.”

Later in the interview, Lauer allowed an audience member to ask Obama if he thought his daughters, who attend elite private schools, could get the same quality of education in D.C. public schools. “I will be blunt. No,” Obama replied. “Right now, the D.C. public-school system is struggling. They’ve made some important strides, and there are some terrific individual schools in the D.C. system ... but those options are not available to all children” because many take only the best students or restrict entry to those who win an admissions lottery.” While Obama said presidents’ families can probably get special consideration for the school of their choice, those options aren’t available to most people, and everyone deserves the “same quality education.”

Proposals to improve our educational system have not focused solely on increasing the number of days of instruction, but have advocated increased funding for school systems, increasing reliance on modern technology, particularly the use of the internet, adopting new methods of teaching that focus on student learning outcomes as opposed to content driven instruction, new pedagogical approaches, as well as complete system overhauls, as evidenced from this 11 minute video: 
http://comment.rsablogs.org.uk/videos/
New buzz phrases like “critical thinking”, “problem based learning”, “online classes”, and of course, my favorite “metacognitive reflection” are now widely used, and new classes such as this one have been developed. However, as we continue to experiment with some of these approaches, new studies have emerged that either question, or support the efficacy of these approaches. For example, a recent report in the NYT casts doubt on the quality of online education, as can be seen by following the link:
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/06/education/06online.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=education%20online&st=cse 

whereas another article http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/08/11/AR2008081100425.html
casts doubt on devoting classes to Critical thinking. Another study led by two Sociology professors from Steinhardt School of Education at the University of New York, and the University of Virginia, has resulted in a report from the Social Science Research Council labeled “Improving Undergraduate Learning” (available on muonline) that offers concrete suggestions to reform our system. A very brief summary of this study can be found by listening to an interview with one of the authors at: http://www.npr.org/2011/02/09/133310978/in-college-a-lack-of-rigor-leaves-students-adrift
Assignment:

You have been selected as part of a committee to reform our educational system, because of your experience in college, particularly with this class. Each group is required to prepare a Powerpoint presentation detailing the existing problems with our system in general, and Marshall in particular (referring to your Marshall Plan?), and coming up with a set of concrete suggestions to improve the system. Your plan should be as comprehensive as possible, so, if you are suggesting increased funding in one domain, the source of funding has to be identified. You should use the above reports and recommendations (as well as any other resources) as a springboard for your recommendations/ suggestions. You should include data, graphs, stats, …. etc. in your presentation to make it convincing. Each group will have 12 minutes to present their work, + 3 minutes for questions/ answers/ comments.
