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Apparently Garrison Keillor shifted his focus from film noir and Lake Wobegon to the field of education in an article which was published January 30. I received a copy in a group e-mail distributed by Dan Drmacich, principal of the “School Without Walls” in Rochester, New York. I have condensed the article and responded (in blue) to the main points. Excerpts from Mr. Keillor’s article are in brown.
We're failing our kids
No Child Left Behind has plenty of flaws, but throwing it out 
because it's a Republican plan is morally disgusting.

By Garrison Keillor

I'm looking at U.S. Department of  Education statistics on reading achievement and see that here in Minnesota -- proud, progressive Minnesota -- on a 500-point test (average score: 225), 27 percent of fourth-graders score below basic proficiency, and black and Hispanic kids score 30-some points lower than white on average, and the 30 percent of public school kids who 
come from households in poverty (who qualify for reduced-price school lunches) score 27 points lower than those who don't come from poverty.

Reading is the key to everything. Teaching children to read is a fundamental moral obligation of the society. That 27 percent are at serious risk of crippling illiteracy is an outrageous scandal.
I agree completely. This part you have correct. It is “an outrageous scandal.”

This is a bleak picture for an old Democrat. Face it, the schools are not run by Republican oligarchs in top hats and spats but by perfectly nice, caring, sharing people, with a smattering of yoga/raga/tofu/mojo/ mantra folks like my old confreres. Nice people are failing these 
kids, but when they are called on it, they get very huffy. When the grand poobah Ph.D.s of education stand up and blow, they speak with great confidence about theories of teaching, and considering the test results, the bums ought to be thrown out.
Perhaps some of them should be thrown out (as should public commentators who contaminate the airwaves with opinions that come solely from their own gut without any sense of obligation to cite facts, check research or offer any proof other than that “This is what I think”).

There is much evidence that teaching phonics really works, especially with kids with learning disabilities, a growing constituency. But because phonics is associated with behaviorism and with conservatives, and because the Current Occupant has spoken on the subject, my fellow 
liberals are opposed.
Actually, there is much evidence that a sensible combination of phonics and whole language with the flexibility to adapt to the individual needs of every student is what works best. Ever wonder why, for the past fifty years, our country goes in cycles – first “whole language” is in and “phonics” is out, then “phonics” is in and “whole language” is out”? 

Whenever we go for the simplistic approach (one method is good and the other is bad) the children who learn better the other way begin to fall through the cracks. Suddenly, opponents of whatever is in vogue cite statistics of students who are not learning to read and we go whole hog the other way. After a few years, the students who do not respond to whichever method has become the new trend start to fall through the cracks, and we reverse ourselves.
There appears to be a human tendency to want to find the magic bullet and to go overboard with a single approach. Until we truly differentiate instruction to meet the individual needs of every student, we will continually waffle between extreme approaches that cater to the needs of some and ignore the needs of others.

Liberal dogma says that each child is inherently gifted and will read if only he is read to. This was true of my grandson; it is demonstrably not true of many kids, including my sandy-haired, gap- toothed daughter. The No Child Left Behind initiative has plenty of flaws, but the Democrats who are trashing it should take another look at the Reading First program. It is morally disgusting if Democrats throw out Republican programs that are good for children. Life is not a scrimmage. Grown-ups who stick with dogma even though it condemns children to second-class lives should be put on buses and sent to North Dakota to hoe wheat for a year.
Your biggest mistake, Mr. Keillor, is trying to make the teaching of reading a battle between Democrats and Republicans – liberals and conservatives. It is public officials, radio and TV announcers, and others with no qualifications to judge how children learn who want to make this a political football. Good teachers (and the percentage of teachers who are caring and qualified to teach equals the percentage of media personalities who are qualified for their jobs) know how children learn and they know how to teach. Instead of pontificating on your own opinion of how to teach reading, why don’t you devote significant air time toward interviewing some of the experts in teaching reading (trained, experienced teachers) and ask them to analyze the reasons “that 27 percent are at serious risk of crippling illiteracy.”
Professional educators really don’t care if an initiative comes from a donkey or an elephant. You are apparently so caught up in the world of personalities and politics that you grossly underestimate many of the people in the trenches. What many of us care about is doing our best by children; our lens for assessing legislation is not colored red or blue.
When you go to a doctor, you describe your symptoms and ASK the doctor to propose a remedy. Yet, at a conference of governors we created “Goals 2000”, in the 1980s, and through the legislative process we were handed “NCLB.” What is the percentage of people involved in these two major initiatives of the past twenty years who were trained, experienced reading specialists and elementary school teachers or administrators?
And here’s perhaps the most salient point you overlook. Let me put it this way: walk through the halls of the schools that are located in the poorest sections of any town, in the areas where you site statistics showing the below average reading scores. Do these schools have comfortable room temperatures, roofs that don’t leak, as many certified teachers per student as more affluent schools, staff members who stay more than a couple of years before leaving for a higher paying job in a school with better working conditions? How do the resources available to the teachers in these schools compare with other schools from wealthier neighborhoods? Do the children come to school without hunger pangs? Are students with disabilities given the same level of services as students with disabilities in wealthier districts? Can students come to school without fear of violence either en route to school or during the school day? Do teachers and administrators have the resources to maintain discipline and know they will have community and parental support?
There are many factors that influence the ability of a caring, competent teacher to be effective that are beyond the control of the teachers or administration of a school. Unless people like you take responsibility for helping professional educators create a somewhat level playing field, the excellent teachers who do choose to stay in education – despite ignorant swipes at them from uninformed critics - have little chance to improve the statistics. Ironically, the students with low reading scores, that you cite, are often located in schools with far fewer resources than the students from wealthier schools who already have the advantage of growing up in a culture where it is assumed they will graduate high school, go to college, and get a good job. The people in economically deprived areas are just as good as people elsewhere, but their economic and educational level is usually not as high. Therefore, their children begin life with fewer resources and other critical advantages at home and then they enter schools with deplorably insufficient resources.
What is amazing is how much professional educators, teaming with those parents who care, are able to accomplish with today’s youth.

The answers to the problems you cite are as much outside of the schools as inside – level the playing field of resources and support available to the schools and then get the hell out of the way and let the professionals you’ve hired to do the job do it.

St. Michael, I beg you to send angels to watch over fourth-graders who are struggling to read, because the righteous among us are not doing the job.
Mr. Keillor: unless people like you who should know better stop carping at the experts and roll up your sleeves and do your part, maybe we will need to introduce prayer into the schools in order to raise reading levels of all students. But I have a better idea. Instead of putting down the teachers who work with the highest percentage of at-risk students and perform miracles without any assistance from St. Michael, how about recognizing the good work they are doing under highly adverse conditions and provide them with what they need in order to be even more effective? Identifying schools with low test scores and blaming the teachers and administrators is like blaming doctors for the fact that more people die in a high crime area than in a fenced in community with a security guard at the gate.
If you want to solve the problems confronting our schools, here is a simple two–step formula to follow:

1. Get the politicians of both parties to declare a war on leaving any child behind. But this means taking it beyond words and legislation. This means doing what we do in any war: spend what needs to be spent and take the money from other areas of the economy. Raising the bar without increasing the support you offer the high jumpers doesn’t result in more people jumping over the bar – it results in more people getting frustrated and giving up.

2. Create forums and a long term process where you ask the experts – the professionals in the field working daily with the children – what they need to address the concerns we all have about children who are not being properly educated. When there’s an outbreak of a disease we ask the medical professionals what is needed to provide a cure and then we support them with the resources they need to implement their solutions. In education we prefer to tell the teachers and administrators what the problems are, how to solve them, and what resources they need to implement the solutions. The only thing we allow our professional educators to take part in is being held accountable for the results.

Hey, Garrison, can I write the script for your next show, select the people you will work with, and schedule you at whatever time of day or night I think is best and then hold you accountable for the results????
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The Institute is currently registering teams for the 2008 summer constructivist conference, July 21-25, at St. Lawrence University, Canton, New York. Don’t miss the opportunity for this unique conference that models the constructivist behaviors that teachers are using increasingly in the classroom. Check out the website of The Institute for Learning Centered Education: www.learnercentereded.org
or, e-mail a request for information. 

