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It is discouraging to hear how infrequently education is raised as an issue in the primary campaigns. Here’s the issue I hope at least one candidate will focus a spotlight on:
Before we can hold anyone accountable for raising student achievement, we must make certain that every school can afford to provide certain minimum conditions that are necessary for schools to be successful:

1. A safe learning environment, one in which students and staff need not worry about their own physical safety due to the potential for violence, bullying, or any other factor.

2. Reasonable temperatures in the building and other climate conditions that people in wealthier areas take for granted.
3. Salaries that are competitive enough to attract and keep certified teachers and administrators so that the staff turn-over rate is not greatly in excess of the average school district.

4. Sufficient social services and other human resources to meet the needs of the clientele and to give students a chance who don’t come from backgrounds and homes that afford them the same head start on their education that many students have.
5. Funding for staff development so that schools from poorer communities can provide training opportunities for staff equal to those from wealthier districts.

6. Funding for early childhood education and parent training.

7. Funding for challenging courses and courses in music and art and physical education and study skills that wealthier districts provide and poorer districts usually cut.
There are many major problems with the standardized tests that are used as the basis for comparing schools and often for college acceptance. One is that students from poorer districts who don’t have access to tutoring, advanced placement courses, and courses in the arts are often deprived of the chance to demonstrate their potential on standardized tests.
It is so easy to say, “I made it so anyone else can.” How easy it is for those of us fortunate enough to have had a loving family with a reasonable income to overlook the enormous advantage we have over children from less ideal backgrounds.
If the politicians in state capitals and in the nation’s capital  would only walk through the hallways of some of the schools in poorer districts, if they would speak with the staff members and learn about the problems and challenges that are so much greater in these districts, then they might begin to realize how unfair it is to give a standardized test and declare any school whose students fare poorly to be providing inferior educational opportunities.

Yes, there are formulas the state and federal governments create to measure each school on how well it does relative to its past performance, but these formulas don’t begin to level the playing field.

Think about some of the wealthier counties in your state. How many schools from those counties will ever end up on a “Needs Improvement” list? How many inner city schools or schools from poor rural areas will ever end up on the list of ten best schools in the state? It happens occasionally that, against all odds, a school from an area of poverty produces outstanding test results. Then we make a movie about it as if to suggest that anyone can do it. These are the exceptions.
There are too many schools in this country where the staff is working very hard to raise student achievement against the kinds of challenges that schools in wealthier districts will never have to confront. We need political leaders who will learn what it’s really like in some of our schools and move to level the playing field before they try to hold the people in these schools accountable.
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The Institute is currently registering teams for the 2007 summer constructivist conference, July 23-27, at Grand Island, New York, within sight of Niagara Falls. 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. 
