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Foreword

The 21st century demands a highly skilled, educated work force and
citizenry unlike any we have seen before. The global marketplace and
economy are a reality. Change and innovation have become the new
status quo while too many of our schools, communities, and systems
use models designed to prepare young people for life in the middle
of the last century. We live in a time that requires our students to be
prepared to think both critically and creatively, to evaluate massive
amounts of information, solve complex problems, and communicate
well, yet our education systems remain committed to time structures,
coursework, instructional methods, and assessments designed more
than a century ago. A strong foundation in reading, writing, math, and
other core subjects is as important as ever, yet insufficient for lifelong
success.

These 21st century demands require a new and better way of
approaching education policy and practice—a whole child approach
to learning, teaching, and community engagement. What if decisions
about education policy were made by first asking, “What works best for
children?” What if the education, health, housing, public safety, recre-
ation, and business systems within our communities aligned human and
capital resources to provide coordinated service to kids and families?
What if policymakers at all levels worked with educators, families, and
community members to ensure that we as a society meet our social
compact to prepare children for their future rather than our past?

The answers push us to redefine what a successful learner is and
how we measure success. It is time to put students first, align resources
to students’ multiple needs, and advocate for a more balanced approach.
A child who enters school in good health, feels safe, and is connected
to her school is ready to learn. A student who has at least one adult in
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school who understands his social and emotional development is more
likely to stay in school. All students who have access to challenging
academic programs are better prepared for further education, work,
and civic life.

ASCD proposes a definition of achievement and accountabil-
ity that promotes the development of children who are healthy, safe,
engaged, supported, and challenged.

ASCD’s Whole Child Tenets

e Each student enters school healthy and learns about and
practices a healthy lifestyle.

e Each student learns in an intellectually challenging environ-
ment that is physically and emotionally safe for students and
adults.

e FEach student is actively engaged in learning and is connected
to the school and broader community.

e Each student has access to personalized learning and is sup-
ported by qualified, caring adults.

e FEach graduate is challenged academically and prepared for
success in college or further study and for employment in a

global environment.

ASCD is helping schools, districts, and communities move from
rhetoric about educating the whole child to reality. No single person,
institution, or system can work in isolation to achieve such results
so we have launched a Web site for educators, families, community
members, and policymakers to share their stories, access resources,
assess their progress, and advocate for children. Join us at
wholechildeducation.org. Our children deserve it. Our future demands
it.

—NMolly McCloskey
Host of the (Whole Child Podcast]



http://www.wholechildeducation.org
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http://www.wholechildeducation.org/podcasts/

Introduction

Inviting Students to Learn

Several years ago I had the privilege of interviewing Mihaly Csikszent-
mihalyi for an issue of Educational Leadership titled “Do Students Care

About Learning?”(September 2002). The psychologist and author of the

best-selling book Finding Flow talked about his study of how teens

spend most of their time. He asked teenagers to wear for one week a

pager that would go off eight times a day at random moments. When

they heard the buzzer, the teens recorded in a journal what they were

doing, what they were thinking about, how happy they felt, and their
levels of concentration and creativity.

The students reported that 30 percent of the time what they were
doing felt like work; 30 percent felt like play; and 30 percent, neither
work nor play. Only 10 percent of the time did they record that what
they were doing felt like both work and play. Sadly, many students
never had the experience that Csikszentmihalyi calls “a state of flow,”
that is, a state in which they were so involved in an activity that nothing
else seemed to matter; the work was as enjoyable as play, and the play
was as worthwhile as work. Csikszentmihalyi describes this “optimum
state of engagement” as occurring when both the individual’s level of
skill and the challenge level of the activity are high. This kind of engage-
ment of the mind and heart, if experienced often enough, results in
young people seeking a life of achievement and realizing a high level
of self-efficacy.

As apsychologist, Csikszentmihalyi is interested in exploring what
situations in families, schools, and society help young people become
competent adults who frequently experience well-being, productivity,
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and enjoyment in life. Frequent themes in his work are the need for a
balance of work and play and the need for challenge and support from
family and school.

As I began compiling the articles for this book on engaging the
whole child, I saw that many of our authors have explored the same
themes that Csikszentmihalyi does. Indeed, ASCD’s emphasis on the
whole child stems from an urgent need for an emphasis on work and
play, health and safety, challenge and support, achievement and engage-
ment. The whole child initiative is, in some ways, a counter to an over-
emphasis on rigor and competition for their own sake, but it is also a
counter to low expectations for young people and to an acceptance of
mediocrity and boredom as part of every child’s school experience.

Since Csikszentmihalyi conducted his study, our children’s
lives have only gotten busier and more fragmented even as they have
enlarged immeasurably with the advent of new technology and more
globalization. Indeed, disengagement among young people is an interna-
tional phenomenon, and it sometimes confounds assumptions, as Reva
Klein writes in “Engaging Students Around the World.” Apathy is not
only rampant in highly developed countries whose students feel great
pressures to outperform their peers, but also, for reasons of scarcity
and poverty, in countries whose literacy rates are low. Everywhere
students say they want—-and are not getting—from their schools what
Klein calls the 3 Rs: relevance, respect, and reward.

The articles in this book describe how to impart relevance, respect,
and reward while also teaching traditional and not so traditional cur-
riculum subjects. They span all grade levels and subjects and offer both
inspiration and practical advice. We hope you find this compilation
useful as you instill purpose for learning and create the connections
that are so necessary to opening your students to learning—heart, mind,
body, and soul.

—Marge Scherer
Editor in Chief, Educational Leadership
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Joy in School
Steven Wolk

Joyful learning can flourish in school—if you give joy a chance.

Two quotes about schooling particularly resonate with me. The first is
from John Dewey’s Experience and Education (1938): “What avail is
it to win prescribed amounts of information about geography and his-
tory, to win the ability to read and write, if in the process the individual
loses his own soul?” (p. 49). If the experience of “doing school” destroys
children’s spirit to learn, their sense of wonder, their curiosity about
the world, and their willingness to care for the human condition, have
we succeeded as educators, no matter how well our students do on
standardized tests?

The second quote comes from John Goodlad’s A Place Called
School (1984). After finding an “extraordinary sameness” in our schools,
Goodlad wrote, “Boredom is a disease of epidemic proportions. . .. Why
are our schools not places of joy?” (p. 242). Now, a generation later, if
you were to ask students for a list of adjectives that describe school, I
doubt that joyful would make the list. The hearts and minds of children
and young adults are wide open to the wonders of learning and the
fascinating complexities of life. But school still manages to turn that
into a joyless experience.

So what can schools and teachers do to bring some joy into chil-
dren’s formal education? Children typically spend from six to seven
hours each day in school for nearly 10 months each year. During the
school year, children generally spend more time interacting with their
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teachers than with their parents. What happens inside schools has a
deep and lasting effect on the mind-sets that children develop toward
lifelong learning,.

Dewey’s point about the destructive power of our schools should
make us ask ourselves some fundamental questions: What is the pur-
pose of school? What dispositions about learning, reading, school, the
world, and the self do we want to cultivate? Ask young adults why they
g0 to school. You will hear nothing about joy.

I am not using the word joy as a synonym for fun. For many chil-
dren, having fun is hanging out at the mall, watching TV, text-messaging
their friends, or zipping down a roller-coaster. Having fun certainly
brings us joy, but students don’t need to be having fun in school to
experience joy. According to my Random House dictionary, joy means,

“The emotion of great delight or happiness caused by something good or
satisfying.” Surely our schools can do some of that. Joy and learning—
including school content—are not mutually exclusive. Many of our
greatest joys in life are related to our learning. Unfortunately, most of
that joyful learning takes place outside school.

As educators, we have the responsibility to educate and inspire
the whole child—mind, heart, and soul. By focusing on the following
essentials, we can put more joy into students’ experience of going to
school and get more joy out of working inside one.

JOY 1: Find the Pleasure in Learning

Why do people learn? I don’t mean inside school—I mean learning as a
part of life. Surely a large part of our learning is necessary for survival
and a basic quality of life.

But there is another, entirely different, reason to learn. Learn-
ing gives us pleasure. This kind of learning is often (but not always)
motivated from within, and no outside forces or coercions are needed.
We also don’t mind the possible difficulties in this learning. We often
expect the challenges we encounter; we tend to see them as a natural
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part of the learning process, so we are far more open to taking risks.
Some love to learn about cars, others love to learn about history, and
some find great joy in learning how to dance. According to Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi (1990), such learning is an example of flow, which
he defines as

the state in which people are so involved in an activity that
nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoy-
able that people will do it at even great cost, for the sheer sake
of doing it. (p. 4)

If we want students to experience more flow in school—if we
want them to see school and learning as joyful—we need to rethink
how and what we teach. No longer can schooling be primarily about
creating workers and test takers, but rather about nurturing human
beings (Wolk, 2007). By helping students find the pleasure in learning,
we can make that learning infinitely more successful.

JOY 2: Give Students Choice

Outside of school, children are free to pursue their interests, and they
do so with gusto. They learn how to play baseball or the drums; they
learn how to ice skate or play video games; they read comic books,
graphic novels, skateboard magazines, and Harry Potter.

But during a typical six-hour school day, how much ownership
do students have of their learning? Practically none. It’s not surprising
that their interest in learning dissipates and that teachers complain of
unmotivated students.

Joy in learning usually requires some ownership on the part of the
learner. Students can own some of their school learning in several ways.
They can choose the books they want to read through independent
reading. In writing workshop, we can inspire them to be real writers
and choose for themselves what genres to write in. During units in math,
science, art, and social studies, they can choose specific subtopics
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to study; then, as “experts,” they can share their learning with the
class. Students can also choose which products they want to create to
demonstrate their learning. What brings more joy—studying the civil
rights movement in the United States through a textbook and lectures
or creating comic books, writing and performing plays, interviewing
people to create podcasts, and proposing your own ideas? Which would
you rather do?

I advocate giving students one hour each day to study topics of
their choice in what I call “Exploratory” (Wolk, 2001). In Exploratory,
teachers collaborate with students to help shape student-initiated ideas
into purposeful, inquiry-based investigations. During this time, students
are scattered around the room, absorbed in an endless variety of top-
ics that matter to them. While one student is studying the life of ants, a
second is researching the workings of the FBI, and a third is exploring
the life of Frida Kahlo. While two students work together to investigate
the history of soccer, another is engrossed in surveying adults on their
opinions of video games. Exploratory can teach students that school
can be a place that nurtures curiosity, inspires them to ask questions,
and helps them find the joy in learning.

JOY 3: Let Students Create Things

People like to make stuff. Having control of our work and using our
minds and hands to create something original give us a tremendous
sense of agency. There is a special pride in bringing an original idea to
fruition. It empowers us and encourages us; it helps us appreciate the
demanding process of creating something from nothing,.

The list of what students can create across the curriculum is virtu-
ally limitless: newspapers and magazines, brochures, stories, picture
books, posters, murals, Web sites, podcasts, PowerPoint presentations,
interviews, oral histories, models, diagrams, blueprints and floor plans,
plays and role-plays, mock trials, photographs, paintings, songs, sur-
veys, graphs, documentary videos—the list goes on and on. At its best,
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school should help and inspire students to bring their own ideas and
creations to life.

JOY 4: Show Off Student Work

Our schools and classrooms should be brimming with wonderful, origi-
nal student work. School spaces that are devoid of student work per-
petuate a sterile and joyless environment. I tell my teacher education
students that the walls of their classrooms should speak to people; they
should say exactly what goes on in that space throughout the school
day. I can tell what teachers value by simply walking into their class-
rooms and looking at the walls.

The same is true for a school building. My son, Max, is in 4th grade,
and his school, Augustus H. Burley School in Chicago, is a joyous place
to visit. The hallways and classrooms are filled with remarkable student
work, and there is rarely a worksheet in sight. The teachers also show
off the students themselves. There are photographs of students next to
their favorite books, above their posted work from writing workshop,
and next to the doors of some classrooms.

JOY 5: Take Time to Tinker

Gever Tulley has started a unique summer school in California called
the Tinkering School. His blog describes it this way:

The Tinkering School offers an exploratory curriculum de-
signed to help kids—ages 7 to 17—learn how to build things.
By providing a collaborative environment in which to explore
basic and advanced building techniques and principles, we
strive to create a school where we all learn by fooling around.
All activities are hands-on, supervised, and at least partly im-
provisational. Grand schemes, wild ideas, crazy notions, and
intuitive leaps of imagination are, of course, encouraged and
fertilized. (Tulley, 2005)
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At Tinkering School, students are allowed to dream. They come
up with their own ideas for an object, and the faculty and staff help
them sketch, design, and build it. When have you seen a public school
that encouraged students to come up with “grand schemes, wild ideas,
crazy notions, and intuitive leaps of imagination”? In fact, schools actu-
ally work to prevent this from happening.

Our school days are too planned, leaving no room for spontaneity
and happenstance. Kindergarten is the last refuge in school for letting
kids tinker. Once they enter 1st grade, students must banish the joy of

“fooling around” with objects and ideas and, instead, sit at their desks
most of the day listening to lectures, reading textbooks, and filling out
worksheets.

Sometimes the best ideas come from tinkering—and teachers,
not just students, should be doing more of it. We must push beyond
the teacher-proof curriculum the textbook industry has created, which
tries to plan every subject for every hour of the day. Far from being
think tanks or workshops, our schools continue to be assembly lines.
We need to free teachers to take risks, experiment, play with the art
of pedagogy, and feel the joy that comes from tinkering with their
teaching.

JOY 6: Make School Spaces Inviting

Why do classrooms need to look so much like, well, classrooms, with
desks in rows or arranged in groups, with a chalkboard or whiteboard
at the front? When I walk into a classroom in my son’s school, I usually
see a space that looks a lot like a family room. There’s a large rug, a
class library with the best in children’s and young adult literature, bean
bags, couches, comfortable chairs, pillows, colorful curtains, fabric
hung over the ceiling lights, and lamps scattered about the classroom.
In fact, sometimes the ceiling lights are off, and the lamps warmly light
the room.
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And what about the public spaces inside and outside the school—
the hallways, foyers, meeting areas, and school grounds? Anyone who
has spent time at a university knows how integral these spaces are to
the learning and social dynamics of the campus. The same can be true
for a school. Why not transform these often unused and sterile spots
into places for small groups of students to work or cozy nooks for kids
to read or write? How about filling a foyer with plants and flowers? Why
not give a large wall to the students to create and paint a mural? One
colorful mural can transform a barren hallway or entrance into a vibrant
and joyful sight. And schools can turn outdoor spaces into gardens,
sculpture parks, walking paths, and quiet reading areas.

JOY 7: Get Outside

I am bewildered by how much time students spend inside schools. I
don’t mean that the school day should be shorter; I mean that more
of the school day should be outside. We adults know all too well how
much we like to get outside for a respite during the workday, and the
same applies to students and teachers in school. They need a break
from being confined inside a classroom all day. Fresh air, trees, and a
sunny day can do miracles for the human spirit.

Interacting with nature brings a unique joy. Gavin Pretor-Pinney
(2006) writes, “I have always loved looking at clouds. Nothing in nature
rivals their variety and drama; nothing matches their sublime, ephem-
eral beauty” (p. 9). Naturalist and artist David Carroll (2004) describes
his childhood enthrallment of seeking out turtles as he walked the
ponds and marshes:

The sheer joy of being there, of simply bearing witness, contin-
ued to be paramount. I went out neither to heal my heartbreaks

nor to celebrate my happiness, but to be in nature and outside

myself. Turtles, spotted turtles most significantly, were a living

text moving upon an endless turning of the pages of the natural

world. (p. 27)
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The easiest way to get students outside is simply to have recess.
There is a special joy in standing amidst the students as they burst
from the school and spread out like a swarm of hungry ants. Kids say
that recess is their favorite time in school. Recess was also one of my
favorite times of the day as a teacher because I was outside and sur-
rounded by children having fun. Tragically, recess has become a rare
sight, which may say more about our schools today than anything else.
Why do so many schools find it so difficult to allow children 20 minutes
each day to play?

As ateacher, I would often take my students outside to read, write,
or have a class meeting. It is delightful for a student to sit under a tree
and read or for a class to sit in a circle on the grass and talk. Much of
our science curriculums could directly include the outdoors. A school
does not have to be near a forest or the ocean for students and teachers
to explore nature. Ecosystems are all around us. Have students dig a
hole in a patch of dirt, and they will witness the flourishing life in the
soil beneath their feet. Don’t underestimate the power of sheer joy that
children—and adults—can experience from tipping over a large rock
and seeing the ground teeming with life.

JOY 8: Read Good Books

Everyone loves a good story. We all know that if you have a 5-year-old
sitting on your lap and a good book in your hands, you will soon experi-
ence the magic of stories. And what amazing stories there are! We are
living in an astonishing time of children’s and young adult literature.
Immerse students in a culture of good books, and you surround them
with joy.

For the past few years, I've been working on a grant with a Chi-
cago public school, in part to help teachers make literature an impor-
tant feature of their classrooms. I have brought loads of good books into
the school. As I did book talks in 4th and 8th grade classrooms about
dozens of new titles we ordered, the room was abuzz with students
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who could not wait to get their hands on the books. When I walk into a
classroom now, I am met with the excited voices of the students telling
me what books they're reading.

Of course, if we want joy in schools, then sometimes students
should read books that aren’t so “serious.” I believe that books with
important themes can make a better world, but we must also some-
times allow—even encourage—students to experience books for sheer
pleasure. Have 3rd graders read Dav Pilkey’s Captain Underpants and
the Perilous Plot of Professor Poopypants (Scholastic, 2000). Have
5th graders read Jeff Kinney’s Diary of a Wimpy Kid (Amulet, 2007).
Have young adults read Sherman Alexie’s very funny (and serious) The
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian (Little Brown, 2007).
Encourage students to read thrillers; romance novels; action-adventure
books; stories about sports, animals, and pop culture; graphic novels
and manga; and nonfiction on topics they love. You will see plenty of

Jjoy.

JOY 9: Offer More Gym and Arts Classes

In recent years, with our zeal for increasing test scores, “specials” in
school have become nearly as rare as recess. It is not uncommon, espe-
cially in more impoverished schools, for students to have no art, music,
and drama at all, and gym only once or twice a week. In my son’s previ-
ous school in Chicago, he did not have gym until January.

With his work on multiple intelligences, Howard Gardner has
helped us better appreciate the uniqueness of children and has spoken
to the need to give students opportunities to use their varied strengths
and interests in school. For the legions of children who have a special
affinity for the visual arts, theater, music, or sports, classes in these
subjects are golden times for them to experience joy in school. But
how much joy can they experience when it’s limited to 45 minutes
each week?
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JOY 10: Transform Assessment

When I was a kid, I dreaded report card time. When I was a teacher,
many of my students were anxious about their grades. For far too
many students, assessment in its dominant forms—tests, quizzes, letter
grades, number grades, and standardized tests—is a dark cloud that
never seems to leave. Must it be this way?

The idea of assessment in school is not inherently bad; children
assess themselves all the time. When they’re busy doing something
they love outside school, such as tae kwon do, baking, or playing the
saxophone—when they’re experiencing flow—they don’t mind assess-
ment at all. In fact, they see it as an important part of the process. But
for most students, assessment in school is the enemy.

We can, however, make it a more positive experience. We need
to help students understand the value of assessment. We also need
to rethink “failure.” Our schools see failure as a bad thing. But adults
know that failure is a vital part of learning. Portraying failure as a bad
thing teaches a child to avoid risk taking and bold ideas. Imagine if we
graded toddlers on their walking skills. We would be living in a nation
of crawlers.

We should limit how we use quantitative assessments and make
more use of narrative assessments and report cards, portfolios of
authentic work, and student presentations and performances. In addi-
tion, parent conferences should not only include students, but also
encourage the students to do much of the talking, using the conference
as an opportunity to present their work and discuss their strengths and
areas to focus on for growth.

As a teacher, I had my students regularly do self-assessments.
This gave them some real power over the process. They assessed most
of their schoolwork before I did my own assessment. And during report
card time, I passed out photocopies of a blank report card and had my
students complete it, for both grades and behavior, before I filled it out.
I don’t recall a student ever abusing this opportunity. At another school
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in which I taught, I redesigned our report card to include space for a
photograph of the student inside; the cover was left blank so students
could either draw a picture or write something meaningful there.

JOY 11: Have Some Fun Together

Recently, when I was visiting a school, I was standing in the hallway
talking to a teacher when a tall 8th grade boy from another classroom
exuberantly walked up to that teacher. They began some good-natured
ribbing. Back and forth it went for a few minutes with smiles and
laughter. What was this about? The teacher-student basketball game
held earlier that week. Here were two people—an 8th grader and his
teacher—having a joyous good time.

Schools need to find ways for students, teachers, and administra-
tors to take a break from the sometimes emotional, tense, and serious
school day and have some fun together. Sporting events, outdoor field
days, movie nights, school sleep-ins, potluck meals, visits to restaurants,
schoolwide T-shirt days, and talent shows can help everyone get to
know one another better, tear down the personal walls that often get
built inside schools, form more caring relationships, and simply have
a wonderful time together.

Teaching As a Joyful Experience

Recently, I visited a former graduate student in her classroom. It is
her third year as a teacher, and I was excited to see her creative and
thoughtful teaching. But she said to me, “I never imagined this job
would be so hard. I'm tired all the time.”

Yes, teaching is hard. John Dewey’s quote—about school sapping
our souls—can be as true for teachers as it is for students. Considering
the staggering turnover of new teachers in urban schools, it is in every-
one’s interest to help teachers find joy in their work. So teachers must
strive in whatever ways they can to own their teaching so that each
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All Our Students Thinking
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Any subject—nbe it physics, art, or auto repair—can promote critical
thinking as long as teachers teach in intellectually challenging ways.

One stated aim of almost all schools today is to promote critical think-
ing. But how do we teach critical thinking? What do we mean by
thinking?

In an earlier issue on the whole child (September 2005), Educa-
ttonal Leadership made it clear that education is rightly considered a
multipurpose enterprise. Schools should encourage the development of
all aspects of whole persons: their intellectual, moral, social, aesthetic,
emotional, physical, and spiritual capacities. In this issue, I am primarily
concerned with intellectual development, in particular, with teaching
students to think. However, as we address this important aim, we need
to ask how it fits with other important aims, how our choice of specific
goals and objectives may affect the aim of thinking, and whether cur-
rent practices enhance or impede this aim.

Thinking and Intellect

Writers often distinguish among such thinking categories as critical
thinking, reflective thinking, creative thinking, and higher-order think-
ing. Here, I consider thinking as the sort of mental activity that uses
facts to plan, order, and work toward an end; seeks meaning or an
explanation; is self-reflective; and uses reason to question claims and

o
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make judgments. This seems to be what most teachers have in mind
when they talk about thinking.

For centuries, many people have assumed that the study of certain
subjects—such as algebra, Latin, and physics—has a desirable effect
on the development of intellect. These subjects, it was thought, develop
the mind, much as physical activity develops the muscles. John Dewey
(1933/1971) rejected this view, writing, “It is desirable to expel . . . the
notion that some subjects are inherently ‘intellectual,” and hence pos-
sessed of an almost magical power to train the faculty of thought” (p.
46). Dewey argued, on the contrary, that

any subject, from Greek to cooking, and from drawing to math-
ematics, is intellectual, if intellectual at all, not in its fixed inner
structure, but in its function—in its power to start and direct
significant inquiry and reflection. What geometry does for one,
the manipulation of laboratory apparatus, the mastery of a mu-
sical composition, or the conduct of a business affair, may do
for another. (pp. 46-47)

More recently, Mike Rose has shown convincingly not only that
thinking is required in physical work (2005), but also that nonacademic
subjects can be taught in intellectually challenging ways (1995). We do
our students and society a disservice when we suppose that there is no
intellectual worth in such subjects as homemaking, parenting, getting
along with others, living with plants and animals, and understanding
advertising and propaganda (Noddings, 2005, 2006). The point is to
appreciate the topics that matter in real life and encourage thinking
in each area. This is not accomplished by first teaching everyone alge-
bra—thus developing mental muscle—and then applying that muscle
to everyday matters.

Nor is it accomplished by simply adding thinking to the set of
objectives for each disciplinary course. More than 20 years ago, edu-
cators and policymakers advocated greater emphasis on thinking as
an aim of education. Commenting on this popular demand, Matthew
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Lipman (1991), one of the founders of the modern Philosophy for Chil-
dren movement, remarked,

School administrators are calling for ways of “infusing think-
ing into the curriculum,” apparently on the understanding that
thinking can be added to the existing courses of studies as

easily as we add vitamins to our diet. (p. 2)

But thinking cannot be formulated as a lesson objective—as something
to teach, learn, and evaluate on Thursday morning. How, then, do we
go about it?

Learning as Exploration

A few years ago, I watched a teenager whom I'll call Margie struggle
with courses that discouraged thinking. In her U.S. history course, stu-
dents were required to learn a list of facts for each unit of study. Margie
had to memorize a set of 40 responses (names, places, and dates) for
the unit on the American Revolutionary War and the postwar period.
Conscientiously, she memorized the material and got a good grade on
the test. When I talked with her, however, it was clear that she had not
been asked to think and would soon forget the memorized facts. None
of it meant anything to her; passing the test was her only objective.

Suppose, instead, that the teacher had asked students to consider
such questions as these:

e What happened to the Tories during and after the war?

e Why was Thomas Paine honored as a hero for his tract Com-
mon Sense but reviled for his book The Age of Reason?

e Why might we be surprised (and dismayed) that John Adams
signed the Alien and Sedition Acts?

Such questions would encourage students to read, write, argue,
and consider the implications for current political life—all important
aims of education. How many Tories left the United States? Where
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did they go? Where do refugees go today? Discussing the question on
Thomas Paine could lead to a critical discussion of both nationalism
and religion centered on Paine’s statement, “My country is the world;
my religion is to do good.” Who reviled Paine and why? After reading
biographical material on John Adams, students might indeed be amazed
that he signed the Alien and Sedition Acts. What lesson might we take
from this story about the effects of fear and distrust on even highly
intelligent people?

Algebra for Some

When I first met with Margie, she was taking algebra. Looking through
her textbook, I thought the course would be wonderful. The textbook
was loaded with real-world applications and exercises that invited genu-
ine thinking. But the teacher did not assign even one of these exercises.
Not one! The following year, in geometry, Margie was never asked to
do a proof. These algebra and geometry classes were composed of
kids who, had they had a choice in the matter, would not have chosen
courses in academic mathematics. Today, in the name of equality of
opportunity, we force nearly all students into courses called Alge-
bra and Geometry, but the courses often do not deserve their names
because they lack genuine intellectual content. This practice is little
short of pedagogical fraud. Many of Margie’s classmates (and Margie,
too) would have been better served by good career and technical edu-
cation courses that would challenge them to think about the world of
work for which they were preparing.

I am not suggesting that we go back to a system in which stu-
dents are tested, sorted, and assigned either to academic courses or
dead-end tracks in which they are treated with neglect, sometimes
even with contempt. But the present practice of forcing everyone into
academic courses is not working well. We would do better to design
excellent career and technical education courses—very like the job-
oriented programs provided in two-year colleges—and allow students
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to choose their own course of study. Students should not be forced into
or excluded from academic courses, but they should be able to choose
anonacademic program with pride and confidence. Such programs are
available in many Western countries, such as Germany and the Scandi-
navian countries. Programs like these might offer courses to prepare
machinists, film technicians, office managers, retail salespersons, food
preparation and service workers, mechanics, and other skilled work-
ers. Recent studies have shown that the United States actually has an
oversupply of engineers and scientists but badly needs workers with
high technical skills (Monastersky, 2007).

We can give students opportunities to think well in any course
we offer, provided the students are interested in the subjects discussed.
Algebra can be taught thoughtfully or stupidly. So can drafting, cooking,
or parenting. The key is to give students opportunities to think and to
make an effort to connect one subject area to other subject areas in the
curriculum and to everyday life.

Consider the ongoing debate over popular science versus “real
science.” Many critics scorn popular science courses (for a power-
ful criticism of the critics, see Windschitl, 2006). They would prefer
to enroll all students in science courses that would prepare them—
through emphasis on vocabulary and abstract concepts—for the next
science course. According to this view, practical or popular science
has little value and should certainly not carry credits toward college
preparation. But intelligent, well-educated nonscientists depend on
popular (or popularized) science for a lifetime of essential information.
Nonscientists like myself cannot run our own experiments and verify
everything that comes through the science pipeline. Instead, we read
widely and consider the credentials of those making various claims.
High school courses should prepare not only future specialists but also
all students for membership in this circle of thoughtful readers.

Deference to the formal disciplines sometimes actually impedes
student thinking. A few years ago, it was recommended that math
courses should teach students how to think like a mathematician. In
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science courses, they were to think like a scientist; in history, like a
historian, and so on. But aside from the possibility that there may be
more than one way to think like a mathematician, education efforts
might better be aimed at showing students how to use mathematics to
think about their own purposes. For example, carpenters don’t need
to think like mathematicians, but they do need to think about and use
mathematics in their work.

Modeling Open-Ended Thinking

It may be useful, however, for students to see and hear their teachers
thinking as mathematicians, historians, or artists. When I was study-
ing for my master’s degree in mathematics, I had one professor who
frequently came to class unprepared. His fumbling about was often
annoying; he wasted time. But sometimes his lack of preparedness led
to eye-opening episodes. He would share aloud his thinking, working
his way through a problem. Sometimes he would stop short and say,
“This isn’t going to work,” and he’d explain why it wouldn’t work. At
other times, he’d say, “Ah, look, we're going great! What should we do
next?” He modeled mathematical thinking for us, and I found it quite
wonderful. The process was messy, uneven, time-consuming, and thrill-
ing. That’s the way real thinking is.

I am not recommending that teachers come to class unprepared,
but we should at least occasionally tackle problems or ideas that we
have not worked out beforehand. In doing so, we model thinking and
demonstrate both the obstacles that we encounter and our successes.

Too often, we state beforehand exactly what we will teach and
exactly what our students should know or do as a result. This is the
right approach for some objectives. There is a place for automatic
response in student learning; we do want students to carry out some
operations automatically, without thinking. That sort of skill frees us to
think about the real problems on which we should concentrate.
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In today’s schools, however, too much of what we teach is cast in
terms of specific objectives or standards. Margie was told the 40 things
she was expected to know about the American Revolutionary War.
Some educators even argue that it is only fair to tell students exactly
what they must know or do. But such full disclosure may foreclose
learning to think. Thinking involves planning, ordering, creating struc-
tural outlines, deciding what is important, and reflecting on one’s own
activity. If all this is done for students—Cliffs Notes for everything—
they may pass tests on material they have memorized, but they will
not learn to think, and they will quickly forget most of the memorized
material.

Encouraging Teachers to Think

Our focus thus far has been on students. But what about teachers? Are
they encouraged to think? Unfortunately, many teachers are told what
topics to teach and how to teach them. In too many cases, they are
even compelled to use scripted lessons. Ready-made lessons should
be available for teachers who want to use them or for special purposes,
but professional teachers should be allowed—even encouraged—to
use their professional judgment in planning lessons and sequences of
lessons.

If teachers want to teach students to think, they must think about
what they themselves are doing. Critics both inside and outside the
United States have characterized the U.S. curriculum as “a mile wide
and an inch deep.” The pressure to cover mandated material can lead
to hasty and superficial instruction that favors correct responses to
multiple-choice questions over thinking. Countless teachers have told
me that they can’t spend time on real-life applications of mathematics
or the kinds of questions I suggested for Margie’s history class. If they
were to do so, they tell me, they wouldn’t get through the required
curriculum. But what is the point of getting through a huge body of
material if students will soon forget it? How can we claim to educate



o8

Engaging the Whole Child

our students if they do not acquire the intellectual habits of mind asso-
ciated with thinking?

Teachers should also be willing to think critically about education
theory and about what we might call education propaganda. Slogans
are mouthed freely in education circles, and too few teachers challenge
them (Noddings, 2007). For example, it is easy and politically correct to
say, “All children can learn,” but what does that mean? Can all children
learn, say, algebra? If we answer a qualified 7o to this, are we demean-
ing the ability of some children (perhaps many), or might our answer
be arespectful recognition that children differ and exhibit a wide range
of talents and needs?

What Competing Really Means

Even if we believe that all children can learn algebra, we too seldom
ask the question, Why should they? When we do ask it, the answer is
usually that we live in an information age and that if students (and the
United States) are to compete in a worldwide economy, they must know
far more mathematics than previous generations did. We need, they say,
more college-educated citizens.

Is this true? The information world is certainly growing, but in
addition to its own growth, it has generated an enormous service world,
and people in this world should also learn to think. The Bureau of Labor
Statistics provides charts showing that, of the 10 occupations with the
most openings in the next decade, only one or two require a college
education. Occupations such as food preparation and service worker,
retail salesperson, customer service representative, cashier, office clerk,
and laborer and material mover will employ about five times more
people than the computer/high-tech fields requiring a college educa-
tion (see www.bls.gov/emp/home.htny for employment projections).
No matter what we do in schools, most of our high school graduates

will work at such jobs.
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We live in an interdependent society, and one of our education
aims is to prepare students for democratic citizenship. As part of that
task, we should help students develop an appreciation for the wide
range of essential work that must be done in our complex society. In the
future, not everyone will need to have a traditional college education to
experience occupational success, although postsecondary education
or training will frequently enhance that success. Rather, occupational
success will require flexibility, a willingness to continue learning, an
ability to work in teams, patience and skill in problem solving, intel-
lectual and personal honesty, and a well-developed capacity to think.
Success in personal life requires many of the same qualities.

Even for those who go on to college and postgraduate educa-
tion, the intellectual demands of the future are moving away from a
narrow disciplinary emphasis. The biologist E. O. Wilson (2006) has
commented on the new demands:

The trajectory of world events suggests that educated people
should be far better able than before to address the great is-
sues courageously and analytically by undertaking a traverse
of disciplines. We are into the age of synthesis, with a real em-
pirical bite to it. Therefore, sapere aude. Dare to think on your
own. (p. 137)

That’s good advice for both teachers and students.
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