ESSAY
The Limits of Curriculum Reform

by Don Rutledge

	Paragraph 1
	       For good reason or not, public education has always disappointed the public. That’s probably why curricula are always being revised, then presented in bulkier form. Improvements can result, of course, though we should be more aware than we are of the expense of spirit these constant changes can have on competent teachers. But we define curriculum much too narrowly if we think of it as a printed document. It has been more accurately defined as all the experiences a child has as a result of going to school. And the greatest of these is the experience of daily contact with the teacher. Learning has to happen in the classroom in minute-by-minute interaction between teacher and student. It can’t be legislated from without, no matter how lofty the wording, how well-intentioned the reform.

 
	

	Paragraph 2
	       We’ve all had the benefit of teachers whose wisdom, whose presence, illuminates and inspires beyond the assigned subject matter. I had a Latin teacher in the last year of high school who opened up new vistas for us, transcending the narrow experience of our little lives. We learned Catullus and our Horace and our Virgil, but we also learned the magnificent scope of our ignorance.

	

	Paragraph 3
	       He constantly made references – to Plato’s cave, to Machiavelli, to the Peloponnesian wars, to the Symposium, to parallels in English literature that he pretended to assume we would know. His pedagogy would not be approved by today’s mandarins. He even berated us when our ignorance was obvious, suggesting that at our age it was time we knew something, had begun to do a little thinking. His warmth and enthusiasm made us agree with him. I can still see this short man staring at us with mock disbelief when we failed to recognize a line from Yeats or Shakespeare. He embodied a passion for learning, and he assumed (somewhat ironically at first) that we shared it. He directed us toward a higher life, one which required of us independence of mind, a true sense of oneself. In varying degrees most of us tried to follow that direction. We never forgot him.

 
	

	Paragraph 4
	       Martin Buber said that a child is educated by relationships. I agree with that, so long as we do not limit “relationships” to warm fuzziness and unquestioning approval. Certainly we never got cozy or personal with Mr. McCamus, to give Latin teacher his name. Always courteous, always available for questions of substance, he was never chummy. He was like one of the elements to us, nourishing, constant, neutral. I would argue that, for adolescents, this kind of relationship is essential, an important part of the curriculum. 

	

	Paragraph 5
	       For children in the primary years of school, the relationship with the teacher is also important, though of course a little different, a little warmer. Yet perhaps a little distance is also required there, a distance best created by the routines and even the ceremony of a well-ordered school. The child can get a sense of being part of a larger community with its own rituals – readings, music, informal assemblies – while still counting on the support of the teacher and the home group.

	

	Paragraph 6
	       Such teachers as I am describing do not grow on trees – but in my travels I see that there are many about today. More important, we need to realize that teachers are learners too, so young teachers can develop into such people with experience in a good school. They need to be supported as they begin to profit from their own experience in teaching. In truth, they need such support more than they need more new paper curricula. What the teacher can’t accomplish in the classroom can’t be accomplished by fiat or pressure or abusive criticism. For the child, the teacher is the most important part of the whole school experience, part of the daily and pervasive context, the most important dancer in the dance.
	


· What is the author’s thesis?

· Use the analytical matrix for deconstructing essays: subject-function-rhetorical device in each paragraph

· Determine each paragraph’s function in making the argument. Explain how the paragraph supports the thesis.

· What rhetorical devices can you find? How do they support the argument
