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I could not help but yell at the television while watching the movie Freedom Writers. Mrs. Gruwell accepted an urban teaching position with very little information about what would be expected from her, on both sides of the people involved: faculty and students. This was reminiscent of Dangerous Minds, where LouAnne Johnson did the same thing, and was met with the same resistance. But, how many cases are there like this? How can a young teacher stand before a difficult class, as well as a difficult superior, and still succeed?

Eliot Eisner’s, The Three Curricula that All Schools Teach, disagrees with the reward system that most teachers implement in their classrooms. His comments lean toward the Montessori style classroom. In a way, Mrs. Gruwell did too, but with rewards. Gruwell tried to follow the curriculum, however vague, and rewarded her students by providing them with teachable moment fieldtrips, or purchasing books with her own money. 

In a number of speeches, Bill Gates stated that America’s High schools are obsolete because they do not teach evenly to all of the students attending. Lower income and minority children are left behind because they are not taught in updated systems. The presence of modern technology improves the classroom and helps the teacher teach. Schools without the means to provide computers and updated systems are not preparing the children for college. Not only is this hurting schools like Woodrow Wilson, but it is putting America itself behind the global learning curve.

Some of the Woodrow Wilson High School faculty felt that, since the children in Mrs. Gruwell’s classroom were incapable of learning (or would end up leaving school before graduation), they may as well not be taught. The National Public Radio article on Standardized Testing talks about school of choice. Although the events of the movie transpire in 1992 and No Child Left Behind had not been implemented, would the ratio of students at the school improve enough to keep Woodrow Wilson a Highly Qualified learning center by today’s standard? How many of the Honor students would have left Woodrow Wilson for more prestigious schools? If the positive students leave a school, where does that leave those left behind? Can the staff teach well enough to overcome the exodus? I will ask again, how many successful cases have there been with the circumstances Mrs. Gruwell or LouAnne Johnson faced?

Can a school with learning, or behavior, difficulties teach a standard curriculum? Or, as Charles Dickens writes in Hard Times, should they stick with teaching just the facts to the children? If a teacher sticks to the facts, they will create a living, information spouting robot, incapable of thinking for itself. If the school teaches a Homeland Security curriculum, such as the High School in Maryland in another National Public Radio article, will the students develop a greater sense of patriotism? The students of Mrs. Gruwell’s class were living a life of survival and did not care for country first; rather their own personal needs. Bill Gates talks about bringing every school up to the 21st century, but with the financial burden on operating costs, how can our schools provide the technology he speaks of?

The students of Woodrow Wilson High, room 203 may, or may not have, succeeded in life. One thing for certain is that Mrs. Gruwell led the way for most of them to do so. If the United States government wants to maintain “No Child Left Behind,” every child should be given an equal opportunity to achieve. Funding should be balanced, and programs/curriculums developed that truly leaves no child behind.

