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There is a huge problem with a dictated curriculum, as evidenced with both schools: Big Creek High School, Coalwood, West Virginia (circa 1957) and Westridge High School, Orangetowne, California (circa 1993). It does not matter who is controlling the curriculum: local parents that have little to no concept of what should be taught within the classroom, the school board that has progressed itself out of the trenches and has lost touch with what it is like to teach, or the state and federal government who is the worst of the three.

In the movie, “October Sky,” Homer Hickam Jr. attends a high school that shows little ability to change, but not wholly. The science teacher supports Homer’s endeavors into self-inspired rocket science by providing books about the trade and emotional backing. The principal does whatever he can to prevent the boys from freelancing into a field not controlled by the school. Once it is proven that the boys can succeed at their outside experiments, the school jumps on board, mostly because they can bring notoriety to the school through the series of County, State and National science fairs.

Reading Reba N. Page’s observations of the two schools from Orangetowne, especially Westridge High School, I see a school that is trying to break free from a forever old, lecture/experiment classroom. From what I saw, the students do not care, for the most part. The school’s science teacher, Mr. Babcock, gave the students the freedoms to learn at their own pace, but, the students abused the freedom, not living up to the responsibilities that come with it. How can this be considered an “academically prestigious” high school if the children are not being taught?

Call it my opinion, but teachers are supposed to inspire students to learn. This can be done by following certain criteria. Yes, it is the curriculum, but who says what that criteria is? I am not a science major, but I do know that certain terms surrounding science need to be taught. What is a beaker? A cell? A molecule? An element? How are these terms used in the science world? The problem here is, how can the teacher get the knowledge into his students without being boring, or imposing? If a student gets through a semester and still calls a test tube a thingamajig, has that student gained the proper information needed to pass the class?


The teacher is the best one to know what the curriculum should be (or at least they should). It is up to the teacher to reach their students and inspire them to reach out for more knowledge. Can a teacher be 100% successful? Never! There is always going to be a student that rebels, or just does not want to be there. Standardized testing only lets the government get a glimpse as to what the students have gained throughout a course and the results are never accurate. There are going to be the poor test takers and the goof-offs that will ruin the overall test results. It is inside the classroom where the teacher can see if a student is actually trying to learn.


The answer to both school’s problem is the lack of funding. Big Creek High School could have given Homer and his friends a better opportunity to delve into something outside of the curriculum if they had the money. The project was science after all, and with proper overseeing, the boys could have gotten further, faster. At Westridge, Mr. Babcock is a good teacher, but his hands are tied by the politics of his position. His students learn, but not as much as they can. With proper funding and less red-tape, Mr. Babcock could have better supplies and ideas for the children to experiment with. 

Most of today’s teachers have developed a better report with their communities. We reach our students despite having our hands figuratively bound by people that think they know better. The largest problem is money, or the lack thereof. The federal, state and local governments try to tell the teachers what to teach, but fail to provide enough cash to teach it. The parents that tell a school what to teach their children do not want to pay extra tax money so the teacher can. Schools like Big Creek and Westridge would serve the children/public better if given the chance through better funding.

When will it become apparent that a properly funded teacher can teach? I understand the importance of curriculum, but how can today’s teachers be expected to reach a national standard when their hands are bound by the lack of funding? Students learn at different rates and different settings (urban vs. rural, poor vs. affluent, etc.) will produce a variety of results and this makes standardized testing a poor assessment of education. What one student learns in Coalwood may make sense to, and better the community of, Coalwood. That learned information may have nothing to do with Orangetowne. Improper funding produces the results we have been for the last 50 years, making the United States inferior to the rest of the world in the areas of math, science and technology. Giving the students what they need…..money for the classroom……will produce higher results, even for an academically prestigious school.
