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Unit 8 – Questions of the Social Context of the Curriculum and a Teacher’s Tale

Part A – Unit 8.5 – Culture: With a Capital “C” or Not?


  Unit 8.6 – Whose Standards And For What Ends

Lial Miller


Just as Neil Postman says that society and the classroom have already paid a heavy price through the introduction of technology, the advent of No Child Left Behind has left Culture behind. The ideas behind the legislation have made it impossible to teach anything but what is expected to be on a standardized test. Time spent away from teaching to those tests is time wasted and could mean lower Annual Yearly Progress scores, making the difference between a passing or failing grade in the eyes of the United States Government. Chess, Shakespeare, Bach, van Gogh, and Baryshnikov have taken a back seat to Reading Writing and Arithmetic. In fact they are not even on the same bus.

The institution of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law in 2002 created a large can of worms for all educators to sort out. There are some positives behind the law. According to the National Education Association’s web-page, great public schools will: 
· “Prepare all students for the future with 21st century skills 

· Create enthusiasm for learning and engage all students in the classroom 

· Close achievement gaps and raise achievement for all students 

· Ensure that all educators have the resources and tools they need to get the job done 

· These criteria form a basis for NEA's priorities in offering Congress a framework for the 2007 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The reauthorization process must involve all stakeholders, especially educators. Their knowledge and insights are key to developing sound policies” (NEA, 2006).
This means that the schools and the teachers therein, will be held accountable and responsible for every student’s education. Teachers have to be highly qualified to teach in their subject areas. Schools will have to provide the means for the teachers to pass along information in a positive manner. And, students will be expected to make educational gains each year, meeting standardized test results (this causes a problem, to be discussed later).

In order to reach Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) expectations set forth by the NCLB law, schools have to perform standardized tests with/on the students. A review of standardized tests was written by Jonathon Pollard and to paraphrase him; they are a waste of time. Pollard states that, “Few countries administer exams to children so young, or with such a frequency as we do.” He also asks, “Are we measuring intelligence, or are we simply measuring test taking ability?” Pollard makes a statement against the proponents of standardized tests by boldly claiming that, “… standardized tests are unrealistic, and do nothing whatsoever toward preparing students for life outside of the classroom” (Pollard, 2002). I agree with Pollard observations, both as a teacher and a parent. I see what my children and students have to go through every year and for what? They study and prepare specifically for the standardized tests and this leaves no time for life-lessons or the introduction of Culture (yes, with the big “C”). 

Paraphrasing our assigned reading, the difference between capital “C” and small “c” is something that is not readily available to you on a regular basis (8.5 Culture: With A Capital “C” or Not?). I live near Flint, Michigan and we have a real unique landmark here called the Citizen’s Bank Weather Ball. It is nothing more than an old set of lights on a 15 foot diameter ball. The local people made up a poem for the ball so they could remember what weather to expect as the ball changed colors. It goes like this (Flynn, 2006):
When the weather ball is red, higher temperatures ahead.
When the weather ball is blue, lower temperatures are due.
Yellow light in weather ball means they’ll be no change at all.
When colors blink in agitation, there’s going to be precipitation.

Does this make the ball just a landmark, or a piece of Culture? Culture can mean different things to different people. What I find to be a piece of pleasure to see or hear you may find disgusting. I have never seen the Eifel Tower, but many have and find it exciting. Others might look at it and see it as a giant erector set and wonder what all the hoopla is. Like Esquith, I see anything that is out of the ordinary to be Culture. I love to experience as much of it as I can in person.


Some of the things that are left behind because of standardized tests are the finer things of life. The game of chess takes patience and foresight to play and it also takes tons of the same to teach how to play effectively. If you play classical music for 100 students in today’s classroom, I wonder what percentage of them could identify Beethoven, Bach, Tchaikovsky, or Mozart. I guarantee that over 90 percent could tell you when a Kid Rock song was on. Some high schools still have their students read the writings of Shakespeare, but it would take an in-depth study to verify the ratio. From personal experience, I have never read one story from the bard and the only information I have concerning Shakespeare I gained by watching Jeopardy.
I am an art teacher and did not have any art history classes until I was going through my core classes while training to be a teacher at 37 years old. As I teach art, I ask my students for prior knowledge about certain artists (even the most popular ones). I find it amazing how many of my students have never heard of Vincent van Gogh, Pablo Picasso or even Claude Monet. I am privileged that I get to introduce them to these great artists, so I try to find creative ways to do so. I try to take advantage of being an art teacher and not being subject to standardized tests. I can introduce Culture in many different ways and, if I cross-curriculum expectations, can help regular classroom teachers by supporting their reading, writing, arithmetic and science lessons while still performing art.
There are so many different forms of culture that get left behind because the teachers are too busy teaching to standardized tests. Over time people like Mikhail Baryshnikov, Fryderyk Franciszek Chopin, Bobby Fischer and Leonardo da Vinci will be nothing more than names that have been used throughout history. When America’s Government finds a better way of assessing knowledge, Culture will find its way back into the classroom. But, I really do not see that happening. 
