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Chapter 2

A DISTINCGTLY UR-RMERICAN IDER
An Education Appropriate to Thelr Station

ean Anyon studied fifth grade classes in five public elemen-
tary schools in rich neighborhoods and not-so-rich neighbor-
hoods in northern New Jersey! In one school, designated
executive elite, family breadwinners were top corporate executives
in multinational corporations or Wall Street inancial firms, Their
ineomes were in the top 1 percent in the United States. In a second
school, designated afffuent professional, family breadwinners were
doctors, TV and advertising executives, and other highly paid pro-
fessionals, Incomes were in the top 10 percent for the natien, In a
third school, designated middie cluss, breadwinners were a mix-
ture of highly skilled, well-paid biuve- and white-collar workers and
those with traditional middle-class oveupatlions such as teachers,
social workers, accountants, and middle managers. Incomes were
better than average for the United States but below the top 10
percent. In a fourth and fifth school designated working class, about
one-third of the breadwinners were skilled blue-collar workers; about
half were unskilled or semiskilled blue-collar workers, and about
15 percent of the heads of households were unemployed.
First Anyon noted similarities among the schools, They were
nearly all white. They were all located in northern New Jersey and
subject to the same state requirements. They all used the same
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10 LITERACY WITH AN ATTITUDE

arithmetic books. They had the same language arts course of study.
Two of the schools used the same basal reading series. There were
startling differences, however.

In the two working-class schools, most of the teachers were
born in the same city as the school but lived in better sections.
Most of them were young and had graduated from the local teach-
ers college; many of them were single.

In the working-class schools, knowledge was presented as frag-
mented facts isolated from wider bodies of meaning and from the
lives and experiences of the students. Work was following steps in
a procedure. There was little decision making or choice. Teachers
rarely explained why work was being assigned or how it was con-
nected to other assignments. Work was often evaluated in terms of
whether the steps were followed rather than whether it was right
or wrong. For example, one teacher led the students through a
series of steps to draw a ome-inch grid on their paper without
telling them what they were making or what it was for, When a girl
realized what they were making and said she had a faster way to
do it, the teacher answered, “No you don’t. You don’t even know
what I'm making yet. Do it this way or it's wrong.”

While the same arithmetic book was used in all five schools,
the teacher in one working-class school corumented that she skipped
pages dealing with mathematical reasoning and inference because
they were too hard. The teacher in the second working-class school
said, “These pages are for creativity—they're extras” She often
skipped them as well.

In one working-class school they used a social studies textbook
that was described by its publisher as intended for “low ability
students.” The teachers guide referred repeatedly to “educationaily
deficient students”~for whom the book was intended. The book
was intended to provide a year’s work, but there were only sixteen
lessons consisting of a few paragraphs followed by vocabulary drill
and exercises to check recall. However, these were not special edu-
cation classrooms. In the two working-class school classrooms com-
bined, the children’s average IQ was above 100 and eight children
had IQs above 125,

I the working-class schools, social studies instruction typically
consisted of copying teachers’ notes, writing answers to textbook
questions, and craft projects, such as cutting out and making a
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stand-up figure of a cowboy roping a steer to represent the South-
west when studying U.S. geography. Compared to the more affiuent
schools in this study there was less discussion of controversial topics
such as labor disputes, civil rights, and women’s rights and less
attention to the history of these issues.

In language arts, the teacher gave each student a duplicated
sheet entitled “All About Me” and directed them to write their
answers on the lines following questions such as “Where were you
born?” and “What, is your favorite animal?” This activity was re-
ferred to as “writing an autobiography.” Children were presented
with rules for where to put commas, but there was never any
discussion of how commas made writing easier to understand or of
the notion that punctuation called for decisions based on the in-
tended meaning.

In science, children were routinely told to copy the directions
for doing an experiment from the book. The teacher then did the
experiment in front of the class as the students watched and wrote
a list entitled “What We Found” on-the board. The students copied
it into their notebooks. A test on “What We Found” would follow.

Teachers made every effort to control students’ movement. They
often kept children after the dismissal bell to finish their work or
to punish them for misbebavior. There were no clocks in class-
rooms. Materials were handed out by ‘the teacher and closely
guarded. Students were ordered to remain in their seats wnless
given specific permission to move. When permitted to leave the
room they needed 2 pass with the time and date.

Teachers made derogatory remarks regarding the students. A
principal was reported to have said to a new teacher “Just do your
best. If they learn to add and subtract, that’s a bonus. If not, dont
worry about it.” A second grade teacher said the children were
“eetting durnber every year” Only twice did Anyon hear a teacher
say “please” to a student in an unsarcastic tone. She heard “Shut
up” frequently.

One fifth grade teacher said the students needed the basics—
simple skills. When asked “why?” she responded, “They’re lazy. I
bate to categorize them, but they're lazy.” Another fifth grade teacher
who was asked why she had students endlessly copy notes from the
blackboard in social studies replied, “Because the children in this
school don’t know anything about the 1.8, s0 you can't teach them
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much.” Another teacher said, “You can’t teach these kids anything.
Their parents don't care about them, and they’re not interested.”
Another teacher answered when asked what was important knowl-
edge for her students, “Well, we keep ther busy.” You have to keep
reminding yourself that these children did not have low IQ scores.
They were working-class children with average intelligence, some
with better than average intelligence.

When Anyon asked these fifth grade students, “What do you
think of when I say the word knowledge?” not a single child used
the word thirnk. Only one mentioned the word mind. When asked
if they can make knowledge only one said yes.

In each category of school, Anyon ohserved what she called a
“dominant theme.” In the working-class schools the dominant theme
was resistance. Students vandalized school property and resisted
the teachers’ efforts to teach. Boys fell out of chairs; students brought
bugs into the classroom and released them: children lost books or
forgot them; students interrupted the teacher. They showed no
enthusiasm for projects into which the teacher put extra effort.
They refused to answer questions and were apparently pleased
when the teacher became upset. There was less resistance to easy
work, and so assignments were rarely demanding.

According to Anyon these children were developing a relationship
to the economy, authority, and work that is appropriate preparation

for wage labor—labor that is mechanical and routine. Their capacity

for creafivity and planning was ignored or denied. Their response was
very much like that of adults in their community to work that is
mechanical and routine and that denies their capacity for creativity
and planning. They engaged in relentless “slowdowns,” subtle sabo-
tage, and other modes of indirect resistance similar to that carried out
by disgruntled workers in factories, sales floors, and offices.

—_— N\ —

In the middle-class school, about one-third of the teachers grew
up in the neighborhood of the school. Most graduated from the local
state teachers college, and many of them lived in the neighborhood
of the school. Some were married to other teachers, accountants,
police officers, nurses, and managers of local businesses.

Teachers in the middle-class school seemed to believe that their
job was to teach the knowledge found in textbooks or dictated by
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curricalum experts. They valued this more than knowledge taught
by experience. For example, when a child said that the plural of
mouse is not mouses because “it wouldn’t sound right,” the teacher
said that was the wrong reason. The right reason was that mouse
is an irregular noun, as it says in the book.

A social studies textbook intended for use in sixth grade was
used in the fifth grade classroom in the middle-class school. Accord-
ing to the publisher, the purpose of the book was to introduce
fundamental concepts. There were “understandings” from anthro-
pology, economics, history, geography, or political science listed in
the teacher’s guide for each chapter.

Social studies classes involved reading the text, listening to the
teacher’s explanations, answering the ¢:acher’s questions, and oc-
casionally doing reports. There was rarely sustained inquiry into a
topic. The teacher rarely used a feature of the text entitled “Using
the Main Idea” {applying main ideas to current events and per-
sonal situations), because she said she had enough to do to get
them to understand the generalizations.

Knowledge in the middle-class school was “more conceptual”
than in the working-class school. It was less a matter of isolated
facts and more a matter of gaining information and understanding
from socially approved sources. Enowledge here was like that in
the working-class school, however, in that it was not connected
with the lives and experiences of the students.

In the middle-class school, work was getting the right answer.
Answers were words, sentences, numbers, facts, and dates. You
could not make them up. They were found in books or by listening
to the teacher. You wrote them neatly on paper in the right order.
If you got enough right answers, you got a good grade.

You got the right answer by following directions, but the direc-
tions allowed for some choice, some figuring, some decision making,
and the teacher explained the purpose of assignments and why the
directions would lead to the right answer. For example, students
were permitied to do steps “in their heads” rather than write them
down. They were allowed to do division problems the long or short
way. When reviewing homework they had to say how they did the
problem as well as give their answer. Social studies consisted of
reading passages and answering comprehension questions: who,
what, when, where, and sometimes why. However, questions that
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might have led to controversial topics were avoided because par-
ents might complain.

Work rarely called for creativity. There was Little serious atten-
tion to how students might develop or express their own ideas. In a
social studies project, the students were directed to find information
on assigned topics and put it “in your own words.” Many of the
children’s products had imaginative covers and illustrations, which
were largely ignored by the teacher who graded on information,
neatness, and the student’s success in paraphrasing the sources used.
Lessons that explicitly called for creativity and self-expression were
“enrichment” and “for fun.” They did not count toward grades.

The teachers in the middle-class school varied from strict to
somewhat easygoing, but for all of them, decisions were made on
the basis of rules and regulations that were known to the students.
Teachers always honored class dismissal bells. There was little
exciternent in the school work, and assignments did not seem to
take into account the student’s interests or feelings, but the chil-
dren seemed to believe that there were rewards: good grades lead
to college and a good job. Remember, these were fifth graders.

When children in the middle-class school were asked what
knowledge is, seventeen of twenty used words like learn, remember,
facts, study, smartness, intelligent, know, school, study, and brains.
When asked if they could make knowledge, nine said no and eleven
said yes. When asked how, they said they’d look it up or listen and
do what they’re told or they'd go to the library.

The dominant theme in the middle-class school was possibility.
There was widespread anxiety about tests and grades but there
was a pervasive belief that hard work would pay off. These stu-
dents viewed knowledge as a valuable possession that can be traded
for good grades, a good college education, and 2 good job. There was
more excited patriotism around holidays bere than in any other
school. There were frequent auditorium assembles with a patriotic
flavor. The feeling was that America is full of promise and these
children were going to cash in on it.

Anyon observed that in the middle-class school the children
were developing a relationship to the economy, authority, and work
that is appropriate for white-collar working-class and middle-class
Jjobs: paper work, technical work, sales, and social services in the
private and public sectors. Such work does not call for creativity.

A DISTINCTLY UN-AMERICAN IDEA 13

Such workers are not réwarded for critical analysis. They are re-
warded for knowing the answers, for knowing where to find an-
swers, for knowing which form, regulation, technique, or procedure
is correct. While this kind of work does not reward creativity or self-
expression, it usually pays enough to enable workers to find oppor-
tunities for creativity and self-expression outside the workplace.

—

In the affluent professional school the teachers came from else-
where in the state. They all came from middle- or upper-class
backgrounds. Most were women married to high-status profession-
als or executives.

Creativity and personal development were important goals for
students at the affluent professional school. Teachers wanted stu-
dents to think for themselves and to make sense of their own ex-
perience. Discovery and experience were important. In arithmetic,
for example, students measured perimeters in the classroom and
created questions for other students 1o answer. They collected data
in surveys and did experiments with cubes and scales. They made
a film on the metric system. In science, students experimented in
their own way to discover the properties of aluminura, copper, and
glass (which heats fastest, for example), and it didnt matter whether
they got the right answer. What mattered was that they discussed
their ideas. When students asked, “How should I do this?” teachers
answered, “You decide,” or, “What makes sense to you?”

There were, however, wrong answers. In arithmetic, six plus
two was still eight and only eight. In science, the answer had to be
consistent with observations. Students were reguired to have their
observations and answers “verified” by other students before hand-
ing in assignments.

The social studies textbook emphasized “higher concepts” such
as “the roles of savings, capital, trade, education, skilled labor,
skilled managers, and cultural factors (religious beliefs, attitudes
toward change) in the process of econormic development,” and the
understanding that “the controlling ideas of Western culture come
largely from two preceding cultures: The Judaic and Greco-Roman.”

Students read and outlined the text and used it as a guide for
“inquiry activities” such as baking clay cuneiform replicas, writing
stories and plays and creating murals showing the division of laber
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in ancient societies. Several students had seen the Tutankhamen
exhibit in New York—one had seen it in Paris.

They devoted a lot of time to current events because, according
to the teacher, “they’re so opinionated anyway, and they love it.”
Children often wrote editorials and brought in clippings on such
topics as labor strife, inflation, and nuclear power. The teacher,
however, said she had to be very carveful of expressing her own
opinion. “One year I had the superintendent’s son, the mayor’s son,
and the daughter of the president of the board of education in my
room—all at one time. I really had to watch what I said”

Enowledge in the affluent professional school was viewed as
being open to discovery. It was used to make sense and thus it had
personal value. School knowledge was presented as having rel-
evance to life’s problems. Unlike the situation in the working-class
and middle-class schools, social strife was acknowledged and dis-
cussed,

In the affluent professional school, work was creative activity

carried out independently. It involved individual thought and ex-
pression, expansion and illustration of ideas, and choice of appro-
priate methods and materials. Products were often stories, essays,
or representations of ideas in murals, craft projects, and graphs.
Students’ projects were to show originality and individuality, but
they had to fit with reality—that is, a creative mural could be
marked down if it misrepresented the facts or concepts it was
supposed to represent.
" One assignment was for students to find the average number
of chocolate chips in three chocolate chip cookies. The teacher
announced gravely, “Tll give you three cookies, and you'll have to
eat your way through, I'm afraid.” When work was underway, she
circulated giving help, praise, and reminders about getting too noisy.
The children worked sitting or standing at their desks or at a
bench in the back of the room or sitting on the floor.

In their study of ancient civilizations, they made a film on
Egypt. One student wrote the script, the class acted it out, and one
of the parents edited it. They read and wrote stories depicting
ancient times. They did projects chogen from a Bst, all of which
involved graphic representations such as murals. They wrote and

exchanged letters with the other fifth grade in “hieroglyphics.” The
list goes on.
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They discussed current events daily and were encouraged to
expand on what they said and to be specific. The teacher’s ques-
tions were designed to help them make connections between events
in the news and what they were learning in school.

In language arts, they did not use textbooks because the prin-
cipal thought texthooks harapered creativity. Each child interviewed
a first grader and wrote a rebus story? just for that child. They
wrote editorials about matters before the school board and radio
plays that were sometimes acted over the school intercom. Lessons
on punctuation stressed the relationship between meaning and
punctuation.

Products of work were highly prized. The affluent professional
school was the only school where Anyon was not allowed to take
children’s work away from the school. If possible, she could dupli-
cate it and take the copy, but if it could not be copied, she could not
have it.

Control involved constant negotiation. Teachers rarely gave
direct orders unless the children were too noisy. Instead, teachers
commented on the probable consequences of student behavior and
asked students to decide accordingly. One of the few rules regulat-
ing children’s movement was that not more than three children
could be cut of the room at one time. They could go to the school
library at any time to get a book. They merely signed their name
ox the chalkboard and left the room when they needed to. There
were no passes.

They sometimes negotiated what work was to be done. For
example, children sometimes asked for more time before moving on
to the next subject, and the teacher sometimes acquiesced. There
is 2 remarkable footnote to this discussion. The teacher commented
that she was “more structured” that year than usual because of the
large number of children in the class who were considered disci-
pline problems.

In the affiuent professional school, work was not repetitious and
mechanical, as it was in the working-class school; it was not know-
ing the correct answers, as it was in the middle-class school; it was
being able to manipulate what Anyon termed symbolic capital.

The children in the affluent professional school had the least
trouble answering the question “What is knowledge.” Many of them
used the word think and several alluded to personal activity having
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to do with ideas. (“Figuring stuff out.” “You think up ideas and then
find things wrong with those ideas.”) When asked, “Can you make
knowledge?” sixteen said yes; only four said no.

In the affluent professional school the dominant theme was
individualism with a minor theme of Aumanitarianism. Emphasis
in the classroom was on thinking for oneself, creativity, and discov-
ery in science and arithmetic. But there was also a pervasive cli-
mate of mutual help and concern for one another and for humanity.
The principal ended morning announcements with “Do something
nice for someone today” Social class and class conflict were dis-
cussed in social studies, with a liberal spin. There was an entire
textbook devoted to prejudice and discrimination. Eight of twenty
students interviewed expressed antagonism toward “the rich,” who
they said were greedy, spoiled, and snobby. This is interesting in
light of the fact that these students’ family incomes were in the top
10 percent for the nation,

Children in this school were developing a relationship to the
economy, authority, and work that is appropriate for artists, intel-
lectuals, legal and scientific experts, and other professionals whose
work is creative, intrinsically satisfying for most people, and re-
warded with social power and high salaries. Although in the work-
place they do not have complete control over which ideas they
develop and express, affluent professionals are relatively autono-
mous. Their relationship to people who decide which ideas will be
developed (the executive elite whom TIJ get to in the next para-
graph) involves substantial negotiation.

——

In the executive elite school, as in the affiuent professional
school, the teachers were women married to high-status profession-
als and business executives, but in the executive elite school the
teachers regarded their students as having higher social status
than themselves.

EKnowledge in the executive elite school was academic, intellec-
tual, and rigorous. More was taught and more difficult concepts
were taught. Reasoning and problem solving were important. The
rationality and logic of mathematics were held up as the model for
correct and ethical thinking.
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Social studies knowledge was more sophisticated, complex, and
analytic than in the other schools. Questions such as good and bad
effects of imperialism and the reasons for conflict between social
classes were discussed. However, there was little questioning of the
status quo. The present distribution of wealth and power was pre-
sented as natural and timeless—going back to the ancient Greeks.

Children were required to plan lessons and teach them to the
class. Among other things, they were evaluated on how well they
kept control of the class. The teacher said to one child who lost
control of his classmates, “When you're up there, you have author-
ity, and you have to use it. TT! back you up.”

While strict attention was demanded during lessons, there was
little attexnpt to regulate the children’s movement at other times.
They were allowed into the classrooms when they arrived at school;
they did not have to wait for the bell, as in every other school in
Anyon’s study.

Students were permitted to take materials from closets and
even from the feacher’s desk when they needed therm. They were
in charge of the school office at lunch time. They did not need
permission or a pass to leave the room. Because of the amount of
work demanded, however, they rarely left the room.

The children were sometimes flippant, boisterous, and occa-
sionally rude. However, they were nsually brought into line by
reminding them of their responsibility to achieve. “It’s up to you.”
Teachers were polite to students. There was no sarcasm, no nasty
remarks, and few direct orders.

When asked, “Can you make knowledge?” half the children in
the executive elite schoel said yes; half said no. OoEmemm. with the
affluent professional school children, these children took a2 more
passive view toward the creation of knowledge. For many of them
knowledge comes from tradition. It’s “out there” and you are ex-
pected to learn it.

The dominant theme in the executive elite school was excel-
lence—preparation for being the best, for top-quality performance.
There was no narcissistic coddling here, but insistence upon self-
discipline instead. The pace was brisker than in any other school
and children were often told that they alone were responsible for
keeping up.
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In the executive elite school the children were developing a
relationship to the econemy, anthority, and work that is different
from all the other schools. They learned grammatical, mathemati-
cal, and other vocabularies by which systems are described. They
were taught to use these vocabularies to analyze and control situ-
ations. The point of school work was to achieve, to excel, to prepare
for life at the top.

—_—

The working-class children were learning to follow directions
and do mechanical, low-paying work, but at the same time they were
learning to resist authority in ways sanctioned by their commmunity.
The middle-class children were learning to follow orders and do the
mental work that keeps society producing and running smoothly,
They were learning that if they cooperated they would have the
rewards that well-paid, middleclass work makes possible outside
the workplace. The affluent professional children were learning to
create products and art, “symbolic capital,” and at the same time
they were learning to find rewards in work itself and to negotiate
from a powerful position with those (the executive elite) who make
the final decisions on how real capital is allocated. The executive
elite children? They were learning to be masters of the universe.

Anyon’s study supports the findings of earlier observers® that
in American schools children of managers and owners are rewarded
for initiative and assertiveness, while children of the working-class
are rewarded for docility and obedience and punished for initiative
and assertiveness. Remember the teacher who said, “Do it this way
ar it’s wrong.”

This couldn’t be more obvious when you compare Anyon’s “gen-
try” schools—her executive elite and affluent professional schools—
with her worldng-class schools. The surprising thing is where
Anyon’s middleclass school fits into this picture. Like the children
in working-class schools, children in the middle-class school were
schooled to take orders. They were taught that knowledge in text-
books was more valuable than their own experience. They were
taught through traditional, directive methods to look up knowl-
edge, not to create it. They were not taught to manipulate or direct
systems, nor was there any effort to connect school knowledge with
their daily lives.
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On the other hand, Anyon’s middle-class school was like her
gentry schools in that students saw the knowledge that teachers
had to offer as valuable—albeit for the future, for entrance into
good colleges, and for procuring highly paid work. And since they
valued the teachers’ knowledge, they cooperated with the teachers
to get it. The theme here was not resistance, as it was in the
working-class school; it was possibility.

Twenty years after Anyon’s study Robert Reich,* Clinton’s first
secretary of labor, analyzed America’s workforce in the 90s. While
Anyon classified Americans in terms of their incomes and the kind
of work they do, Reich’s analysis added a new criterion on which
1o classify workers: with whom do they compete for jobs—only other
Americans, or with workers in other countries?

Reich identified the top 20 percent as “symbolic analysts.” These
are the problem solvers and creators of ideas and symbols. They
are engineers, bankers, lawyers, writers, designers, and the fastest-
growing category—consultants. Theirs is an international job mar-
ket. The work done by an engineer in Chicago today might go te an
engineer in Tokyo or Bonn tomorrow. The same is true of bankers,
lawyers, writers, designers, and consultants. Americans educated
in our best schools (those Anyon described as executive elite and
affluent professional) perform very well in this international com-
petition, and they command enormous salaries.

Reich classifies what I shall refer to as the working class (the
bottom 55 percent of American workers) in two ways. He refers to
“in-person service workers” and “routine production service work-
ers.” In-person service workers are in retail sales, hospital and
health care, food services and security. Since these services are
delivered to the consuwmer “in-person,” these jobs cannot be easily
exported. In-person service work is often characterized as nurtur-
ing work or women’s work. It has always been and continues to be
poorly paid. In-person service jobs make up a little more than half
of the working-class jobs in America today.

Slightly less than half of the working class in America today
are in “routine production service work.” These are the foot soldiers
of American industry—assembly line. workers in the older “heavy”
industries and in the newer electronics industries. These jobs are
eminently exportable. While work in newer industries is cleaner
and easier, shops are not unionized and the pay is remarkably
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lower. The number of well-paid jobs in older industries is declining
while the number of poorly paid jobs in newer industdies is increasing.

What's left is the approximately 20 percent whom I shall refer
to as the middle class. Reich refers them to as government work-
ers. These are the teachers, local and federal government employ-
ees, and, surprisingly, physicians paid through Medicaid and
Medicare.

In the past twenty years numbers have grown at the top and
bottom. The number in the middle has declined. Those at the top
have gotten a whole lot richer. Those in the middie are in about the
same place economically, and those at the bottom have gotten a
whole Iot poorer. Reich observed that among the fastest-growing
occupations in America is that of security guard. Small wonder.

The question is, do the children of the elite and the middle
class and the working ¢lass still attend schools like those Anyon
described. The answer is, you bet! If there were later studies that
did not support her findings or that showed a trend in a different
direction, I would never have cited her in the first place. But the
recent literature supports her conclusions.

In the early 90s, the faculty at California State University at
Dominguez Hills (near Los Angeles) described schools attended by
children who are disenfranchised because of social class, poverty, or
cultural background in much the same way Anyon deseribed the
working-class schools in her study a decade earliers A colleague of
mine regularly sends her students out to schools and asks them to
compare what they observe to what Anyon observed. They invari-
ably report that matters remain the same. In Savage Inequalities®
Jonathan Kozol reports on schools in upscale coramumities like
Winnetka, Illinois, Cherry Hill, New Jersey, and Rye, New York,
and schools in impoverished communities like East St. Louis, Illi-
nois, Camden, New Jersey, and parts of Washington, D.C., Chicago,
and New York City. Nothing’s changed, unless, perhaps, it’s gotten
worse.

In February 1998 I asked one of my classes to write papers
comparing Anyon’s findings to their own personal experiences. The
following are excerpts from two of their papers.

I am from Amherst, New Hampshire. Amherst is one of the
most afffuent places to live in New Hampshire. About five years

ago a high school was built entirely for Amherst families.
Ambherst originally was sharing a high school with a neighbor-
ing middle class town that was not as wealthy. Many parents
and families iIn Amherst wanted a better education for their
children, so as a result, a brand new high school was built. The
high school was a major development in the town of Amherst,
and people from other towns were moving to Amherst, just so
their children could go to the high school. I would consider
Amherst High School to fit into the affluent professional cat-
egory. The methods of teaching almost duplicated the strate-
gies taught at the affluent professional school in Anyon’s study.

I did not attend the high school, because I went fo a pri-
vate school, but many of my close friends did and my younger
sister does now. I was told the students were given extreme
privileges and were taught knowledge in creative ways, rather
than straight from a textbook. For example, students had their
own smoking section, they called their teachers by their first
name, there were no honor level classes, and a lot of material
taught (from science to English) was done through projects
involving the kids to the greatest extent. The students were
also able to get away with a lof, because they questioned
everything that was assigned to them. Parents were relent-
less in their persistence to have their kids receive the best
education possible.

However, the town Amherst broke away from was left
with mostly middle class students, because all the Amherst
Xids left. As a result, the high school resorted to more tradi-
tional styles of educating, which meant teaching straight from
a textbook and not giving any choices or freedom to the stu-
dents. Meanwhile, the Amberst students were receiving pro-
gressive styles of teaching and were being educated on how to
become superior professionals.”

[At first] Anyon’s conclusions seemed wildly radical and
oversimplified to me. I was not willing to admit that limits so
tangible and so obvious existed in classrooms in the United
States. After all, America is supposedly the “land of opportu-
nity” where you can achieve whatever career goals to which
you aspire. This class culture distinction sounded as severe as
the caste system in India. However, the more I remembered
various teaching situations I have been in, the more clear
class culture perpetuation became.
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As a student teacher, I had the opportunity to teach in what
Anyon would classify an afffuent professional school and a
working-class school. Although both schools professed progres-
sive principles, the differences in the two schools were very
apparent at the time. However, I never considered how the
methods used to teach differed until reading Anyor’s study. I
find the correlations between my real life experiences and the
study frightening. Reading about this type of class tracking in
schools is one thing. Realizing that you have experienced it is
truly another.

My experience in the afffuent professional school was idyllic.
The classes I worked with had many activities promoting inde-
pendence and creativity such as Reading and Writing Workshops.
Students had control of how to use their time, and 21l teacher
directed lessons were mini-lessons taking no more than ten
minutes of class time. These lessons were often based on ques-
tions that students had encountered during their individual read-
ing or writing activities. Students could sit anywhere they pleased
in the room, as long as they were working on their projects. All
books read and all writing genres exhibited by the students were
self-chosen. These conditions mirror Anyon’s description of the
affluent professional school.

Progressive principles were highly prized, and at each staff
meeting, the principal began with the statement, “We are here
to consider how we can best serve the whole child in each of our
students.” Staff went out of their way to interact with students
individually in and out of class. All the teachers and administra-
tion lived in the school district or in adjacent upper class sub-
urbs and most had attended private colleges for their teacher
training. It was inspiring. This was how all of my education
professors had told me our classes should run. The students
fiourished. Parents praised the program on Parent’s night. They
valued their childret’s creative efforts.

My next assignment contrasted sharply with the first. Be-
fore I began in the classroom my sponsor teacher told me that
students at the school were not interested in learning, and were
often out of control. She showed me lessons, complete with
overheads she had designed instructing students on the proper
steps to take if they felt they needed to leave the classroom.
Everything was outlined in detail. The desks were always in
rows. According to my sponsor teacher, the students “couldn’t
handle” working in groups.
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The most effective way to have students take notes, my grade
team told me one day, was to give them Xeroxed copies of the
teacher’s outline notes with some key words missing. This could
have been the school Anyon cbserved in her study. The control
and the bitterness directed at students were shocking.

The teachers in the working-class school lved within the
community. In the time I was there, I met four teachers from
two grade teams of six each who had graduated from this same
school. Almost everyone had attended a state school for their
teaching certification. While the affluent professional mndooﬁm
teachers were excited and motivated, the most common refrain
I heard among the working-class school’s teachers was that they
planned early retirement.

The dichotomy still amazes me.?

And so I ask, “Those who are smartest and work hardest go
furthest?” Who's kidding whom? When students begin school in
such different systems, the odds are set for them. President Kennedy
once said that he hoped that a person’s chance to become president
was not determined on the day he was baptized (referring to the
fact that some said a Catholic could never become president). I'd
like to hope that a child’s expectations are not determined on the
day she or he enters kindergarten, but it would be foolish to enter-
tain such 2 hope unless there are some drastic changes made.




