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I’d like to tell you a story about one of the worst grade schools in Chicago, and how a forward-thinking principal and the teachers cooperated to turn things around, until the bureaucrats stepped in . . . I’ll be right back with “Just a Little Common Sense.”
(30 SEC COMMERCIAL)

Washington Irving Elementary School was one of the worst in the Chicago school system, but things began to change in 1988 when school reform was signed into law.  Individual schools had more freedom to set policies and curriculum.

The story was told on Public Radio’s “This American Life,” on October 15, 2004.  

Washington Irving’s principal and teachers cooperated to build a program that would raise achievement levels.  At that time, only 15% of Irving’s students were performing at national standards in reading and math. 
91% of the kids lived below the poverty level, coming from homes where parents did not read to them.  The teachers set out to fill that void.  The curriculum was rebuilt around reading and writing.    

Every day in class students wrote or read books of their own choosing.  Teachers didn’t lecture and students became active participants in their own, hands-on education.  Textbooks were seldom used.  
It’s the way you’ve learned things all your life from parents or older brothers or friends.  Without the need for a bureaucratic administration telling everyone what to do.  
Teachers were not required to turn in lesson plans or engage in other administrative paperwork.  They often worked into the evening, excited about what they were trying to accomplish.

The curriculum wasn’t easy.  Eighth graders were expected to read 2,800 pages a semester, twice as many pages to get an A.  Older kids tutored younger kids to the advantage of both groups.

The kids learned to enjoy writing before being subjected to the constraints of punctuation and grammar.  Grades and the mechanics of writing came later.

There were fewer behavioral problems.  Attendance was good.  Kids stayed after school to work on projects because they liked being there.  Test scores rose so that by 1994 two-thirds of the students were at or above national standards.  Reform takes time.
Then the Central Office of Chicago Schools began to issue orders.  Washington Irving was expected to subscribe to the same, mind-numbing procedures of other schools in the system.  
A new principal demanded lesson plans and other administrative procedures.  Cooperative planning between teachers and the principal ended.  Teachers became discouraged.  They stopped working extra hours.  The atmosphere changed for the worse.
As has happened uncountable times in human history, the accomplishments of inspired, creative individuals working together--principal, teachers and students alike--were crushed by a mindless bureaucracy in the name of uniformity and control.

You can hear and read the whole story on the Internet at www.thislife.org.  Look for the story “Two Steps Back,” October 15, 2004.

This is Ed Thompson, with Just a Little Common Sense.

Let me know what you’re thinking.  Send email to: edthompson@b945country.com 
Or send a letter or postcard to me at: 
812 Superior Ave.
Tomah, WI  54660-1509
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