PERMISSION to FORGET
and Nine Other Root Causes of

America’s Frustration with Education

by Lee Jenkins
	ROOT CAUSE #1

Granting students permission to forget


Conclusion
Educators are held accountable for students’ long-term memory as measured by standardized exams and per​formance in the university, the military, or in other occupations. Students, however, are held accountable for their short-term memory as measured by chapter tests, and Friday quizzes on the current week’s curriculum. The education system has a major disconnect.
Key Recommendation
Seventy percent of every nongraded weekly quiz and 70 percent of every graded exam should include questions from the current course and 30 percent of every nongraded weekly quiz and every graded exam should be from the content of prior courses. For example, an algebra II quiz or exam should be 70 percent algebra II and 30 percent algebra I and geometry. In schools with an interdisciplinary curriculum in which all strands of math are taught each year, 70 percent of junior level exams should be from the junior level course and 30 percent from the prior two years’ content. This recommendation is true for all subjects. For example:

( Eighth-grade history exams should be composed of 70 percent eighth-grade U.S. history and 30 per​cent fifth-grade U.S. History.


( Eighth-grade physical science exams should be composed of 70 percent eighth-grade science plus 30 percent sixth-grade earth science and seventh-grade life science. (The exact sequence of science courses changes from state to state, but the concept is the same.)


( Ninth-grade English exams should be 70 percent ninth-grade content and 30 percent middle school content.


( Third-grade spelling tests should be 70 percent third-grade words and 30 percent first- and second-grade words.

J. M. Juran states, “In the U.S.A., about a third of what we do consists of redoing work previously ‘done.’ ”

NO Cramming ( Short-term memory
YES Learning ( Long-term memory
	ROOT CAUSE #2

Education adopted the wrong statistics


Conclusion
Are Americans willing to adopt a new form of bragging? “I am so fortunate, my son was in a school last year where 100 percent of the seventh graders met the standards in all four core subjects.” Or are we going to be content with bumper stickers that say, “My child is a winner; ha, ha, your child is left behind.”
Key Recommendation
Use pretest data to display the L-shaped graph on the histogram. If the graph is already a bell curve prior to teaching, standards are too low. Monitor the bell-shaped curve during the year and put all instructional efforts into obtaining a J curve by year’s end.

NO Ranking ( Bell curve

YES Teamwork ( J curve

	ROOT CAUSE #3

The educational pendulum


Conclusion
When students are being taught essential information, they are learning about important aspects of the past. Information is about the past. For example, in the past, people had many phonetic choices regarding how to spell words and they evolved into what we know today as correct spelling. All information learning is history. Mastering performance standards is about creating a better future for oneself and others. Every subject has performance expectations. Educators have many decisions to make, but the decision to focus only on the past information or on the performance expectations should not be available to them. All educators have responsibility for both. Likewise, educators must resist all pressure to offer only two subjects to elementary students and must not compromise student success based on whichever of the three reading approaches is in vogue at a particular time. The pendulums can, and must, be stopped.
Key Recommendation
Administrators and school board members should declare the pendulums dead in their school district. They should elicit everyone’s help to root out all language that feeds any of these pendulums: Reading methods, reading and math only, and information versus performance. Maybe the pendulum can actually be buried at a school board meeting.

NO Information or performance

YES Information and performance

	ROOT CAUSE #4

Adding pressure versus removing barriers


Conclusion
Barrier removal is a necessary step in the process of providing quality education. What is quality? For schools, quality means happy students meeting both essential information and performance standards. This quality can be depended on from class to class and grade level to grade level. Currently, both educators and the public know that quality cannot be depended on in today’s public and private schools. Very active parents can navigate a course through schools to provide quality for their children, but the school districts do not provide a system where students are consistently happy and consistently meeting educational standards.
Key Recommendation
Remove two barriers for every one new initiative; remove two education laws for every one new law.

NO Hoops ( Hype

YES Help ( Hope

	ROOT CAUSE #5

Making change after change, with no improvement


Conclusion
Educators must stop flitting from change to change. Instead, they need to become so burdened over the needs that they are willing to go slow to go fast. Going slow means no change until it is agreed how the change will be evaluated to know if anything actually improved. Going fast means significantly reducing the number of changes so there is a chance of maintaining the few changes that actually result in improvement.

Key Recommendation
Make no changes until affected people agree how all will know if the change actually results in improvement. Speak of hypotheses much more and plans far less.

NO Change ( More change

YES Improvement ( More improvement

	ROOT CAUSE #6

The false belief that experience is the best teacher


Conclusion
People need to learn from experience; however, being mentored and systematically testing out new concepts are better teachers. I propose the sequence from most effective to least effective is (1) testing theory, (2) being mentored, and (3) experience.

Key Recommendation
Create a team of people interested in the outcome of experiments rather than a divided set of people disagreeing over today’s new “flavor.”

NO Experience alone ( Common sense alone

YES Testing theory ( Being mentored

	ROOT CAUSE #7

Having no clear aim


Conclusion
Without a clear aim that is understood by all, organizations waste everyone’s time. It is easy to see what occurs when five school board members, a superintendent, and a union create seven different versions of the ideal future. Chaos occurs. This lack of focus can occur at every level(federal, state, district, school, and class​room. The aim to increase success and decrease failure can have significant impact at all levels of education.

Key Recommendation
Start with a clear aim; it is the bull’s-eye. Keep it simple and prominent. The job of the manager is to help everybody know how they contribute to the aim. Clearly state what success is and what failure is for every aspect of school district responsibility.

NO Random acts ( Next good idea

YES Increasing success; decreasing failure ( Clear, common aim

	ROOT CAUSE #8

Poor psychology


Conclusion
Carolyn Ayres, author of Continuous Improvement in the Mathematics Classroom, wrote me, “I have a class graph on the wall of the total number of high-frequency words students in the class can read. (First grade). After the November check, I talked to my new eighth-grade student helper and asked her to take on with me having students make big gains in reading the words. I set up some games she could play with a small group, and grouped the students according to which set of 25 words they should be working on. My aide was the only one that worked with the students in this area up until I did the December check. The graph jumped up dramatically. I showed the student the graph and told her that she was the main change in instruction and we could conclude that she should be credited with the big jump in students reading the words. She was so jazzed! It was the last day before Christmas vacation, and not only that, the last ten minutes of that day. Students were busy finishing up their party, and no one was thinking of anything but packing up and leaving the place for two weeks. The student aide said, ‘May I take some kids to work on their words?’ Would I say ‘No?’ Of course not. I asked, ‘ Who would like to go work with Amanda?’ Hands went up all over the room. She took three children to the hallway to grab a few minutes on their words.” Now that’s motivation!
Key Recommendation
Stop motivating. Protect the enthusiasm students bring with them to kindergarten.
NO Incentives ( Bribes

YES Listening ( Celebrations

	ROOT CAUSE #9

Always the referee, rarely the coach


Conclusion
Teachers should clearly state which activities are for practice with feedback being provided and which acti​vities are to be graded. When the class is studying essential information, such as the mathematics voca​bulary on the Washington State Department of Education’s Web site, then students are randomly assessed on a portion of the vocabulary to be known at the year’s end. When the learning is performance-based, it is students who are randomly selected. Both practices, over time, provide teachers an excellent picture of the learning system without 100 percent inspection. The saved time is for improving the system of learning, for which educators are responsible.

Key Recommendation
Establish distinct periods of time in schools for coaching and other distinct times for being a referee. During coaching times, sample items for informational learning and sample students for performance learning. Provide feedback based upon samples. Reserve 100 percent inspection for referee times.

NO Inspecting ( Judging

YES Coaching ( Learning

	ROOT CAUSE #10

The practice of learning being the variable and teaching being the constant


Conclusion
When the focus is changed from teaching to learning, grades will be based on learning. How do we know learning has occurred? It is based on exams and demonstrations. More often than not, learning of information is based on exams, and learning of performance expectations (writing, math problem solving, and so on) is based on projects or demonstrations of competence. Peter Senge stated at the National Quality and Educa​tion Conference in November 2003 that learning should be about making errors; school is about avoiding mistakes. When the focus changes from teaching to learning and from refereeing to coaching, school personnel can change to a focus that includes learning from errors.

Key Recommendation
Become much more demanding in regard to learning and much more flexible in regard to teaching.

NO Teaching ( Me

YES Learning ( Them






