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AP English



Synthesis Question on Proper Education

Reading Time: 15 minutes

Suggested Writing Time:  40 minutes

Directions: The following prompt is based on the accompanying six sources.

This question requires you to integrate a variety of sources into a coherent, well-written essay. Refer to the sources to support your position; avoid mere paraphrase or summary. Your argument should be central; the sources should support this argument.
Remember to attribute both direct and indirect citations.

Background

In his 1931 essay “Education by Poetry,” Robert Frost raises concerns about the current education system that leaves college graduates unable to judge art, editorials or political campaigns. He goes on to argue that the most important component of a “proper” education is developing the skill of understanding metaphor, or as Frost says, “unless you are at home in the metaphor, unless you have had your proper poetical education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere.” 

Assignment

Read the following passages carefully. Then, in an essay that synthesizes at least three of the sources for support, take a position that defends, challenges, or qualifies the claim that education should be more concerned with the development of critical thinking skills than with the acquisition of specific knowledge or facts.
Source A (Weimer)

Source B (Hirsch)

Source C (Keefe)

Source D (Ravitch)

Source E (Sizer and Sizer)

Source F (Boyer and Kaplan)

Source A

Weimer, Maryellen. “Focus On Learning, Transform Teaching” Change. Sep/Oct 2003.
In this brief except from a longer article, Maryellen Weimer, an associate professor at Penn State University, discusses one of the main problems facing college teaching today.  By “content,” she is referring to the factual information taught in a given subject area.

The problem: Faculty make covering content their top priority.

Faculty's strong content orientation finds expression in the metaphor used to describe what faculty members do to course material: They "cover" it. More is always better when it comes to content. That long-standing assumption drives instructional decision-making, regularly preventing faculty from doing what they know promotes learning. This explains why, even though almost all faculty members endorse active learning, many still use few of its techniques. "I just have too much to cover in this course," they say. But how often do faculty discuss how much content is enough in the course for majors, the entry-level course, or the first-year or senior seminar?

The quest to cover content ignores a documented litany of negative impacts of this strategy on learning. Noted learning researcher P. Ramsden says it unequivocally: "The message of scores of studies on student learning is unambiguous: Many students...can reproduce large amounts of factual information on demand; they have appropriated large quantities of detailed knowledge; they pass examinations successfully. But they are unable to show that they understand what they have learned."

Source B

Hirsch, Jr., E.D.   “Why General Knowledge Should Be a Goal of Education in a Democracy.” 1998. Available at http://www.coreknowledge.org/CK/about/articles/whyGeneralCK.htm 
The following passage is excerpted from an article by Professor E. D. Hirsch, the founder of the Core Knowledge Foundation.  This passage is his response to critics who disagree with his emphasis on teaching knowledge and facts.

But why does more knowledge make you smarter?  In a brilliant experiment, Keith Stanovich, the distinguished Canadian reading researcher, showed that when two people have the same level and kind of IQ, the person who has more general knowledge will learn faster and function more competently than the person who has less general knowledge.  That experiment has a particular relevance to American schools because we Americans tend to assume that academic competence is mainly a product of innate ability…

Innate talent is important, but our overemphasis on intelligence is a peculiarly American prejudice that stems from the origins of our culture in the 19th century Romantic movement. Harold Stevenson and others have shown that the Asian view emphasizing knowledge and effort is the more accurate view.  We place so much stress on innate talent because we have been brought up on the romantic idea that the aim of education is to follow “nature.”  You’ll notice “nature” has the same root as “innate.”  But psychologists have shown that this emphasis on innate ability is a highly misleading assumption in education.  The average differences in innate abilities are far less pronounced than the average differences in achieved abilities produced by knowledge and effort.  It turns out that creativity is not spontaneous, as the romantics thought, but requires long study and mastery-knowledge.  Even the most talented person needs about ten years of effort to reach an expert level, and creativity usually takes even longer.  For instance, scientists have shown that having a genius for mental arithmetic turns out to be based less on innate talent than on knowledge and intensive practice.  Knowledge and practice; these are the things that make you smart.
Source C

Keefe, Mike. “No Child Left Behind.” The Detroit News, May 12, 2004.

The following is an editorial cartoon that appeared in the Detroit News.  No Child Left Behind refers to the Bush education policy which requires frequent testing of students to measure their achievement in reading, math, and other subjects.
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Source D

Ravitch, Diane. “Education After the Culture Wars.” Daedalus. Summer 2002.

Diane Ravitch is a noted historian of education at New York University.  The New York Regents exam to which she refers is a mandatory test for all New York state high school students, similar to the Prairie State test in Illinois.

So omission is the order of the day [in state testing] - a goal achieved by concentrating on skills while ignoring content. 

Since most state standards do not include any specific content, the state tests of English cannot ask questions that assume any specific prior knowledge. When taking a test, students are given a poem or short story and asked to answer questions about it, either in multiple-choice, short-answer, or extended-essay form. They are tested on their ability to analyze an unfamiliar passage, not to reflect on a text they have previously studied. 

Most state history exams similarly assume no prior knowledge. Tests typically include "document-based" questions, in which students are asked to analyze a document (for example, a cartoon, a short passage, or an excerpt from an article) that pertains to some historical issue; the correct answer can be found by reading the "documents" carefully, without knowing anything about the historical context. Also common is a type of question in which the student is given a quotation from some historical figure and then asked to pick a multiple choice answer that captures the meaning of the quotation. The 1999 New York Regents exam in global history included a map question about "the Mongol Empires, 1200 - 1350," which could be answered correctly without knowing anything about the Mongol Empires. Then there is the "historical" graph, which contains information about an issue like wages or unemployment or gross domestic product in certain decades; students are asked to read the chart to answer questions, which they can do without any knowledge of the historical period. 

Source E
Sizer, Theodore R. and Nancy Faust Sizer. “Challenging Students to Grapple for Growth.”  The Education Digest. March 2000.

Theodore Sizer and Nancy Faust  Sizer are education scholars, authors, and Co-Principals of the Francis W. Parker Charter Essential School in Massachusetts.
When the external tests are administered, however, the honest grappling [that] the teacher [has] encouraged may end up harming the students. Other teachers may have prepared their students better for the tests by sticking to the prescribed curriculum, which "covered" immigration and railroad regulation in the same number of days. However, by emphasizing accuracy, by which they mean the ability to sort through semi-right clues to get to the all-right answer on a machine-graded test-to the exclusion of all other aspects of the material, those teachers (and the principals and parents flogging them to get test scores up) neglect an important part of the process. 

The material that stays in a student's head only until the test will never make it into his outlook. When it is in a student's outlook-when he thinks, for example, of the losses and gains had by immigrants, or when she compares the immigration experience with a recent move that her family made-it gains moral importance. 

When a student has gotten his juices up in some way, he will think about such material outside of school, argue about it at the dinner table, take a book about it out of the library, choose the topic for his next paper. Accuracy will start to matter, but only if it follows engagement, only if the student has put himself on the line. Only then will he care if he gets his dates right or if he finds himself changing his interpretation of something. He has started to grapple with a question of importance to him, and it may well emerge into a lifelong interest and a lifelong habit. 

Source F

Boyer, Ernest L. and Martin Kaplan. “A Call for a Core Curriculum.” Change, May/June 1994.

Boyer has served as a United States Commissioner of Education and Kaplan has served as an Assistant United States Commissioner of Education.  This article was first published in 1977 and republished in 1994.

Throughout human history, education has mirrored the state of civilizations. The education of Americans--what is taught and what is learned--speaks to the conditions of our times. If much of the content of our education now seems atomistic, "value free," and without a common center, it reflects to a large degree the American condition--now culturally dispersive and devoid of shared assumptions.

Can the American Experiment survive, in the long run, without exposing our people educationally to their common bonds? Or is it possible to reveal to our citizens, with their thousand varied roots, some core of educational experience that may help assure social continuity rather than further outward dispersion? We believe that social survival in this and the next century is more likely when a common sharing of our human voyage is rediscovered by our educational leaders. We believe that we are indeed in a race for social survival and that some return to a core of learning is crucial to the larger national goals of America's third century.

To build a core curriculum today might seem a hard, perhaps impossible task. Everything--the vanished consensus, the spread of knowledge, institutional inertia--argues against it.

Yet while diversity necessarily and correctly affirms the individual, education for independence is not enough. Education for interdependence is just as vital. Only a common core of study confronts the fact that isolation and integration are both essential, that social connection points are crucial for greater understanding and survival. Loss of spirit, lack of inspiration, the clash of special interests, the decline of common loyalties--all these must now give way to an awareness based on new global relationships of mutual dependence.

