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Cutting things out
of the ouer-crowded
curriculum presents
our only chancefor
getting students to
go deeper, think
harder, push past
complacency to the
habits Qf mind
Essential schools

hold dear. But what

goes and what
stays? And who
decides?

BY KATHLEEN CUSHMAN

Less Is More:

The Secret of Being Essential
PRETTY MUCH EVERYBODY

agrees: "Less Is More" is the
toughest of the Coalition's Nine
Common Principles to explain and
to live by. What does it mean? (An
array of possibilities worthy of an
old-style multiple-choice test
springs all too easily to mind-
reading fewer books, spending less
time in school, perhaps even doing
less homework?) Does it advise

teachers to spend less time on some
things and more on others? If so,
what goes and what increases-and
what effect do those changes have
on student achievement?

Merely because the maxim is so
catchy, people are apt to use "Less
Is More" to serve whatever

purposes they like, including as a
deliberately misleading attack on
Essential School ideas. In fact,

however, the second of Theodore

Sizer's founding precepts is among
the most closely reasoned and
intellectually rigorous of the nine-
and by far the most difficult and
demanding to put into practice. It
asks schools to limit and simplify
their goals, so every student might
master a limited number of essential

skills and areas of knowledge,
rather than race to cover broader

content in conventionaiTy detined
"subjects." And it asks them to re-
design their academic offerings so
they will center more around "the
intellectual and imaginative powers
and competencies students need."

Simple as it seems, when teach-

ers put it into practice "Less Is
More" affects virtually every aspect
of schooling, from curriculum to
pedagogy, from teachers' tasks to
student schedules. Those Essential
schools that have taken it most

seriously describe dramatic
changes-in school structure, in
political and educational discourse,
and in the levels of student achieve-

ment-since they have taken on this
Common Principle.

Less'Stuff,' More Thought
"Serious use of the mind takes

time," Ted Sizer argues. "If you
have really high intellectual
standards for kids, the curriculum

overloaded with stuff has to give
way." To write well requires
painstaking revision, he notes, just
as to read deeply requires the time
to go over text closely again and
again. "Practicing any art or any
science means circling around a
subject, trying this and trying that,
asking questions that simply cannot
be answered in a trivial way."

This common-sensical observa-

tion holds true in extensive research

findings about how humans team.
In the last few decades cognitive
theorists have firmly established
that we come to know things not by
simply memorizing or accumulating
facts, but by thinki,ig things through,
This is an active process; it puts
information into a meaningful con-
text and asks us to struggle with its
complexities and contradictions.



What Defines a Good Thinker?

At the heart of good thinking David Perkins suggests in his 1992 book Smart
Schools, is the "thinking disposition"-an indination to learn that encompasses
the abilities or "know-how" we want children to acquire. Good teachers
model, cultivate, point out and reward these dispositions, he says, in every
thing from classroom discussions to assessment activities. Perkins and his
colleagues Eileen Jay and Shari Tishman offer the following model of the
thinking dispositions:

1. The disposition to bebroadandd adventurous
2. The disposition toward sustained intellectual curiosity.
3. The dispositiontoclarify andseek understanding.
4. Thedispositiontobeplanfuland strategic.
5. The dispositiontobeintellectually careful
6. The disposition to seek and evaluate reasons.
7. The disposition to be metacognitive [to think about thinking and learningl.

When the fruit is there-when

students are standing up in front of
people in the community and being
real contributors-then 'Less Is

More' falls into place and makes
sense"

"Part of the tension comes from

how you report things to parents,"
observes National Re:Learning
Faculty member Simon Hole, who
teaches fourth-graders at the
Narragansett Pier School in Rhode
Island. "In elementary school just as
in high school, people get very anx-
ious about covering skill work-in
this case things like spelling and
arithmetic facts. If we neglect the
higher order skills, though, kids end
up at nine years old already having
Right Answer Compulsion. That's
deadly."

instead, Hole says, his teaching
team pushes students to express
opinions, back them with evidence,
and connect their understanding
with other things they know.

"When f m working with staff
from other schools, I ask people to
suspend their disbelief/' he says.
"Pick one thing about which you all
can say,'Kids need more of this'-
like asking good questions-then
really zero in on that, and let every-
thing you do push toward it. That
doesn't mean we don't value other

things; we know enough to fold
skills like spelling and computation
i,ito top-shelf projerts. But kids are
in school to learn how to think!"
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Still, "nowhere on the report
card is there a line that says 'Critical
Thinking,'" Hole says ruefully.
"We've begun to work with parents
on that, getting away from assigning
grades and toward new rubrics." A
better report card, he suggests,
would let parents know how the
child's writing looks, perhaps by
comparing it against a standard or
by displaying progress in graphs.

The Habit of Thinking
If we really believe, as Simon Hole
says, that children are in school to
learn to think, then "Less Is More"

becomes a bald necessity. To nur-
ture good habits of mind, Ted Sizer
argues, schools must accept their
responsibility to teach facts-the
"stu ff' of knowledge-in context,
then to provide repeated and mean-
ingful ways for students to practice
using them. A youngster learns the
Bill of Rights; we ask him to apply it
to past, present, and hypothetical
situations. A student learns that

John Milton was blind; we ask her to
show how that illuminate his poet-
ry. Through time-consuming activi-
ties like these, students think their
way to learning. What they retain-
the "residue" of their school years-
is then not the stuff of Trivial

Pursuit, Sizer says, but the mixture
of awareness and logic that charac-
terizes the people we most admire.

More, Sizer insists, we must

reinforce such habits by building
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them into the machinery of assess-
ment "Our testing systems iralue
the immediate," he says. "The 30-
minute writing sample in the SAT
sends out exactly the wrong mes-
sage; none of us wants to be judged
on the first draft of something we've
only had 30 minutes to write about."

Unless we restructure schools

deliberately to support these
thoughtful habits, some critics
contend, we give out the cynical
message that education has become
merely a vocational pursuit,
designed solely to train children for
the marketplace of the next century.
Posed against this is the purist
model held by those who yeam to
"transmit" a fixed and isolated tradi-

tion to the young just as one passes
on the family farm, argues Benjamin
Barber, a professor of political scien-
tist at Rutgers University. Alan
Bloom (77ie Closi,rg of the American
Mind) represents the purist, Barber
says; Christopher Whittle, with his
advertising-drenched "curriculum,"
the vocationalist. In his book An

Aristocmcy of Everyone, Barber wryly
proposes a multiple-choice test for
"what our 47-year-olds know,"
arguing that our society gives a host
of implicit signals to the young
about what things we value most.

"Book publishers are financially
rewarded today for publishing
(a) cookbooks (b) cat books (c) how-

to books (d) popular potboilers
(e) critical editions of Immanuel

Kant's early writings," one typical
test item reads. "For extra credit,"
the list concludes, "name the ten liv-
ing poets who most influenced your
life, and recite a favorite stanza.
Well, then, never mind the stanza,

just name the poets. Okay, not ten,
just five. Two? So, who's your
favorite running back?"

"As soon as you define stan-
dards in terms of intellectual rigor
rather than in precocity in rattling
off facts," says Ted Sizer, "your cov-
erage shrinks. Let teachers decide
together how that plays out with
each group of kids. Let them display
the work that follows. Let serious

knowledge be used well." Quod emt
demonstmmium. Less is more. 0
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Getting Students to Do More with Less:
One Teacher Whittles Down her Humanities Curriculum

by Carol I.Qcerenza-Bjork, National Re:Learning Faculty member

At West Hill High School in Stamford, Connecticut,
English tmcher Carol i.cerenzn-Bjerk and her ninth-grade
shidents developed a curriculum thut would achieve their
objectiva by giving more attention to fewer required texts.
Here is her account of how that year-long course took
shape, as they planned backwards from the outcomes they
aimed for:

DEFINING THE OUTCOMES

First, outcomes were explicit and focused:

• Students will demonstrate that they can apply
interpretations and analyses of literature, film,
journalimtic nonfiction, and essays to contemporary
issues and thinking in order to constuct meaning
that wit! prepare them to solve problems now and in
the future.

• Students will demonstrate that they can articulate
and defend a position in a variety of mediums, in the
oral, written, and visual domains, developed from
data individually and collectively obtained and stud-
ied, related to questions about the human condition.

• Students will demonstrate their skills in problem-
solving and focused study both in groups and indi-
vidually. In connection with this, students will
demonstrate their ability to sort and prioritize infor-
mation in order to use it to construct knowledge.

• Students will demonstrate that they understand
the value of collaboration, cooperation, and self-
governance.

THE FINAL ASSESSMENTS

Next, the kind and number of final assessments of
student work were narrowed and few, while the
number of assessment tasks throughout the year
were varied and many, depending on the individual
"need for practice." The final assessment vehicles
were assigned, as follows:

WRITING

One paper, in response toan essential question of the
student's choice, that 1) examines multiple
perspectives on the question, problems and
additional questions it raises and 2) focuses on the
studenrs position about how the question and its
possible answers and solutions (or lack thereof) affect
individuals and society.
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RHETORIC

One formal presentation in which the student
1) describes how his orher question is

formulated and focused, and why it is
important to study,

2) shares the evidence he or she has collected

in order to develop a position, and
3) articulates his or her position, using vigials,

as appropriate.

DISCOURSE

One seminar, organized, researched and led with
two other students who will be released from four

class days during the year to do whatever group
preparation is necessary before facilitating the
sen6nar.

HOW WE MANAGED LEARNING

INDEPENDENT AND GROUP WORK

Throughout the year students used class readings,
independent reading active listening and group and
individual research to complete assessment tasks
related to, and that would prepare them for, their
final assessments. They could essentially choose
whateverthey wished to pursue that end, so that the
content was varied and individualized, but the appli-
cation of the knowledge was structured by the out-
comes and assessments.

CLASSWORK

To provide students with the learning skills they
needed in order to reach the outcomes, we as a. team
(teacher and students) decided to focus on a question
of importance to them at the time: Can we predict by
the nature, actions and influence of a leader (or lead-
ership), what the behaviors of a society wjll be? Or
do the behaviors of a society shape in predictable,
pattemed ways what kind of leader or leadership
willemerge?

From an extensive curriculum list of readings,
we decided that we could best focus on this question
if we narrowed our work to a study of several "clas-
sics" and several contemporary works. We chose
Oedipus the King, Antigone, Animal Farm, 1984, Julius
Caesar, 78£ Autobiogmphy of Malcolm X, and Lzan on
Me.

continued on next page
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