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Do you remember what you learned in high school? 
Much of what is taught in the classroom stays the same, year after year, from generation to generation.   Homer's Odyssey for example.  Or Algebra.  But of course, a lot changes, too.    As part of our series “Studying High School” we wanted to know what students are learning these days.   So we spent some time in class at Western Guilford High School in Greensboro.  Emily Hanford has this story. 

Angela Johnson is doing what she loves… teaching Shakespeare.
ACT: Every hand should be raised for this one…and will not fail... what?...laughter.. (fade)
Today Johnson is asking her students to identify quotes from Macbeth.
ACT: But screw you’re courage… and will not fail.. umm.. Jasmine… Lady Macbeth?...  Just kill Duncan... to get the kingship…(fade under)
This is an advanced level English class.  Students say it’s one of the toughest courses at Western, and one of the best.  Johnson says most of the students start the semester with a shrug, complaining “oh, we’re going to read Macbeth!”
(class sounds continue under ACT)

ACT: but once we get started in it, they like it, and you see they do know a lot about this play.
ACT: help her out, she’s found it, what has just occurred?  Student: Duncan’s been killed and they are going to bury his body on Iona… yeah..(fade under)
Johnson’s been teaching high school for 30 years because of what she calls the “spontaneous eruptions of joy” that happen almost every day in the classroom.   She wants her students to love literature as much as she does.  DePaul Mittman has been teaching almost as long as Angela Johnson.  (sound up ...”The French were losing.”  (or another class moment?)
This is his African-American history class, and his message is “know something about your history, it matters.”  Today the class is talking about the experience of African-American soldiers returning to the U-S after World War 1.
ACT: We get off the boat (EDIT) walk into the bar (EDIT), uniform on and what happens? S: They put you out. T: They put us out. And (EDIT) we made the world safe for democracy, what about the United States? (fade under….)

For DePaul Mittman, the classroom is a stage.  He says he has to be a performer to keep kids’ attention, and he must be willing to change topics, bring in references to pop culture, veer off in unexpected directions.
ACT: Have you seen the Great Gatsby, or read The Great Gatsby? Yes, I’m reading – it’s good, it’s like one of—.. (speed this up) Yeah, yeah, it is a trashy novel. That’s what it’s all about. It’s a trashy soap opera (EDIT) Those folks, they need to go to church on Sunday morning, you know? Well, that didn’t help Hester Prynne now did it… in fact that was her problem wasn’t it…I like Hester... (fade)

Mittman loves teaching this class because he has a lot of freedom to teach what he wants, the way he wants. 
ACT: If I want to spend two weeks on Civil War, I can spend two weeks on the civil war.
But this is an elective.  The required courses at Western, and all high schools in North Carolina, are called EOC courses.  That means students take a state mandated end-of-course test… and in Guilford County, teachers receive specific instructions about what to teach so students are ready for that test.
ACT: Two years ago they gave us this.
Dirk Lambertson is a math and physics teacher.  He’s holding a big book of lesson plans for Algebra 2.
ACT: and it is day-by-day, all 90 days of the semester.  And so, on Day 10, this is what we are supposed to teach. Day 11… And it writes it out, you know, it gives us what the central question is, it tells you what to do, and in teacher-led discussion, say these things, put these problems up (EDIT) so somebody could walk in who has never taught before and teach the course to em.
Lambertson says there’s no time in his class anymore for what he calls “teachable moments” – talking to students, relating school to their lives, answering their questions….
ACT: And the territory of Carthage became a Roman province called Africa… well I have a question… (take some tape of class earlier than this so the “question” reference is not at the top) (Use the tape where he talks about slavery)
This is World History for 9th graders. The teacher’s Robert Lamberth.  (ACT: bubble up _ I have a question) His lecture about the Romans taking slaves inspires a question about Abraham Lincoln and slavery.

ACT: Why was that dude president, why was he … like living in a house of racism…That will take two days of teaching, you’ll learn more about it in... just tell me, just tell me
But Lamberth’s on a tight schedule, and he doesn’t digress.
ACT: You’re going to learn more about in US history.
(You’ll learn more later is not what these students want to hear)

They’re going to have to wait two years - U-S history happens when they’re juniors Many students at Western express frustration about how planned out and strictly regimented their education seems to be. Jesse Callahan says in a lot of his classes, the teachers…
ACT: They just show you... this is what you need to know for the test.  Now know it.  That seems to be all the classes are about.
Jesse wants more.  So does Dejanell Mittman.  She’s a junior – and yes, she is teacher DePaul Mittman’s daughter.
ACT: I know nowadays it’s all getting ready for that test and making that A, and if I learn something along the way, that’s great too.
The priorities are all mixed up, says teacher Angela Johnson.
ACT: we’re just losing the teaching of thinking. 
She says everything now is about facts and information.

ACT: And education is not all facts.  And we’re forgetting that. And I don’t think we’re producing more educated children. We’re producing more astute test takers.  In fact now we have classes where we teach children how to take a test. 
ACT:  (fade up) But in the time allotted you can easily write a four or five paragraph essay if you plan it… (fade under)

This is SAT prep.  Forty eight seniors have been excused from their regular classes – they’ll spend three hours a day for two weeks taking this class.  Right now they’re preparing for the new SAT writing test.

ACT: And then spend about 17 minutes writing, and always leave yourself time to proof read, time to go back any minor grammar mistakes that might jump out at the reader and cost you points.
High SAT scores bring prestige to a school – and in Guilford County they’re used to judge the job performance of the principal and the Superintendent. Most of the students in this class have already taken the SAT, but they’ve been persuaded to try again with the promise that if their scores go up, they can leave school grounds during lunch for the rest of the year.  But will showing students how to write an essay that will score points on a test make them better writers?
ACT: shuffling papers

Probably not, says English teacher Andrea Julian.  She’s in her classroom going through her students’ senior research papers.    
ACT: what I notice with their writing is it’s very list-like, they have no flow, no transition from idea to idea.  Firefighters spend much of their time at fire stations.  When the alarm sounds, firefighters react quickly.  They respond regardless of the weather or the hour.  Firefighting involves the risk of death and injury…. (fade under)
Julian says this paper is pretty typical of what she gets from her students.  She says she always has a few terrific writers, and also a few students who really don’t know how to put a sentence together.  And it’s always been like this – she says whatever is going on in education doesn’t seem to make it better, or worse.  As a teacher she gets discouraged a lot.  But she also gets some great surprises.
ACT:  Devease warming up 
The assignment for today’s senior English class is to present an oral report on The Canterbury Tales.  Most of the students stand up and give plot summaries, basically book reports.  But then it’s Jessica Beaumont’s turn, and she gets a little help from her classmate Day-vease Simpson:

ACT: (Devease beat): Queen Xenobia.. .. bump, bump, bump
Teacher Andrea Julian stands at the back of the class and smiles… and so does everyone else in the room.

ACT: …. Rap continues … “hoping for.”
I’m Emily Hanford, North Carolina Public Radio – WUNC

I’m Emily Hanford

ACT: Horatius like Martin., he had a dream.. to get smacked down… clapping.
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