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Nurturing The Inner Child In Kindergarten

By Leah D. Casner. Leah D. Casner is a writer living in Brooklyn.

MY HUSBAND AND I recently received my son's kindergarten progress

report. I was pleased to see he got an "E" (excellent) for "showing

persistence in trying to become involved with new concepts." I felt for

those parents whose children had actually succeeded in becoming involved

with new concepts and therefore must have received a "needs

improvement" in showing persistence.

I know about those new concepts, too. They're right up there with

"higher concepts." At our first parent-teacher conference, I told my

son's teacher that he liked to practice math with his brother's

second-grade math workbook, that he could already add and subtract, and

had figured out multiplication by himself. She explained that in this

class they were more concerned with higher concepts, such as lesser and

greater. Well, that shut me up. I had thought that one would have to

know these things to be able to add and subtract.

The progress report also said my son "enjoys participating in art

activities," and this includes "using materials creatively." I thought

all children did that. I would prefer a little less creative use,

actually. I guess his teacher would have approved when my son and his

big brother poured their baby sister's rice cereal on the bed and said,



"Look, Mommy, snow!" I suppose it was also very artistic when they put

the potatoes, which they had been creatively using as bowling balls,

behind the toilet when I told them to put them away. It was darn near

performance art when they threw all the toys out the first-floor window.

I just got mad - and now I find out I should have applied for an NEA

grant.

Another of my son's academic strengths is "experiencing curiosity."

I've wondered how one "experiences" curiosity. How does it compare with

having, or feeling, curiosity? Can you have curiosity and not experience

it? Can you experience it and not have it? Can you experience someone

else's curiosity? And, I'm told, he also "takes risks with new things."

He sure does. So far, he's taking major risks with the words he brings

home, the songs he repeats and the obnoxious behavior he displays. His

teacher may think this is excellent, but it's making me regret ever

sending him to school.

"Uses non-standard forms of measurement" is another of his

scholastic accomplishments. Nothing, however, about using standard forms

of measurement. He did tell me the other day that the foot is as long as

a person's foot. Any person's foot. Very non-standard. It's a shame my

kids don't do the grocery shopping, because they'd understand better

than I why all the packages in the supermarkets are the same size but

have different weights and prices. Clearly our society is advancing to

higher concepts in measurement.

I didn't realize how soon (and at how young an age) I would turn



into an old fogey. Send the kids off to school and - boom! - you're

a mother from another century. I wanted the kids to learn arithmetic,

but what they're having is a "mathematics experience." Getting in touch

with their times tables. Finding exact answers is considered a

stultifying and anxiety-producing activity, so they're encouraged to

estimate. Once, advanced skills in mathematics like my son has shown

might have gotten him recruited for college by age 8. Now perfection is

a drawback. It's not precision that counts, it's the process. Would Dr.

Salk have said, "That vaccine seems about right! Let's stick a few kids

with some needles."

I really shouldn't be complaining, though. My son had a great year

with a lovely teacher who exposed them to wonderful things. The class

listened to Beethoven and Mozart and Bach, watched chicks hatch,

published their own books. And the teacher was not responsible for the

ridiculous standard-issue report card (oops, progress report) that she

had to fill out. But someday these children will need to earn a living.

When they are the CEOs of major corporations and use non-standard forms

of measurement in issuing paychecks, will this be considered a form of

risk-taking? Or of using materials creatively?
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When my oldest son began kindergarten, I noticed just how ethnically varied the gifted
classes in District 15 in Brooklyn were.
The students ranged from middle class to upper middle class, and their parents came
from so many diverse places that, while one of them had played in some college
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musicals with my ex-brother-in-law, it had been a completely different region of the
country (Michigan.)

After some time it became apparent to people, people with sincere beliefs in
multiculturalism, people with real social consciences, people truly concerned about the
inequalities in our society, people whose kids didn't get into the gifted program, that the
program did not accurately reflect the population of the neighborhood.

This problem created a lot of arguments at school board meetings, with names like
"elitist," "racist" and "right wing stealth candidates" tossed about, and a lot of trouble at
the district office with a constant onslaught of telephone calls to see if their child had
moved any higher on the waiting list.

This wore out the district administrators, so they did the only logical thing.They choose a
different Stanford-Binet IQ test as the criterion to get into the program. The more modern
test was considered less culturally biased , so now instead of rejecting a greater
percentage of minority children, it rejected almost everyone.From having a long waiting
list for each of the 75 openings for each grade, now some of the slots were left unfilled,
even by the gifted culturally diverse.
But even this sincere effort to rectify inequalities was not enough to stifle the critics. The
school board was forced to move drastically. They set up a task force, the eternal
bureaucratic way to annihilate critics by weighing them down with so much paper they
are forced to spend all their time practicing intensive recycling. This freed up the school
board to attain the important educational goal of taking a retreat.
Nonetheless, many undeterred people insisted on participating in the task force, even
though guest speakers unashamedly used phrases such as "models that are flexible," "
Renzuli model" and "nurturing multiple intelligences." In case you are only familiar with
multiple intelligences from the 70s classic "Sybill," they are defined as : linguistic,
logical, musical, spatial, bodily and intra- and inter- personal. The latter was explained as
the ability innate in politicians, which perhaps is a talent which ought to be stomped out
rather than nurtured.
The leaders of the task force were particularly concerned about "achieving consensus."
There was a lot of discussion about consensus, from the planning committee to the
various subcommittees. Achieving consensus is the simultaneous orgasm of
progressivism, much hoped for but seldom achieved.
One principal explained that without consensus, which the district had years of training
in, those who are not satisfied with any particular plan would try to sabotage the results.
Which gave those of us not so intimately involved in school politics a wonderful opinion
of those who were.
After nearly a year and a half of wrangling, the task force had not quite achieved
consensus. Oh, some people had come close, exclaiming in meetings "I'm becoming
very excited here!" but the general feeling was one of letdown. "No, that's ok, I'm fine!
Maybe I didn't reach consensus but it was still very nice! Really!"



In this anticlimactic state, the task force presented its findings on testing, on the form
that gifted education should take, and on the role of middle schools in gifted education,
to the school board.
Actually what was presented for discussion was a distillation, or some might say,
dissolution of the task forces' work. Topics on which consensus had not been reached
were left out of the report. What was reported suggested that there should be some form
of gifted education in the district, but did not define what gifted was or what form the
program should take, except to say the current program should be maintained at a
minimum. Any other school was welcome to call any program it would develop or already
had a gifted program.
Skipping children ahead could be a gifted program. Not skipping children ahead could
also be a gifted program. Not seeking to identify children as gifted could also be called a
gifted program.
The lame duck school board voted on the resolutions at their final meeting in June. All
but one of the recommendations were approved. I can't say I'm satisfied. I think I'll have a
cigarette.
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