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DEFENSIVE TEACHING AND CLASSROOM CONTROL
Our image of the one-room s¢hoolteacher, or the master of
a.Latin;graﬁmaf school, is,a teacher who wielded the hickory stick
. ' in vorder to.make students learn. Student discipline, . -~ sittin% on

hard benches, standing to recite, maintaining absolute silence unless

, ‘ ~ L, Lo
spoken to —— was instrumental.to mastering the content, A Study of

four Wisconsin high schools reveals that today many teachers reverse -
. * ( v

those ends and means., They maintain discipline by the'ways they

¢ .
present course content. They choase ta simplify content and reduce
\ N
~ demands on students in return for classroom order and minimal studept
- . . ‘ . -
compliance on assignments. Feeling lgss authority than their Latin-’

-

grammar school counterpart, they teahﬁ "defensively,"

choosing
fethods of preéentation and evaluati%n which they hope will make their

workload more efficient and create as little student resistance as
» — i

]

.
-

possible. These findings aré iqteresting because they Shed light on
the daily processes by which schools mediate Eul;urai knowledge to

students. They are important because they demonstrate some of the
specific dynamics which lie behind the much-publicized. lowered |, ’

. Y

. expectations-students and teachers are bringing to the classroom,

.o o~

In addition, they are significant because the teachers whg teach

\
deiensively do not gt any one ideological or dem@nic category,

and they use these techniques of classroom control with students of‘

4

all ability levels and perceived "differences."
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This report-of *'defensive Eeéching" is one detail in a seties . .-
.' of research prvjects on the nature of high school ;ocial studies
vcurricula. Before elaborating the techniques the teachers zsed, and
. their éxpresséd rationale féF selecting them, it will be necessary
\ to explain these fiﬂdings in relation to the larger rei?arch projects
which bro?ght them to light;
’ . . ’ Concentric Cipclgs of gurriculum Analysis

When Dwayne Heubner described cuéfiqulum as "the accessibigty .

of knowledge," he was making .the point that the curriculum was not

. »~ * .
\ merely the content or curriculum guide, but the totality of the - °
learning environment within which that content became accessible
. to sr.udents.1 Although he meant to call attention to many of the’ o

physicai attributes of the educative setting, his conception of -

curriculum as knowledge access has provided an th'phrase for

shiféing c&rriculum analysis away from formal definitions of course

¢ content and.§§udept achievement, towardi;he 6};giné’9nd nature of
the conéent‘it;elf. The question.of the role of the school in T ; '
~m;king knowledge access%ble to studeﬁfs becgme the central ;esearch R
qpestion of a series of three studies ‘lf hléh sghool social studies

. -

' curricula conducted between 1975 and 1981. 'Beéigﬁipg at the classroém,

t

. and expanding into the institutional and societal contexts of sthe N .

R classroom, tﬁése studies focused on thé‘nble of the school in conveying.

» >

information to” studentst What kinds ofknowlédég do gchéols make

ToA

. . accessible? Haqw is school knowledge a product of the waxs‘of knowing

~ A .

students encounter in school?’ . ~
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The first study in this series was an, intensive°ethnographic -

analysis of the nagure of,the economics information to which high

. school students are ‘exposed in their required social studies classes.

r

The research began =t the classroom level, where students encounter

H

school knowledge. The intent of the study was to. contrast the treatment

of such historical topics as social, political and military history,

with economics information, a subject teachers are ysually presumed to

. -

. .be less comfortable with or less trained in. .Daily observations in

" three teachers! classes for a semester were supplemented with intervie%s

14

of the studentsvand;seachers and investigation into the hiétory.of .

the school and its policies. °The, purpose of the daily observatiQns,

P ] *
' rather than mere analysis of course outlines and stexts, was to try to -

§
ascerta%n not only. what information about the American economy was

made accessible to students, but in what ways students encountered the

.

information. o . .
M ]

The findings on these two questions can be summarized a8

]

'follows. While the ngache;s in most cases gave a great deal of time 7

-~

to economics topics within,their history classes, and one was trained
’ N

.4in economics auod. interested in it, unit ‘titles were not necessarily

indicative bf‘course content. ébntrary to the expectation (or, hypothesis) ,

’ ¢ ) -

/ , - .
that economics information would be treated more supe.rficiall§v than
other historical topics, all topicg in this gouthern Wisconsin high

Y

school's observed classesswere ydduced "to simplistic, teacher-controlled

A ) . L

information whith required’no reading ox writing by the students,

3 - '!‘.v,

little or no student giscussian and very little use of the school's
extensive resources. This pattern distorted, or truncated, even those

economics topics which were included. The teachers at this school,.
. ~

- ! *
.

whose lectufes provide manyfof the examples of ' defensive teaching to

te"

be discussed below, offered conscious reasons for wishing to control

4 g
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student access to information. Intépviews with the teachers revealed .

s that they had a much broader knowledge of the‘economy, both acadeﬁically
and experieﬁtially, than they admitted in class. Their stated goal
of making sure students understood "how things work" was tempered by

[ .
~ their expressed fear that students might find out about the

injustices and inadequacie; of their economic and political institutions.

For these teachers, knowledée access, a g&al consistent with the {good

e, .

reputation of their middle-class school anj7of their status in it,

was proscribed by their deliberate selectidns of lecture topics
. - , o

which would distance the gtudents from the content. Their patterns

of knowledge control were, according to their own statements in taped .

interviews, rooted in their desire for classroom control. Their

* & . N
memories of the Vietnam war era made them wish to avoid topics on

which the studeﬁts were likgiy to disagree with their views or which -

»
¢ -

wSﬁld make the students dcynicalv about American institutionms.

>

Administrative policies which had redrawn the school's boundary to

~

.  include more working-class families and which had done away with
ability-group (I.0.) tracking had caused the teachers to feel that
their ghool was not "as good' as it used to be." The intangible

.rewards of teaching .. 'the "best" students in the "best" high school

v
e » .

had been taken away, over their protests, and no incentives to deal

) ’ '

with the new groups of students or newly heterogenous classes had e
taken their place. Their expectations of their students and of their

Lo own ability to affect student learning skills had , in their mind, been
k}(. \ , .
- .progressively lowered over the recent past. They saw student ability

levels as endpoints which limited what they could do {5 their classes,

not as beginning points for teacher help and instruction.
. . e . \

. In addition, they felt burdened by an éﬁmiﬁist;ﬁtion which

RJ!:\ -. expected them to enforce rules of discipline, but which' rédrely

AN
-~

b
, - .
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backed them on that enforcement. As a result, they wanted fo avr{id as
. ' . .

‘many inefficient_gxchanges as possible in order to get through the -

day. I have described their control of classroom knowledge as their.
' T L] . ‘.
negatiation of efficiencies: they calculated how much of their persopnal

.

knowledge of the'econony apd other aspects of the society under study

Mo put at risk in ‘the classroom, given their small financial rewards
. \

.

and professional incentives when contrasted with the potential for

A N ‘
" \

classroom disorder, dissent and conflict. Economics infornation

available, then, to their students reflected not their amount of

-

traiming or interest in the subject, .nor their particular political

position on a topic, but their skills Jof maintaining classroom

2

\ control. (Ironically, their very attempt to‘minimize student

cynicism by slmplifiying content and avoiding class discussion only
heightened sfodent—disbelief of school knowledge and fostered in ‘students

greater disengagement from the learning process. As discussed at
(_ / by N . f

1ength in another paper, interviews with the students reve$led .

how suspect they found school knowledge, espeeially if anyfteacherr
\'. . * ’
supplied inferfiation was contradicted by an.independent(\source.3
y + : ,
Just as the teachers'fpore complex personal Bnowledge of the .topics

was masked by their .desire for classroom order and efficiency, the

. v - A [ , . ) ‘.
students appeared to acquiesce to the pattern of classroom knowledge,

- ' - . o
only to %ilently resist believing it.) - BN
4 4 - o

Lt - -GL— ‘ " Because the(teachers attribqted so much of'their need for .. R
. . : . .
classroom efficiency to an administrative’ context which plaeed gonstraints (
¢ N
- y o
without accompanying supports (as in the addition of lower-income
A S S

<
v

neighborhoods to the school's boundary, or, in de-tracking), a secorid '
« “ ¢ e
study broadened the circle of analysis from the classroom to the )
< ; . . .

4
instituﬁion itself. Three high schools, also in Wisconsin and having

[]2312« simihr student populations, were chosen for their Variation from the .

. { . - .
h ' 44;44444444444444:4444ji;4_:Z_;__L4444444444444;;;___:_______4____;;_LJ
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first- high school in the ways their administration related to'ﬁhacher

’

oversight and classroom procesSes. The purpose was to see how'much,of
‘0 —V ‘

the knobledge control in the first schooI would, be common to schools -

’ '

having different administrative contexts within which teacher made .
. ’ \ ' .

Briefly stated the
chief finding was that the administrative contegt can greatlv‘affect
what teachers do, what they demand of thémsevles and each other in the o

way of collecting, designing and using resources. Administrative

arrangements which encourage and actively support collective work, which

structurally support unified curricula across normal subject boundaries,

k]

and most important, which do not subordinate the educative goals of the 4
A
school to goals of order and control, can make teachers more willing to’ ¢
« - .

open up their personal information in the classroom as it relates to

cburse content. What these administrative arrangements faiL to completely

resolve is what is required of séudents. Thus, though their students '

express less suspicion of teacher-supplied information, they nevertheless still

feel more pressure from the social control goals of the school (especially °

\

in earning required cregits, rlgardless of content or*quality of work)

than from a need to learn about a subject or a method of inquiry.
In the first school, I described the classroom 4ynamics as' a negotiation

'
bewteen students and teachers, each trying to maintain their own efficiencies,

and in the process ‘reducing the teaching-learning interaction to a ritual,

whosevsubstnace neither took very seriously.

.

In the administrative study, - »
it became clear that the actual structure which linked teachers and

administrators was less determinative of classroom procedures than the way

~

(

.that structure was used to resolve (or exacerbate) the tension

betWeen the educative and the social control
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goals Lf the schoJl. Whenever- administratiwe personnel devot"e'most '
- 4 .
of the staff 's time, meetings, and resources to discussions of .

hall order, diScipline and numbers of course credits earned, teachers

»

-+ respond with overt but usually reluctant compliance on those goals,

but reduced effort toward only minimal standards in their actdhl

—

\\eaching.' Students “do ot always understand where teacher motivations’ .

.
1

originate, nof even that the teachers.know that the course is'watered '
T / T R : B
down or undemanding, but they do sense when the teachers take the

,WOFF seriously.S Wheh students see minimal teaching, -they respond
with minimal'classroom effort (which is not the same ag minimal
learning; many sgudents, like th teachers, are far more articulate'
and'inforned on a given topic than the classroom brocesses make :
' admissible to the:lassroom).0 Much of thetstudens apathy, and even \ ‘ )
‘occasional resistance, which admjnistrators see as a notivation problem“

-

requiring more discipline procedures, arises i% these schools precisely

from the fact that goals'of order have already undermined the ability

of staff to deal with educative goals.

The third study in this set of‘concentric circles does not
provide any of‘the examples of defensive teahhing which will be
explored. But it does illuninate.the context within which teachers

are making curricular decisions. The two previeus ethnographic .

4

studies revealed through teacher and student intervieﬁs some of the  °*

effects student part-time employment has on high school classrooms.

Teachers reduce the number o& complexity of assignments, or choose to

lecture rather _than hold a discussion based on an assignment becauSe

~ o~ g
N

SO many students work long hours, many more than 30 hours ger week.

) The students work for many reasons, but more for buying major purchases »

3

.than saving for college or*helping support their fanilies. The third phase

»

\ .
. ’of the research is a survey of students' employment and perceptions of its
“

v o9 .
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effects on their school work.6~In Anterviews,
Py . . . L , N
many . have expressed frustration that so little "happens" at school;’
L e

having:so little significant studying or ‘homework, ‘they decide to
//add five hour hours to their work week. The teachers exﬁress anger '
at thé students' prioriti®€s™and o B0 resent the students' spending

power, In silent retaliatiofior in frustratdon aftervtrying to TBget .1

sleepy students to discuss, they water down the content even further.

.
£ .

The cycle of resentment and low expectations that this pattern of

student employment fuels 1is, talked about by school personnel'at'afli

] "o a
.

four high'schools. But school personnel so far only talk abopt it,

o

talk about how it includes 'even the bright kids now," taIk about

- R .. \'.

how inflation only makes it more likely tb cOntinue._ But none have .

taken. into account what it means to their program, whether there are
. ‘ LY
ways to creatively respond and take new economic realities into the :

A

learningprocess So, even though that next pha;e of . the research

on the origins*and effects of social studies content is not _completed
and does not offer us new,examples of.defensive_teaehing strategies

it is mentioned here because it helps explain the context within which
teachers are making curricular decisions. y

. 1

' -Conceptions of Schpol Knowledge s
In making school knowledge a problematic, omne goes against the
long—standing tradition of social studies curriculum research

Careful reading of tNe comprehensive survey of social istudies education

%

research‘g;onsored by the National Science Fownd atien and the Social

~ ‘

Science Education Consortium reveals the acceptance by most education

-

researchers‘pf the course titles and educationist instructional jargon

.

. 7 : . v : .
at face value. Every study cited in the sections on the "effectiveness"
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of social studies instfuctional methods and’ mate¥ials left unexamined
. . o,
the assumption that schools exist to convey information, to increase

learnings, to igprease'achievements. Discussion of content and

instructional'meth were treated separately in the survey Qf recent

[}

research, appropriate to their traditional theoretical separation ';

in the ends-means conceptualization which underlies most education
research. This attention to goal attainment ("effectiveness") omits *
two considerations. The first is the interrelation of instructional
process with_instructional content apart from the effectivesnss
standard; that is, how the methods and forms of conveying ‘knowledge
_affect the knowledge ifself,and in turn affect student perceptions.
The second is the,oossibility that producing "effects" in terms of
student_learnings or achieve’ments migh‘t not be a.primary.goals of the\
-‘classroom interaction: There was no analytical category for what
might be suffering omission in the information exchange. Our

attention has been so foécused on what teachers (curriculum planners)

~want students to learn, that we have no empirical precedent for

o ’ .

While a research procedures for analyzing the inaccessibility E ’

& v

-of knowledge seems on the surface absurd, it should n0t, givgn a history

1]

of content analysis by special interest groups which have pointed,out

chltural biases.(‘\content selection and testing practices. Frances

\

Fitzgerald and ‘Jean Anyon have documented the selectiJ% omission of
economic history’ nflattering to the myth of corporate and technological
(< ‘ s
e

progress" and fr enterprisej.'8 Blacks, women's groups,‘hiSpano— \

’

Americans and others have forced at least symbolic'revisi n of textbook *
A * . .) . . Q -

b AN
2

T : -

-

L}

Iy

. looking at whatteachers do not want them to learm or~at’§easons for teachers' limib
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cItent and illustrations to include repis?:k.t on of their contribu-
9. .

tipns to America Bisto . '
n ry <t .
The-remedy of the 1960's and early1{970 s was to revise texts
in otder to try-to "put in' whatever was being "left out.' ' While this

ameliorative approach was probahly'better than nothing,'it left

curriculum analysis largely at the "planning" level, the level of
’ ) ° - b ' N

curriculum development, to the exclusion of such considerations as .

the 1nstitutional forces at work in those cultural selections and the

impact of curricula on students. The distinctness of thesé’three

-

v

-aspects of curricula as subjects of different professionals! research- P

. . » %
should not mask their interrelation in the real world of schools.

Wherg’scbool knowledge comes from is part and parcel of what, it looks

like, what values it embodies, what forms it takes, an? , __— .
what impact it has on students. _ . R
~ pefore demonstra;iné this interrelationshp through selec;ed‘ -

examples sof in-use curricula, it wil%{be helpful to ground‘those examples
o . .

in the context of the broader question of:the_role the school serves

in society.' Although most curriéulum developers would stand by their

A}
assumption that schools sefve to increase achievements, we have the

a-

benefit of many insights to the contré}y. Bowles and Gintis and

Y -~

other have argued that ‘the foremost role of the school is economic
. ’ .« - L

. i

rather than educative, in the strictest sense.10 - The primary purposge

of free ?ublic education in an industrial society is to sort students

for positions‘&f labor and management, and to stratify their access

to knoyeldge to make them into docile and productive workers in an -

¥

economy where they can expect to see the products of their labor , . .
. R

- appropriated into the profit structure og othersq"The structure of

schooling, into a credentialing system which supercedes’ instruction, . N

a . -
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conforms to the individualized alienating workplace with its

external rewards. This view of the school as a tool of- gocial
.of the masses by elites has different cénfigurations in diff?rent

societies. Bourdieu11 has described the higher éaucation system

of France as a sophisticated system of stratified knowledge, wherkin
» . © Ly :
the high culture of aristocratic elites is promulgated as more worthy

. - »
and more universal than the vernacular cultures of non-elites. "Real
. > ‘ .
kiowledge,"and"true culture™ are those historically characteristic

~

of the aristocracy. 1Institutions,of learning not only define ‘what .

is socially desirable knowledge but do so in ways that engender a
7’ - ! .
- "habitus," or.dispostion toward dominant values, which goes beyond holding
— - '
specific pieces of information. The ‘school™3erves to shape the ¢
. ) A . 1

. consciousness of'a nation by’making individuals'disposed to defining

[ e

A
. N their world through the definitions of those in power.12 ‘ "> :

’

e Before WOrld War 11, British education ‘gave highest status to

. 7
ﬁhthe cultural “forms of the classicai education of the gentleman class,

and kept the technical knowledge of the working people at lowest
“.) - ~status. . This legac persists in subtle forms, one's perceived
(g gacy

job future, inferred from one's social class backgrounds, helps

1 P
.

'*detenmine which kinds of knowledge one would have access to.13° By

~

’«c0ntrast in the U. S., where economic power has been more associated K
L] b ‘e

(" @ 4

with corporate growth than with centuries of inherited wealth,"

14

.technological language, especially ih the sciences, has displaced

o f
v
4

. the traditional Latin-school culture as high status knowledgE.. Post-

) fsputnik investments in education were, aimed originally at-those students

4

who thraugh stsndardized testing showed aptitude for pgy cs, higher

- ’

mathematics, and proficiency in practical (non-literary) foreign language,

skills valued by the military and industrial complex. While valuing

y
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scientific inquiry among intellectual elites (to the point of applying

scientific, or scientistic, modes of inquiry to almost every'field of .

) study), schools ironically presented.a very sanitized view of sgience

-, to ordinary students in survey courses. There, science has not been

s .

\taught as an arena of competing discoveries, but as incrementally

© - hd '

. ' 'progressing“experiemnts whose results add up to "science."

,

.This emerging critique.oﬁ the’ social roles of school curricula

4

force us out of the pattern of accepting the cyrricula as given, out’
o Y ou

of "a research paradiém which manipulates all manner of instructional

variables in search of the key to "effectiveness."

view of schools seems also to take too seriously the planning, or

+

However, this

rational, component of school curricula. I' alking about the role of

é

school knowlege in cultural reproduction, writers frequently use
\ berms which seem to imoly deliberateness on the part of sogfone who

\

is pulling the strings of knowledge access, knowledge stratification

‘1 . .

. a2 i%ﬁ and knowledge conﬁiol "the state encodes.’ .g:," or."the school

o K

sgratifies." I have aﬁgued elsewhere that bprh dominant models of 4

‘. K
{ oo ¢ DN i

~ ,curriculum cheory (management and cultural reproduction) see the

. N , o,

. .,&2 oo studen; as COO passive, toa acted upon, without an interactive model‘/*“
;;}' for seeing whether in fact the student is resisting the processing
L o N S T v oo :

% _..of the school. ' Similarlv, the cultural reproduction model of curriculum -

s 2 , Vv
LS N N ,‘ ) p N e
B . « . .

analvsis seems to accept too readily the\implication of pianning,

g
\ N .t L H
SN R

‘r: A that someone ont Zhere ie stratifying,school knowledge that the

Nt /
“

fﬁ,- interests vested in séhooi knowledge necessarily reflect manipulation . }:;5‘

¢ n, . 4 B ., 3

. - by elites An a way char can, be explained as the direct exercise of i S
P . _ N R . AN : o
R power. In faé;, schoolq medietion of dominant culture can J:e far‘ more subtle.
Co 7 o = - -
RN ] oY wea: thé cultural reproduction model gives u$ is'a view o§ the

\ S -...‘ .,

«.- . :

oo \:.curriculum as problematie,'us reflective of human»intereSts. ?tém this
l . ¢ \ [ ) "~ ~\ . Y , C o i ’\‘ ‘. o @ '_.*n':
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perspective, we ate no longer bound by the'pretense that school

knowledge is,the product of neutral, éxperimental inquiry, resulting.

y / :
in objectin selections of information most conducive to "effdctive
1earning" ;!We can begin to see that schnol knowledget, in some yague
way, seemsfto correspond to the interests of powerful groups in the
society. ;But it is dangerous to carry this model of correspondence

A )

too far in the American setting. Even though the French have had
their Academies and elite schools established by the aristbcracy
‘and the church, and the British have had their tradition of aristo-

cratic and later nationally centralized schooling, schooling in the

»

U.S. is much more degentralized, much more chaotic. The mechanisms

by which certain forms of knowledge are transmitted in schkools, ad

. ,
others are omitted, necessarily have local as well as national

characteristics. ‘ .

0y

Broadly speaking, there are such national pressures as univer-
sity entrance requirements and such national tests as those gffered

by Education Testing Service which dominante some course of ferings

in American high schools. And demdnds by business people that public

; sehools:$répare their future lower level employees have resulted in

{}l Such direct interventions into cufriculum as Caréer Education and a

' A

proliferatfon of:office and trade courses. - But the content of

Wil

._; o B . . ’
L) “r"‘&

-'these‘counseq, en%n where stipulated by state legislatures, does not

) " [

ref&eﬁt explicit tentralized policy

.-."‘"‘.' - RE A 5
’~.f¥ i BecauSe,it hgs beenffai;ly low status since the post-Sputnik
S : \“; .

Ei, ptomotion of scﬁence'gnd math,’ the social studies courses (sometimes

'1 (l
PR /, [

called soeial science courses in_deference to technological trends)

) ' » D’rr ’ ;‘

(/

3A in mosl scﬁpols reflect

'8
little concetn for n&tional standardized tests

A e g ’ . L. p
el . . S 4 »~ L [ <
., A PR ‘o ‘ Foung,e’ : ¢
' T . by, C'8 .
A LA » Ve
.
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or centralized'curricﬁlqm'planning. .Authority for course titles

-

usually rests with state departments 6f public instruction or local |

school boards, but the content of courses remainsg significantiy
-

at the discﬁetion of the localschool's individual teachers or social

studies department. Social studies, then is an interesting area in

-

which to bring generalizatioms abéﬁt;the nature of school knowledge
1 el . ' ~
down to the level wheag:selected knowledge about the gociety's inaitgpioné

.

is éncountered by the studgnt. It is af‘the classrosm level that we
can best see éhe tensiog.between‘making‘information accessible
and making informaeion inaccessible. By examining clsse-up the
« ways the teachers offer and withhold information, we canifést our
gensfslizstion about rationalitiés of curriculum planning apd the
o school's role iﬁ cultural reproduction against the actual mediaton of

1

cultural selections.

2
.

.Knowledge Forms as Knowledge Control

'

K The.examples of classroom knowledge cited below are drawn
from the eariy ethnographic study of economics information in the
U.s. histbry classes of a souihern Wisconsin high school and from "

.

similar observations in the three Wisconsin high schools selected
- for the later study of the administrative context within which

teachers make curriculum decisions. The teachers are all middle-aged,

white men, except for one woman; all have at least a Master's Degree .
< . :

and many have aifitional univérsity training beyond that. All have
taught for at least ten years. Althsugh the acadgmic reputation of
- \

the schools varies somewhat, the student populations are remarkably

similar. prédominantly white middle-class children of professionals,

: ¥ state-emplovees, small business owners or well-paid laborers Both
the students and the teachers can be characterized by a wide range
Q , ’
ERIC of political and philosophical Yalues. Across these diversities,

6 ‘h
iy . ’
N '

-
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the techniques/the teachers chose fonlcontrollingublassroom behavior

through approaches to course content are unexpectedly similar.

After examining these techniques we can, better understand their

.

relation to these teacher and student diversities and to the role

v - - {

schools play in thé dissemination'of cultural knowledge and

-

knowledge forms. l.’ -, 7 AT

The techniques the.teachers at.the four schzols used to
convey course'content‘to their students had to fulfill two . .
goals, or so the teachers exp;essed: they had to give the students g .

informatlon about American history and economics, and at the same

time, they had to establish firm limits o the complexity and .

recentness of the topic‘and éhe efficgency of presentation. )

Most og_the’teachers resolved this tension by maintaining tight .

control over course content, eliminating almost all udent . i
reading assignments'or written wvork., Information related to the .
course came-to students through teacher lecture and teacher-selected

films. As discussed in "Negotiating Classroom Knowledge,"15 . )
students rarely spoke (as infrequently as twelve student comments all

gsemester in:.one class of thirty juniors), and when they did, it was

to ask the teacther a question rather than discuss the topic with each g .

other. Therefore, one may limit analysis to teacher comments and . .

d

lectures and still gain a fairly full picture of the knowledge; and

most importantly, the ways of .knowing, the students encountered.
AY

"t

‘ 16
Educators usually see "lecture' as a negative term,  to be

contrasted with inquiry, discussion or, other more enlightened forms
of instruction. Lecture can actually bring to mind a wide range
of verbal activities, from the dull-half-reading of a prepared, text to

.

brilliant discourse, within which the lecturer can'argue,‘dramatize,

- .
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,compare, or‘huestion.‘ Lecture itself need'not be a limitation, on

- .

knowledge forms and content.. With these particular teachers, however,,
lecture provided the best means toward their contradictory goals of
giving the student information about the rgquidgd subject in a way

thaE maintairied the tpachers' professional role, whiIe‘withho ing : ° .
from them ideas and information which might disrupt the classf?' .

efficiency. Within each lecture technique, we will see that control
. Y (]

. of -knowledge really has at its core the control of the students. v "
. . T ! . Y

~\
NS

'Fragméntation ] . L <

“ : ¢ BN
The simplest, and probably most notorious lecture technique

- \

among social studies teachers, is. the reduction of any topic to .
"! 2N B . N . J\f

d fragments, or. disjointed pieees of infocmation.: Lists. A list keeps .

. . i N

) a teacher from having to elaborate or'show linkages and it keeps a

student,, especiaix ~students weak at reading and writing, from having °

T to expf%ss;”learnings" in complete sentences or paragraphs., No one is

calledzupon to synthesize, or give a picture of interrelationships.

=

At all of these schools, fragmentation was most commonly

»

used,Yhen the téacher considered the information vital ‘to the students'’
.knowledge. The list as a lecture device has the benefit of reducing
all information to "facts,' as though each terq in the l%sfxtepresents
a consensus amdng'historians or the general public aBout_an event,
a personaage or an issue.. ln fact, lists usually take the issue-mness
out of issues by collapsing contradictory opinions into a single
enumeration of fragments ofkthe‘story. . |

Several examples will iIlustrate the transformation of a segment
of history underg0es wﬁen cOnfined to a list. The characteristics of,

¢

political partté? economic policies or major institutions; the

' causes or results or effects or vairous events or activites; and the

%
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people and dates central to histgrical events are all most likely

A

to be presented as lists or as points in a formal outline Almost

every teacher observed in the. four Bchools described labor history in

~

terms of the names of various unions and their founders or primary

et

’leaders. They printed on’ ' the blackboard lists of the "tools™h

3

o* "weapons labor and management had at their disposal during grievances
. . . 1
(strike, lock—out, injunction, and so on). The only exception was a

seasoned labor leader (organizer® of teacher unions) who shoned a ,

~film of the Triangle'fire and'told old stories about labor conditions.f

. .
N -

Otherwise, .as Anyon has noted the conditions giving rise to the

.

labor movEment are aImost ne&er discussed or even put into, a list.

Y

On this topic, like many others, the list is not a mental crutch for

remembering the .details from a complicated study topic, it is the
“ ’ N

study of the topic. Suddenlf with little background, the course -
. chronology arrives at industrialization, the teacher Teads a list

of new labor unions. ThHe sate strategy was used to convey information

- [

about the benefits of TVA (''soil conservation, an energy yardstick,

advanced farming techniques") without background into energy needs

- 1)

or policies of the period. The names of New Deal agencies, again with

little background as to the economic condiﬁons and political compromises

A

involved, is a favorite subject for lists.

The teachers at the first high school observed were very articulate

).

in explaining their view of their job and their rationale for their
instructional techniques. They expressed:ihe,sentiment that thﬁir~
job as history teachers was’to tell students the "true story" of

: American ‘history. By presenting that story in fragments, they made

_efficient use'of time, avoided arousing discussion, and presented

\

® ~
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information in a manner conducive to measurable outcomes on tests.

When filled with lists,.the course content appearsiio»be rigorous )
. ; and factual. It makes the teacher appear knowledéeable and gives \

‘ - studénts a sense of fairness in the_graaing: they know they have

" to memorize the lists. Lists and unelaborated terms reduce the

uncertainty for both,students and teachers. For this reason, it

is clearly the dominapt mode of conveying information.

The effects‘o 1ists on students were two-fold: of all the

strate:’es for controlliné classroom knowledge, this one seemed to

have the most pay-off for students. Depending on their abilities ‘
and diligence, they could turn the fragments of information in their

. notebooks into test points. Grades of B or C were easily earned

. because so little was expected in.these classes; that softened .o B

the fact that the course was require for graduation.

\
‘But this fragmentation of information, without the 0pportunity

+

for indepth consideration of .a topic, also carried within it a

3

/" vulnerability of which the teachers seemed unaware. Interviews with ,
\/ »

thé students revealed that their overt acquiescence to the lectures
. - 17
masked covert suspicions or rejection of much of the course contept.

One of the reasons was that many of tliese students had had experiences

(or had heard those of their parenxs) which contradicted teacher-
’ 4

-

supplied information. Many students mentio\kd that when the teacher

presented as fact one item which the student believed to be untrue

\;

. orqwisleading, the entire course becamse suspect for thattsth@ent.

4

c
Their information cape from stories their grandparents told, from cheir

parents' professions or travels, from their own jobs, from television
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. »
documentaries or occasionally from books or newspapers. These students,

’ o .
A

whom the teachers dismissed as needing to have everything "spoon fed"

. . » .l N
to them, were silently;bomparing Eé; classroom verang(6f/;gs "facts"

. "with whatever other source was available to them. Any discrepaﬁcy T .

discredited the teacher in their eyes. The brisk pace of the

lectures “and the consistency of the course format¥in preventing
. ~ ’ .
’ [l , -
discussion also preveand elgboration .74 ifems in lists and prevented
comparison with varjied interpretations. No'dOubE such comparisong,

if they had taken place, would not always have vi¥idited the students’ = .

_personaN information. In their absence, the studeﬁts"perqpnal

. ¥ ' . *
sources of information were more often éredible to them. Thus the

N

.

. teachers successfully used fragments and lists to efficiently convey -
"'a vast §umber of facts and to proscyibe discussion and disagreement .
by this appearance of factuality. The frony is that this i

technique created so much distance between the student and the content

. Vi N s
Ol , that it caused a backlash of the kind(Pf cynicism the teachers, were

~

-

trying to avoid. . w . . -

A\
.

Mystification .

I have termed another treatment of information mystification.

Teachers often tried to surround a controversial or complex’ topic °
" ; with mystery in ordér to close off distugsion of it. When the

]
teachers mystified a topic¢, they made it appear very important but

unknowdble. Whep they mentioned:the Federal Reserve or the gold
ns‘ )
standard or the Fnternational Monetary Fund, they asked students to

-

‘ o B
copy the term into their notes. Then a comment would follow to the effect that

\d -~

students should know about this and remember the term for their next

test, but that non-experts really could not go into depth on this

t

subject. ‘Sometimes this seemed to be & ruse to hide the teacher's
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lack of knowledge of the subject, as when ome seacher said the students
[ should write down that Nixon took us off the gold standard, but that
he did not know what that -meant and wasn't going to go into it with

’

an "economics major" [sic] present. This point had been on the

. . transparency outline from which he lectured everyiday for years, so
. , ome dbhbtslwhether he had even "gone into it" beyond this brief
-mention,

., ' Capitalism, the‘importance of political parties, free

. . . - N . »
enterprise, and progress are all aspects of our systeﬁ which were men=- -,

N tioned with an aura of re7pect or reve:ence, then left as slogans.

The intent seemed to be to have ;zudents internalize the affective

component of the term so that their trust of the systemwould be

enhanced. This attention to affiliative language best conforms

to Bourdieu's cencept o% c;eating "habitus" rather than mechanistic’

reproduction of the dominant culture. Certain this was the intent

of the teachers, The woman teacher told me‘that she wished more than

anythihg that studentslwohld appreciaﬂ' their institutions, beeause the

people who came hefore them had worked hard th create them, especially

during the New Deal reforms. ' A man teacher at her school .added,

"You have to sell the system." Both attributed student cynicism I3

. towar:d business institutions \and school rules to partial inforn%on

. students during the Vietnam war era had come across. This pattiai
information combined with student enthusiasm to make students disruptive
in clash,,arrogaht ahout their own opihions,ﬁand generally hard ‘to
control, \Theee twe teachers ieflected on their manner of presenting‘
information andigeliberately wove a story which reinferced simple

themes and hinimized differences.

The effect of mystification was that students did for the most

. ' 20
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\ : 0 ’ .
part- internalize some of the emotional quality of the term, while
- .

remaining unable to explain it. When asked to explain free enterprise,
students would answer with affiliative languaged based on little

factual knowledge: "it means you can owq'your own business without

ki

or. "we have labor unions here but I don't know

.

government controls,"

what.they do.' They seemed to know that the mystified term was meant
s .

to be comparative, showiﬁg the supef;ority of the U.S. economic
sysfem, bz} they could not:elaborate that system or -the m;aning of )
the terﬁ., For students suspicious of course content, and for some
who were ﬂot suspicious but frustrated that the course did nﬁhave
more Ameat" to it, this mystifiéation created unease becaﬁse they
felt fﬁéy should have a chance to ﬂzzzbcapitalism, or free enterprise,
or fiscal and monetary ‘policy, really explained to them until they
?under;tood it, Their common response sounded something like, "I
hear that term every year, but I still don't know what it means.h
Mys:ification also helbed engender a client mentality: since
students were not invited to pursue informatioh on their own, to
dig deeper into subjects that were mentiéned then closed off, they

developed ; feeling of dependence on externally-supplied infqrmafion._

Frequently when asked what they thought they should learn about a

.
- - ~

certain topic, the andwer shifted to the third person. "'Théy' never
tell us"; "they should tell us"; or "pollution must not be a problem
because they don't mention it anymore " (emphasis added). Since

many of these same students felt they could not trust teacher-supplied

information, their "they’ remained without antecedent.

R

23
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‘ ’

The lecture strategymhich produced the most backlash of

suspicion, and the only resistancg to be voiced in class, was omission.

The students were less concerned about specific topies omitted than “ . '

-

abSut whole time periods omitted from the lecutre. Several students

did express concern that variant points of view were omitted from

Y

J [’ . class, and most said they wished students could discuss. But their

»

chief and almost unanimous concern was that their United States

’ *

history courses dealing, according to course title, with the most
recent periods of history, ended with Eisenhower or Kenhedy. Especially
at the first school observed, where the course was titled "Contemporaf;

United States History," each teacher crammed the most recent twenty

*

years, of €he fifty or so to be covered by the course, intg the

' .

s last three to eight days of the semester. ) .

There were several reasonsfor this. Most obvious was t‘t to

tie teachers,, events that had hapﬁened in their adulthood were "current

»

events" to them even though to the students 'current events"

usually meant this year’s happenings. The Vietnam war (which ended
several years \prior to the observation) g!t from zero to foufland

‘a‘half mi;;te ' treatment in these three classes. Current’ presidential
ca;paigns and economic turmoil (inflation, unemployment, energy, . e

_ néar-bankrupt cities) wﬁich were of great ijterest to the studentg
were "lightweight!' topics on which "historians do n6£ yet agree)" in
the teachers' conception of the "story" of hisgbry. The teacher
who lectured d;ily from transparencies did not want to bring in
current events -as they related to historical topics, because he

preferred to use the same transparency outline year after year. He said

ERIC I Ay

v
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that he spent the ggeater/part of the course on the New Deal and

the Depression because no one conld hope to undegstand current
‘; sitnetions without a‘thotough grounding in'these periods which so | :
shaped'our current institutions. Aside from this pedagogical reason,
~.the\teachers also stated emphaticaily that they intended never to
:" return‘to the days of Vietnam and student'righﬁs protests Yhen

students shouted teachers down and when class discussion thereby ) .

1

became "“unbalan'ced."

¥ e

- One teacher said that he had cut out research papers because ~

L4
“the weaker students could not. think of a topic on their own and the

brighger students had during the anti-war movement "written ter;ific

papers — but they were seuf-in&octrinated." They learned something : i
A\ ’ |

which contradicted the teacher's analysis of the events.. This i
. . T 1
teacher told the class being observed that he was not going to discuss

¢ ° -

/  the Vietnam war (although his chronologicél‘coverage of American
history ‘had come to that point) because he had "heard Vietnam for
the past ten yearsf " He similarly dismissed poverty by saying that
no one starves to death in this country; a black student tried to W,
challenge this statement but had only intuition to go on and so e
was not believed. This teacher was a very friendly and caring
person who usually tried to get students to realize how well off
Amerieans are compared to most other people. But one day he refused
a student's definition of "exploitation" as "rip-off." He said that .

. |

the investment ofAmeric‘n capital in other countries always had a |
- beneficial effect on both the U.S. and the recipient economy. Again,
a few students uried to object on the basis of news reports they had

ﬂeard but were unsuccessful, except that they did press the teacher

to admit that United Fruit had given multinational corporations a "bad name."

ERIC ™~ 25" - .
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’ . « ~ '
The concept of !exploitation" hé;\:;Ee up in a ene-day survey of
U.S. policies toward Latin America. The framewbrﬁoof the course,

. . /\/‘
built around lists of treaties, technical terms like exploitation,

and similarly abbreviated facts, did not-permit student or teacher

4

exploration gf the emerging differences of interpretation. The
students shrugged, wrote down the requisité terms, and resumed

silence. i , AR

Omission also extended beyond current topics to ‘include the

controversial sides’of topics which were mentioned.. For example,
- * -

no mention was made of protests against U.S. entry into World War iIf ,

of people who disliked Roosevelt's New Deal policies, or of people who

i
disagreed with Truman's decision of bombing Hiroshima. Vawmiation

across region, ethnic group, social class, or gende;;was~é&so
- 4 )
' notably absent. "We Americans. . ." wds usually the subjgct’ of any

sentence ﬁeshribing an era or momentous event, Most of the students

’

interviewed volunteered a concern that they felt was omitted from '

« \

the course, whether it was a specific topic ("th so much mopey is

spént on the space program').or-a perSpectiQet("what if youf*grand-
‘ - - . . ) »
‘parents “liked Huey Long?").\\The girls were not too concerned that women

of history were omitted, but the one black student and many whites .

i
~

wonderéd aloud why few issues related to blacks were included. Several

Iy

nbted the lack of mention of other countries,-or the comparizen‘of

*

American institutions or eyents with related ones in other countries.’
T

’ -

In short, the teachers actually stimulated interest in the contemporary

period by omitting it, thbugh they did have the effect of mnot having to
‘ 4

- ~ S — 2l
Meal with it.. : ~ ” oo

Any course involves selections. Omissions described by Anyon and

~ . .

41
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Fitde;ald are. those systematically characteristic of commercial textbook
- publishers. There were instances at each of these schools "of a teacher's

choosing not to deal with a topic that was included in the text or in the

o) A
school's resources or even in the course outline. While obvious constraints

fo time and student ability would account for some omissions any teacher makes,
. thbse teachers were‘%ery verbal in exﬁlaining the basis of some of their >L

omissions, They wished to omit material or perspectives on material which
. -

-

would foster contradictory opinions and make studnets want to discuss. The

teachers felt they could cover more material more effikiently if contro-
- | : .

versial tép}cs were omitted. ‘?he pace of the lecture was yitical to

covering the course adequately. To maintain that pace, student talk had to
4 ’
be kept to a minimum. .
. »
\ - Defensive Simplification ’

. The fourth strategy yhich will be mentioned here cutgvacross

ideologiéal lines and ingtitutional cohtexgs more than any of the others.

. A That is the tactic by which tééghers get around. what they perceive to be K
| ‘oa lack of strong student interest.of the weakness of st&dent abilities. Rather

than rely'ontthat old standard, "motivation," the teachers will get thi/——
: . .

students' compliance on a lesson by promising that it will not be difficult

and will mzt go :Lpto any depth. - ‘ Lo 6\
While fragmentation, mystification and omiésion strategies may all ) -

be seen'as effo?ts to simplify content, thisﬂlast.is 'distipguished by the

' term defensive. Unlike the old wigldér of the hickory stick, the

teagher aﬁnouises the topic of skudy, which may sound very complicated,

then apologizes for it and promises‘it will not demand much work. Examples
] Y

might be supply and demand or the indusgiializgtion—urbanization syndrofe.
) ‘ .

Any real treatment of the topic would require time, comparison .

.
¢
v

’, ‘ ) : *

.
o\
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Lfor\tﬁe/students.to go Beyond this superficial treatment. .Yet just .

work, The teacher gets “them to cooperate without resisting'hy
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of varied interpretations, inw&xigations of Varied information v "f;:'

\ L
LMK

resources and the effort of making‘xepeated explanations or of . ;:;{

“»
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-

¢ e
et .

offering distinct encounters}with the: topid (through small g:oup T

. -

iscussion, film, research reading or whatever}‘until everyone in the class o

6‘-“.

understood it at some reasonabIe levei« .Although thé topio ' ‘ Zji{ e

-n" . »

"is formally listed in the cnurse Outline, and the teacher wiIl present Y

- O .

some g)about it for later use on a, test, he qf she may not intead

e

announcing the topic makes students think they will have to'do“some .

.

promising that indeed the study of this topic will require no commit- '

-

ment of effért and littlﬁﬁtime, on their part. This strategy of

making kpowledge inaccessible makes’ twenty=-plus years o! research

s

on "effectiveness' ook incredibly naive., Equally naive was the
research hypothesis which guided the classroom observations-in search

of the kinds of economics information smade available in these elasses.

& . . .
The specific topics became almast irrelevant when ‘they were subjected

\ 2 .
. ..

to a defensive presentation,

Topics introduced ?defensinely" were less likely to pe.politically
gensitive’and controversial than thoselxhich were mystified, Rather, |
they tended to be topics which needed a great deaI—of hnpackaging to,
be grasped, topics not amenable to reduction to items in a list.
Whereas the labor movement cOuld be reduced to ﬁnnnes, dates, famous
strikes and weapons of labor-management di5pute fiscal 4rid monetary
policy could hardly be treated -at all without explanation of the

-

interrelationship of private and public sector economic decision-making,

the conceépt of money supply and circulation, and other aspects such

W
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v., of the topic. Yet other times, either because the topic was mentioned

<

e ¥ ¢
.
«lt

gb public works programa, the tension between unemployment and inflation,
‘_and:he nature of credit economies. Political trade-offs are a vital ,
o &t A . r
component, also. Sometimes such complicated topics were omitted

".bo“o

-
- N

altogether although in the interview the.teacher said they were

“
'>
[l oo

-

» 3 esSeptial to a student's education.' At other times, the teacher

R \ ~
doptrived a set ‘of 1ists of_faqtual terms which lay out key components

G
“a‘.'l.. ’

»

iniﬁ-uext or'curriculum guide, Or because & later unit built upon it,1

‘the topigﬂbecame'unavoidable. _When this became evident, the teacher

., 7 ~ © .
ol e o . very quickly followed the announcement of the topic with the caveat

‘1 ’& '.' et

“that "it won't be.as bad as it sounds.

.. \.‘ ‘...".';( b ,‘ s ¢
Ly The.simplification may take the form of a very brief sketch

of the.topic in the lecture, a worksheet with blanks to be filled in

l"‘

o/
. .with ﬁragments ‘of fact, a filmstrip which reduces the topic to its

'simplest poséible form, or a handout sfich a8 a one-page magazine article
. LN Y
which‘nalks around.the topic without ever really explaining it.
f

\/I .3”' '

Most important is the Titual of seeming to deal with the topic.
l

The teac‘her makes a few remarks, the students groan, the activity

4,

Ciécture, filmstrips or whatever) proceeds and is briefly concluded,

7/ é‘p
‘the teachér asks if there are any questions, and there are none.
. // . ‘e
s ,f{ The observations and interviews turned up several possible

v R LR -'_

explanations'%ehind this trategy of controlling students by simplifying

e 'the lgssons. The first that teachers express is fatigue. Having

I‘\. .

P
;eaehed middle-age or seen their paychecks long ago out-stri .
by{}nflation,‘the teachers say that they no longer feel the energy

and . drive’ co do whatever is necessary to make students understand. They
- N ’

qi 'he.ither the support nor financial reward commensurate with' the

out—of-class time needed to adequately prepare learning activitiesnor
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to read and comment on gtudent essay tests or writéen assignments
- appropriate to real delvidg‘into séch topics. The energy they
- recall being willing to expena during their earlier days of'teachiné
has dwindled now to mifiimal effort. - . : -

'A second factor is the miﬂimal effort student; seeﬁywilling

to pﬁt forth., ’In two of thé four scﬁéola-évﬁr galf the juniors

and seniors interviewed wdrked more than twenty hours pér week in

addition to.going to school full-tiﬁe:is Other te;phers noted . :‘ .

.that the enthusiasm for "~ 'social stu@ies’ courses in the 1960's

had given way t; higher priorif&es for.uaéh and science in the 1970's ‘ ’

and 1980's. Whatever scﬁé;i effort students were bil}ing to spend,

they saved for these course;, which they saw as_@orélinstrumental

to job futu;es. .There is no objective way to‘kn;w 4f students today

are less 'willing to work at learning than student; of{féﬁ or twenty -

" years ago, but téachers who have beep around that long éLeap it 4s

true. One mentioned that he can no longer depend on centering a
g cléss‘pefi;d around a completea homework assignment; many assignments

eventually trickle in, but not on time. Another mgntioned that there

. " seem to be fewer "slow" students Qho learn by consistently pushing S

themselves to '"overachieve," in o%her words to stretch beyond what ;; \
normally expectedtof them.- Tired; boreé and rushed to cover content,
teachers and students meet in a path of least resistance. EXxpected
student resistance té taxing aséignments is circumvented by makiné ,
the assfénments less taxing. Thus again the teachers -maintain .
classroom control and control of information at the same time. '

¥ -

A third explanation teachers give for simplifyéng content in

) . .

order to gain student cooperation is'the lack of a supportive

administration. In the second phase of research, the administrative , .

i * 'y
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ZCOntext was analyzed for its effect on the ways teachers make ,
| 16 el
knowledge and ways of knowing accessible to students. The basic-

finding was that there is a parallel between administrators' attempts

to gain minimal compliance from teachers and teachers' settling for
minimal compliance from students. In those schools where ‘administrators

¢

o~
devoted most of the schools' staff time and resources to maintaining

order and to attending to such details as course credits,_ghé .
' L4
administrators paid less attention to the academic quality of te*ing.

Tﬁe content of the cutriculum was clearly secondary to the maintenance
of order. Teachers in these schools tended to expend minimal effort
. 1 '
i L2

in tfhe classroom; frequently this was deliberate and was explained by

the teacher as retaliation for or reluctant accomodation to administrative

pressure fof.prenigion in paperwofk; eitra:hall mdninoriné, or
extgndéd‘néetings relaten to such mattern“as graduaiion reﬁui;em;nts.

In the school where the administration mgst supporﬁéd.thé
teachfng function, ghng'most attention to the qualiFy of instruction, " ‘
t;ache;s reSponned by demnnning mote of themselves in the p;;;entation
qgnd preparation of lessons, They felt and demonstrated less of a
wall between their personal knowledge and th% ﬁofficialq’knowledge of
the classroom. They used fewer lists, and provided more extenden
.descriptéons, more opportunities for student discussion, more varieties ’
gf learning gxperienpes (including the niifzngng;sff6dbrin§‘sﬁéakers in

L “ v.‘ . . .
from' the community). Not even in this school, however, were teachers °
free of the kind of "defensive simplification' which has been described
""as prevalent at the other schools.

One teacher whose ‘classes were extremely~tich in ideas and in

-

W
¥

et
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materials he had ;ollected or developed, explained that he did nﬁt\
have high expectations that the students would really deal with‘
'thASe ideas., Although he did require more reading than teachers '
at the ;irst schoql 6$served,.he had students fill in the blanks on

-

daily worksheets; He stéﬁgdzghat ﬁe did not like the worksheets, but
" that he began using the; afégrla year or two of teaching when he
'di;éovered that students were not reading. He acknowledged that the
worksheets did show that students had rea?, but did not neqe;sarily
mean.they could discuss o tegrate the ideas. ‘The worksheet
assignéent dllowed the‘jégzgz:ifz deal with history in a way that
Rept his own interest becauﬁé ideas were involved, but also in a way
that let students know they were not ''responsible" for more than
the.most basic components of the lesson. This same teacher was
known for askiné tough,’analytic;i\questions. He built his history
courses around such themes as the relation of violence to human

history and the obligation of the individual to the state. Yet

he said that he had eliminated student research papers because ''these
< A‘ ﬂ‘ R , '

students are too young to,even ask a question, much less " look for

answers.'" Except for a very few students, who in interviews talked

about having wrestled with his "quéstions that cﬁtch you off guard,"
. most of these questions Sécame rhetorical, with the teacher and

students khow;ng that the real grade was based on the warksheets and

.

short-answer tests.
i The full impact of the adminktrative context is beyond the

¢ .;‘ N
scope -of this discussion. ‘;tiis mentioned here because it is large

in the minds of many teachers who reflect on their“teaching strategies

and who acknowledge their willingness to Settle for thin curricular
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substance if students will cooperate and help class go smoothly.
The institutional rewards for order do not entirely shape classroom

knowledge; but they set up a dynamic which often places added

«

burdens of time and energy and added fersonal risk on those teachers who

. v

would hope to teach beyond minimal standards.

)

Variations and Differences

.

Educators are accustomed to think in terms of student

4 ' .
differentes. Curriculum analysts speak of ideological differences
] .
among teachers. The examples of defensive teaching witnessed in

these schools cut across differences in teachers personal political
and pedagogical philosophies and across formal definitions of student
ability variations. If we understand~its pervasiveness inspite of
expected variations and exceptions; we may better érasp what is at

) work when schools mediate social knowledge. _ .
s -

e . Most published educational research begins with tfe premise
that student ability differences and achievement differences matter

and in fact lie at the heart of edqcétional exchanges. This became

\ clear_to me as I presented these examples of hnonledge simplification

J.-ﬁi to various groups of researchers.“Enenﬂthose critical theorists most

=, ’ oy Y4

skeptical of formal educationist categories would ask, "What about the
! [}

bright students? How was /it different for weak students?'" Our ‘

experiences with knowlgdge stratified by student achievement or social
class levels make the questions reasonable. But none of the observed
teachers followed the truism‘by teaching,to the brighter or upper class
stodents, by watering down,content onl§ fér the non-college~bound or .
lower income student. The way these teachers dealt with student

differences is much .more complex and demonstrates the potential for

-

rationalizing contradictory goals inherent in one's institutional roles.

, 33
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The teachers at all four séhoolg talked to me about student
ability‘differenées. Many mentioned that it was difficult 'to try to
teach classes in which many students wére “very bright" and other
students "could not read." Only one teacher ever mentioned which
students he felt fit into each category, even though several were

Ay

pressed in interviews to elaborate their distinctions. The teachers

.at the first school observed felt constrained, even punished, to have

to teach hét;rogenous cla;ses. They felt their ability to affect
students' learning had diminished with the elimination of’'I.Q.-based
tracking. Teachers aﬁhtﬁe other schools pre%erred the m&xed-ability
classes. 1In both cases, teachers frequentiy ﬁade comments which
demonstrated their knowledge of and consideration of traditional .
ability classifications for sxudenfs. . ',3“ : e

Yet in their classes, the teaching strategies belied these

differgnées, "One teacher who had fairly weak students made his

. ~9
lectures simple and required no effort from students beyond answering

a few questions each week on ‘dittoed sheets. A teacher of an honors

history class assigned the roles to play in a trial of Harry Truman

for the Hiroshima bombings. He gave them no instructions on role-playing,
S, ! '
did not-check the progress of their background reading before’ the

enactment, and interrupted the poor performances after only a few
) ‘ ‘ -»

minutes and gradually resumed lecturing. Later, he told me, <'I knew

they couldn't do it; I knew it would turn out like this." By not e
N . -

continuing the assignment with the instiructions to prepare properly,

FRCS

the teacher in effect apologized for having expected something of the

9 . .
students. It was easier for him to diffuse the expectations than

N .

follow through with them.

. Py [

His treatment of the honors students was very little digferept

| 34
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. their "spoon feeding" techniques to all levels once the levels were

X ‘ | 5
from the strategy of the. teacher of a mixed-ability class who

assigned students to read one book per semester, then accepted”

nominal book reports, some of which were admittedly copied from

.
.

book jackets.

.The most telling concern' for student differences came from

¢ -

the teachers who had fought de-tracking. They were convinced that

K4

v

student abiiity differenéeé greatly affected student learning and
called for vastly different teaching Eechniques. They fondly recalled

being able to have panel‘discﬁssionsand,research papers with the

"bright" students, but had "spopn'fed" the "masses" and had let the

. .

lowest le;el of students read the morning paper with the football

coach for their "U.S. History" course. These same teachers applied

<

mixed. Although the rationale of the school system had been to
[ ‘ : A

further democratize classrooms by eliminat@ﬁg tracking, making

,each individual the focus of indtruction, apart frog group labeis, ' .

- A.’;
the effect of de-tracking was that teachers treated all the individuals

~

as they had formerly treated their "méﬁsés." They bégan to define

)

all students by their middle level categories, as haw{ng to' have
everything done for them. They saw these students as having to be

controlled in behavior and leérning.‘jhey structured the lessons accordingly.

¥

The result was that they began to teach as though the differences

\ -

were no longer there. Rather than teach to the brightest students,

they~simplifted 'the content and assignments for everyone. To stratify

*

agsignments is time-consuming; it means dividing the class for discussion

or directions(occgsionaily; it means having to grhde more than one kind

of aSsignmeng, And it means adapting a standard grgging code set by the

for

school in’ a g;y\ﬁhat will fafi%ﬁ reflect the difficulty levels of the

agsignments. It is easier, so say the teachers, not to have the bright-

'

.&. 3
' ARy s D
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students write papers. Writing papets calls for meny procedural
directions apd much paper reading by the teacher. It also puts
students into contact with resources that make them vulnerable

to "self-indoctrination." If some of.the students in the same

class cen bately read, the differential assignments will bring this

to attention. When teachers are aware of it, they feel obligated

to help that student find suitable reading material or help him or - ,

her learn hon to read the regular text. If one ignores these
differences, or structures the class'in a way tnat hideSthem,vone
can'reno;e himself from the obligation of de:Iing with the
inefficiencies these differences pose. ‘

Thus the question of how these defensive teaching strategies
deal with student differences is an interesting one which cannot
be answered with the expected instructional stratification. One
of the nurposes of the tragmentation was to reduce content to pieces’
manageable to students of many ;bility levels.: One of the purposes
of systematicallg omitting current topics was to prevent the instrusion
of verbal students' ideas into the pace of the lectune.\ One‘of the
purposes of mystification was to avoid having to go into a whole series
of presentations of a complex topic until everyone understood. The
teachers who chafed at de-tracking were in a minority. All but two
of the other teachers preferred teaching mixed-ability classes. Teachers

in both groups talked student differences outside the classroom, yet .

taught as though there were no differences. When asked which students’
L
needs were not being met by their department's offerings, most felt that

@

the weakest students were receiving some help from drop-out prevention

programs and the like; one or two mentioned that the brightest students

.were probably bored, but that that 'was inevitable." The others felt

(-
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that 1if brigh;er students were not challenged, they sh;ﬁld do sodéthing
about it themselveg.l “"They can always do more if they want to. Not
many go that extra ;ffort any more." Iﬁ no school was one of the
"defensive" teaching strategies limited to students of ome ability group.
In fact, these strategies were selected by tﬁe tegchers, according to
thedr éxplanations of their rationale, in order to deal with_"all
these different students." |
Equally striking ié the prevalence of these teachiﬁg strategies
across differences in teacher ideology. My recent dialogue with
Henry Giiouxlln the ability of teachers to foster emancipatory
citizenship eéucation fhrough their resistanceto technocratic
rationale ip;schools has centered on the failure of teacher
praétiée to reflect teacher ideology in these schools. The selection
of teaching strategies which maximize efficiencies and control of
studenf behavior is obserVed in teachers wﬁo otherwise would appear
to have very different Political values. Miss L.-teaches American
history as a chronolohy of presidents and congresses, and ‘tends to
reifi the view that citizens must support whoever is in power, because
history is ‘made at th top. Her lists consist of presidential
plans and congressféizl enactments. Mr. S. frequently says that "We
are all Progressi&es. . :" and claims ideological links to Jefferso;;
while making 1lisfs of Hamiltoﬁihnflike policies. Mr. R. is a labor
organizer and tellér‘of sgofies. He is clearl§ to the left of most
of the other teéchers observed; he assigns the reading of public
issues pamphlets designed to r;ise issue; out of the normal confines
of, consensus information, then turns them into seatwork by ma&ing
studenté answer the ﬁue;tions at the end of the éectiohs rg;ﬁgg than

discuss the issues, as the materials intend.18 He himse;ﬁfioves H
ok N Y

) | 3% o .
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political debate and has participated actively in state and national

. L]

politics. He spoke openly with his students about the contrast
between his own leftist leanings and the community's conservatism.

Yet his treatment of course topics differed little from that of

~

Miss L. and her presidential lists or Mr. S. and his transparéncies;\

() .
Miss L. reduced content to fragments but never apologized

for assignments. Oné teacher who innovated consumer economics

courses and was well versed on consumer rights and regulatory

policies, presented even these iésues close to tﬁ; lives of , ) .
students in list form and made assignments without expecting significant
quality. Mr.‘I., the most intellectual of the teachers observed, is
determined to stretch the minds of students. He says that he

)
_deliberately uses difficult words to force students to learn them, and

requires students to watch Washington Week in Review and difficult
films on such topics as.futurology. Yet he permits students to
carry on conversations during class,* accepts the briefest of

outlines as an "independent project," and in general demands little -

of students. His pleasure comes from his own intense involvement with

~

the subject without the expectation of much student reciprocity; in
the classes obéerved, he got little.
4

One last e£ample serves to demonstrate the power of simplification

- v

strategies to obscure. teacher differences and reduce content to its

most trivial, least controversial level. Mr. G. describes himself as

a Marxist and at other times as a social democrat. He is as politically
4 . .

different from the man with the transparency lectures as could be
- A .

expected within a range of high school teachers. Mr. G. would like
for his students to understand the very'inequities and injustices

!

.of capltalisE econq.ieef'éhat the teachers at the first school wish to
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the validity of Marxian analysis of their economi;\system and to see

-

that people may have honest disagreements about economic goals and

political means. On the Surface; the content\of his lectures appears
somewhat radical. Yet, when seen in the conggxt of its method of
presentation, that content mirrors the defens?ve simplications of the
more conservativé teachers. While he is much lgss likely to

deliberately mystify a subject, Mr. G.r lectures in H very casual;

low~key way, making minimal assignments‘in an ap01;gé£ic tomre, and

" expecting little student involvement in the topic. He told me that
by the time the students become juniors and seniqu they are "adults"
and should learn on their own. He contradic;s this b; not requi;ing
them to work on their own, and in fact does not even require them
to 1isten~at;entively to his lectures. He presents reading material

on occasion which contains two opposing perspectives on an issue, but

- .-

has little means of following up whether students read or understand
v - \ . i 3
the differences.” His motivations are very different from the

.

o teachers réacting against’<de-tracking and Vietnam war era prétests.

N ~4
He was one of the ‘protesten; his reactions within his school are-against

e what he, sees as capricious and unsupportive administrators who over-
. . ' -

emphasize rules ratherythan instruction and faculty supﬁort. He openly

\

admits that he has lowered his standards-of‘éis own efforts in recent
years'and is unwilling to exert effort on preparations or paper gradingor '

eliciting student compliance with demanding’ assignments. Points in

>

his lectures which could have.earned him 'censure in the 1950's come

across ds just another boring set of social studies facts to his students.

Their test scores in his class are very low, 'and a constant hum of

’

Q side chatter accompanies‘each lecture. He is 1iked for his fépport

S 39
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with students and his willingness to discuss the headlineL at the
_begjnning of class. But once the lecture starts, his ideas become

‘Wgocial studies" and are taken less serfously. .

Institutional Goals and Personal Knowledge °
IR The conclusion that must not be drawn from these data is
that all teachers deny students access to information critical to, -
their functioning in socie’ or that all teachers use the techniques

outlined here under the guise of lecturing just to limit student - | .

access to information. We have seen that when teachers do wish - ‘.
to control knowledgeAaccess, they often do S0 consciouSly; Their - ;

chief criteria for selecting strategies of knowledge control seem to

be- based on maintaining their own authority and efficiencies.

Knowledge control as a goal is as much a desire for classroﬁhgcontrol S \ -
- -

as fer selective distribution of information This finding is crucial -—~e;.;

for our understanding of the ways schools legitimate certain kinds - 7 %

- ‘ ~

»
of information and de-legitimate others. The processes and rationale

of legitimation, and the legitimation of processes, ‘or ways of knowing,

\ »
are central to any understanding of the role-of the school in trans- - .

mitting fairly narrdﬂselections from the infinitqgrange of hyman knowledge.

n

Although cultafal reproduction is generally discussed on a - .

~

societal'level, as the product of a nexus of systemic forces, the

b L

mediation of cultural forms in theSe.schools is highly‘conditioned
. . Y

by the individuals' attempt to deal with’ institutional constraints. .
The constraints are.not the Same 1n each school. The philosophical -

values: the individual~bring8 to the classroom are not in all cases the o

same. Yet the strategies for instruction are quite similar' control

v
- . ’




students by making school work easy, The result is content that

neither the teachers nor the students take very seriously. It is

{
frequently distinct from' thef¥ personal knowledge.

ggisxﬁas two important implications for our understanding of
the nature’ of secondary schools.(_ Fifaé%igt;gr roles, in reproducing;

dominant cultural forms #s far more complex than any direct correspondence

=
- R

theory would capture. Second, the resulting "official knowledge" is

. _ often too impersomal to be ‘appropriated, but its effects are nevertheless

<

damaging.. . ) h e .

- ~In_every case, these teachers can be said to have resisted
the dominant technological forms of knaﬁledgé in their conceptualization

of social studies curricula. Two of. the teachers-participated in a

J +

strike, . one issue of which was the imposition of teaching-by-objectives

standards for teacher evaluation. None of the teachers taught toQ

standardized tests nor valued technical knowledge above narrative,

intuitive, experiential warrants for knowledge claims. None had

adopted a ;%cia science model of history, although materials for

' doing so were ava{lable in‘their school systems and professional
. - L Y

associations. With two exceptionsfiéheir theories of politics and

o historiography admitted conflict and rejected simpligtic consensus
. They were not stratifying students for the labor force, nor deliberately

reinforcing racial or class inequities. Neither the state nor the

" business communify intruded’directly into the treatment and, frequently,
the selection of course topics. From theirrpersonal values alone, it
? wouldasa!b that these teachers are not "reproducing" technological culture.

- Yet} their instructional strategies embody the verSv values

" they wish to avoid in teaching-by-objective models. In accomodating

"to institutional prioritiesffor order and efficiency, the teachers

N ', I
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-~ N )
demonstrate the very technocratic‘values which they disrespect in

administrators and .on which they blame many of theianeeds for ';,, !

N .

efficiency in order to survive within the institution. By reducing

course content to its most manageable and measurable fragments,

L}

the teachers are splitting the learning process into means and ends

» . .

.,* . and reinforcing a concern for extrinsic ‘rewards. 'I‘hezstrategiess

. of classroom control have their basis'in the reward system-of the -

institution (teacher pay and student credentials, as examples) =~ -
. T N
and the power structure of that institution (the hierarchy which \

‘.

makes teachers responsible for control of students). The

societal factors shaping quiescence, discretion and autondmy'

.

within the institution are beyond the scope of this discussion, -

but what the data show is that theories of the social role of

.

schools must be grqpnded in the prqcesses within schools that mediate

selected societal values to the students. - . E:— N g
At the elementary level, exte}nal'forcesjhave more directly
aaped curricula by de-skilling teachers through the adoption of '
"teacher-proof' materials. Packaged materials, produced by commercial
publishers, adopted by state and- local school systems under the’
direction.of experts like child psychologists and reading specialists,
have the purpose of reducihg teacher discretion and variation. The
"teacher-proof" materials contain pre-tests, instructional techniques,
sets of content reduced to measurable items, and post-tests for mastery.
All the tezchergneed‘do is to follow the directions no decisions,
background, experience; or personal knowledge,is necessary.

o

Secondary teachers at the observed schools have resisted such

.

pre-packaged materials. They see thengélves as professionals, and as

.
i

such as responsible for course content and evaluation. So far, no .
. ‘\4’ '. -~

outside experts;or political pressures have attempted to insulate

. i _ - T 40, . \ .
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,their students from their discretion through pre-packaged materials.

.~ -
e,

Yet these teachers a;e participating, and many of them willingly,

T

in their’ own de«skilling.. Their assessment of their effectiveness

or even survival withiﬁ the institution hss Ted them to split their

. v

personal knowledge from their classroom teaching in much the same

u o ¢

way pre-packaged materials divorce elementary teachers idess from
instruction and evaluat);n,_ The_secondary teachers express disrespedt
for administrators that see onl&'ﬁéeds for hall order orfcompleteq

paperwork. They feel frustration when faculty meetings month after

month focus on graduation requirements and credit equivalencies rather

than substantive matters like library acquisitions and coutse content.m.

They resent having to do hall duty during their planning periods, as

s

though "planning 1essons" were nothing more than a coffee break. -

'

-

They feel alienated from institutional goals which subordinate

teaching and learning to institutional maintenance. . .

Yet, within their classrooms they reinforce these goals o"‘
order‘with the justification that doing so is the only way they
can protect themselves from:the institutional presshres. They feel
no Support‘to dealhwithwability differences, so they structure lessons

.

that obscure the differences?*'They get no reward for holding discusSions,

¢ ‘

but feel sanctions for not "cevering the materiaf," so they minimize

discussion in the interest of speeding upqthe lectyre pace. Each one

S

of the simplification strategies for gaining student compliance could *

be seen as the participation by high school teachers in their owm de-skilling.

-~

The g aps betweeh vhat they are doing and what they could be doing are

riot gaps imposed by the observer s values, but by the teacherd own N

« -

comments in interviews as they discuss their personal views of what

students ought to learn and what the subject ig really all abqut.

A}

-----
-
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Their caughtness in the.institutiopal~reWard structure could be seen T

as an excuse for lazy teaching, or as the most potent of the schiool' s <

‘y . ) F - ..-‘
roles in reproducing technological culture. Even those teachers : '
most resistant to that culture tesort to instructional strategies % S

.aimed at the kind o£ minfmal standards:and dedire for order which . .
r v . .
- they reject ét the admfniétnptive level. Thair personal ideologies .

to the cOntrarYa fn those teachers observed who articulated them, have

J

ot beén enough to counter this de-8killing. ,

i

Their splitting of their personal knowledge from the S

—':institutional in attempts to gain minimal compliance may be seen

_as 8 kind of de-skilling of students as Well Yet the data also
/ ' '
point to the danger of carrying this conclusion too far and deducing

).

‘social control effects from social control processes. In a separate ’

- discussion,19 I have elaborated the forms of student resistance uhich

~ e
o

~-bave only been meneioned'here. What’is clear~is that where

—
. 7

o knowiedge cOntrol is used as.a form of classroom control, alienation

“

-

fincreases,fqr all participants, further reinforcing patterns of ‘
control.n Resisnance to forms “of control does not mean that students

'are escaping the effects of the pzocessing of informbtion. For studenes & s

,°

Ve

¥ i y

‘ 'one real “effect“ of the alienation they feel towara sch001~supp11ed ) S
cinformation is the opportunity ‘cost of rejecting much course content o _,%J::&;;

2, > s
R

but having no sense ‘of- how-to find (dr generate or evaluate) credible

0 information on one s -ovn.. One gcal the teachers'seem fairly successful

e - Y S

" .at is in placing 2 distance bétweén the students’ own questions and
" ; ’/ .- .

. concerns and the/course content._ This seems to'mske the-students wIthdrsw "

H
-

into their own personal iﬁformatian (their "reai“ knowledge) so that : D

—./

it will nof, hecome as contaminated by schooi:supplied knowledge. ",

- LW P
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‘The supremé examﬁle of teachers' promoting a split:bétween
one's personal knowledge (their own as well as the students') and class-
room knowledge océyrred in a class on Contemporary Social Problems.

This popular elective takes a social-psychological approach to the
~ *
selection and discussion of social problems: death and dying,

theories of personalit&, the .family, and so on. The teacher uses

many iists, despite the discussable nature of the topics: so such a

topic as theories of personality might include a f;w handouts and

-
<

1ists of Fretdian concepts, for example.
During the "death and dying" unit the teacher handed out a g4

lengthy questionnaire on attitudes toward death Such ostensibly— ‘

- 4

impersonal questions as '"when did you first become aware of death*"

1

weyre followed by more personal inquiries about one s_views ‘of after-

Life; killing for moralreasons, dying for a purpose and so on. Oned -

set of questions asked whether a student had ever considered suicide, o

L} . ) ', . 8
and if so by what means, and with what degree of actual success. On

the' way out of class, I asked if the ‘teacher ‘had designed the
questionnaire and whether he had. ever had any qualms/:;out asking .
about suicide in such graphic texrm (such as checking off preferences

of methods). He answered that the gg} the questionnaire "from

4

N - M)
- impossible to put ideas of suicide into another person's head: people

samewherevﬂ——A§—£irs£—he—had—had_second_thgughts_ahnun_rha_snisidg________,___

R}

section until he 'thecked with a psychologist" who told him it is

come to this act on their own. . .

-~

Then he said, "Maybe you wondered what I was doing at thg door
duriﬁg class. It w53 about.this bOy that sits in this seat fhe pointé] .
I was checking with the counselor because of his past batkground." He

went on to say that except for this one course the boy was confined to
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a mental hospital for attempting - gsuicide about three months before.
Thevteacher'had ".hecked with" the school guidance counselor who in
turn had "checked with" the boy's psychologist. It was‘determined
that the boy was indeed a high risk for éuture %uicide attempts but
that "it was okay for him to sit in on this." The students would . .
exchange questionnaries,snnich would bear no names, and count the!':%,z
responses checked for each'onestion.k‘ This boy would, if .
: . ~_>"
answering honestly, have been the only- student to check "attempted

suicide, with high probability of success" (or to have answered

untruthfully even though many in the class knew of his attempﬁ) That he would

| thereby be subjected to added strain-was of less important than his LR

presente for the "covering\of'tﬁe material." ULearning the content"

was not to be confused with refating to is, even at the fisk of a boy's

life. The discussion placed-tne topic on the usual level of casual
treatment; the field :rip’fo theiunitfnas a trip to a funeral home.

In addition to exacerhating the split between personal and -
institutional knowledge, the effect of knowledge cOntrol which

P

was: not successfully resisted by students was the individualization

S ——

of Classroom interaction. Theeindividualization of rewards and

sanctions in schools,,in ‘terms of credits andefailures earned, is

fairly commonly understood. What the control strategies in the
T - [
obsarved classes accomplished beyond,the power of the credentialing

. As s;udents acquiesced to

controlled patterns of classroom nteraction (or non-interaction),

-~ -

. their resiétamce to the resulﬁ‘,g content became silent and hidden

\.

(knouable to the reasearcher only- through'interviews) Because

“~there was no discussion or—exchanges of papers (except to mark each
. \ » - - -

other's answers on multiple-choice tests), students tended to feel

- .

. isolated in their alienation from the content. There was no mechanism
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collective response. Occasionally they wénld grumhle together about
the tests or about the boredcn of the.transparencies, or protest

with a groan che announcement of a difficult;sounding topic (before
the teacher backed off frcn it). But the teachers hadrsuccessfully
prevented the kihd of collective resistancesthat a few of them \\'
recalled being challenged by during the anti-war' movement.

The vulnerabilities within the patterns of control including
Awidespread student cynicism toward 0versimplifications, student
rejection of facts that contradicted their own information, and

N

teacher alienation at having to apologize for assignments in order

to get students to cooperate) remained too hidden to be seen as

Y emancipatory'possibllities. So long as they'are hidden from

<

-~
Yo

participants, the cycle of alierfation and conttol will presumably
persist. So long as they are hiddep from researchers, these
patterns of control will be seen as the inevitable result of schooling
.in a capitalist society. As we have seen, however, domination
_?is not mechanistically inevitable, but highly adaptive to institutional
. variability. And with teachers, domination in the classroom may also
be interpreted as resistance to their own alienation and lack of
control nithin the larger institution. These many layers of control
and resistance must be examined if our theories of cultural reproduction

.

are to be founded in reality, arédto help us understand the complex

-~

effects of?schooling, and are to be {nstruments of social change.
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