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In Defense of Teaching

I was once told that the sum-total of human arrogance can be summarized in two simple words:  “You should...”  This seems to be the primary point of his paper, “In Defense of Cheating.”  It’s written as a strong critique of schools today, suggesting that current methods of individual work & assessment only exacerbate the growing problems of “cheating” and “copying” in today’s classrooms.

I don’t wholly disagree with his premises.  There is a great deal of value in classroom learning centered on group work & research.  It’s vital for today’s graduates to effectively collaborate & perform research on challenging tasks… tasks that one individual would have a great deal of difficulty tackling by themselves.  That’s largely how the world works.

However, I strongly disagree with his assessment of today’s teaching styles, and his “quick & easy” methods of fixing problems as he sees them.  I’ve been a secondary math teacher for five years.  I’ve seen the practice, I’ve read the research, and I have an understanding (bred from personal experience in the classroom and on several district adoption committees) about what efforts are being made to address student learning and collaborative group work.  Don Norman may be highly researched in the field of cognitive science & engineering… his vitae speaks to his authority on that.  However, his research is wholly lacking on the current practices of today’s teachers, and what needs to be done to remedy these practices.  He is clearly not up-to-speed on teaching & learning in today’s classrooms, despite how much he plays the part in his paper.  To someone who has been in the profession of teaching for years, his ignorance seems appalling at best, insulting at worst.

None of his ideas (cooperative work, mastery grading, eliminating the “curve”) are new.  Few teachers today strictly follow “lecture-centered” teaching methods... teachers are assessed routinely on their teaching styles and delivery methods, and are constantly looking for ways to address a variety of learning styles in their students.  Any teacher that insists solely upon only direct instruction would have little chance of making it through their probationary year(s).  Teaching is a rigorous profession, and teachers are constantly undertaking professional development, attending conferences & workshops, and reading the latest research on effective best practices in their field.  Most teachers could cite circles around Don Norman on current theories about teaching & effective learning.  Despite this, Mr. Norman insists on perpetuating old stereotypes of unchanging classrooms and teachers that refuse to stray from the status-quo.  Granted, one can always find a bad apple... there are ineffective, unchanging teachers out there, and there always will be... just like there will always be poor professors and badly researched opinion essays.  But Mr. Norman’s characterization of the teaching profession as a whole is little more than idle speculation posed as fact.
Grading upon a strict curve is frowned upon in most modern teaching circles, and is prohibited outright in many districts.  Frankly, you just don't see it much anymore.  Group work is encouraged… few high-schoolers graduate today without having worked collaboratively in many aspects of their learning… from science projects to research papers to history assignments and beyond.  Individual skills are still assessed and individual grades are assigned, but the methods of teaching those skills have shifted dramatically in recent decades.  To prove the point, one only needs to look at current trends in high-school curricula adoption (I’ll stick to Math, since that’s what I’m most familiar with).  Three of the fastest-growing curricula in Mathematics (Carnegie Learning’s Cognitive Tutor™, College Preparatory Math™, and the Connected Math™ Series) focus almost entirely upon collaborative tasks to achieve student learning.  Such tasks are often deep and complicated, and students must perform at high levels in groups to accomplish their goals, justify their decisions, and present their results to the rest of the class.  Such projects & presentations often prompt classroom debates about theory & practice of the material, enhancing the understanding of the entire class.  These curricula reach millions of students a year and those numbers are growing annually… things have changed dramatically since Don Norman was in school.  “Mastery Grading” is no new concept either.  I’ve used that exact format to assess vital skills since I began teaching Algebra & Geometry, and many of my colleagues have adopted similar “skills-oriented” assessment rather than purely linear, “chapter”-driven curricula.  Teachers read the research, and respond accordingly to what best meets the needs of their students.  They were doing it long before Don Norman wrote his essay (see “relevant articles” below to support that assertion).  Even here in the CU Computer Science Department, many of today’s freshmen students are learning Intro Programming (as we speak) through collaborative work and justifications of their designs.  I know this, because I’m teaching the course.
But despite Mr. Norman’s lack of research in the topic, he still asserts that his two-page solution will (in a single bound) fix the problems of cheating and dishonesty so prevalent among secondary and post-secondary students today.  To put it frankly, if it were really that simple, it’d have been fixed long ago.  Despite working in groups and partaking in authentic assessments, many students still find a way to cheat… students put their names on group assignments without having lifted a finger.  Students cry to their teachers about how hard they tried on a particular task, hoping for a gracious “pass” from the instructor.  Effective classroom management and collaborative group work don’t eliminate these problems… they simply move the playing field.  Today’s best teachers still deal with a dishonest minority of students who will (despite everyone’s best efforts) insist on taking credit for work they did not accomplish.  The sources of cheating and dishonest behaviors run much deeper than the “glossed-over” view that Mr. Norman suggests.  His over-simplified solution, as nice as it sounds, will not be met with the unbridled success that he envisions.  At this point, Dr. Norman seems little more than (yet another) back-seat driver who,0 despite no personal experience, would like to suggest he has the answers for “fixing” today’s schools.
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