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The Learning Gap, by Stevenson and Stigle's

Quote: “For Asian Cultures that we have studied, the goal of elementary school education is unambiguous: to teach children academic skills and knowledge- how to read, to write, to apply mathematics, to know something of history and government, and so on. Americans lack this clarity.” 

Comment: Firstly, I found this chapter to be such a great demonstration of the difference between ability and readiness as discussed in our class last week. Reading this opened up my eyes to the many factors that lead our students to have such negative self images and a lack of confidence in themselves. It is evident that this begins with the parents from day one. Tracking doesn’t just happen in our schools but in society as a whole. This “lack of clarity” that is found throughout our education system has led many of our students to suffer and often even drop out and sends messages to kids that their effort and perseverance is not always necessary and will not help them succeed. 

Last year, I participated in Lesson Study, which originated in Japan. I opened up my classroom to a number of Japanese educators, principals, teachers and college professors. They observed my partner teacher and me planning a math lesson on Fraction word problems, and then came the following day to observe me teaching the lesson. Later that afternoon, we sat down to together to debrief how the lesson went and went over the data they had collected on my students' thinking and interactions within their groups. The conversation between us American math teachers, and the Japanese educators was extremely interesting to me. They compared how they would have taught that concept. They were surprised at how some students seemed to give up on problems quickly and thought that students were trying to rush through their work in order to complete it and move on. I feel like many of our students don’t develop the stamina to work out really challenging problems, but instead are used to giving up. They also mentioned that their Japanese students are very meticulous in their writing and their work. The never draw by free hand and always use the same units of measurement, the rectangle when comparing fractions. No wonder my students are confused about fractional representations. We teach them fractions with so many different representations. It is the same with the units of measurements. We use feet, inches, centimeters and so one. With division, we use the fractions bar, the division symbol, the “division house” and so on. The Japanese only use the fraction bar to divide. These seem like little things, but all add up to a lack of clarity. Why can’t we teach in a simpler manner? So many more students would understand and master concepts, which would in turn increase their self esteem and confidence. What astounded the Japanese educators the most was the amount of concepts we are expected to teach our students every year. They have about eight key math standards they are expected to teach every year, where we have over twenty-five. They gave us a copy of their “text book.” This consisted of two tiny, paper books. Very different compared to the great big hard cover, daunting math books we have learned from. No wonder many of our students are falling more and more behind every year! 
They expect a lot more from their students and students also attend school every Saturday. It is quite evident that the American school system needs to change. People need to stop pretending that everything is okay and start using other successful educational systems to try to create change and begin to fix our own country. 

Questions: Believing that people can move mountains, how do we begin to change our system and get other people to buy in and follow? How can we get an entire county to realize that success is because of effort and hard work and not ability? 

