The Woman in the Burka

UPFRONT

A LITTLE CHILD IS DRAWING A PICTURE IN HER

first grade classroom. For reasons that bedevil countless
children, particularly in impoverished neighborhoods, she

1s veiled and withdrawn.

er teacher
arrives  and
beams at the
child’s project.
leans in close
and tells her how beautiful her
work is. The child bursts in a
snule that lights the room.

Now let’s change the scenc.
Shouting and gunfire pierce
the stench of tear gas. A small
woman, cloaked in a dark bur-
ka, appears from the crowd of
protesters and marches alone
toward a phalanx of iron clad
soldiers. She raises a finger
in the face of the commander
who appears to recoil ever so

of defiance or the ill-fated deci- | high school or atend college

sion to fire into a crowd sets ofl
an emotional contagion. Then,
what lay dormantwithin people
suddenly roars to life, because
as Brooks states so simply and
clearly, *The most important
changes happen invisibly in-
side peoples’ heads” When
that tripwire is pulled, the ve-
locity of changg is startling and
mmpossible to calculate.

Most of my life has been
spent in learning environments,
guided by thoughtful people
and policies, strategies culled
from reliable rescarch. But the
experience  of learning, the

EVERY 26 SECONDS,
A STUDENT DROPS OUT
OF OUR PUBLIC SCHOOLS.

slightly. No one who witnesses
this event is ever the same.

If you're searching for a
between
grade classroom and the recent

connection a first
twrmoil in Tran, you're prob-
ably not alone. But consider
the insight of The New York
Times columnist David Brooks
on the fate of nations. Societal
change. he notes. is most often
tedious and meremental, mired
in endless negotiation and pos-
turing. Until a spontancous act

spark of recognition and un-
derstanding; is radicalizing. For
our first grader, that moment
of connection and praise has
mestimable value, No one can
fathom the door that opened in
that child’s psyche.

But students across this
country bear a disquieting re-
semblance to those living under
repressive rule, people who
have been lulled and fright-
ened into acquiescence. Our

students, faling to graduate
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in alarming numbers, suffer a
tyranny of mind that destroys
possibility. They have been al-
lowed to lose their connection

to the value—to the thrill—of

learning, and in that sense, they
have lost touch with themselves.
Within themselves they hear re-
peated the lies and propaganda
that they’re not good enough,
not smart enough. Intimidated,
they are shorn of aspiration.

Needless o say, the clil-
dren are blameless. Tt is the ea-
ger and impatient adults who
need to assuage their appetite
for marketable results, who
have cralted education policy
that validates itself via standard-
ized test scores. And so we have
incremental progress, maybe
negligible, in the face of a dispir-
iting epidemic. We're counting
heads and affixing labels when
we should be looking for the
woman in the burka.

When an infant is born
without the strength to survive,
we place it in an incubator. We
give it every chance to find 1its
natural strength, Well, learning
is a birthright and America’s
students need intensive care to-
day. because their only chance
of survival lies not in test-taking

skills but in the rediscovery of

themselves.

The learning  incubator
shouldbe staffed by more teach-
ers and smaller classrooms:
more advisors guiding students
toward the right learning path-
ways: continual research in
teaching methods, new curricu-
lum and classroom technology;
and the support of parents and
mentors throughout the com-
munity. Every time that tyranni-
cal voice whispers “you can’t,”
someone should be there to re-
fute 1t until that stucdent stands
on the solid ground of his or her
own undlerstancing,

Every 26 seconds, a stuclent
drops out of our public schools.
One million a vear discount the
value of learning and lose touch
with the most real and valuable
part of themselves. Such num-
bers mark us as a nation on a
precarious path, a nation losing
touch with itself,

I'm sure the woman in the
burka knew the danger of losing
touch. But she also knew what
was at stake. And I'm certain she
knew the power she held. So

an our students ifwe're willing
to help them reach for it.
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