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			To my daughter, Grace, and her generation, in hopes that their education will be as meaningful and their future in the United States 
as bright as mine were at their age.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter One

			v

			Why Teach? Why Pipkin?

		

		
			I’ve spent my life arguing. My mother says that as a child I could coax paint off a wall. For most of my journalism career, I was an opinion writer, commenting on issues ranging from Mideast policy to neighborhood zoning. I’ve taken on, and held my own against, some of the most powerful people—governors, U.S. senators, corporate CEOs, presidential candidates—in American public life.

			But here I am in a seventh-grade social studies class getting verbally slammed by an insufferable thirteen-year-old who is using me as a human piñata before twenty-five other highly amused adolescents.

			After more than thirty years working for various newspapers and wire services around the country, I decided to teach history in a lower-income middle school in Springfield, Missouri. Abandoning the cynicism and egoism of journalism, I enrolled at Drury University, a local liberal arts college noted for its education program, received my teaching certificate, and entered the classroom with the idealism and naiveté of a twenty-three-year-old on his first job.

			In other words, I was totally unprepared for Marshall Perry.

			Marshall was placed on earth to make life miserable for teachers. He was a destroyer of dreams, a dasher of hopes, and a perpetual pest who could sabotage any lesson plan. He was whip-smart—his personality balanced between feral animal and twisted genius. He was obstinately quarrelsome enough to become a cable TV political talk-show host; he was sadistically sly enough to become a serial killer.

			A natural agent of chaos, he gave good value for his nastiness. Every day was something different—snapping a girl’s bra on Monday, pilfering a neighbor’s book on Tuesday, instigating a fight on Wednesday, and so on through the Huck Finn manual of schoolboy mischief. He could quote the Book of Revelation, proof-texting it with the lyrics of Marilyn Manson.

			Marshall and I were locked in several primal power struggles: teacher vs. student; adult vs. teenager; old lion vs. upstart cub; authority vs. rebellion; order vs. madness.

			I was losing. He knew my disciplinary options were limited to oral reprimands that gave him the opportunity to argue back and banishments to the principal’s office that merely reaffirmed his highly prized and well-deserved reputation as the school’s reigning bad boy. I also lacked the confident command over kids exhibited by the best veteran teachers. Word spread through Pipkin Middle School: Mr. Awbrey was easy prey. The principal’s verdict: Mr. Awbrey has “classroom management issues.”

			Middle schools demand routine and predictability. Without it, schools would descend into adolescent savagery. That’s why administrators spend much of their time prowling the halls and peering through door windows to ensure that students are hunched over their desks, moving their pencils for whatever purpose. My principal practiced the pigeon theory of management—swoop in unexpectedly, poop all over the place, and fly away. I wanted to avoid giving her excuses to enter my classroom—something Marshall was making impossible. He had become an early test of my professional survival.

			The occasion came four weeks into the school year, a defining moment when kids decide who is boss. A teacher who fails to assert command faces months of jeering taunts and incessant disruption, making learning impossible. My plan was to humble Marshall during European map study, show that he wasn’t as bright as he and everyone else believed, and restore the primeval masculine, hierarchical order in my classroom. I was going to air this punk weasel out.

			Marshall sat on the far right side of the front row, where I had quarantined him from the rest of the classroom but could still watch him. Within minutes, he started picking a spat with a neighbor over a notebook. Half-heartedly, really just egging him on, I politely asked him to stop. Body language must have given me away; he backed down when normally he would have responded with brash back talk or profanity.

			The air was tense. Marshall’s unexpected withdrawal perked the other students up, their internal barometers sensing an ominous disturbance in classroom atmospherics.

			Using an overhead projector, I flashed a political map of Europe on the screen to prepare for our upcoming lessons in medieval and Renaissance history. I pointed to various countries whose names had been blanked out and asked the students to identify them. We located Italy, Greece, and Spain. Then came France.

			“Isn’t it true that all the French are gay?” Marshall growled in a surly, accusatory voice. “Why are we studying a country of homos? That should be illegal. Why are you promoting gays, Mr. Awbrey? Are you gay?”

			In middle school, the term gay usually refers to anything the kids don’t like—pants that aren’t blue jeans, almost any book, music favored by baby-boomer teachers. When I gave a test, someone would say “this is so gay” to express their displeasure. This wasn’t one of those cases. It was a full-bore assault on me and the authority of teachers in general.

			But I welcomed Marshall’s challenge and counterattacked head on.

			“If you knew anything about France you would see that the gay thing is just a stupid stereotype,” I snapped sarcastically. “Furthermore, for your information, I’m married and have an eight-year-old daughter. So, no, I’m not gay.”

			Sensing an advantage, I pushed ahead, throwing in the classic line from the Jerry Seinfeld show. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

			Huge mistake. I’m not living in Upper West Side Manhattan.

			“But Mr. Awbrey, the Bible says that gays will burn in Hell,” a normally quiet girl in the corner blurted out in genuine shock that a teacher in the Ozarks of southern Missouri would in any way condone homosexuality.

			“Yeh, Mr. Awbrey, don’t you know how gays ‘do it’? My brother showed me a picture on a fag porn website. It’s sick,” the class jock chimed in.

			Some people will think me a moral coward for not defying such blatant homophobia. They might be right. But in Springfield’s pervasively evangelical Christian culture such lessons require that students trust their teacher, a confidence I had not earned in only a few weeks of school.

			I retreated. The terrain was strategically hopeless; to them, Marshall held the moral high ground. They thought he had protected the class from a teacher pushing a “gay agenda.” I groaned to myself. What would I do when we got to the Italian Renaissance and all those unabashed paintings and statues of shamelessly naked men?

			I turned to the screen and pointed. “What’s this big country east of France?”

			The Road to Pipkin

			How did I get here? What crazy notion led me to believe I could teach history to seventh graders, few of whom showed any interest in school except as a place to hang out with their buddies, shove around the weak, gross each other out, shake their booty, eat lunch, and bully anyone who thinks they should act otherwise.

			Two years earlier, I left my job as editorial page editor of the Burlington Free Press in Vermont because I thought my experiences in politics and public affairs gave me something to offer adolescents who were on the cusp of young adulthood and just beginning to try to make sense of the larger world. Family considerations brought me to Springfield, but I also recognized the city as the perfect laboratory for my secondary motive for entering teaching: to investigate why U.S. public schools are failing large numbers of the country’s children.

			Nicknamed the “Gateway to the Ozarks,” Springfield is home to approximately 150,000 people. While the national news media direct their education reporting mainly toward poverty-stricken inner-city schools or elite private and affluent suburban schools where kids fight tooth-and-claw to gain admission to prestigious colleges, Springfield exemplifies the vast center of the nation’s socioeconomic spectrum. It’s “God, guns, and NASCAR” America, best known as the headquarters of O’Reilly Auto Parts, Bass Pro Shops, and the Assemblies of God; it’s the third largest city in Missouri, the quintessential border state where East meets West and North becomes South.

			Similarly, Pipkin typifies education in commonplace America. The student body is 25 percent racial minority. Approximately 72 percent of Pipkin kids receive free or reduced-price lunches, the federal government’s primary measurement for poverty, but most of the families of the school’s roughly 450 students are best described as working poor or lower middle class, holding minimum-wage or slightly better paying jobs.

			Although often marginalized in the nation’s education discussions, schools in the country’s “flyover” communities like Springfield will largely determine whether the next generation of workaday, grassroots Americans have the academic skills and civic commitment to ensure the nation’s future economic prosperity and maintain a thriving democratic system of government.

			As a journalist, I covered educational topics in nine states. I watched officials in Pennsylvania decide when to close schools for deer-hunting season, districts in Illinois argue over bilingual education, and the Maryland General Assembly fight about funding inequities between schools in Baltimore and wealthy Montgomery County. I am well versed in the arcana of school finance and the intricacies of educational politics. A handful of the hundreds of editorials and columns I wrote on schooling won major awards.

			In addition to conventions of the National Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers, I have attended education-related gatherings sponsored by the National Governors Association, the Education Commission of the States, and the National Conference of State Legislators.

			To learn firsthand how education policy was crafted, I even departed journalism and joined “the other side,” serving several months as communications director for the Kansas State Department of Education during that state’s bitter debate over evolution.

			I have followed a generation of fads, theories, methodologies, and other panaceas that promised to improve American education: open classroom, block scheduling, constructivism, cooperative learning, creative thinking, critical thinking, emotional intelligence, multiple intelligences, inquiry-based learning, brain-based learning, multiculturalism, outcomes-based education, portfolio-based assessment, phonics vs. whole language, school-based management, data-based decision making, professional learning communities, school choice, charter and magnet schools, school-to-work movement, school-business partnerships, self-esteem movement, global education, Goals 2000, authentic pedagogy, No Child Left Behind.

			Meanwhile, since the 1983 “A Nation at Risk” report warned that U.S. schools were threatened by “a rising tide of mediocrity,” I’ve watched the country pour billions of additional dollars into education, hire thousands of new teachers, increase the percentage of educators with advanced degrees, impose several federal and dozens of state reform plans, mandate assessment exams, and implement scores of “silver bullet” school improvement schemes. Yet all that effort has produced little academic progress.

			“Despite resources that are unmatched anywhere in the world, we have let our grades slip, our schools crumble, our teacher quality fall short, and other nations outpace us,” President Barack Obama said in a 2009 speech. “We cannot afford to let it continue. What is at stake is nothing less than the American Dream.”

			I could cite an Everest-sized pile of statistics and reports to underscore the president’s point; for brevity’s sake I use only one. Results of the 2009 ACT college admission test given to 1.5 million U.S. high school graduates showed that only 23 percent of the students were capable of college-level work, which the testing group defined as a C average or higher in first-year courses in math, English, and science. That statistic is devastating in a society where “college-level skills” are considered indispensable for a middle-class lifestyle.

			I had to know why U.S. schools were so inadequate and what might be done to turn things around for the nation’s children, especially for the millions of American kids like Pipkin’s lower-income students whose opportunity to raise their economic and social status in life hinges heavily on the quality of education they receive.

			My first lesson, however, was that the reality of American schooling inside the classroom is a lot more complicated than what I had written about as a journalist or learned in education school, and that one sociopathic kid can make a mockery of even the best-conceived educational policy or most well-implemented pedagogical strategy.

			Order Out of Chaos

			Though he was the bane of my existence as a teacher, I genuinely liked Marshall Perry. He had traits that make a good journalist: an instinct for the jugular, a suspicion of authority, and an intuitive awareness that 95 percent of life is bullshit. Lots of potential.

			I admired how he had gamed the system. According to literacy tests, Marshall read on a twelth-grade level, making him one of Pipkin’s top scorers on the state assessment exams that drive much of public education. He knew the school needed him more than he needed the school.

			“Don’t worry, Mr. Awbrey,” he shouted the first time I sent him to the principal’s office for disobedience—for tweaking a girl’s breast and wiggling his butt in her face. “I’ll be back. They never do anything to me.”

			Sure enough. His smug, smirking face was there the next day.

			Marshall was downright ornery, absolutely incapable of respecting his fellow classmates or acknowledging that any teacher might have something of value to offer. I could no longer morally tolerate his presence. He was taking class time that should be devoted to attentive students—in effect, he was stealing education from kids with precious few advantages in life.

			One day I noticed Marshall wearing a black T-shirt imprinted with the red-circled-A symbol of anarchy.

			“So, Marshall,” I began, “I assume by your shirt that you are an anarchist. Have you ever heard of the great anarchists like Prince Kropotkin or Emma Goldman?”

			For the first time in my class, a trace of uncertainty, of confusion, crept across his face.

			“Of course you haven’t,” I said, honing in for the kill. “That shirt is just a fashion statement. You probably got it at Hot Topic,” referring to the punk-rock-themed teen store. “You’re a shopping-mall anarchist, a phony, a poseur.”

			I wasn’t trying to disgrace him—well, yes I was, but only to regain some pride and to persuade him that I wasn’t the dolt he perceived all teachers to be.

			At first-day orientation, a Pipkin colleague said that if I reached one or two kids a year, I would be a successful teacher. I hoped Marshall would be the first trophy to justify my becoming a teacher. After class I apologized if I had embarrassed him and said that if he were truly attracted to anarchy as a political theory, I had some essays he could read about the subject.

			He actually seemed interested. Maybe I could get to this kid.

			But it wasn’t to happen.

			Hard to believe, but Marshall acted even worse in his other classes. The administration finally ran out of patience. He was sent to a “behavioral intervention specialist” and was diagnosed with Oppositional Defiance Disorder. They pumped a Woodstock quantity of drugs into him, and he gradually disappeared down the maw of the social service bureaucracy. During all this drama, my suggestion that Marshall was just a teenage jerk pushing everyone’s buttons was ignored.

			The administration also sent me to an intervention specialist, a veteran teacher who would try to retool my classroom management skills.

			Debbie Ponder is the reason I survived Pipkin Middle School to tell this story. My students had become so rowdy that nearby teachers complained they couldn’t concentrate because of the clamor from my classroom. At wit’s end, I was tempted to take the advice of a student who said I should “whup us like our dads do” to get them to behave.

			Mrs. Ponder’s method was similar to the “broken window” concept of law enforcement. You sweat the small stuff—tolerate a broken window (low-level crime) and soon the neighborhood is lost. The tiniest infraction draws a megaton response.

			I compare Mrs. Ponder to my drill sergeant during Army ROTC boot camp at Fort Benning, Georgia, during the Vietnam War. Total control. Complete command of the situation. No nonsense. No guff. Get to work. Shut up and do as I say. But always in a body-language dialect that said, “I really care about you. This is for your own good.”

			She silenced chatty Courtney with a glare. She wagged a cautionary finger at Jordan before he could cock his fist to slug a neighbor. She frog-marched wandering Tiffany to her seat. She jolted Sandler awake by smacking his desk with a six-hundred-page textbook. She threatened to transfer moonstruck Britney if the girl did not stop the goo-goo-eye flirtation with her boyfriend across the room.

			“They can behave,” I realized in amazement as a master teacher went through her paces. “This class doesn’t have to be a headbanging mosh pit every day.”

			To ensure that misconduct bore consequences, I joined other seventh-grade teachers to start a noon detention program. Since lunch is a high point of middle school social life, the possibility of losing chill time with friends was a powerful deterrent. Steadily, things started getting better for me. Maybe this will be okay.

			My classroom management troubles stemmed from my inability to make the transition from journalist to teacher. Good journalists pride themselves on ironic detachment. They don’t become personally involved. They report and analyze rather than get down and dirty in the muck of life. It’s the kind of emotional distance that doctors and police officers develop to cope with the traumas and tragedies they face daily.

			To transform myself into a teacher meant I must abandon the journalistic conceit of sideline observer and become an active player. I had to learn to empathize and connect with kids a half-century younger than I and for whom merely arriving at school on time often represented a small act of heroism.

			Listening To Their Stories

			Under a new district policy, I told the class early in the fall semester, a truant officer would telephone a student’s home when the kid was more than fifteen minutes tardy to school. The purpose was to improve attendance to meet mandates of the federal No Child Left Behind law. Sounded reasonable to me—if they aren’t in school, children won’t learn.

			At the end of the period, a visibly agitated girl named Crystal approached my desk. “Mr. Awbrey, can you ask them to not call my house if I’m late for school,” she pleaded. “I live with my grandma, and I don’t always get to school on time because she sometimes sleeps late and can’t bring me. If they call her, she’ll get real mad and blame me and hit me.”

			That’s the way it goes in a low-income middle school. Virtually every day, I faced distraught students enduring major crises that I had no ability to solve.

			I was immediately taken with Damien, a transfer student from a small town in southeast Missouri. We connected over my classroom poster of Charlie Parker, the famous jazz musician from Kansas City. Like the “Bird,” Damien played saxophone. I talked to him about Parker’s life and music, how he was influenced by Count Basie and other greats who turned Kansas City into a jazz mecca in the 1930s, and his early death of complications from a lifelong abuse of alcohol and heroin. Often when the class was completing a worksheet assignment, I played a Parker tune and it seemed to help Damien focus. Within a few weeks, however, Pipkin’s wannabe “gangsta” element had latched on to Damien. Rather than Charlie Parker, he was all about hip-hop and rap and skipping class and ignoring middle-aged white teachers.

			Michael was an exceptionally bright, all-American kid. He was a benchwarmer on the school’s basketball team and probably had the most natural intelligence of any boy in the seventh grade. One day, his normal cheerfulness and his desire-to-please-the-teacher were absent. One of his buddies told me the story. Michael lived with his father and cohabitating girlfriend. The woman apparently saw Michael as a rival for dad’s affection and issued an ultimatum: either the kid goes or she would. Guess who dad kicked out?

			At first I assumed that Kara merely suffered from teenage-morning narcolepsy, which was epidemic among my first-period students. Adolescent brains are not designed for 8 a.m. geography lessons. One day, I tried to rouse her, threatening to send her to the assistant principal’s office if she didn’t snap to it. Two half-opened groggy eyes looked at me in defiant resignation. “You can’t do nothing to me to make my life worse,” she groaned. It turned out that Kara’s mom was a single parent who worked two jobs, housekeeping at a local motel and waitressing at a Steak ’n Shake diner. Kara was the primary caregiver for two younger siblings. She babysat, cooked meals, cleaned house, laundered clothes, and made sure that everyone got off to school in the morning.

			And I’m supposed to teach these kids medieval and Renaissance history?

			I wanted to work at Pipkin, thinking I had much to offer kids who had so little. As a journalist I had written extensively on poverty. I had editorialized about the “achievement gap” between affluent and poor kids. I had read think-tank studies on the social ills that afflicted low-income children: poor prenatal care, lack of preschool, inadequate health care, deteriorating neighborhoods, dysfunctional families, bad nutrition, racial and class prejudice, academically deficient schools.

			None of that sociology prepared me for kids whose fathers beat them regularly; who stole food from the school lunchroom so their little brother would have dinner that night; who feared that mom’s latest live-in boyfriend would sneak into their beds late at night; who were surrounded by filth, stupidity, drug and alcohol abuse, and constant violence; and who worried whether cuts in state Medicaid funding meant they wouldn’t get their asthma medication.

			And I’m trying to persuade these kids it’s important to learn about Charlemagne.

			I was furious—at the school system for placing greenhorn, untested teachers like me in the toughest building in the district (more than half of Pipkin’s regular classroom teachers had fewer than three years of experience); at a society that scorns the underclass as a parasitic social burden; at the smug, self-important bureaucrats in school administrative offices who blame poor kids for giving the district a bad image because of low scores on state assessment tests. Most of all, I was irate toward myself—for my powerlessness to respond effectively to my students’ needs.

			Although entering education with what I thought were noble motives and pure intentions, I couldn’t become a capable teacher until I got off my big white horse and stopped perceiving myself as savior of the downtrodden poor. I needed to recognize my students not as objects of my own private crusade, my politically correct ego trip to prove I cared, but as children who simply needed someone to trust. I had to meet them at eye level, child to empathetic adult.

			Primarily, I had to listen, to treat the students as people with stories to tell rather than empty brains I had to fill with whatever wisdom was contained within the state-mandated social studies curriculum. Gradually—from conversations or casual chats at lunch, in the hallways, before and after class, and in the stands at football games—I got their narratives. Many were heartbreaking. Some were the normal hassles of early adolescence: annoying parents; romantic crackups; hard-grading teachers. I responded as best I could, offering advice, encouragement, or an old bromide from my own father—“Don’t let the bastards get you down.”

			I knew I had made a breakthrough when a girl, saying that some boys had called her this, asked me in strictest confidence: “Mr. Awbrey, what’s a douche bag? And am I one?”

			It took a bit of tact, but those were easy questions.

			Much harder would be to explain to twenty-first-century American teenagers why they should care about people who lived hundreds of years ago on a continent across the Atlantic Ocean.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Two

			v

			Imagining History

		

		
			Mrs. Fairchild was my first history teacher. The great-grandmother of my first best friend, Jackie Simmons, she lived with her family next door to us in Hutchinson, Kansas, in the early 1950s. She had to be well into her nineties. On hot summer days, Jackie and I would sit with her on the front porch of their prairie Victorian house, drink lemonade and snack on cinnamon-laced snickerdoodles while she told stories.

			As if entering a movie flashback, she would lower her eyes, catch a train of thought, and pour out tales of a remarkable childhood on the buffalo-roaming plains of the American West.

			A young girl in the post–Civil War period, she told of traveling by covered wagon across the Kansas frontier from Fort Hays to Fort Larned, where her father would become the U.S. government Indian agent. The wagon-train master was Wild Bill Hickok, the legendary gunfighter and gambler. “He was the nicest man,” she wrote in an unpublished memoir.

			Fort Larned was established to protect pioneers journeying along the Santa Fe Trail, and many of Mrs. Fairchild’s stories were about Cheyenne, Comanche, and other Native Americans. She recalled her father’s advice that when she and her girlfriends rode their horses away from the fort and saw some men in the distance, they should run away as fast as they could if the strangers where white, but not worry if they were Indians. “You could be sure that white men were up to no good,” she said.

			Amazing. I knew someone who knew Wild Bill Hickok, who would end his days with a bullet in his back holding the “dead man’s hand” of aces and eights in a saloon in Deadwood, South Dakota. I ate cookies baked by someone who tossed horseshoes with Indian children and whose babysitters included wives of cavalrymen killed a few years later with General George Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn.

			Other than family members, no person has affected my life more than Mrs. Fairchild. She taught me never to accept stereotypes of other people. This at a time when Hollywood movies and television Westerns filled screens with savage, untrustworthy Indians conniving to ambush innocent settlers. (Fess Parker’s Davy Crockett slaughtering Creeks trying to save their tribal lands was one I particularly remember.) The only good Indian—except perhaps for the Lone Ranger’s Tonto—is a dead Indian was the genocidal message promoted to baby boomers.

			Since those scorching summer days on Mrs. Fairchild’s porch, history to me has never been just facts and dates or lists of kings and presidents, but stories of real people in their unique time and place. The past has become an active part of my psyche. Incredible! Indians once chased buffalo across my childhood front yard.

			I wanted to teach students at Pipkin Middle School the lessons Mrs. Fairchild planted in me: Knowledge of history tends to make people tolerant because it helps them respect cultural differences. Human nature never changes. Human motives are inevitably conflicted; the line between self-interest and self-sacrifice is often indecipherable. The noblest intentions may create the worst results. The future is never easier than the past. Regardless how dire the situation, this too shall pass.

			Most important, I hoped the kids would develop a historical imagination, an ability to project from the past into the future, to visualize possibilities for their own lives, to place themselves in the lives of others as part of a continuing conversation with those who came before.

			Home is where everyone’s story begins, so I asked my students to explore their own family tree. I told them to talk to older relatives and learn something about their ancestors. Where did their family originate? What kind of work did their grandparents and great-grandparents do?

			Many of the kids got into the assignment. A black student found that an uncle had run a DNA test that traced the family line to a specific tribe in West Africa. A grandfather talked for the first time about being wounded in World War II, earning the respect of his grandson. A few students learned they had Indian blood, quite possible given Springfield’s proximity to Oklahoma and its numerous tribes. Could any of them be distantly related to Mrs. Fairchild’s girlhood friends?

			Several students wondered if stepparents counted—sure, families are more than blood. One girl chortled that her father said she came “from seven generations of white trash.” A boy was defiantly proud of a relative hanged for murdering a card shark who cheated him in a poker game. “No one messes with us Jacksons,” he boasted.

			One of today’s perplexing disconnects is that history has never been more popular among the public at large, yet never less emphasized in the typical American school. Such noted historians as David McCullough and Doris Kearns Goodwin have become media darlings with books that routinely top best-seller lists. The History Channel is among the most viewed stations on cable television. Many communities support local history museums and hold annual celebrations to honor their heritage. Sword-and-sorcery-style Renaissance fairs draw eager crowds across the country. Thanks partly to the Internet, genealogy has become a consuming passion for millions of Americans.

			Yet large numbers of young Americans remain oblivious to the past, depriving them not only of integral lessons in life but also jeopardizing the future of American democracy. History tests given in 2006 by the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the federal program that measures student achievement, found that 53 percent of high school seniors scored “below basic,” which means they were essentially ignorant of anything that happened before last week.

			It doesn’t get much better in college. A history exam commissioned by the American Council of Trustees and Alumni and taken by seniors at fifty-five top U.S. colleges found that only 19 percent of the students scored a grade of C or above; the average was 54 percent. That so many of America’s supposed future leaders know so little history is astounding in a world where long-standing rivalries and resentments often control international relations.

			Civilization is not genetic; it has to be learned. If the transmission of a culture’s ideals and values breaks for one generation, civilization crumbles and society disintegrates into barbarism. That is especially true in a democracy. What Alexis de Tocqueville called “the habits of the heart”—faith in freedom, trust in people to manage their own affairs, a sense of community—must be constantly renewed and nurtured.

			The heart of American democracy is the belief that each individual has worth. My goal at Pipkin was to use history to help students see significance in their experiences—a critical attitude for low-income kids who often feel left out of mainstream America. For example, although she is not mentioned in any history text, Mrs. Fairchild contributed to the transformation of the West. Her life had meaning far beyond her living years.

			History teaches young people they are unique—that the story they craft out of their lives will fold into the panorama of human existence. Whether the narrative is well written is irrelevant. It is theirs alone, perhaps to be remembered and treasured as long as the wind sweeps across the prairie like a young girl on an Indian pony.

			Sin and the Saint

			Humming a little tune, I casually took attendance, strolled to my usual spot at the front of my lectern, and nonchalantly asked this question:

			“Who in this class is a virgin?”

			Mouths gaped. Faces flushed pink. Heads swiveled around the room.

			“Don’t answer that,” I quickly interjected, chuckling to myself for playing a private joke on them. “I just wanted to be sure you are awake.”

			To open our lessons in medieval history, I wanted to grab the kids’ attention with the topic of sex and sin and St. Augustine, an early father of the Catholic Church and the most influential intellectual of the Middle Ages. Aware that Augustine’s religious and philosophical works were beyond the intellectual capabilities of seventh graders, my goal was just to introduce him in the hope that later in their academic careers the name would resonate and lead them to pursue his views in greater depth. I also wished that, once exposed to the impact of his thinking, they would understand that ideas from centuries ago can have consequences today, including notions about the No. 1 interest of teenagers of all generations—sex.

			Augustine was born in 354 in North Africa, then part of the decaying Roman Empire. He wrote what is often considered the world’s first true autobiography, Confessions, in which he laid bare his decadent youth and eventual conversion to Christianity. For more than 1,600 years, his book has been the gold standard for soul-wrenching memoirs of turmoil and redemption; he would have been the perfect guest for The Oprah Winfrey Show.

			As detailed in Confessions, Augustine was a shameless hedonist in his youth, reveling in sexual promiscuity and other forms of vice common in the late Roman Empire. He sired a son out of wedlock and maintained at least two mistresses, much to the consternation of his devoutly Christian mother, Monica. While studying in the northern Italian city of Milan, Augustine began to doubt his pagan beliefs and move toward Christianity. In a famous quote he whined about how difficult it was for him to ditch his libertine lifestyle, praying for God to “grant me chastity and continence, but not yet.”

			Augustine finally embraced celibacy and helped seal the traditional Christian attitude toward sex, constructing a morality based on abstinence as the ideal and strict fidelity for husbands and wives in marriage. This ethic was a radical departure from the freewheeling sexuality of the Roman Empire and has been part of the Western attitude toward sex ever since.

			I pretty much dropped the subject at that point, hoping that the kids might perceive—whether they agreed with him or not—how much influence Augustine still has on twenty-first-century America.

			In the spirit of full disclosure, however, readers should know the strong impression Augustine has had on my personal outlook on life and how his ideas permeate much of this book.

			Like many cub reporters, I started my journalism career on the police beat, covering cops and courts. I wrote about some of the cruelest actions imaginable by human beings. I remember a man blowing his wife’s head off with a shotgun because she flirted with another guy at a bar; their two kids were eyewitnesses to their mother’s death. I recall the trial of a drunken driver who killed five members of a family returning home from vacation; the drunk emerged unscathed and never spent any time in prison. I reported about a man pushing a co-worker into a boiling vat of chlorinated cleaning solvent during a job dispute, scalding the victim’s body beyond recognition.

			Trying to make sense of it all, I was drawn to Augustine’s concept of original sin, the theory that there is something inherent in the human condition that tempts us toward sin and leads us to do unconscionable things. I agree with nineteenth-century French writer Joseph de Maistre, who said, echoing Augustine, “I do not know what the heart of a rascal may be; I know what is in the heart of an honest man; it is horrible.”

			Augustine is also largely credited for Western civilization’s conviction that history has purpose and meaning. In contrast, classical pagans construed history as cyclical, constantly repeating itself through the centuries without ultimate significance; bluntly, “life’s a bitch and then you die.” Augustine interpreted history as linear and under God’s control, meaning that positive progress is possible and individuals can affect the course of history.

			More to the point of this book, Augustine is among the most important educational theorists in Western history. One of the foremost teachers of his time, Augustine introduced the then-novel opinion that teachers should welcome and encourage questions from students. That attitude helped fashion the inquiring-mind approach to learning that is the hallmark of the Western intellectual tradition. He also urged teachers to apply varying modes of instruction—what today would be called differentiated learning—to meet the unique needs of students.

			Augustine’s educational ideas stem largely from his doctrine of original sin and its corollary, free will, the belief that humans have the God-given liberty to make up their own minds on any subject and should not be forced to submit to dogmatic authority. Such freedom, however, requires strict intellectual discipline and moral direction to help overcome humanity’s tendency toward evil.

			For centuries, Augustinian thought underlay formal education and the path to maturity in Western Europe and America. A primary educational goal from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century was to contain the beast within—“In Adam’s fall, we sinned all” read the New England Primer used by generations of early Americans. By studying admirable role models from the past, young people were to develop strong personal character to master their depraved passions and tame their satanic temptations. To surrender to one’s natural inclinations would unleash the hellhounds of greed, lust, egotism, and crime.

			Those lessons were taken to heart by American founders—Adams, Madison, Hamilton—who held an Augustinian regard for humanity and created a government of checks and balances to inhibit humankind’s intrinsic desire for absolute power.

			One of my biggest surprises as I proceeded through teacher training and more deeply explored the mind-set of American education was how thoroughly U.S. schools have abandoned the Augustinian tradition in favor of “child-centered” Progressive educational theories developed in the early twentieth century. Teachers are told to focus on a child’s personal development and self-esteem rather than instill intellectual and ethical principles that young minds need to resist evil. Emotional well-being has replaced character building as the central motive of schooling. Education school curricula are dominated by America’s therapeutic culture, emphasizing psychology courses designed to enable teachers to release children’s natural love of learning impeded as little as possible by adult authority.

			Perceiving themselves more as child wellness counselors than sage elders transmitting the wisdom of the past, U.S. educators have jettisoned the intellectual heritage that informed American schools for more than three centuries, helping to create the nation’s current existential crisis that is marked by economic uncertainty, cultural confusion, and loss of faith in the future.

			Augustine died in 430 as barbarian Vandals were sweeping across North Africa, further accelerating the death throes of the Roman Empire. In upcoming chapters, I will describe how the Middle Ages recovered from this debacle, guided by Augustine’s philosophy, in the hope that such ideas might help generate the moral and academic revival so desperately needed today.

			Barbarians in Eye Shadow

			“What’s a goth?” I asked to begin class. “What does it mean to be a goth?”

			Several students turned immediately toward Chelsea, who was wearing her everyday look—pageboy-length black hair, raccoon-thick black eyeliner, black nail polish, black-and-gray tartan skirt, red-and-white striped socks with black engineer boots, and a black T-shirt imprinted with the logo of the band Green Day.

			Her face frozen in self-indulgent sadness, Chelsea seldom smiled in class, seldom expressed more than disdain for school, her classmates, and life in general. But she had some of the highest grades in the seventh grade, even though she spent considerable class time sketching punk-style fashion designs in her notebook.

			“Oh, get off it,” she responded to the finger pointing. “You don’t know anything. You’re so ignorant. This is so lame.”

			“No, really,” I jumped in, seeking to avoid another verbal smackdown or worse among punks, skaters, gangstas, and other Pipkin Middle School tribes. “I’m a clueless old guy. Just tell me. What’s a goth?”

			“Goths are those weirdoes who hang around Park Central. They hate everyone,” one student finally responded.

			Chelsea crossed her arms, pursed her scarlet lips, and shook her head in evident disgust.

			“So where does the word goth come from? Does anyone know?” I asked, trying to get to the point of all this.

			Silence, although Chelsea perked up a bit. Curious perhaps?

			The Goths, I explained, originated in Scandinavia and were among the barbarian hordes that demolished the Roman Empire in the fourth and fifth centuries. In the Renaissance, the term became a catchall to brand anything medieval as rude or unsophisticated. The current use stems from the nineteenth century’s fascination with death and the macabre surreal, as found in gothic novels by Mary Shelley, Edgar Allan Poe, and Bram Stoker, creator of the Count Dracula tales. Jim Morrison, the Lizard King and heroin-overdosed lead singer of the rock group The Doors, partly inspired the goth revival in the 1970s.

			So goths descend from a long historical line, I said, tying marauding, bearskin-wearing Germans pillaging ancient Rome to The Rocky Horror Picture Show, Anne Rice’s vampire books, and the Twilight series.

			To show that history is relevant—if only as a borrowed label for one of today’s teenage clans—the goth reference was intended to link the past to today’s teen world.

			I noted that the fall of Rome in the late 400s began the medieval period, a word derived from the type of Latin spoken during that time. “So what does anyone know about the Middle Ages?” I asked, attempting to ascertain how much the kids had been exposed to the era they would spend the next few months studying.

			Some giggled. Some shrugged. Several slumped in their seats and made fake snoring noises. Most just sat motionless, hiding themselves in the crowd.

			“Weeell,” I stammered, stalling as I realized that this might be a problem. “How about King Arthur? Knights in shining armor? Ladies in white linen? Cathedrals? Crusades? Dungeons and dragons?”

			Saved, a hand. “Wasn’t that movie Braveheart about the Middle Ages?”

			“Dude, that was great. Whack. Whack,” a kid shouted out, swinging his arms in an air-guitar rendition of a sword fight.

			Since knowledge builds on knowledge, I pressed ahead to understand what background the students had in the medieval period. “Did you have any of this in elementary school?”

			Blank stares. A few incoherent mutterings.

			“I think there was something about the Vikings in fifth grade,” Isaiah finally volunteered.

			Toss out the lesson plans. This is not good. More than 1,200 years of history in three months: the creation of the nations of Europe; the establishment of the university; the spread of Christianity; the roots of representative democracy; art, literature, music, philosophy, and much more that have shaped Western moral values, religious beliefs, and cultural institutions. These students knew none of it, aside from Mel Gibson’s blue-body-paint biopic about a legendary Scottish warlord.

			Like any panicked teacher, I sought refuge in the textbook.

			“Turn to page 106 in your books and, Jessica, could you begin reading the section on the recovery of Europe after the barbarian invasions.”

			Jessica and several others read about how the Franks, Goths, and other barbarian tribes calmed down after ransacking the Roman Empire and how Charlemagne gradually restored order in Western Europe, culminating with this section from the book:

			Charlemagne brought the rule of law to a large area of what had been the Western Roman Empire. He also supported the Catholic Church. In return for this support, Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne emperor on Christmas Day in 800.

			“What does this mean?” I asked. “What’s going on in what you just read?”

			Collectively, their eyes looked away from me—to the floor, the ceiling, the walls, their desks, anywhere but toward the front of the room.

			“Don’t you understand what the text said?” I pleaded.

			A hand rose tentatively, sheepishly.

			“What’s a pope?” she asked.

			“Good question,” I said, grateful for any reaction. “He’s the head of the Roman Catholic Church—like Pope John Paul II.”

			“What’s the Western Roman Empire?”

			“The area that in the Middle Ages encompassed today’s Western Europe, countries like Germany, France, Spain, Italy, and England.”

			“The Roman Catholic Church—is it Christian?”

			This didn’t make sense. How could kids go through seven years of formal education and pick up nothing about medieval European history except “something about the Vikings”?

			The answer came from a veteran social studies teacher.

			“They don’t take much history until middle school.”

			Mind-boggling, but true. Neither the Springfield Public Schools nor the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education requires history from kindergarten through third grade. They get a once-a-week smattering of Missouri history in fourth grade—a bit on Daniel Boone, a mention of Lewis and Clark, a nod to the Civil War, a passing reference or two to Mark Twain and Harry Truman. In fifth grade, they get a brief introduction to the European discovery of America—“something about the Vikings”—and a perfunctory overview of early U.S. history.

			In the sixth grade, they finally study ancient Mediterranean societies, which along with the Middle Ages and Renaissance in seventh grade are the only times—K–12—that Springfield students encounter those three critically important periods of Western history. Asian, African, and Latin American history are scarcely touched.

			Springfield is no different from hundreds of American school districts in forsaking a globally inclusive and sequential study of history during a child’s most formative years. Much of it stems from federally mandated standardized tests that concentrate on math and reading skills. In Springfield, as in many other U.S. communities, if a subject isn’t on the state test, it gets the short shrift. No wonder U.S. students score miserably on history tests. They seldom study history; they never learn it in the first place.

			My anger intensified as I realized that this neglect of history in the early grades is especially damaging to low-income children like my students at Pipkin Middle School. These kids don’t have the opportunity to travel, books at home, college-educated parents, and other resources that enable middle-class students to compensate for a liberal-arts-depleted elementary school curriculum.

			For many of my students, I was their last chance. If they didn’t acquire an appetite for history in middle school, they probably never would, an incalculable loss to them and to a society that depends on citizens conversant enough with the past to move confidently and wisely into the future.
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