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FAMILY & SCHOOL: abroken trust

Another teacher and I were recently reflecting on our school days. He noted
there was a constant at work in his home whenever he got into trouble at
school: “I was wrong!” The burden was on him to find a way back into the
good graces of his teachers. It was the same in my house and probably in
yours as well.

today it might go like this...
Parents: “Mrs. Smith, what did you say to Johnny, which caused him to act
out so aggressively?”

A trust has been broken between home and school. Each side believes the
other is not doing its job. Both sides are partly correct. This trust once fueled
a collective wisdom that instructed our children and inspired the lifeblood of
our society. The vacuum left in its absence continues to fill with sludge,
offering toxic instruction and a dubious future. A view from “both sides of
the desk” follows.

a personal history

I was born at the median of the Baby Boom, the same year as Brown vs.
Topeka. As kids, we sensed that we were part of the reactive crusade touched
off by Sputnik and were consumed with pride in our little New Hampshire
elementary school when native son Alan Shepard went into space. | neither
liked nor understood the New Math (If the truth be known, I'm sure | would
not have fared much better with the “old” stuff.), but my classmates and 1
accepted the notion that it tied into this larger, more easily perceptible cause
of beating the Russians to the moon,

The new and exciting term “civil rights” galvanized us, and it seemed that
every genre of influence exuded personified charisma: government symbol-
ized hope in the form of John Kennedy, music had The Beatles, sports had
Ali and Joe Namath, and we had our own role model in the Beaver. Even the
“bad guys,” those Communists, enthralled us: there was Castro's revolution
in Cuba, and Khrushchev seemed to stand for something beyond himself
when he banged his shoe on the United Nations table and threatened to bury
us. It was a glorious time to be a kid. A successful ad campaign of the period
summed it up: “We must be doing something right.”






After all, a great deal has changed since the fifties, including the farmer.’ A

return to the fifties isn't possible or desirable,' but a return to the value of
demanding one’s best is essential. What happened?

Consider these somewhat brash statements and observations. Perhaps they
help to explain the broken trust between home and school — parents and
teachers — and some of the forces that govern it.

a. this is the first generation of american kids
that didn’t go to sunday school.

I recently came across a group of eager freshmen engaged in some friendly
hallway banter. My eye caught that of the ringleader, and 1 offered him a little
banter of my own: “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone” One of the
students in the group responded, “Boy, Mr. Gauld, you've got a way with

words.” After [ admitted that I had plagiarized this phrase and divulged my
source, | pondered where [ learned it. | couldn’t remember because it was

transferred culturally, through osmosis, as it was for all who attach signifi-
cance to it.

For generations, Sunday school served as a method for the transfer of a
common culture. It was there that the basic tenets of our Judeo-Christian
heritage were taught to our young people: the lessons of the Ten
Commandments, the Golden Rule, love of thy neighbor, etc. There was a crit-
ical mass of families who subscribed to this approach and helped maintain a
collective wisdom within society. In the '60s and '70s, people rejected tradi-
tional religious observance in favor of a more independent approach to spiri-
tual fulfillment. When we eliminated the restrictive nature of church, we also
eliminated a source of our collective wisdom.

We at Hyde do not call for a return to church. We merely note that the
departure from it was not replaced with anything of substance, and we are
reaping some distasteful repercussions. The distinction between right and
wrong is increasingly blurred among young people. The Values Clarification
emphasis of the '70s left a fear of indoctrination in its wake and created a val-
ues-neutral model for school and family, a model that has failed to produce a
common paradigm of character.

Aristotle defined character as the habit of making right decisions. In the

*70s “right” was left to the eye of the beholder. Right vs. wrong became a sub-
jective distinction and thus, very difficult to enforce objectively.







as her primary function to help you grow up properly with high standards of
moral character. That model of parenting was abandoned in the late '60s due
to its chauvinistic characteristics and lack of economic feasibility. However,
that model was not replaced with anything that comes close to Mom in the
character development department.

Nature, abhorring a vacuum, has run its course. Day care, highly competi-
tive pre-school admissions and latchkey arrangements may have done much
to eliminate the chauvinism problem, but they can’t touch Mom in the other
arenas. It would be difficult to argue that the old model was eliminated pri-
marily in the interests of kids. It was expelled to improve the economic, per-

sonal and professional lives of adults. Our next move must be for the benefit
of our kids.

d. initial fascination: CD, MTV,VCR
A kindergarten teacher I know recently noted that kids seem to have less
capacity for self-amusement and self-entertainment than they did even a
decade ago. She noted that the children of today are better observers than
participants. Perhaps we should have listened more closely decades ago when
architect Frank Lloyd Wright referred to TV as “chewing gum for the eyes.”

We Baby-Boomers amused ourselves with games like “hide-and-seek,” or
daydreamed along with The Beatles. Why run around out in the woods — if
you are fortunate enough to find some* — if you can play Nintendo inside?
Why ponder the meaning of “I Am the Walrus” — much less play it back-
wards at 78 rpm looking for clues about the “death” of Paul, as a group of us
did one fall afternoon in the Hyde Mansion in 1968 — if you can have MTV
fill in the blanks 24 hours a day?

Don’t get me wrong. | like MTV. What concerns me is the fact that | am
not going to reach my history class unless I become an entertainer myself.
The attention spans are shorter each year.

e. teacher: “what is a word that begins with X?”
student: “ex-husband.”

This exchange reportedly took place in an American classroom in upstate

New York.* Shows like Ozzie & Harriet, Donna Reed, and My Three Sons seem

almost humorous when compared with the family of today, family roles and

dynamics having changed so much as to render them obsolete. My wife
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f. collective wisdom
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. . a» as

but the patient died.” Parents in these families
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proudly point out that their children do attend Sunday school, that they
themselves never attended Woodstock, that Mom is in the home, and that
TV viewing is limited and monitored. Then they defy me to explain why
everything isn’t running right in their homes.
Such families do need to be encouraged to continue to fight the good
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