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Education For What 
Daniel Jerany Silver 
Decenber 6, 1981 

Recently the Journal of the American Acadeny of Arts and Sciences, 

in a quarterly which is callerl the Daedelus, devoted successive issues to the 

American schools' problans am pranises. The editor's explanation of this concen

tration of concern on the schools was that our Erlucational systan was undergoing 

one of those recurring and endemic crises of public oonfidence and that it was im

portant to have koowledgeable people lay out the assets and the deficits of our 

school system. Now, it's interesti.nJ how often in this post-war era we've had a 

crisis of confidence in the schools. In the early mid 1950's there was a Sputnik 

crisis. The Russians beat us into space and instead of naming the priorities and 

budgets of the administration or the failures and inadequacies of the bureaucracies 

involved, the National Space Administration, we blaned our public schools. We said 

that they were not producing students equipped to deal with the space age. We said 

the big Red school.house was p:>uring out a torrent of mathenaticians and technicians 

and scientists and we were still training our young people in a curriculum, a clas

sic curriculum which was fit for an older and gentler time, a quite different ti.ire. 

The cry then was that we must chan]e standards and tighten standards. There must be 

four years of rnathetnlatics and fair years of science and the arphasis must be on 

the hard subjects. And what was not said very often during that debate was that 

the big Red schoolhouse was diverting long before the high school years nearly 

85 percent of all students, that already when they were in the fifth and sixth 

grade Russian students were to be given examinations which detennine, once and 

for all, what track they wculd be put on, whether they would end their school very 

early or be diverted to sate vocational school program. And that in 1950 \\le were 

graduating one in two of every seventeen or eighteen-year old in.our society fran 

our high schools and the Soviets were graduating less than 2 in 10 and that pro

portion has remained rather constant. 'lbday we are graduating three out of four 

and the Soviet Union is graduating about two out of ten. Irdeed, no elitist 
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school systan, that ism system which diverts significant nurrbers of young people 

fran the elitist acadanic sclx>ols in western Europe or in eastern Europe graduates 

nore than 25 percent of the students fran the high schx>l years . And one of the in

teresting, arrl often overlooked, facts when we criticize our sclx>ols fran this !X)int 

of view is that whenever there have been similar diagnostic tests taken by the upper 

five percent of our students against the five percent of any elitist systan, our 

students have shown that they are fully the equal of the best trained students in 

sclx>ols elsewhere in the \-Orld. And, of course, one can !X)int to the paradox of the 

fact that Marxist theory ~ld state, that a capitalist and cnupetitive society 

such as ours would do everything that it oould to prevent the lower classes, the 

classes with less opi;ortunity, fran gaining educational opi;ortunity, entry into 

the fullness of the system, and yet it is precisely our system which encourages 

young people to stay, to take advantage of all the opportunities that are there as 

long as they can, and it is precisely the Coommist systan which detour, divert 

and dead errl the youngsters quite early in their career, and obviously those who 

cane out of nore advantaged hares have the better advantage and the better chance 

of passing those tests. 

Now, of course, there's a rule in history that for every action 

there's an alrrost equal and an alnost opposite reaction and so, not soon after the 

crisis of confidence brought on by S?}tnik, we had a crisis of confidence brought 

on by the tightening of the curriculum. These were the years when people were 

writing al:x:Jut death in the classrcx:m, when they were talking alx>ut the stultifying 

effect of CDtpetitive academics, and those woo were least advantaged, nost cul

turally deprived in our society, relevance was the key \-Ord in the early 1960's. 

i4e were to create curriculum fit for each student's very special talents and needs. 

The idea of affirmative action was beginning to take place and there was great 

concern that we irwolve ourselves with the handicapped and disadvantaged and that 

we create a scl'Dol systan which would not autanatically reward th:>se whose minds 

were nost agile and ablest. Intelligence tests am other diagnostic tests were 
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discouraged. Autanatic proootion was erx:x:>uraged. Grade inflation took place be

cause we must bring each child along and make each person feel confident. 'Ihe so

called oore curriculum, foor years of Erglish, three years of mat.hara.tics, three 

years of science, three years of a language began to be dispensed with in favor of 

a woole variety of coorses which grew out of the supposed or expressed needs of 

the young people, driver's courses, drug-related oourses, photography oourses, pot

tery oourses, and it becarre possible to graduate fran one of our high schools arrl 

to be in fact functionally illiterate. And this, of course, was also the era in 

which the issue of desegregation became a major issue across the land. The court 

ordered many school systans to ooncem itself with busing and other effective, 

presumably effective, desegregation issues. And the focus, again, was on the bottan 

part of the school groop, in providing advantages to those woo could not canpete 

and the schools began to face that ultimate anamoly of any educational systan, that 

brains are sirrply not distributed equally across the society, that it is not sirrply 

that cultural deprivation makes it very difficult for the children of the street 

to cate into the educational systan designerl for the middle-class; but, that even 

in all classes of society there is a unique distrirution of talent fran child to 

child and that any mass educational systan is going to have a great deal of dif

ficulty adjusting itself to providing just that mix of rrotivational programs, 

of instructional programs, which will reach each and every child. This was a 

year ago where we had not only the usual schools but we had the alternative schools 

and the street scmols when many were shouting what relevance does Shakespeare 

have to saneone in the street, or others were demanding that we teach Mexican 

.American children in Spanish and other inmigrant children in their native tongues, 

they \fJO\lld learn faster. '!he issues rDN were the issues of individual developtent, 

am of relevance, they were social issues and the schools trierl to respond to these. 

And as the schools rooved to respond to the second 1960 crisis in education we found 

a nunber of new problems were caning to the fore. '!here was the p:roblan of dis-
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cipline in the classroan. There was the problan of the falling scholastic aptitude 

levels of testing.As less attention was being given to the upper tracks they did 

less well. In many schools advanced placanent programs and tracking were attacked 

as non-egalitarian, as anti-darocratic and abarrloned. M::>re and nore universities 

found that they were having to make the required courses of their freshmen year . 
ranedial English and remedial mathematics and remedial social studies, that they 

werein fact forced to make up for the deficiencies of the high schools arrl secondary 

schools of the nation. 

And so during this period, the period we're in rrJw, the enphasis has 

been on minimal competency and proficiency starrlards. 'Ihere has been an attenpt to 

tighten up the requirenents, t5eturn to a core curriculum, to d~ again that those 

who graduate with a diplana fran high school can at least fill out a job application 

sane place out there in the v0rk force. Every one of these recurring crises has 

had its favorite books: Why Johnny Can't Read; Crisis in the Classroan. The nost 

recent one is John Colenan Public and Private Schools in which he makes a case that 

in the last twenty years or so it has been the private schools which have maintained 

the sense of minimal CCJii)etency of basic requiremants and have made the better 

job of seeing to it that their graduates coold read and write arrl connt and cipher 

and the like. There's a new interest in private education, in part because of 

the growth of evangelisn, the growth of the so-called Christian school which is not 

so much Christian as anti-black, in part of because of failures of the public 

school systens thenselves, in part because of the concerns by many that the pub-

lic schools are teaching attitudes that are pemdssive values which are not ac

ceptable to those families am they would like to have sane kim of voucher systan 

whidl would allow their youngsters to go into sane alternative fonn of education. 

Now, one would be telpted, having watched these recurring crises 

of attitude towards the schools, to be rather tolerant and to assume that all things 

balance out in the em .were it not for the fact that the schools are uniquely sus

ceptible to local pressure. '!hey are depeooent upon, for the nost part, local or 
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at rrost state support for their finances. '!hey are very sensitive to pressure 

groups within the society and they are very susceptible to fads, educational fads 

within the society because teaching is a frustrating profession. You have to be 

patient. You have to be able to accept failure after failure after failure. You 

have to return day in and day out to face a class, many of whom sinply seen rot to 

want to learn. '!here's no way of mass producing, putting students on an assanbly 

line, and so the impatience of our society has made us turn fran time to time to 

one fad or another and, unfortunately, in the process of switching curriculum, 

switching over school systans franfad to fad, mmy children have found that their 

educational program was aborted, turned off, turned aside in the middle, and we 

have in the 25 to 30 to 35-year old age group in the society rD.Jv a lot of penple 

who can't do mathanatics because of the new math, a lot of penple who can't really 

read and write because of the new English that the schools tried to adopt sare 

15 or 20 years ago. 

We have a lot of school buildings that were built to fads, schools 

without walls, schools which made provisions for alternative educational programs 

but failed to make provisions for libraries where there are big cassette audio

visual rcans but hardly enough space for a basic library of the readings which ought 

to be part of any educational systan. 

And one would be tempted to be patient with all of these pressures 

to change, to be understarrling of the frustrations of the teaching profession, 

were it not for the fact that whereas till nON education has had the noney largely 

to do a lot and the wise administrator has tolerated these fads because he could 

keep on what he was doing and sinply act on an alternative system, add on a vo

catiooal trade school system, add on a number of special schools, with:>ut having 

to totally destroy lfilat had existed up to this point. 

Between 1950 and 1975 financing of public education grew at a rate 

twice the rate of the growth of our natiooal prodoot, but since 1975 and 1978 we've 
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seen Pro:EX)sition 13, the grcwth of that kind of thriftiness and miserliness that the 

Reagan Administration represents in danestic :EX)licy. We've seen school levy after 

school levy defeated in 100st areas where Jews am others who love books are not a 1 

significant gr~p11in the lx>dy i;:olitic and it is no longer true that educators can 

tolerate these pressures and sinply add on in response to the pressures sare program 

or other into the schools. Hard decisions will now have to be made am those de

cisions will affect the way in which our young people learn and the kinds of young 

people that they will be. When a school systan lacks the noney to do all that it 

has been doing it can neit!Er cut down the number of hours, the number of sessions 

during the day which many have done, and if it does that it then must make a cooice 

between the larger courses which are usually the lower level courses, and the 

smaller courses which are usually for the nore acadanically talented, and usually 

the choice is to go with tlDse courses where there are the 100st students. Or it 

must choose between maintaining those advanced rourses and the football program 

which appeals to the voters arrl which they believe gets sarething at least passed 

as a levy, a mcx1est levy, to keep the sclxx:>l system going. 

And so whereas until the mid seventies we could have both alter

native education and advanced placanent education, in the 1980's it becx:rces in

creasingly clear that sooe very hard difficult choices will have to be made. '!he 

school systels will find it very difficult because of their vulnerability to pres

sure to make those choices. 

If any lesson is to be leama:i fran our terrlency to criticize the 

schools, it is that we have asked of our schools the resolution of all the social 

ills which beset the society, and in my hunble estimation a school system camDt 

resolve the social ills of the society. We've asked the school system to take 

inmigrant children and accul.ture them to 1'merica, am to do so oot only in class

roans where English is the basic unit of instruction blt in school systens where 

bilin3ualism is by law mandated. We've asked tlE school systans to solve all 

I 
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of the racial discrimination problans the society created by the way in which we 

live, the kinds of coherent cultural neighborhoods which we have established, and 

we forced many a school system to choose between General M:)tors and school rooks. 

We have asked the school systan to deal with alcoholism, with drug 

addiction, with all tmse kinds of social probl~. And as society noved nore and 

nore away fran the hare where there is at least one adult at the hare at all tines 

who can be a reserve, a volunteer, a place where the child can go and spend part 

of the day, nost 1Dines ro,, are hanes in v.tlich there is no resident nother or father 

and so the child must be kept in sch.Jo! all day long, especially in the elenentary 

years. '!he school is not only asked to educate but to be in effect a day care 

center. 

And we have asked ~se schools to maintain literacy at a tine when 

we increasingly are doing everything through television and through the visual rredia. 

we are asking the scmols to be egalitarian and darocratic, to affinn affinnative 

action, to bring up tiX>se who are nost culturally deprived at a tine when it's 

increasingly difficult to maintain standards for those who occasionally see a lxx:>k 

in their hares. 

Pressure after pressure after pressure has been imposed upon our 

systems, so much so that they cannot meet all of the expectations that we place on 

them. The liberals anong us, those wh:> have wanted to see a new kind of America, 

a new kind of Arrerican, the greening of America, have asked our schools to produce 

a non-cati)etitive irx:tividual, one whose many talents will be reoognized, the right 

side of his brain as well as too left side of the brain. \e've asked the schools 

to have the oourses in the arts, sensitivity courses, coorses in all kinds of 

things beyond the core curriculum that used to be and there's oot the tine oor 

the noney oor the skills in teacher resooroe in order to achieve all of this. 

'lhose woo have been CCJ'loerned with civil rights and race relatioos have asked the 

schools to do all they can to oot only integrate rut to create first-rate edu-
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cation, to mix street dlildren with suburban dlildren and scrceoow cane up with a 

passive, peaceful and effective society. This has proved to be difficult, if not 

impossible; and as we can see fran our own Cleveland public school systems when the 

emphasis is p.irely on integration despite coort orders whidl mandate both the in

tegration of the student body arrl quality education. It's easy to nurrber busses, 

it's easy to describe the routes the busses must take, but very very difficult, if 

not impossible, to provide effective education in classroans where the children 

cane for a few hours fran a variety of areas, cane with the prejudice of the parents 

carried on their shoulders and are told you are n°'1 blessed by being in a deseg

regated classrcx::rn. 

There have been those in our society, there are toose in full cry 

in our society wm look u!X)n the school systans as religious schools . We Jews 

used to look u!X)n the systans as religious schools, we can understand a bit of what 

they mean. They claim, ha-.ever, not that these schools are Christian but that they 

are anti-christian, that they are part of a new religion called secular humanism 

which is pennissive, which is atheistic am godless, which believes in sociology 

and in social values rather than the old-time virtues, and these people are in

creasingly dananding that only good books be on the shelves of school libraries, 

that every day begin with a Christian prayer, every football gane begin with the 

students kneeling on the field, God to rcake them the victor, that creation 

be oought into the biology classes and the physics classes and that the school 

systans becDte in effect propaganda agencies in the nolding am training of child

ren acoording to the evangelical Christianity which is to them the only truth. 

And then, of course, there are the teacters, the teachers who have 

been whiplashed over the last decade by these oonflictirxJ and oontradictory pres

sures, \\ho have resorted, to a large degree, by turning away fran teaching to \lllion 

ooncerns. 'l1le union cxmcerns were ve:ey real at the begirming, their pay scales 

were low, their status in society was that of the respect given to sareone who 
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supports the family rut is not ~ equal of the family. But one must say in all 

candor that the educaticmal establishment has done very little to maintain profes

sional staooards and to see to it that high quality people are bro\X]ht into the 

field.. Nonnal sch:x:>ling, the faculties of education in universities are notoriously 

anong the weakest in the university. I was stocked to read that arcong students row 

in college preparing tienselves for a career in education the average rrean score 

on verbal aptitudes, on the scmlastic aptitude tests, was 392. Now, 500, once upon 

a time, not so very long ago, was the ver:y minimLnn that was accepted for admittance 

to a second-rate university. And so what we have increasingly is a less than ade

quate, less than learned, certainly less than verbally talented teacher oorps forced 

to rrove into a sch:x:>l system~ a very difficult and cnrplex profession, lack-

ing the tools, clear 1 y, with which to carry on their marrlate. And there 's been 

ver:y little concern expressed by~ teaching profession to raise these standards, 

to see to it that tlere are minimum canpetency standards in the classroan for the 

teacher as well as minimal achievement standards in the classroan, grading, for 

the student. Teachers have fought this and, yet, if we are to have teachers who 

can't read and write am spell how will they ever teach our children to read and 

write and spell? 

In 1974 a man by the nane of Alonzo Crim was appointed to be super

intendent of education in the Atlanta school system. '!he Atlanta sch:x:>l system is 

largely black. '!hey suffered then fran any nunber of problems. It rem:i.rded me as 

I read of it of the Clevelarrl School System the last five years, and Dr. Crinm's 

first undertaking beyond just continuing running the school was to go out am talk 

to the parents. He . famd a systan where a great deal of concern had been vested 

in integratioo and ocnoern with ailtural deprivation, concern with teaching children 

in the street, ooncern with seeinJ to it that one took into oognizance the limits 

that the children 1«>uld brimj into the classroan. But he found when he talked to 

the parents that the first and formost requireu~t that they had, the priorities 
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they wanted for their schools, was to inprove significantly the reading, writing, 

speaking, listening, and carp.itational skills of the students. Reading, writing, 

arithnetic - that sounds like the cntuon scnx>l of the 1850's - and yet, that's 

obviously the basic task of a school, oompetency, the a:xnpetency to go out and to 

earn a living. Schools have many other tasks probably but that certainly is the 

basic one. And as I read his crnment I was remimed of the educational systan of 

ancient Israel. Interestingly, the Bible never speaks of the institution we call 

a school. Schools really originated later. The basic schooling unit was the family 

and the family provided the youngster with romitioning for character, the values 

that the family d~ ~ropriate requirErl for living within the clan and that 

family, the clan, provided on the job training, apprenticeship training, to be a 

sheep herder, to be a fanrer, to be a smith, to be whatever it was that that young

ster w:>uld be required to be for the society as a wlDle. CcJTI)etency and character, 

innately, instinctively, before there was an institution called sch(X)l. These 

were recognized as the essential elerrents in any instructional systan. 

Now, as instruction in a fonnal way begins in the ancient w:>rld 

it begins by the creation of sch(X)ls for a group known as the scribes. Scribes 

appear in all the cultures of the Middle Fast, they're called soferim. These 

scribes were required to write, to be the registrars of the bureaucracy, to regis

ter the taxes, to register land, to register treaties, to register formulas of 

marriage, of divorce and so on. They were a very small elite group who were re

quired by every nation, every oountry, every ·cx:mrunity, that was settled in that 

part of the world. And it's interesting that that learning which was demanded of 

the scribes usually took place in the capital, usually reserved to the children of 

the upper classes, and yet that learning was called hocltna, a term which we know 

as the tenn for wisdan. lbdJna neans a specific skill, the ability to perfonn a 

specific task, and it also means the wisdan to live one's life with sare degree 

of quality, with sane degree of character. One of the Chap books of those ancient 

scribal schools in Israel is the book of Proverbs, am the J:bok of Proverbs describes 
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the purp:>se of the attaining of wisdan of the scribal schools in this way. Once 

you go to the school then you shall urrlerstand righteousness and justice and char

acter, every good path. Canpetency, a specific skill, required by the society, 

canpetency and character, the way that one should go, the qualities, the values, 

that sareho.v ought to be internalized. 

Now the job of providing education, of going into a classroan arrl 

teaching, is a very crntplex one and I want in no way to suggest that there are 

panaceas, simplicities, but I would suggest that as we face the eighties, as we 

face falling enrollrcents and lesser financial backing for the schools, as choices 

are going to have to be made, the one elemmt which will be fundamentally signi

ficant as an achievarent for the schools would be sare ooherent educational phil

osophy, sane ooherent set of goals that a society could agree on and that school 

systans could build on and shape themselves around. But if we try to enforce our 

schools as we have tried over the last forty years to solve all the problans of 

the social order, to create a group of young people who will becare the kinds of 

adults woo will be saints, we' re asking of them an inpossible task. We have to be 

nore nod.est in our expectations of the school. We have to for a period of tine 

give them sane clear guidance and I sul:mit to you that that guidance soould be 

that which instruction has always been - canpetency and ooherence. No youngster 

should graduate fran our schools who can't read, wh:> can't write, who can't fill 

out a job application, who can't speak, \tho can't express the thoughts that are 

within in a way which will cannunicate tmse thoughts to amther, who can't per

fonn the simple carpitatianal. tasks required in purchasing an object, in budgeting 

for the family, in filling out one's incx:me tax fonn in a simple way. we have to 

see that the schools provide those very basic standards, and ~re nust be mini.rrurn 

standards and, preferably, ways in which the able and the talented will far exceed 

those standards. And sanelx:Jw, along the way, by the discipline of the school we 

nust give to the yoorg people a sense of what honesty is all about, what human 
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relationships, interpersonal relationships are about, what criminality is arrl what 

civic duty represents, and this, too, can be done within the a:mnunity which we 

call a school - canpetency and character - and an educational philosophy which will 

be coherent, consistent, over the next decade. 

'As so often, I've had to paint for you a picture which is not that 

hopeful, but, interestingly, when you look back over the crises of the last 30 or 

40 years there are sane signs that the school systan has survived many of the pres

sures which have been put on them, that our children are resilient, that where there 

are books and where there is opportunity many will learn. I quoted you a statistic 

that the top five percent of our students have always been the equal of the top 

five percent of our students throughout the \\Urld which is simply to say that as 

long as there are public libraries there's a place to go out and read and learn. 

And I would add to this. aoother fact, a fact which will appeal to 

the civil libertarians among us and to those who are concerned with racial justice, 

that between 1965 and 1975 the numrer of black students who """-ere graduating from 

our high schools quadrupled, arrl that in 1980, for the first tine in Anerican his

tory, the percentage of black students graduatim fran our high schools woo went 

on to college was greater than the percentage of white students who graduated fran 

our high schools and woo went on to college. We have made progress . Things have 

happened. If we could have avoided these single issue concerns, if we oould have 

avoided overloading our schools with obligations much rrore oould have been accarp

lished. If we allow our schools the noney with which to do the job and tell than 

that what we ask of them is very simple, very cx:uplex but very simple, carpetence 

and character - that's the focus of your work - we'll try to solve the other prob

lens of the society in other ways, you'll help us with it, but concentrate on the 

task which is yours. We don't expect that you will achieve it caupletely. We 

tell you that these are the minimum achievements which we ra:iuire of you. Now 

see if you can't reach that goal. 
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24 OPENING PRAYERS 

Bless, 0 God, our worship this day, that it may fill our hearts 
with the gladness and holiness of the Sabbath. Let us receive 
from it increased strength and guidance for our life and work.· 

So shall the spirit of this day spread blessing over all days. 

* * * * 

"I rejoiced when they said to me: 'Let us go to the house of the 
Lord.,,, Wherever we go, God is with us. Wherever we are, our 

prayers can reach him whose glory fills the universe. But we 

enter his house so that 'we may worship together as a community. 

As we pray together with our fellow Jews, we become conscious 
of the Covenant which binds our people to God, and which 

inspires us to fulfil those ideals which he has set for our fathers 
and for us. We ask God's blessing upon our worship this day, 

that it may make us stronger for the tasks of life, nobler in our 

aims, and conscious at all times that we live in his presence. 

* * * * 

It has been said: "If God is not in your heart, you will not 
find him in the whole universe.,, May this service help to 

implant the love and reverence of God in the hearts of all who 

worship here this day. May the beauty of our faith lead many to 

find God and to serve him in all their ways. 

* * * 
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