Antony Solino             Philosophy of Education

     My philosophy of education has gone through many changes over the last 14 years. It used to be a lot more absolute and included a lot more ‘alls,’ ‘always,’ and ‘everys.’ Those words are still in there, but there are a lot more ‘this one’ or ‘that ones’ than there were before.

     I still believe that every child can learn. I firmly believe that students will learn if they are interested in the subject. They will be interested when they can see that it has some real-world applicability- that this material matters in their lives. What you as a teacher need to do is to make sure that they find the personal connection- that is the challenging part of the job. 

     Learners need hands-on lessons to make connections with the material. In today’s hi-tech world, so many “experiences” done by students are merely computerized versions of the real thing or simply seeing it on TV. In math, something as simple as using rulers to measure the perimeter of their desks is much better than just drawing a rectangle and coming up with arbitrary measurements. Dissecting a frog, although it may gross out many a high schooler is better than a virtual lab any day. Using a prism to separate light beats showing it on a slide. Students should be able to see cause and effect relationships before their very eyes. If hands-on lessons are absolutely not possible, students should have reliable, high speed access to virtual trips or labs, to visit distant planets or perform experiments. Technology can greatly enhance a child’s learning, as long as they use the technology as a tool to help them, rather than as a crutch to do all of the work for them.
     That is not to say that there isn’t some room for old fashioned “it’s this because it’s this.” Students in middle school or high school who still haven’t bothered to memorize their times tables should not be using blocks or manipulatives to see that 3 times 4 is 12. A bit of ‘back to basics’ couldn’t hurt in many areas. Everyone should know not only “reading, writing, and arithmetic” but also possess a general understanding of their environment, their country, and the world around them. Here in New York City, we are constantly amazed by what a complete lack of fundamental background knowledge our students are arriving with. Recently, during an after school program for at-risk students, my colleagues and I asked the students some basic questions. Some examples were, “how many days and weeks are in a year,’ ‘how many feet in a yard,’ ‘when was the Declaration of Independence written,’ ‘who fought in the Civil War,’ ‘what is the name of the National Anthem,’ ‘what colors make up a rainbow’ and so on. We have asked these same types of questions in Magnet Program and Academy level classes with similar results. We were dumbfounded when four out of five middle school students were unable to answer such basic questions. 
As an educator, I feel that the emphasis of math and reading scores has completely overshadowed those basic building blocks that help students become a human being. 
In cramming for tests, particularly through artificial means of learning, many of today’s students have lost the ability to think. They can only memorize and have no skill of application or modification. This is the result of endless hours spent doing drills from review books to work on inferencing, author’s purpose, main idea, etc. Children should learn multiple skills simultaneously through interdisciplinary lessons. Knowledge should not be gained in isolation. Have the System’s efforts to produce “on grade level” students robbed them of a well-rounded education?   
     Much public outrage has been placed on “our schools are failing.” And justifiably so. A national 33% (nearly 45% in the New York City system) drop-out rate tells us that this problem has to be dealt with as the pandemic that it is. A huge part of the big picture that needs to be addressed is that unfortunately, in too many homes around this country, education is not stressed or considered important. Parents are not fulfilling their share of their obligation to their children- and not just educationally. Teaching right from wrong and imparting basic social skills and manners has been shoved aside. Replaced by endless hours IMing, texting, and playing video games. If children placed even half as much importance on learning as getting 5 stars on expert level on ‘Sweet Child of Mine’ on Guitar Hero, think where we could be as a nation.  

    The physical fitness of today’s youth is in the same dire straits. Many parents no longer encourage their children to “go out and play” but instead feel they’re doing just as good a job with standing in front of the TV playing “Wii Sports.” As usual, ineffective, money wasting strategies such as putting the calorie and nutrition information up in fast food restaurants has been touted as the cure for the obesity woes. No one addresses the basic question of why parents are feeding their children (and themselves) such unhealthy fat-ladden food in the first place. Despite the nation’s economic woes, if you’ve been in a fast food restaurant lately, it’s one of the few industries not losing any profits. Yet the cry goes out for the schools to fix the problem. Much the same as subject teachers, physical education teachers cannot realistically be expected to whip into shape a nation of couch potatoes.  
     Many hypocritical parents (who are often yelling the loudest) have done more than their share of contributing to these problems. Irresponsible child rearing, coupled with poor moral examples and out of control birth numbers, have started millions of children off in a hole that they must spend their whole life struggling to climb out of. A campaign, starting at a grass roots level, and going all the way up to the highest governmental positions must seriously be started. A child’s education, as their key to their future must become a number one priority. A major impetus for a person to learn is believing that someone is expecting them to learn. So much research points to poorly achieving students not being successful because no one expected them to or because they were counted out from the very start. That same student, if they were encouraged, and carried an expectation of success around with them, would reach much higher levels of achievement.
     That higher level of achievement does not necessarily have to be college. Over the last twenty years, and particularly during the last ten, recognizing non-college level achievement has been completely eliminated. General high school diplomas have been done away with, and Regent’s level is the only remaining option. “Shop” classes have been all-but completely abolished. Millions of students who could have learned a valuable and indispensable trade have been left with only one option- pass the Regents. As a result, the standards for passing the test have been gradually lowered, the level of competence and difficulty of the questions has been lessoned, and a passing score does not mean what it used to. In reality, how many students who are squeaking by on the Regents today, would have passed the one from twenty years ago?
     Education should be a multi faceted endeavor. Programs should exist on many diverse levels. 
Classes should be created that cater to both students’ interests and levels of achievement. For those that know exactly where they want to go educationally, they should be scheduled for classes that will prepare them as quickly and as competently as possible for their career track. For students who are more adept at building, taking apart, modifying, or just plain doing things with their hands, a real-world applicable vocational training track should be made available. They should be able to learn a marketable, relevant trade that is not likely to get outsourced any time soon. For the vast majority of students who are somewhere in the middle, a comprehensive liberal arts, standards-based system should guide them through the maze; exposing them to many different areas of knowledge and skills. Their education should be evaluated across multiple criteria and not merely on their math and reading scores. Highly qualified teachers should be instructing them.    
     And if their education reaches college level, state colleges should charge a reasonable tuition. The state lottery system promised to use money to keep tuitions at an accessible price, yet the costs continue to grow by leaps and bounds. Graduates are nearly bankrupting themselves just to start paying their loans back. Our leaders should be investing in our country’s greatest resource-our people. You should not have to be a millionaire to get a good education. The money the State invests would more than amply be paid back by the future contributions of those students who were invested in.          
     After all of these lines, my philosophy of education can be summed up as such: students should have a system of education based on their interests and achievement levels. They should be encouraged by both their parents and the System. They should be taught real-world applicable skills by highly competent teachers in interesting, interdisciplinary, hands-on ways.  Students need to feel that they have an active role in their future and that of the world. Every student has the ability to learn, explore, and investigate not only the world around them, but also worlds very far away. Children are innately curious and given the opportunities and guidance, new ideas can be fostered and developed. If the System creates an environment for this curiosity to grow, children will succeed. 

�Well said. I  agree.
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