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In the USA and Canada, most of us educators do not educate.  We do not even teach, neither subjects nor disciplines.  We train students to take courses.  We move students across short-term memory hurdles in what amounts to a theater of perseverance and ignorance perpetuation.

Teachers play follow-the-leader with students each day: here's how to do, now try with me, now do on your own while I sit; ask if you're not sure.  At the end of Chapter A, the content is rehashed for a test.  Two tests later, Chapter A has been forgotten.  The final exam is crammed for, made simple, and counted for a tiny fraction of the course grade.  This is not education.

Sadly. We really get very close to educating. Two relatively easy and inexpensive changes will bring tremendous improvement.

First, in addition to daily exercising over new material on their own, students should be attempting as much recall of previous learning as time permits each day, with as much or more time spent on such remembering attempts as on absorbing new material.  Consider: if content is worth learning in the first place, it is worth a bit of daily reviewing until deliberate conscious recall is a matter of the learner's discretion.  Psychologists tell us that 80% of material is forgotten within five hours of initial learning.  Also, no less than three years' intermittent practice is needed for long-term memory to take over.  Finally, only 30-50% of the usual textbook practice on the new topic is productive.  In short, retention requires practice in recall, during time that is already ours -- without a longer school day, or week, or year.

The other change is for every exam to be cumulative.  If the collection of chapters is to be learned as an entity, students should, for example, be held to reviewing all previous exams in preparing for each new exam.  When the final exam arrives, there is no cramming for a dumbed-down, inconsequential test, for education has been achieved.  Students feel satisfied and confident because they have remembered, understood, and synthesized the information into an entity.  Educated.

The problem with implementing this simple wisdom is in teaching tradition.  When they themselves were students, most teachers in the USA and Canada were never assigned review on a daily basis, nor were they tested routinely on the total course to date.  The beginning teacher is likely to assume that the textbook is the latest, best possible collection and sequence of content, with lessons and student practice most strategically designed for initial learning and long-term retention.  When chapter review proves insufficient for particular students, a teacher may easily deduce that these individuals are mentally deficient or under-motivated.  "Math just isn't your strength” is said to students who do not succeed.

In time, the new teacher faces and overcomes a world of other difficulties seldom discussed in collegiate training -- disciplining, making records, managing time.  The teacher gradually assumes the self-respect needed to stand one's ground in the face of student/parent maneuvering on one hand and administrator's meddling on the other.  They know when they have become what are commonly known as good teachers.

This hard-won self-respect gets in the way of sensing the need to overcome tradition, to deal with problems such as human forgetting rather than avoiding such difficulties in traditional ways.  The need to deal with human forgetting is obscured by exclusive concentration on new material for each day's assigned work and on the most recent chapter for each test.  Materials that diagnose for and overcome forgetting through daily long-term review often appear to be revolting and offensive to teachers.  The data on forgetting and memory are all but hidden in unpopular journals on the psychology of human thought.

Red herrings in education exacerbate the problem.  Current pedagogical fashions include hosannas for problem-solving, critical thinking skills, and social constructivism, and sneers for basic skills. The University of Illinois' Barak Rosenshine, a leader in educational psychology, has described those trends as “utter nonsense.”  Little better can be said for popular issues in education at any point in its history.  Many teacher  organizations foster fashions and seem to work hard to not resolve difficulties related to student achievement, else the existence of the organizations be threatened by absence of purpose.

Textbook publishers, with apparent power to make positive changes, are instead hamstrung economically by traditional teacher buying practices.

Books that sell best feature expensive and worthless color pictures, ever-easier content, fashionable trivia, and "teachable" lesson-chapter designs for the perpetuation of traditional class routines.  Denied are the satisfying experiences of remembering, understanding, and synthesis, which lead to long-term academic growth, confidence, and desire for more.  

Needed is a national call from parents to school boards to administrators to teachers: educate.  Computers remember indefinitely; people forget.  If every teacher tomorrow began to add even short lists of assorted review questions to existing daily routines, and supported that practice with cumulative exams, school would be far less frustrating, and infinitely more exciting and enjoyable, for all.

Research shows this to be especially important for those children whose parents are uneducated and economically dependent.  These students we must educate, for they have considerably less hope than others to grow up to be economically non-dependent citizens.  Allowed to develop academically as humans can develop, these -- and all -- students will more likely continue in school as long as schools deal sensibly with forgetting, assuring students that they are smart enough to learn.

The persisting and growing dropout problem, and the witness of students who get good grades but remember little, tell us that we buy non-educational course-passing now and consequent welfare later.  We also buy research grants for people with well-worded intentions but who don’t really want results that might put the grantsmen out of the PEPISCAF* business.  When we speak of lack of confidence in schools, the foregoing is a better explanation than any other imaginable.

An important addition to the national call might be a five-question national educator re-exam. The questions would be, (1) how soon do people forget, (2) how much time is needed for long-term memory to be engaged and associative networks to be developed for particular learning, (3) how should we exercise and test, (4) what is the difference between training to take courses on one hand and education on the other, and (5) do we wait to start until our professional organizations and publishers approve? The correct answers are (1) five hours, (2) three years, (3) cumulatively, not piecemeal, (4) national malaise on one hand and fulfilled dreams for practically everybody on the other, and (5) no, most definitely not.
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