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1. Introduction

It isan honor to direct The Boyer Center and, in thisrole, to be with you here in San Antonio.
Y our work in the Basc Schools of this region is compdling and inspiring as your conference program
here suggests. The nationd Basic School Network needs and indeed wel comes your expertise and
involvement beyond the region.

The Boyer Center is an educational resource, research, service center focused on addressing
critical issues, pre-K through baccdaureate. At the pre-K to 12 level, one of our important projectsis
working with the Basic School Network. My connecting here with your regiona work is, therefore,

most appropriate.

2. High Stakes
A few yearsinto his tenure as Carnegie Foundation president, Ernie Boyer received the
following note from one of his assgants.
My parents came from tiny villages at the end of nowhere in the heart of Russa, surrounded by
incredible darkness and hogtility. To them, education was light and hope. So it wasrrt difficult
for them after they got here to send me haf-way across the country, though they had never been
west of the Hudson, to the U. of Oklahomawith only $12 in my pocket. | was scared to death
but they wererrt. | carrt help thinking about how pleased they would have been to know that
I=-m involved in your quest to make education better. It=s an honor.
| know many of you are thinking that anyone who goes to Oklahoma ought to be Ascared to
death,@ but the point of my comment is different. The assgtant:slast name was Hochgein. The
Adarkness) and Ahotilityd in central Russiain the 20" century didrrt pertain only to the indigenous

culture, as the Holocaust made clear. Education was the light and hope.



A few years ago the chancellor of the Univerdity of St. Petersburg approached the president of
Bard Collegein New Y ork about establishing aliberd arts program at her universityCa program like
the critical reading/writing/thinking seminars for undergraduates at Bard. The chancellor isanuclear
physcis and the Univeraty of St Petersburg specidizes in science and technology. The program was
intended for Russian students, not Americans studying aboroad. Bard established the program which
now has a subgtantial enrollment. One day the president asked the chancellor what motivated her to call
for such aprogram there. After dl, the liberd arts are about great ideas, famous texts, eterna verities,
and developing oness ahility to think and write and tak oness way through idess. The chancellor replied
that the libera arts are needed because nothing less than the commitment of the next generation of
Russian students to a more democratic Russa hangsin the balance.

Why, you ask, do | begin these reflections on such ponderous notes with the Russian stories:
education as Alight and hopel over againgt darkness and hogtility; education as the Abearer of
democratic culturel amidgt rich (though not particularly democratic) traditionsin Russanow in
consderable disarray? Why? Because | think the stakes in our nationa education debate in this
country now are of asimilar order of magnitude as these ponderous first notes.

Heress how a group of American educators put it recently: AThe decisions we make about
education are redly decisons about the kind of country we want to be; the sort of society in which we
want to raise our children; the future we want them to have; and evenCand perhaps especialyCabout
the content of their character and the architecture of their souls@ That sounds like Boyer but in fact
these sentiments are the work of a group of contemporary educators (some from Texas!) with whom

Ernie and some of us wouldrrt necessarily dways agree. |f you were uneasy about education as light
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and hope, or the bearer of democratic culture, then what about education in the U.S. and Russa as the
architecture of character and soulCand the role of educatorslike us. | said that the stakes are high!

I-m arelative newcomer to K-12 education, having spent my professond lifeto datein
education but in the baccalaureate, graduate, and professona school worlds. So I:=m impressionable.
Indeed, my spouse, a professond educator at the dementary leve for thirty years and now a school
library director, wonders why it took me so long to get interested in her work! Nothing has been more
gratifying in these first two years as Executive Director of The Boyer Center than my viststo Basic
Schoals, my involvement with the Basic School regiona centers and the nationa network, and the
cregtion of the national Best Practices Award program of the Boyer Center which has recognized a
number of Basic Schools.

From Willard in Norfolk to Weber in lowa City to Jackson-Kédler here, your schoolsCour
schoolsCErmiess schools are models of what happens when Aegditarianiam, dissatisfaction with the
gatus quo, innovation, idealism, a common core of learning, ethics, socidization, consensus building,
and advocacyfl come together. 'Y ou may not recognize your school or its agendain quite this way.
That=s because what | just saidCAegditarianiam through advocacy(iCis the way Ernie Boyer=s brother,
Paul, described Erniess commitments in a biographical essay recently. It=sagood description.

| dorrt want to claim that Basic Schools are the incarnation of Ernie himself, but the description
is pertinent to your schoolsCand to you (innovators, idedists, and so on). Some have said that the
Basic School book is Boyer-s summative work; in hisfind days where he brought dl of histhinking on
common learning, high school, college, and scholarship to bear on the dementary school. How proud

he would be if he were hereCor dtting on the floor in your school library reading to some kidsCor



listening to dl of you tak about the joys and chdlenges of school life that are gpoparent in the nationd
debate and in the future of your schools.

| said that the educationd stakes are high. Thank goodness, it=s about time, and thanks in part
to Presdent Bush. You may not like dl of his proposas but you can like his use of the bully pulpit for
education. | dorrt just mean the debates on testing and standards, or vouchers and new forms of
privatization in education. By high stakes, | dso mean what Jonathan Kozol keeps cdling the
Aeduceationd apartheidf) in the south Bronx and other placesCand of course the more overt forms of

violence which we dl know.

3. Four-Letter Words
| ds0 mean the kind of high stakes agenda | heard recently from awise, informed, tough-talking
pediatrician with forty years of experience. Listen to these seven four-letter words which he said point
to reditiesthat are up for grabsin kids: lives todayCreditieswhich fdl to dl of you Asurrogate
parents)C| mean teachersCto address:
Play: Hesadit=s necessary for good learning, not just areward for good behavior;
Diet: Yes, you may deserve abresk today, but not dways at afast-food restaurant where the
chairs are bolted to the floor, thus insuring a clean plate rather than an adequate med,;
Talk: Educationisnot a 100-yard dash; it-s a marathon which necessitates lisening and
taking;
Care: If it does¥t fed right, get the child out of it;

Pray: The research saysthat kids who are exposed to supportive faith communities have



higher grades and lesstrouble;

Read: Readersare kidswho are read to;

Love: It needsto be authentic and unconditiona; kids can spot a phony amile off.

What makes these four-letter words so timely? There are factors, so said the pediatrician, in
the lives of kids these days that arerrt much goodChurry (All Grown Up and Nowhere to Go);
televisionCthe person who bought it should decide whereit islocated, when it is on and for what, and
when to turn the damn thing off; and the loss of parentsCthe number one fear for hdf of the younger
age population in this country now islosing a parentCand many havel

The bad news is that on some of the fundamentd conditions for growing up, the ekes are far
too high. The good news isthat there are districts and schools and administrators and teachersClike
youCwho provide afull-service facilityCa safety netCan extended familyCa safe placeCthe right
conditions for Aordinary resurrections,i to use Kozol language, where the hard pieces of life are at least
made softer and kids also learn to read and write and think.

Can you think of an inditution, a place, acommunity in our culture that is more srategicaly
located and addresses essential and critical human needs more effectively than the school? | carrt.
There is no more important an inditution in our society than the school, especidly the dementary school .

The schoal requires the safety, the respect, the care, the resources, the funding, the commitment thet its
kids and its high cdling deserve. Our students are the nationa treasure of this society and you are the

Aangels at the door(l of this national treasure.



4, Basic School:  Successes and Challenges
In my first two years at the Boyer Center | have been fortunate to serve on the national Basic
School Network board, its search committee for a new full-time executive director, and asthe
representative of the Center which now owns the copyright and authority of the Basic School book and
itsagenda. To my Basic School work, | have brought my ingtincts as a sociologist and educationa
adminigtrator, not experience as an dementary school teacher. | know that from the sad gathering of
educators a the Boyer home in Princeton afew days before Erniess degth in 1995, people like Alicia
Thomas, Richard Middleton, Mary Ellen Bafumo, Victor Herrara, Celia Berger, Gus Jacob, Nancy
McCullom, and many others have led the way as teachers have studied, adopted, and implemented the
Basic School program now in close to 200 schools. | know something of the work of the regiona
centers, of the mentoring, of the many informa connections.
In addition to these successes in less than adecade, there are others about which you may not
know:
$ The recent hiring of Dr. TeresaVanDover, principa of Shepherd Elementary School in
Columbia, MO, as the new full-time executive director of the Basic School Network
(she would be here except for another commitment);
$ The relocation of the network administrative offices to the School of Education , U. of
Missouri (Columbia) where a supportive dean, Dick Andrews, is advoceating the
network agenda;
$ The additiond financid support of the Kauffman Foundation in Kansas City to enhance

Teresaes work.



$ The restructuring of the Board to ensure full national representation;
$ The support of NAESP and the interest of Bush adminigtrative officersin the work of
the Basic Schools.
From where | St, the challenges of the Basic Schools and the network are at least the following:
$ Development and use of evduative ingruments so that the case for the success of the
Basic School can in part be legitimized with reliable and compelling data;
$ Preparation and sharing of curiculum meaterids between schools,
$ Development of dirategies for outreach and dissemination in order to engage other
educators and schoals,
$ Regiond and nationd visihility;
$ Leadership a the locd, regiond and nationd levd;
$ Funding
5. Jackson-Keller: A Decade Later
Next year is the 10" anniversary of Jackson-Keller asaBasic School. When | visited therein
February, | urged Lola Folkes and a number of teachers to begin thinking about a mgjor event to
celebrate the ten years of successCsponsor an education symposium, bring back the dums, have a
party, plan for the next ten years at Jackson-Kdler and in this region, and get the attention of the
President (Crawford isonly up the road) and Secretary Paige. Later today, a number of us are meseting
about this matter. Thisisthe kind of opportunity which carrt be missed if we areto move the Basic
School forward from an extended family to an organization, from loca to nationd visbility, from one of

the best kept secretsin education to anationa presence. So folks, lets go for it!



We know what it means to implement the principles of curricular coherence, character
education, community, and alearning climate in schools. Now we need to make certain thet at the
locdl, regiond, and nationd levels, these convictions aso shape our identity and presence in anetwork
of educators commited to renewd. It istime to move from being an extended family to being a nationa
organization with dl the rights, privileges, and responsibilities thereunto!

6. Angedls at the Door

| began with two ponderous notes on education as Alight and hopell and as the Abearer of
democratic culturef) 1 also want to end on a ponderous note and | refer you to the two poems on the
Boyer Center handout. William Blake, the eighteenth-century English poet, painter, engraver, is best
known for his Songs of Innoncence and Songs of Experience. Two of them, Holy Thursday, are about
childrenCchildren who in innocence were the Aflowers of Londonf but who, in the red life experience of
that city, were the poor children housed in Acharity schoolsi to keep them in their place, to assure a
supply of domestic workers and servants, and to guarantee the upperclasses of their charity.

Blakes doquent imagery caught my eye as| prepared these remarks, not his philosophy and
socid satire which are important topics for another time. Two by two, says the poem, children entered
St. Paul=s Cathedrd annudly on Holy ThursdayCal 6,000 of themCfull of radiance and innocence with
voices like a mighty wind to heaven raised. But for them, says the post, in fact thereis only misery and
poverty and eterna winter. Thiswas the imagery for Blakess sharp attack on awedthy country that
alowed such wretchedness and contradictions.

The Holy Thursday poem of innocence (front side of the handout) provides an appropriate

concluson for my remarks. ABenesth them sit the aged men wise guardians of the poor; Then cherish
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pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.(

As educators, classroom teachers, adminigirators, we are not in the pity business. But in the
presence of dl the complicated redities of kid-s experience today which we too much see, we are the
Aguardians of the poor@Cthe deprived in far too many ways. Our cdling is not to keep them in that
place, as did the London charity schoals, but to free themCall our kidsCfor a future of opportunity
through the education we provide. In that role, we areCyou areCin Blakes language, the Aangels a the
door.@

Bewdl, blessngs and best wishes. Thank you!
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