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Students doing worse with each passing year

By Vincent M Cassone


At issue | Herald-Leader news story Sept. 23: "Cheers and challenges; Fayette has 4 of top 5 elementary scores."

It is amazing, as Superintendent Stu Silberman said, that five Fayette County elementary schools ranked in the top 10 in Kentucky, and it's good that two Fayette County middle schools ranked in the top 10. However, it's very disappointing, as high school director Mike McKenzie states, that none of our five high schools met the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) goals, and that performance actually declined in the past year. Silberman indicates the data suggest we're doing very well "at the top" but we need to "find ways to get more kids engaged."

A quick analysis of these data suggests a very different story. According to reports, Fayette County elementary schools scored an average 101.9 plus or minus 13.2 (the standard deviation) on the NCLB index. The middle schools scored 94.9 plus or minus 12.9, while the high schools scored 78.7 plus or minus 8.4.

Our students' performance is declining as they progress.

How can that be? The genetic variation hasn't changed. Nor has socioeconomic status, variable as it is.

Our dedicated teachers are not directly responsible. However, Kentucky students are falling behind the nation, and American students are rapidly falling behind those in other industrialized nations. Yet we ask more of our students in terms of time, homework and testing.

Why? We are burning our students out with homework, tests and projects with little educational value. Students have four to six hours of this homework every evening, reducing family bonding time and sleep time. They're getting fatter and less fit with reduced time for recess and physical education.

There is enormous evidence that play, sleep and music are extremely important for social and intellectual growth. Obesity is directly correlated with low academic scores. Yet, the educational establishment ignores this evidence to achieve a score on a standardized test.

At the same time, students entering university are increasingly less capable of succeeding. They cannot read, write or comprehend the written word or understand basic mathematics.

On one side, we have an amazing performance by overworked, fat, elementary students that progress into very good, over-worked middle school students who begin to burn out and become underachieving, disappointing high school students with reduced capability of succeeding in college.

On the other side, we have an increasing need for an educated, technically competent population. It's not a pretty picture.

I am a scientist and an author. I was department head elsewhere for several years before coming to Lexington, where I am helping reform the curriculum.

I have children ages 28 to six. If my educational experience paralleled those of my children and my friends' children, I would not and could not succeed. I dare say the best scientists, authors, artists and thinkers would be similarly stunted by this Draconian educational policy.

Students are in class seven to eight hours every day. Let's work to make those hours more efficient and help our children succeed without harm to their health and family life. Let's back off on academic expectations of our youngest scholars and build upon the basics over the long course of their hopefully very happy education.

Vincent M Cassone PhD, is chairman of the Biology department at the University of Kentucky.
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