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Over the years, schools have adapted and changed with society.  Today’s schools face very different challenges from those of other generations.  Children come to school with needs that stem from modern culture, and schools must decide how to address these needs.  There is a tension between fulfilling our historical purpose of providing children with academic skills and handling the societal issues facing the children we teach.  I think that all teachers understand the existence of these two needs, but our tendencies and philosophies form a spectrum between the two.

Despite the need to teach academic skills to children, more and more, schools also provide social education.  At the elementary level, children are learning to succeed in a group environment, to collaborate with peers, and to interact with non-family adults, sometimes for the first time.  With many young children in full day school programs including extended days, social education must take place in the school.  I feel that teaching children to be caring, supportive adults is just as important as teaching them to evaluate literature or solve a mathematical equation.  Thankfully, the skills needed to be socially successful are not exclusive to academic skills.  A skillful teacher can combine these two needs.  As children practice critical thinking, they can learn to work in groups, interact with others, and develop academic and social skills together.

Some non-academic skills and values are harder to instill in the classroom.  Children in the same class may come from many different cultural backgrounds, and have parents who have very different aspirations for their children.  As teachers, it is important that we avoid imposing our own cultural values on our students.  We can teach students to support and value each other’s differences, but need to be careful not to favor one student’s cultural identity over another’s.


In addition to coming to school with their own cultural backgrounds, children come to school with exposure to their family’s opinions on controversial issues.  Dealing with these issues in a school setting can cause concern for families and be challenging.  However, I feel that these issues cannot be ignored.  One of the most important roles of an elementary school is to teach children to be critical thinkers who can evaluate an issue and defend their opinions using evidence.  By discussing controversial issues in our classrooms, we let our students know about points of view outside of those of their own families, and we give them the opportunity to form and discuss opinions in a safe and moderated environment.

As a teacher, I don’t want to tell my students what to think.  I want to teach them to ask hard questions, and then provide them with the skills they need to find answers.  I think this is especially important for me, in my role as an elementary school technology teacher, to remember.  When I teach a second or third grade child to use one of today’s computers, I am not teaching them skills that will translate directly into their college or work experience many years in the future.  Technology changes rapidly, and my students will use tools as adults that have not even been dreamed of today.  Therefore, the best way I can prepare my students for the future is to make sure they are problem solvers, who are comfortable experimenting with a new tool in order to figure out how to use it.
Even in today’s standards based curriculum, there is room for differentiated instruction and individual attention. I believe we can use a framework designed for the needs of third grade students in our society in a way that tailors instruction to local and individual needs. In fact, I think this is something that must be done if we are to meet the needs of all our students. The more that modern research tells us about the brain and how it learns, the more room there is for teachers to tailor instruction to the needs and strengths of a learner. This does not replace the framework that tells us what skills a third grade student should learn, but instead helps us as educators determine how to best teach those skills. 

