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1he Quality
School Curriculum

ecently I had a chance to talk to the

statt members of a high school who

had been hard at work for six months

trying + change their school irto a

Quality School. They believed that
they were much less coercive than in the
past, but they complained that many of their
students were still not working hard and
that a few continued to be disruptive. They
admitted that things were better but asked
me if maybe they should reinject a little
coercion back into their classroom manage-
ment in order to “stimulate” the students to
work harder.

I assured them that the answer to their
complaints was to use less, not more, coer-
cion. At the same time, [ realized that in
their teaching they had not yet addressed a
vital component of the Quality School, the
curriculum. To complete the move from
coercive hoss-managing tononcoercive lead-
managing,' they had to change the curricu-
lum they were teaching.

Thiswasmade even clearer to me during
the break when I talked to a few teachers
individually. They told me that they had
already made many of the changes that [
suggest below and that they were not having
the problems with students that most of the
staff members were having. Until almost all
the teachers change their curriculum, I
strongly believe that they will be unable to
rid their classrooms of the coercion that
causes too many of their students to con-
unue to be their adversaries.

In Chapter 1 of The Quality School, 1

briefly cited the research of Linda MeNeil of

Rice University to support my claim that
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boss-managementis destructive to the qual-
ity of the curriculum.’ From feedback I have
been receiving, it seems that the schools that
are trying to become Quality Schools have
not paid enough attention to this important
point. fam partly at fault. When Iwrote The
Quality School, T did not realize how vital it is
for teachers to make sure that they teach
quality, and I did not explain sufficiently

what this means. "To correct this shorteom-
ing, I want to expand on what I wrote in the
book, andIstrongly encourage staff members
ofal’ “heschools thatseek to move to qualin
to spend a great deal of tme dlscussmg this
matter.

We must face the fact that a majority of
students, even good ones, believe that much
of the present academic curriculum is not
worth the effort it takes to learn it. No
matter how well the teachers manage them,
if students do not find quality in what they
are asked to do in their classes, they will not
work hard enough to learn the material, The
answer is not to wy to make them work
harder; the answer is to increase the quality
of what we ask them to learn.

Coercion Versus Learning

Faced with students who refuse to make
much effort, even teachers who are trying to
become lead-managers give a lot of low
grades—a practice so traditional that they
fail to perceive it as coercive. Then the
students deal with their low grades by re-
belling and working even less than before.
"The teachers, in turn, resent this attitude.
They believe that, because they are making
the effort to be less coercive, the students
should be appreciative and work harder.
"The teachers fail to see that the students arc
not rebelling against them and their efforts
to become lead-managers; theyare rebelling
agamnst a curriculum that lacks qualinv.
Therefore, if we want to create Qualin
Schools, we must stop 4/ coercion, not jus
some, and one way to do this is to create d
quality curriculum.




Before I describe a quality
curriculum, letme use asimple
nonschool example to try to
explain what it is about the
curriculum we have now that
lacks quality. Suppose you get
ajob in a factory making both
black shoes and brown shoes.
You are well-managed and do
quality work. But soon you
become aware that all the
brownshoesyoumakearesold
for scrap; only the black shoes
are going into retail stores.
How long would you continue
to work hard on the brown
shoes? As you slack off, how-
ever, you are told that this is
not acceptable and that you
will lose pay or be fired if you
don’t buckle down and do just
as good a job on the brown as
onthe black. Youare told that
what happens to the brown
shoes is none of your business.
Your job is to work hard.
Wouldn'’tit be almost impos-
sible to do as you are told?

Teaching Throwaway Information?

As silly as the preceding example may
seem, students in schools, even students in
colleges and graduate schools, are asked to
learn well enough to remember for impor-
tant tests innumerable facts that both they
and their teachers know are of no use except
to pass the tests. [ call this throwaway in-
formation because, after they do the work to
learn it, that is just what students do with it.
Dates and places in history, the names of
parts of organisms and organs in biology,
and formulas in mathematicsand science are
all examples of throwaway information.

Newspaperssometimes publish accounts
of widespread cheating in schools and label
it a symptom of the moral disintegration of
our society. But what they call “cheating”
turns out to be the ways that students have
devised to avoid the work of memorizing
throwawayknowledge. Thehonest students
who are penalized are not pleased, but many
students and faculty members and most of
the informed public do not seem unduly
upset about the “cheating.” They are aware
that there is no value to much of what
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Whether called throw-
away knowledge or non-
seise, this kind of
menorized information
can never be a part of
the curriculum of a

Quality School.

students are asked to remember. I certainly
do not condone cheating, but I must stress
that, as long as we have a curriculum that
holds students responsible for throwaway
information, there will be cheating—and
tew people will care.

Elsewhere I have suggested that this
throwaway knowledge could also be called
“nonsense.” While it is not nonsense to ask

students to be aware of formu-
las, dates, and places and to
know how to use them and
where tofind themiftheyneed
them, it becomes nonsense
when we ask students to
memorize thisinformation and
when we lower their grades if
they fail to do so. Whether
called throwaway knowledge
or nonsense, this kind of
memorized information can
never be a part of the curricu-

lum of a Quality School.

Not What but Where, When,
Why, and How
This means that in a
Quality School there should
never be test questions that
call for the mere regurgitation
of bare facts, such as those
written in a book or stored in
the memory of a computer.
Studentsshould never be asked
to commit this portion of the
curriculum to memory. All
available information on what
is being studied should always be on hand,
notonly during class butduring all tests. No
student should ever sufter academically be-
cause he or she forgot some fact or formula.
The only useful way to test scudents’ knowl-
edge of facts, formulas, and other informa-
tion is to ask not what the information is, but
where, when, why, and how itis of use in the
real world.

While a complete definition of quality is
elusive, it certainly would include usefulness
in the real world. And useful need not be
restricted to practical or utilitarian. That
which is useful can be aesthetically or spiri-
tually useful or useful in some other way that
is meaningful to the student—but it can
never be nonsense.

In a Quality School, when questions of
where, why, when, and how are asked on a
test, they are never part of what is called an
“objective” test, such as a multiple-choice,
true/false, or short-answer test. For ex-
ample, if a multiple-choice testis used to ask
where, why, when, and how, the student in
a Quality School should not be restricted to
alistof predetermined choices. Thereshould
always be a place for a student to write outa
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Having to explain a concept to someone at home increases the chance that the child will understand

the concept and recognize its relevance to real life.

better answer if he or she believes that the
available choices are less accurate than an-
other alternative. For example, a multiple-
choice test question in history might be:

“George VVashmgton is called ‘the father of
his country’ for the following reasons: [four
reasons would then be listed]. Which doyou
think is the best reason?” The student could
choose one of the listed answers or write in
another and explain why he or sue thought
it better than those listed.

“How Can You Use This Information?”

In a Quality School questions as narrow
as the preceding example would be rare,
simply because of the constant effort to
relate all that is taught to the lives of the
students. Therefore, if a question asking
where, when, why, and how certain infor-
mation could be used were asked, it would
always be followed by the further question:
“How can you use this information in your
life, now or in the future?”

However, such a follow-up question
would never come out of the blue. The real-
world value of the material to be learned
would have been emphasized in lectures, in
class discussions, in cooperative learning
groups, and even in homework assignments
that ask students to discuss with parents or

Clearly, demonstrating
the use of what is
learned in a veal-life
situation is one of the

best ways to teach.
|

other adults how what they learn in school
might be useful outside of school. The
purpose of such follow-up questions is to
stress that the curriculumina Quality School
focuses on useful skills, not on information
that has no use in the lives of those who are
taughtit. [ define a skill as the ability to use
knowledge. If we emphasized such skills in
every academic subject, there would be no
rebellion on the part of students. Students
could earn equal credit on a test for explain-

ing why what was taught was or was not of

use to them. Thiswould encaurage themto
think, not to parrot the ideas of others.
Continuing with the George Washing-
ton question, ifastudentina Quality School
said that Washington's refusal to be crowned

king makes him a good candidate to be
considered father of this republic, a teacher
could ask that student how he or she could
use thisinformatoninlife noworlater. The
student might respond thathe or she prefers
to live ina republic and would notlike to live
in a country where a king made all the laws.
A student’s answer could be more compli-
cated than this brief example, but what the
student would have thought over would be
how Washington’s decision aftects his or
her life today.

Withoutmemorizing any facts, students
taught in this way could learn more history
in a few weeks than they now learn in years.
More important, they would learn to fke
history. Too many students tell me that they
hate history, and I find this to be an educa-
tional disaster. I hope that what they arc
really saving is that they hate the history
curriculum, not history.

Demonstrating What They’ve Learned
Another important element in the cur-
riculum of a Quality School is that the stu-
dents be able to demonstrate how what they
have learned can be used in their lives now or
later. Almost all students would have no
difficulty accepting that reading, writing,
and arithmetic are useful skills, but in a
Quality School they would be asked to
demonstrate that they can use them. For
example, students would not be asked to
learn the multiplication tables as if this
knowledge were separate from being able to
use the tables in their lives.
Todemonstrate the usefulness of know-
ing how to muldply, students would be
given problems to solve and asked to show
how multiplication helped in solving them.
These problems might require the use of
several different mathematical processes,
and students could show how each process
was used. Students would learn not only
how to multiply but also when, where, and
why to do so. Once students have demon-
strated that they know how to multiply, the
actual multiplication could be done on 2
small calculator or by referring to tables.
In a Quality School, once students have
mastered amathematical processthey would
be encouraged to use a calculator. To do
math processes involving large numbers over
and over is boring and nonessential. Today,
most students spend a lot of time memoriz-



ing the times tables. They learn how to
multiply but fail to demonstrate when,
where, and why to multiply. Iwilladmitthat
the tables and the calculators do not teach
students how to multiply, but they are what
peoplein the real world use to find answers—
a fact finally recognized by the Educational
Testing Service, which now allows the use of
calculators on the Scholastic Aptitude Test.
Teachers in a Quality School would
teach the “how” by asking students to dem-
onstrate that they can do the calculadons
without a calculator.
Students would be told
that, as soon as they can
demonstrate this ability
by hand, they will be al-
lowed to use a calculator.
For most students,
knowing that they will
never be stuck working
one long, boring prob-
lem after another would
be more than enough in-
centive to get them to
learn to calculate.
In a Quality School
there would be a great
deal of emphasis on the
skill of writing and much
less on the skill of read-
ing. The reason for thisis
thatanyone who canwrite
well can read well, but
many people who can read well can hardly
writeatall. Fromgrade 1 on, students would
be asked towrite: first, words; then, sentences
and paragraphs; and finally, articles, stories,
and letters. An extremely good project s to
have each middle school student write a
book or keep a journal. Students who do so
will leave middle school with an educa-
tion—even if that is all that they have done.

Using Word-Processing Skills

To write a great deal by hand can be
onerous, but using a computer makes the
same process highly enjoyable. In a Quality
School, all teachers would be encouraged to
learn word-processing skills and to teach
them to their students. Moreover, these
skills should be used in all classes. Comput-
ers are more readily available in schools
today than would seem to be the case, judg-
ing from their actual use. If they are not

If we emphasized
the ability to use
knowledge in every
academic subject,
there would be no
rebellion on the part
of students.
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readily available, funds can be raised to buy
the few that would be needed. If students
were encouraged to write, we would see
fewerstudents diagnosed ashaving language
learning disabilities.

At Apollo High School,* where I con-
sult, the seniors were asked if they would
acceptwritinga good letter onacomputer as
a necessary requirement for graduation.
They agreed, and almostall of them learned
to do it. One way they demonstrated that
their letters were good was by mailing them
and receiving responses. They were thrilled
by the answers, which we used as one crite-
rion for satisfying the requirement. Clearly,
demonstrating the use of what is learned in
a real-life situation is one of the best ways to
teach.

Testing at a Quality School
While demonstrating is the best way to

show that something worthwhile has been
learned, itis notalways easy or even possible
to do so. Thus there must be some tests.
But, as I stated above, the tests in a Quality
School would always show the acquisition of
skills, never the acquisition of facts or in-
formation alone.

Let me use an example from science to
explain what would be considered a good
way to test in a Quality School. Science is
mostly the discovery of how and why things
work. But where and when they work can

also be important. Too
much science is taught as
a simple listing of what
works—e.g., theseare the
parts of a cell. Students
all over America are busy
memorizing the parts ofa
cell, usually by copying
and then labeling a cell
drawninatextbook. The
students are then tested
to see if they can do this
from memory—a won-
derful example of throw-
away information, taught
by coercion. Teaching
and testing in this way is
worse than teaching no
science at all, because
many students learn to
hate science as a result.
Hating something as
valuable as science is worse than simply not
knowing it.

"The students in a Quality School would
be taught some basics about how a cell
works, and they would be told that all living
organisms are made up of cells. To show
them thatthisisuseful knowledge, the teacher
might bring up the subject of cancer, ex-
plaining how a cancer cell fails to behave as
normal cells do and so can kill the host in
which it grows. All students know some-
thing about cancer, and all would consider
this useful knowledge.

The subsequent test in a Quality School
might ask students to describe the workings
of a cell (or of some part of a cell) with their
books open and available. They would then
be asked how they could use this informa-
tion in their lives and would be encouraged
to describe the differences between a normal
cell and a cancer cell. They would be taught
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that one way to use this mformation might
be to avoid exposure to too much sunlight
because excessive sunlight can turn normal
skir. cells into cancer cells. For most stu-
dents this information would be of use be-
cause all students have some fear of cancer.

What About Standardized Test Scores?

Readers might feel some concern that
what 1 am suggesting would not prepare
students for standardized tests that mostly
ask for throwaway information, such as the
identification of the parts of a cell. My
answer is that students would be better pre-
pared-—because, by learning to expluin how
and why something works, they are more
likely to remember what they have learned.
Even ifless ground is covered, as is likely to
be the case when we move from facts to
skills, a little ground covered well is better
preparation, even for nonsense tests, than a
lot of ground covered poorly.

We should never torget that people, not
curriculum, are the desired outcomes of
schooling. What we want to develop are
students who have the skills to become ac-
tive contributors to society, who are enthu-
stastic about what they have learned, and
who are aware of how learning can be of use
to them in the future. The curriculum
changes have suggested above will certainly
produce more students who fit this profile.

Will the students agree that these out-
comes are desirable? If we accept control
theory, the answer is obvious. When the
outcomes the teachers want are in the qual-
ity worlds of their students, the students will
accept them. In my experience skills will be
accepted as quality in almost all cases; facts
and information will rarely be accepted.

Assuming that skills are taught, the
teacher must still explain clearly what will
be asked on tests. Sample questions should
be given to the students, and the use of all
books, notes, and materials should be per-
mitted. Even if a student copies the work-
ings of a cell from a book at the time of the
test, the student will still have to explain how

this information can be used in life. If

students can answer such questions, they
can be said to know the material—whether
or not they copied some of it.

Tests—and especially optional retests
for students who wish to improve their
grades—can be taken at home and can in-
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T wost schools, ihe

clude such items as, “Fxplain the workings
of a cell to an adult at home, write down at
least one question that was asked by that
person, and explain how you answered it.”
All the facts would be available in the test; it
is the skill to use them that would be tested.
The main thing to understand here is that,
after a school stops testing for facts and
begins to test for skills, it will not be long
hetore it is clear to everyone that skills are
the outcomes that have value; facts and in-
formation have none.

In most schools, the teacher covers a
body of material, and the students must
guess what is going to appear on the test.
Some teachers even test for material that
they have not covered. Ina Quality School
this would not happen. There would be no
limitation on input, and the teacher would
notask students t figure out which parts of
thisinputwill be on the test. There would be
no hands raised asking the age-old question,
Is this going to be on the test?

Since it is always skills that are tested for
ina Quality School, it is very likely that the
teacher would make the test available to the
students before teaching the unit so that, as
they went through the material in class, they
would know that these are the skills that
need to be learned. Students could also be
asked to describe any other skill, that they

have learned from the study of the material.
This is an example of the open-endedness
thatis always a partof testing and discussion
ina Quality School. A number of questions
would be implicit in all tests: What can you
contribute? What is your opinion? What
might I (the teacher) have missed? Can you
give a better use or explanation?

Keep in mind that, in a Quality School,
students and teachers would evaluate tests.
Students who are dissatisfied with either
their own or the teacher’s evaluation could
continue to work on the test and improve,
Building on the thinking of W. Edwards
Dcming, the idea is to constandy improve
usable skills. In a Quality School, this op-
portunity is always open.

Implementing a Quality Curriculum

As [ook over what T have written, [ sce
nothing that requires any teacher to change
anything that he or she does. If what |
suggest appeals to you, implement it at your
own pace. Those ofusin the Quality Schoo
movement believe in lead-management, so
there is no coercion—no pressure on you to
hurry. You might wish to begin by discuss-
ing any of these ideas with your students. In
a Quality School students should be aware of
everything that the teachersare trying to do.
If it makes sense to them, as I think it will,
they will help you to put it into practice. +*

William Glasser, M.D., is & board-certified psy-
chiatvist and founder and president of the Insti-
tute for Reality Therapy, Cunoga Park, Calif.
This article is based on Supplementary Infor-
mation Bulletin No. 8 of the Quality School
Training Program, © 1992, William Glasser,
and is reprinted by permission.
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