Wait for it! Waiting for Superman has a Progressive Core. Who knew?
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When Captain Renault, played by Claude Rains says “round up the usual suspects” in Casablanca, we all know what it has come to mean in the popular lexicon. When the Film by Geoffrey Guggenheim first opened at TIFF, the usual suspects of right wing education reform starred in the piece. Bill Gates was the star, Michelle Rhee late as Chancellor of Washington DC’s schools was the female lead, and Geoffrey Canada of the Harlem Children’s Zone was the Bill Cosby pepper to the Bill Gates’ salt.  

The privateers loved it. The testers loved it. The charter school crowd loved it. The heroes started charter schools so that kids who ‘won a lottery’ (eyes roll) got a get out of the ghetto school free card and those who did not win were returned to the educational hell holes that constitute American inner city education. The villains were the teachers’ unions who “stood in the way of reform.” One half expected Randi Weingarten, President of the AFT, to appear in a Darth Vader helmet speaking in the James Earl Jones voice. 

I must admit, I also had some preconceived ideas about the film based on the press clippings and the trailers that were released. Then I finally saw the thing and at its very core was an attack on the ‘low expectations’ that the system (read teachers) held for poor black students. OK, there is some of that but the film then launches into an attack on the ‘tracking system’ as the epitome of low expectations. In Canada, we refer to tracking as ‘streaming’ and the most recognizable streaming is the placement of high school students in different streams (or tracks) based on ability and supposed desired future goals. In Ontario, HS students are in Academic or Applied streams in grades 9-10 and University, College or Workplace streams in grades 11-12. 

Streaming is of course, much more complex than that and involves who is in various forms of special ed. French Immersion, IB, or even Differentiated Instruction within classrooms. In the WFS movie, cartoon students are moved along conveyor tracks with some leading to university and some leading out the door. Geoffrey Canada appeared on the Dave Letterman show recently and said, and I paraphrase, “how can our kids get to college when they are not in college-bound programs in high school.” “How can our area place more kids in college when it is full of schools and programs that don’t lead to college?” 

He is dead right but notwithstanding the fact that ‘tracking’ is an absolutely core issue in the film, you will not hear, Oprah or Bill Gates or Michelle Rhee or any of the usual suspects on the right, that laud the film, address its central premise. 

When I bring this issue up on right wing education discussion boards there is a stunned silence followed by “oh well we don’t agree with everything in the film, as if the issue was minor, or a fingers in the ears “we can’t hear you response.” 

Righties are very fond of saying, “not all education problems need to be solved by money.” When I tell them I agree and that the phase out of the streaming system would go a long way to solving our education problems I am treated like a fart in church. 

The evidence that tracking or streaming has profound negative consequences for marginalized students is, overwhelming but essentially suppressed in current educational debate. The sceptical can begin with Jeanie Oakes and John Goodlad. 

There will be further homework assignments but complete these ones for the next issue. 

This piece was taken from Doug Little’s Education Report, which we recommend to all our readers – www.thelittleeducationreport.com 
　

